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  A note to readers:




  




  I write these stories with one thought in mind—what makes for the best read. Most of my stories are told in a combination of third person and first person point of view. You will notice the bullet image when it is first person and the gun image when it is third person. If a change in POV occurs within the same chapter, you will notice a series of three asterisks, like this: ***




  I bring this up because a few people got confused in the last book. I hope you don’t find this a distraction, as I believe telling the stories this way makes for a better reading experience.




  




  Thanks, and I hope you enjoy the book.




  Giacomo




  La famiglia è tutto




  Family is everything




  




  – Dominic Mangini
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  A Present for Maria




  Brooklyn, New York—Winter 1982




  Zeppe Mangini paced the busy sidewalk while nursing a cappuccino. He felt it was a sure sign that the world was falling apart when people sold cappuccino in paper cups, but he sipped the drink to draw warmth and to make himself appear busy. Every few steps he glanced across the street to the apartment at 1255. Tommy Nunzio had lived there since he was a kid. Tonight he would die there.




  Zeppe finished his cappuccino, waited for a break in traffic, then half-walked, half-jogged across the street. The horn from a souped-up Camaro blared as he reached the sidewalk. He tugged on his cap, covering a full head of coal-black hair, then nodded to his brother, Dominic, standing by the front steps.




  “Dom, you sure there’s no other way to do this?”




  “This is the cleanest. He’ll buzz you in.”




  Zeppe paused, scrunched his face up a little. “Yeah, but that ain’t right. I’m—”




  “Do it.”




  Zeppe hit the buzzer, fidgeting as he waited for Tommy to answer. The last time his finger hit this button it was to ask Tommy out for a beer. Now…




  “Who is it?”




  “Tommy, it’s Zep. Open up.”




  They walked into the building and climbed the stairs to the third floor. Zeppe cringed with each groan of the old wood, bringing back images of him and Tommy as little kids, and Mrs. Nunzio hollering at them, warning them about playing on steps. Zeppe took a few seconds to catch his breath, and to calm the rotten feeling he had in his gut, but he couldn’t chase away the image of Mrs. Nunzio. As he reached the top of the third floor, he half expected to be greeted by the sweet aroma of garlic coming from her kitchen.




  His face scrunched again, a nervous tic he had since he was kid. “Dom, can’t we buy him a little time?”




  “Not on this one,” Dominic said, and stood to the side.




  Zeppe knocked on the door, hands shaking more than his stomach ached. After a few seconds the door opened. Dominic moved fast, pushing Zeppe aside while he shoved his gun into Tommy’s stomach. “Keep your voice down.”




  Tommy backed up, hands in the air. “What’s going on? What—” His look shifted from Dominic to Zeppe, then back again. He froze, his eyes growing large. “Zeppe, what’s this about?”




  Zeppe closed the door with the heel of his foot, never taking his eyes from Tommy. “You shouldn’t have crossed Vito.”




  “That’s enough,” Dominic said.




  Tommy cocked his head toward Zeppe, lifting his eyes in a pleading gesture. “Zep, can you help me out?” His voice cracked when he asked.




  Dominic raised the gun to Tommy’s head and pulled the trigger. Twice. The small caliber bullets bounced around inside his skull, dropping him to the floor. There was little pain. Even less blood.




  Dominic knelt beside him, checked his neck and pulse. The two in the head had done the trick.




  “Let’s go,” Zeppe said, but as he reached for the doorknob a noise from the bedroom alerted him. “You hear that?”




  Zeppe and Dominic stopped. Listened. A fan hummed in the bathroom and the ever-present noise of the fridge came from the kitchen, but something different from the bedroom. “Turn off the lights,” Dominic said, then crept toward the back room, gun drawn. “I’ll go in low. Hit the light once I’m in.”




  Dominic crouched, pushed open the bedroom door and crept forward, his gun leading the way.




  Zeppe waited for him to get in, then hit the light. “Mother of God! A goddamn baby.”




  Dominic glanced about the room, barely big enough to hold the crib, a rocker, and a small chest of drawers. The baby fussed, tiny hands covering its eyes. Dominic picked the baby up, pried open the diaper, then lay the baby on his shoulder. “It’s a girl. Can’t be more than a few months old.”




  Zeppe still had his gun out. “I’ll check the rest of the place.”




  He returned in a few minutes, gun tucked into his pants. “Place is clean,” he said. “So what do we do?”




  “Call Vito, but use the phone booth. I’ll wait here.”




  Zeppe thought about the baby all the way down the stairs. Vito would be pissed; they should have known beforehand. He exited the building, crossed the street and called Vito.




  “Hello.”




  “Yeah, it’s me. We got a problem.”




  “What kind of problem?”




  A long pause, then, “We delivered the message, but we found something unexpected.”




  “Don’t make me guess.”




  “A baby.”




  “How did we not know about a baby?”




  “I don’t know. I never heard of no baby, but sure as shit it’s his. Got pictures everywhere, baby clothes, baby food in the fridge and cabinets. A room fixed up.”




  Zeppe waited through more silence.




  “Leave it.”




  “Leave it? Christ’s sake, boss. It could die.”




  “Leave it.”




  “Okay, you got it,” Zeppe said, and put the phone back on the receiver. Ain’t no way Dominic is leaving that baby.




  Head hung low, Zeppe walked back across the street, up the steps, and into the apartment where Dominic waited with the girl. “Vito said leave it.”




  Dominic was a small man, but intensity always surrounded him, an aura of danger that even Zeppe wasn’t immune to. He had seen men far bigger than his brother back down after meeting his glare.




  “I’m not leaving her,” Dominic said, and he held the girl a little tighter. “Do you know Tommy’s wife? Where is she?”




  “I don’t know, Dom. I heard she left him a few months ago, but I didn’t know about the baby. I swear. I wouldn’t have done this if I knew.” Shouldn’t have done it anyway. Goddamnit.




  “Did Tommy have family? Brothers or sisters?”




  “His brother died last year. Remember?” Zeppe paused. “There might be relatives, but none I know of.” There wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell of Dominic leaving that baby alone, or with child services. Regardless, Zeppe felt he had to try. “Child services would—”




  “I wouldn’t leave a dog with them.”




  “Dom, I know how you feel, but—”




  “Take her with us.”




  “Are you nuts?”




  “We shouldn’t be in this situation, Zeppe. It was your job to check this out.” Dominic shook his head then handed the girl to Zeppe. “It’s cold outside. Make sure she’s warm.”




  “Okay,” Zeppe said, “whatever you want.” He took the baby from Dominic, and held her close.




  “I’ll wipe everything clean.” Dominic looked around, checked where they’d been, then went to the bedroom and got extra clothes, a blanket, diapers, bottles. When he returned, he handed everything to Zeppe, cracked the door and looked down the hall. “Wrap her tight. I don’t want that baby catching cold.”




  Zeppe wrapped the blanket around her, making sure to cover her head. “What the hell are we going to do with a baby?” He said it to himself, but Dominic answered.




  “Taking her to Maria.”




  Zeppe’s head was shaking as soon as Dominic finished. “Dom, you’re my older brother, but you’re as nuts as Maria.”




  Dominic turned to face Zeppe. “If you ever say that about Maria again, I’ll kill you.”




  They walked to the car in silence. Zeppe handed the baby to Dominic then got behind the wheel to drive. “Where to?”




  “First the warehouse, then to Maria’s.”




  Dominic stared at the baby as Zeppe drove, letting his finger trace along her forehead. “She’s quiet for one so young,” he said, no trace of the vehemence that tainted his voice earlier.




  “Yeah, I guess she likes you.”




  “And look at those eyes. Such big brown eyes.”




  “Beautiful,” Zeppe said, but he never took his eyes from the road.




  When the little girl smiled, Dominic smiled with her, but soon afterward turned somber. He thought of the fate Maria suffered because of him. If anyone should have had children it was her, but she refused to marry Dominic because of what he was, and she refused to marry anyone else. He saw the pain when she sat at the playground and watched the children play. Pain she didn’t deserve. Perhaps this was God’s answer to his prayers.




  There would be birth certificate issues and people to pay off…but that could be arranged. The bigger problem was getting Maria to accept the baby and then making sure no one ever told the truth. That was the difficult one. Truth had a way of creeping through cracks and oozing to the top, no matter how deep it was buried. He knew he could trust Zeppe, and he could trust Maria…but something in his gut ate at him. This would take careful planning.




  Zeppe pulled up to a warehouse. Dominic got rid of the gun and changed clothes. Half an hour later he turned down the street to Maria’s house.




  “Turn the corner and park on the street after hers,” Dominic said. “We’ll walk.”




  “Dom, it’s cold, and that baby—”




  “The baby will be fine in the blanket. I’d rather not be seen on Maria’s street.”




  After Zeppe parked, Dominic checked to make sure no one was watching then signaled Zeppe to bring the baby. They walked around the corner and up to Maria’s house.




  A few knocks brought Maria to the door, surprise registering on her face when she saw them. “What are you doing here?” Her voice not much above a whisper.




  Maria was the same as always—as plain as her tawny hair and as quiet as a church at night. “Came to see my beautiful friend,” Dominic said, and removed his cap.




  She brushed her fingers through the sides of her hair. “Beautiful? I’m already graying.”




  Dominic hugged her and kissed her forehead. “I love that gray,” he said, then nodded to Zeppe, who handed the baby to Maria.




  She went wide-eyed. “Whose baby is this?” She held the girl against her and peeled the blanket back one layer at a time. “She’s so small. Where’s the mother?”




  Dominic brushed the baby’s red cheeks with his finger, and nudged her head with his nose, sniffing in her scent. For the second time tonight a smile lit his face. “Babies are so innocent. You can even smell it on them.”




  Maria walked through the house, humming a tune while she rocked the baby in her arms. “You didn’t answer me, Dominic. Who does she belong to? Some woman friend of yours?”




  “I’m surprised at you for saying such a thing, Maria.” Westminster chimes were signaling the half-hour. Dominic waited for them to stop; they were Maria’s favorite. “We found her on the street corner. She was in a stroller, freezing.”




  Maria looked at him, perhaps trying to judge the truth. “I’m sorry, Dominic, it’s just…I thought…” She shook her head and continued walking. “Who would do that to a baby?” She kissed the girl’s head several times. “Poor baby,” she said, then turned to Dominic. “What can we do with her? Did you call those…services people?”




  “You know I would never do that; besides, you always wanted a child. Now God has sent you one.”




  “Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t keep her.” Maria made the statement, blessed herself when she said it, but a plea rode on her words.




  “You must keep her. God has given you a gift. Someone who didn’t care abandoned her, now someone who does care will raise her.”




  Maria stared at Dominic for a long time, then she hugged the baby as tears formed in her eyes. “There is no way I can keep her, but I will watch her for a while.” She walked with her for a few moments, then said, “In the meantime, I’ll call her Concetta.”




  Dominic nodded, a smile on his face. Maria would never let go of that baby. “Concetta Gianelli. A good name.”




  “I told you, Dominic, I can’t keep her. What would the neighbors say? They will—”




  Zeppe shook his head. “Tell them a relative died. Trust me, they won’t say anything.” He leaned over and kissed Maria on the cheek, then kissed the baby. “I promise you.”




  Dominic looked at Maria, then Zeppe. “If Maria keeps Concetta, no one is to know where she came from. Understand? No one.”




  “Don’t worry,” Zeppe said. “Just the three of us.”




  Maria nodded, clutching the girl as if someone might take her. “Yes, just the three of us.”




  Zeppe turned and headed for the door. “I’ll wait outside.”




  “Good night, Giuseppe.”




  “Yeah, good night, Maria.”




  As the door closed behind Zeppe, and Maria walked to the kitchen, Dominic made the sign of the cross, asking God for forgiveness. It was one thing to kill a man—but to take his baby and claim it as a gift from God might be pushing things too far. That was the kind of thing that could haunt a person in both lives. And what will Maria do if she finds out the truth? Even worse, what will this little girl do if she finds out?
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  Help From Strange Places




  30 years later—Brooklyn, New York




  The alarm went off on my iPhone, warning me of a meeting about to begin. I glanced at the framed newspaper article hanging on the wall above my desk; the headlines still embarrassed me:




  “Brooklyn’s Toughest Cop—Connie Gianelli.”




  The article referenced a bust where I fought it out with three gang members and took them all down, without shooting them. That fifteen minutes of fame cost me more grief than anything since I’d been in the department. After that story ran, I had to prove myself with every cop I met.




  I set my earrings on my messy desk, took a deep breath, then started down the hall, my hands trembling. How’s that for a tough cop? We planned a big drug bust tonight and I was scared. Not of being hurt—always a possibility—but of who might be involved.




  I saw Rafferty entering the conference room down the hall. I forced my hand to be steady, waved to him, then ducked into the bathroom.




  Please, Uncle Dominic, don’t be there tonight.




  I knew Dominic wouldn’t be there himself, but I was scared to death his men might be, and the last thing I needed was more suspicion haunting me at the station. I turned the water on, scrubbed my hands, splashed water on my face, and the whole time fought to keep my knees from buckling. Images of the headlines in tomorrow’s paper flashed in my mind like a strobe light, and in every one of them Dominic Mangini’s name was prominent. If that happened, I’d get fifteen minutes of a different kind of fame.




  Why did I choose narcotics?




  A knock on the door startled me.




  “Let’s go, Gianelli. We’re waiting on you.”




  “I’m coming, Sean. We don’t have it as easy as you guys. Can’t just whip something out and cut loose.”




  “You sure about that?” he said, and laughed like hell.




  “Shut up or I’ll tell Debbie you’re always staring at my ass.”




  There was a joke in the department about me being more guy than girl because of my deep voice. My voice was deep, deeper than most guys, but the guy/girl confusion stopped there. I did have a nice ass.




  I grabbed a few paper towels, wiped my face, twisted them around my hands, and tossed them in the trash. Let’s get it done, Gianelli.




  I exited the ladies’ room, turned right, and took long confident strides toward the meeting. We had been planning this bust all week, and this was just a wrap-up session. Four steps away, I thought I heard them whispering, and wondered if it was about me. I planted a smile on my face and walked in.




  “Okay guys, I’m here. Now we can wrap this up.” I said that with all the confidence I could muster, but I wasn’t comfortable with the plan.




  Jerry Rafferty sat at the end of the table, Lieutenant Chambers at the opposite end. Four chairs stretched down each side.




  “About time you got here, Gianelli. Had to fix your hair?” Rafferty said it with his usual taunting smile. More a smirk than a smile. It made me want to kick his ass; instead, I narrowed my eyes and smiled back. Maybe I glared. He got the point.




  I took a seat to Chambers’ right, notepad ready. Tonight’s bust was going to be big, and I wanted nothing going wrong. Despite my fears, I was counting on this to finally bring me recognition beyond being a tough cop. These guys hadn’t done shit for years, but six months after I joined the team we rose to number-one status on drug busts. If I kept it up someone had to notice, especially since I was the only female on the team.




  Sean came in a moment later. “Hot coffee,” he announced, like he was a vendor on the street corner, then he handed one to each of us.




  “I still don’t like the idea,” Chambers said, his face twisted into a scowl.




  I saw this as my chance. “I’m glad you said it, Lieu. I’m not crazy about going in without backup. Not with drugs.”




  Sean took a swig of coffee and flopped into the seat across from me. “It’ll be okay. We can’t risk another failed bust, and remember, somebody leaked information last time. We can’t let that happen again.”




  “I don’t like it,” Chambers said, “but I sure as hell don’t want another bust going bad.” He shook his head, looked at me. “You okay with this, Gianelli?”




  I was shocked he asked my opinion, but it was also obvious it had come down to three against one. Wasn’t much I could say. “It should work,” I said, and shrugged. “If we have trouble, we give them the money and wait till next time.”




  “Give them the money, my ass.” The lieutenant laughed then looked to Jerry. “How about you, Rafferty? It’s your neck on the line?”




  I don’t know why Chambers bothered to ask Rafferty. We knew he stood with Sean.




  “Gianelli, you and Sean get a good look at me,” Jerry said. “I don’t want to be mistaken for a dealer.”




  “It should go down as planned,” Sean said, in between munches on a bagel.




  “Nobody’s getting shot,” Chambers said. “Nobody better get shot or it will be my ass.”




  “You clear it with the captain?” Jerry asked.




  “Yeah, I cleared it,” Chambers said, “but I had to promise my firstborn to get approval.”




  “Don’t worry, Lieu. It’s not a big deal. Just enough to get them to trust us.”




  For half an hour we went over who would be stationed where, then Sean and Jerry went through the whole thing again. Two hours later, Lieutenant Chambers looked at his watch. “Why don’t you take off early, catch a little rest and get there fresh.”




  “Sounds good,” Sean said, and stood to go. “Connie, I’ll see you at 10:00.”




  “I’ll be early,” I said to Sean, then gave Jerry a good-luck punch on the shoulder. It didn’t matter if I didn’t like him, we were in it together. “In case I don’t see you beforehand.”




  “Don’t forget who’s buying after,” he said.




  I raised my hands in surrender. “I know. I know. My turn to buy. See you guys at ten.” I turned to Sean before I left. “Say hi to Debbie and the boys.”




  I got home and tried to nap but was too wired up, so I put on my workout clothes, pulled my hair in a ponytail, and headed to the park for a run. I hated the thought of working out, but once I got started it felt good.




  As I made the turn near the giant oak tree with the low-hanging branches, anxiety set in, the kind that happened before every drug bust—that we’d get the scum and they would somehow be connected to Uncle Dominic or one of his crew. My gut churned, as if I’d swallowed nails. Tonight’s bust was tied to the Mexicans, but that didn’t stop the worry, or the nightmares. I worried more about that than I did getting popped in the head during a bust.




  I was half-tempted to quit running when Bon Jovi’s “Livin’ on a Prayer” came on and provided enough spark to keep me going—maybe for a lifetime. I always had a thing for Bon Jovi, who was really John Bongiovi, an Italian from New Jersey hiding out as a rock star. The rock star part didn’t matter; he fit Uncle Dominic’s strict rules about who I could marry—Italian and male. The fact that Bon Jovi made me want to take my badge off, among other things, made it all the better. While dreaming of what I could do alone with him for a night, I found myself at the end of the run, still bursting with energy.




  When I got back to the house, I wiped off the sweat with a towel and reached into the fridge for a bottle of water. The shower called to me, but it would have to wait—undercover clothes went better with stink. For an instant I thought about the leftover Gorgonzola ravioli in the fridge, but I didn’t need that weighing me down tonight.




  “Hotshot, where are you?”




  Hotshot, my black, three-legged cat, came running from behind the sofa and brushed up against me. I never wanted a cat. Wasn’t a cat person. I found Hotshot when we busted a crack house. He was in the gutter, with an arrow through his chest and out the other side. He was scrabbling to try to get up the curb. We learned later that the local dealer shot him with an arrow because his owner didn’t pay up.




  It cost me a fortune—and two weeks of worrying to death—but I got Hotshot taken care of. He’s only got three legs now, but he gets along just fine.




  I got down on the floor next to him and stroked his head, as much to console him after a long day alone as to calm me down for what I had to do. I liked being a cop, but it brought fear with it, especially when dealing with drug dealers.




  “I’m scared, Hottie,” I said, admitting to my cat what I refused to admit to myself, or anyone else. I convinced myself it was a good luck mantra, but deep down I knew it for what it was—fear. I don’t know why death scared me. Dominic always told me that Mom was in a place where nothing went wrong, and she’d never be sick. I dreamed of joining her sometimes, comforted by thoughts of happiness, and eating pasta all day without gaining weight.




  Damn, that would be nice.




  A few hours later, I checked my gun—a 9mm Beretta—stuffed extra clips into my coat pocket, and pulled on a wool cap. Adrenaline pumped through my veins as I headed for the door.




  I knew I’d be a cop when I was twelve. Hiding at the top of the stairs, I heard Uncle Dominic talking to his men about someone being killed. What I learned that night shocked me—Uncle Dominic, the sweet, loving man who cared for my mother and raised me after she died—was a mobster. Later in life a shrink told me that’s what drove me, that I became a cop to defy my uncle, and to prove that I wasn’t scum like him.




  I quit going to the shrink after that. I refused to listen to his bullshit or let him talk about Dominic the way he did. Dominic might be wrong—hell, he was wrong—but he was family. And nothing in life was more important than la famiglia. I said that to myself countless times. Dominic had drummed it into my head like the nuns did multiplication tables. The trouble was, I didn’t know if I believed it. I couldn’t worry about it now, though. I had work to do.




  I got my thoughts together, and within fifteen minutes I was with Sean, huddled under the awning of Birelli’s Bakery, rubbing my hands to keep warm while the wet February night gnawed at my flesh through ragged clothes and the holes in my shoes. I stared through the window at samples of cannoli and tadales, and tried to keep my stomach from growling. Crazy as it sounds, whenever I got scared, really scared, I got hungry. I wanted to break the glass and grab those pastries and run. Forget the bust and the badge, just go home with Hotshot, brew up an espresso, and eat pastries.




  I should have eaten that Gorgonzola ravioli.




  A gust of icy wind brought my mind to the present, forcing a shiver. I tucked my hair under the wool cap and wrapped a tattered scarf tighter around my neck.




  “Cold as shit,” Sean said. He kicked snow from his shoes, then stepped in place to keep his feet warm.




  I moved closer, shoved my hands into the coat pockets and looked over to Sean. “What time is it?”




  “Time to start worrying,” Sean said. He looked up and down the street then glanced at the watch. “This is bullshit. They were supposed to be here by now.” His breath formed a frosty cloud.




  “They’re drug dealers. Who the hell knows if they’ll be on time; besides, we’re gonna get this guy tonight.” I blessed myself, then returned to rubbing warmth into my hands. We had been after this dealer for eight months and he always eluded us.




  Not tonight, prick.




  Yeah, not tonight. I was talking tough, but scared shitless.




  Sean raised himself up on tiptoes and craned his neck. “Where the hell are they?”




  A chill ran up my spine. “Car coming.” I blew hot breath on cold fingers, and tucked myself into a corner. My heart was thumping so hard I was afraid Sean might hear. I think that bothered me more than the fear itself. There were a lot of women on the force now, but we were afraid to show our emotions, scared that the guys would call us “pussies.” My pulse hammered. Now I wished I argued more for backup.




  “If there are more than three of them, forget the bust,” Sean said. “Let Jerry do the deal and we’ll call it a night.”




  Jerry Rafferty waited in a maroon SUV parked near the corner, suitcase full of money on the seat beside him.




  An old Buick Electra rolled down the street and slowed down as it passed Jerry’s car. The driver stared into the window then continued through the intersection and parked half a block up. Four men got out and scanned the area. Soon a gray SUV came down the block, pulling into a space behind Jerry. Four more men exited and approached Jerry’s car from the sidewalk. He got out of the car and stood facing Juan, the dealer.




  I saw them talking, then what looked like arguing. I got a bad feeling in my gut. Stay calm, Jerry.




  Juan pushed Jerry against the wall. Jerry tried getting away, but Juan grabbed him and jammed a knife into the side of Jerry’s neck. He staggered, fell against the wall then tried to break free. Two of Juan’s guys got him.




  Goddamnit, we should have been wired. Should have had backup.




  I pulled my gun from inside my coat, grabbed Sean’s arm and yanked him to his feet. I ducked behind a parked car, then another, moving closer. “Police! Drop your weapons.”




  I crouched, moving to the next parked car, trying to get position on them. As I poked my head out they fired. I ducked behind the fender and Sean moved in next to me. Bullets slammed into the car’s front panel. “Get back,” I said. “Too many of them.”




  Sean was right behind me when one of the dealers came around the back of a pickup and fired two shots. One of them hit Sean in the left arm. He got off a round that took the guy down.




  “Sean, you all right?”




  “I’m shot! Let’s get out of here. Did you call backup?”




  “There is no backup.” My gut churned so bad I thought I’d throw up. The night I always worried about was here. I looked for a way out. “Back into that alley.”




  Sean was holding his arm, trying to stop the bleeding. “It’s a dead end.”




  “Yeah, but only one way in. We can hold them off better.”




  We ran with our heads low, ducking shots all the way. I dove behind a dumpster at the end of the alley but not before a bullet caught my leg, just above the knee. I rolled through garbage toward the wall. “Goddamn.” The pain in my leg felt like the jabbing of a knife, throbbing as if someone kept stabbing me over and over.




  Just as Sean was about to make it, a shot took him in the back. He lurched toward the wall. “I’m hit. I’m fuckin’ hit.”




  I crawled forward and dragged him to safety. It didn’t look good. He couldn’t move his legs. “Hang in there.” I’m sure my voice sounded calm but I was terrified.




  “Somebody set us up.”




  I patted his head while peeking around the side of the dumpster. “Hang in there. I’ll have you at the hospital soon.” A bullet hit the wall close by, then two more shots rang out. I tore off my coat, jerked off my flannel shirt, then tied one sleeve around my leg to stop the bleeding, and scooped a handful of snow to help the pain, maybe slow the bleeding. I used the rest of the shirt to apply pressure to Sean’s wound.




  Another shot hit the dumpster, then another. I cringed with each one, shaking like a goddamn coward. Sean squeezed my hand. “I can’t feel anything.” He stared up at me, tears in his eyes as he struggled for breath, face twisted by pain. A moment later his head fell to the side.




  “No! Don’t go, Sean.” I hugged him, put my fingers to his neck, checked for a pulse.




  Get hold of yourself, Gianelli.




  I took three deep breaths, then got the clips from Sean’s gun and stuffed them in my pocket. The extra ammo would help, but I couldn’t hold these guys for long. I reached for my phone, only to find it gone. It must have fallen out when I took my coat off. I looked around, felt for it too, but didn’t find it. The alley stunk of piss. As I crawled on the ground rummaging through the garbage, I worried about hitting a needle. Fear crawled up my gut, tightened my throat. I dug through Sean’s pocket, got his cell phone.




  Another round of fire blasted the alley, spraying the dumpster and the wall to the right. Several ricochets almost hit me. I tucked my head into my chest, damn near pissing my pants. “Son-of-a-bitch.” I’d been in tight spots before, but nothing like this.




  More bullets peppered the alley. The dealers were coming in now. I thought about Bobby Thompson, who had asked me to marry him once, and I thought about the fun I had playing with Zeppe’s kids. That could have been me; instead, I opened my door every night to a three-legged cat and some tropical fish. But those fish didn’t play with me, or laugh with me. Or sleep with me. I had nothing. And to top it off I was probably going to get killed in a stinking alley in Brooklyn.




  I crouched lower, gritting teeth from the throbbing pain in my leg, then peeked out from behind the dumpster and fired a few rounds. Couldn’t see shit, but I could make a good guess. Back behind the dumpster, I flipped the phone open and dialed a number that was burnt in memory. After two rings someone answered.




  “Pronto.”




  I didn’t have time to appreciate how wonderful that one word sounded, the strength of his deep voice, the accent, the pride. All conveyed with one simple word. “Uncle Dominic, I need help. Drug bust gone bad.”




  There was no hesitation. Uncle Dominic knew how to make tactical decisions. Given different circumstances he would have made a magnificent general. “Where are you?”




  “I’m in an alley across from Birelli’s. Got six, maybe seven, gang members out there. Already killed my partners.”




  “Don’t get brave. Help is on the way.”




  “Don’t know if I can last that long.” I paused. “Just in case…”




  “Stay put. It won’t be long.”




  “All right,” I said, but knew I was screwed. Uncle Dominic was in the Bronx. I’d never last that long.
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  Missing Goods




  Three shots hit the dumpster, ringing loud and threatening. I buried my head in my arms, set the phone beside Sean, and did something I hadn’t done in years—I prayed.




  God, I don’t know if you listen to people like me. You probably think I got a lot of nerve asking you to rescue me when I abandoned you so long ago. But I’m not asking for me, God, so let’s make a deal. You get me out of this jam and you have my word that I will get these motherfu—sorry. I’ll get these guys that murdered Sean and Jerry. I’ll save you the trouble of intervening, if you still do that stuff.




  A new spurt of gunfire pounded the alley, peppering the walls. Brick pieces flew like shrapnel. I ducked, used my arms to cover my head, then poked out from behind the dumpster and fired a few more rounds. I couldn’t see the dealers, but if they knew I still had ammo they’d be more careful. Hell, maybe some concerned citizen would call the cops. Fat chance of that.




  There was a rustling of debris near the entrance to the alley. I lay down, head resting in some kind of sticky gook on the street. The stench of urine clogged my nose, almost gagging me. I inched forward, each movement another stab in my leg. I crawled just enough to see past the edge of the dumpster. Two of the drug dealers were coming in. Shadows were all I could see, but that would be enough if I let them get closer. I watched for a few seconds, judged how fast they advanced, then pulled back. As I moved into a crouch I grasped the gun with both hands and counted down. Almost.




  Five seconds later I stood, head above the dumpster, and fired. I didn’t stop until I emptied the clip. Both of the dealers went down. Panting, I dropped to my knees, using my arm to apply pressure to the leg while I punched another clip into the gun. I moved to the edge of the dumpster, stayed near the ground and peeked out.




  Shots sprayed the dumpster and the walls of the alley. I jumped back, barely avoiding a few ricochets. They had automatics. Jesus Christ, who are these people? I said another prayer. Maybe enough prayers would raise me a level so I could suffer in Purgatory.




  If something happens to me, God, please take care of Hotshot.




  During a brief lapse in gunfire, I heard tires squealing on the street. It couldn’t be Uncle Dominic already, unless he beamed over from the Bronx.




  Two Caddies raced down the street toward the alley. A Lexus came from the opposite direction. Halfway down the block they stopped, doors flying open. Four men got out of each of the Caddies, guns blazing. Three drug dealers went down with the first assault. The two that remained ran in the other direction but the three guys from the Lexus emptied their guns on them.




  The first guy out of the lead Caddy checked the scene then ran to the alley. “Connie, you okay?” A short pause, then he called again. “Connie, it’s okay, baby. Dominic sent us.”




  My heart pounded, and I had to catch my breath. Could it really be him? I poked my head out, leaning against the dumpster for support. Suspicion burnt a hole in my gut, but my leg was bleeding and I needed help. “How did you get here so fast?”




  “Dominic called me. We were only a few minutes away, at the club. Don’t worry. Get in the car, and I’ll take you to him.”




  I stepped forward, the gun pointed at him. “Who are you?”




  The big man standing in the alley laughed a deep belly laugh, the kind from someone who laughed loud and often. “You might not recognize me, but I know you. I was at your Christening, and your First Communion. I’m Manny Rosso.”




  I limped toward him, a grimace with each step, and my hand still gripping the gun. I remembered Manny, a big man with a contagious laugh and a happy face. “Manny? Is it really you?”




  Manny rushed to my side, threw big thick arms around me.




  “Andre’ tutto bene, bambina. Manny’s here now.” He rubbed my back as he whispered in English. “Everything will be all right.”




  My leg gave out and I slumped. Manny caught me.




  “Jesus Christ, you’re bleeding.” He scooped me up in his arms. “We gotta get you to the hospital.”




  “I need to stay until they get here. My partners…”




  “You got more people back there?”




  I shook my head. “No. They’re…God, Manny, they’re dead. Both of them. I need to stay until help gets here.”




  “This is Brooklyn, baby; they might never come.”




  As we exited the alley, me in Manny’s arms, one of his men approached carrying a briefcase and wearing a strange look on his face.




  “Got a truckload of money in here.”




  “Put it in the car with me,” Manny said. “We—”




  I tried to get down. “Manny—”




  “Don’t worry, Connie. It’s all yours. We’re taking it with us.”




  “Wait, Manny. We’ve got to get the drugs. And somebody’s got to stay with Sean and Jerry.”




  Manny looked at me with his eyes narrowed. “There’s nothing you can do for your partners. As to the other, what drugs you talking about?”




  “This was a buy. There should be drugs.”




  “We’ll get them,” Manny said. “What cars did they drive?”




  I pointed out the old Buick and the SUV. “Not the maroon one, the gray.”




  “Ronnie, check those cars. Give it all to Connie.”




  “Hey, boss…” Ronnie looked as if someone had slapped him.




  “Ronnie!”




  Ronnie looked at me, then Manny. “You know she’s the one who busted Little Pete last year. Johnny Hats, too.”




  Manny looked at me. “Shame on you, Concetta,” he said, but then laughed. “It’s all in the game, huh.” He smiled, letting me know everything was okay, then loaded me into the back seat of the Caddy.




  I was dizzy and my leg hurt like hell, but I was safe. Thanks, God. Even as I thought that, I wondered if Manny would expect special treatment for this.




  Ronnie came up to us a moment later. “Nothing. Checked all of it. Trunk, underneath, everywhere.”




  “It’s got to be here,” I said, and turned to Manny. “The drugs are somewhere. They have to be.”




  “Don’t worry. They’ll find it,” Manny said, then, “Ronnie, call the cops and report this for Connie.”




  “Thanks,” I said.




  Manny placed the money on the seat next to me, then got in the car and tapped on the driver’s shoulder. “Let’s go. Hospital’s only a couple of minutes from here.”




  I felt numb, but at the same time, ecstatic to be alive. “I don’t know how to thank you, Manny. People are gonna talk. The cops will—”




  Two thick fingers pinched my cheek. “Don’t worry about me. And trust me, nobody in this neighborhood is saying anything to the cops.” He smiled again. “Stay alive until I get you to the hospital; otherwise, Dominic will kill me.”




  I rubbed my face where he pinched me, then the bridge of my nose, tracing over the hump that had been there since I was a teenager. The hump that had embarrassed me all through high school. “Maybe I’ll get my nose fixed while I’m in the hospital.”




  Manny’s big fat hand grabbed the side of my face and turned my head toward him, then at a profile. “Don’t do it. It looks great. That little bump adds flavor to your face…you know, sort of like oregano on a sandwich.”




  My partners were dead, my leg hurt like hell, and I was a cop in the backseat of a car with the head of one of the five families. Despite that, I almost laughed. Who else but Manny Rosso would compare a bump in my nose to oregano. But as I laughed, I also worried. What went wrong? And where are the drugs? They have to be there, so where are they?
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  Hospital




  The driver pulled away as soon as Manny closed the door. “Where to, boss?”




  “The hospital,” Manny said. “And hurry up.”




  The tires didn’t squeal when he rounded the next corner, but they cried a little. “I’m hurrying. Don’t worry.”




  I leaned my head against Manny’s shoulder. It seemed odd to do that, considering who he was, but I couldn’t help it. Right now I needed comfort. “You saved my life.”




  His meaty paw rubbed my hair. “Now we’re even. Except maybe you owe me for what it’s gonna cost to clean this seat.”




  I lifted my head up. Stared at him with raised eyebrows. “What do you mean, we’re even?” What was he going to want for this?




  “Dominic saved my life. Risked his own good reputation to help me when I was in trouble.”




  I breathed a sigh of relief. “Good reputation? Are we talking about the same man?” I grimaced as I moved, grabbing my leg. The shirt sleeve I used to bandage it was covered in blood.




  Manny pulled me closer, patting my back. “We’ll be there in a minute.”




  Three more turns had us a block away from the hospital. “Where to?” the driver asked.




  “Pull up at the emergency door. I’ll run her in. You take the bag.”




  The driver pulled up, jumped out and opened Manny’s door. They helped me out then Manny carried me inside, hollering as soon as he got through the sliding doors. “Got a wounded cop here.” His booming voice got everyone’s attention. A nurse ran from behind the counter, barking instructions, and several orderlies came running with a gurney. Manny held me up until they had the gurney situated, then set me down. The driver handed me the bag.




  “Manny, I…”




  He turned back, leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Take care, baby. I gotta go. Don’t want to be here when your friends come.”




  I smiled as they wheeled me toward the operating room. I guess God does listen to peasants like me.




  A strong, unpleasant aroma stirred me awake. I recognized the chemically-clean smell—hospital. It all came back to me, Sean and Jerry dead, my leg…I reached for it and felt the pain. The pain, more than anything, forced my eyes open. Groggy and with blurred vision, I stared up at three or four people in the room. Memories returned—the shootout, Manny bringing me to the hospital. I wiped my eyes on the hospital gown, clearing them enough to see three people, one of them close to me.




  “Lieutenant, that you?”




  Lieutenant Dennis Chambers stared back at me with a fake smile on his freckled face. He was a square block of a man, short and thick, as if someone carved him straight out of a quarry.




  I struggled to sit. “I must look terrible.”




  One of Chambers’ few genuine smiles appeared, accompanied by an even rarer chuckle. “You look fine, Detective. How do you feel?”




  “Hurts like hell.” I nodded to the two men with him. They looked like cops but I didn’t recognize them. “Who did you bring?”




  “Green and Randall.” Chambers leaned in close and whispered. “IA.”




  Internal Affairs. It was my turn to manufacture a false smile. “Come back tomorrow, guys. I’m not up to talking tonight.”




  Randall stepped toward the bed. “This is tomorrow, Gianelli. You’ve been out all night and all morning.”




  I tried sitting up again. “Are you kidding me?”




  “It’s true,” Chambers said.




  I shrugged, looked at my leg. “They get the bullet out?”




  A nurse, the other person in the room, answered. “They got it out clean.”




  I stared hard at her. She didn’t look like a nurse. Most nurses had that caring look. This one had cold eyes. “Thanks,” I said, then turned to Randall and Green. “Okay, what do you want to know?”




  Green stepped forward and set a tape recorder on the table. “I’m going to record this.”




  Lieutenant Chambers grabbed his arm. “Like hell you are; she’s barely awake and still drugged up.” The lieutenant turned to me. “Don’t answer anything. They can talk to you when you get out.”




  “There will be questions, Lieutenant.” Green didn’t back off. “We need answers now. I don’t—”




  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What? You think I had something to do with this?”




  Randall raised his eyebrows. “Maybe so, Gianelli.”




  I looked to the table, reaching for something to throw. “You’re lucky I can’t get out of this bed.”




  Randall and Green stared at each other, but said nothing.




  I smoothed out the blanket, folded my hands on my lap. “My record speaks for itself. Ask anything you want.”




  “Not now, Connie,” Chambers said, and shoved them toward the door. “Get out.”




  After the door closed, Chambers returned and stood beside the bed. “Sorry about that. I—”




  I lay my head against the pillows. “Thanks, Lieu. I appreciate what you did.”




  He rested his hand on my arm. “Anything I can get you?”




  “Yeah, some mezzaluna. Maybe some tiramisu for dessert.”




  “Go to hell, Gianelli. Eat the hospital food like everyone else.”




  “I’ll just starve, I guess.” I squeezed his hand, then thought of Sean and Jerry. I felt genuinely bad about Sean, but not as much for Jerry, and that bothered me. He was a cop, for God’s sake, and he was my part of my team. What the hell is wrong with me?




  “Lieutenant, we have to find out what happened.”




  Chambers straightened up, looking more like a block of granite than ever. He did that when he set his mind to something. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll get to the bottom of this. If I don’t the captain will have my job.”




  “What about IA?”




  “You’re going to have to deal with them, but that won’t stop me from checking this out on my own.”




  “Thanks, Lieu. You’re top shit.”




  “Somebody’s got to protect the good cops.” He looked around the room, seemed to notice the nurse for the first time. “I didn’t know a nurse came with every room.”




  The nurse didn’t smile, and those cold eyes never left the lieutenant. “This room does,” she said. “Special orders.”




  “Special orders? Whose?” Chambers started toward her.




  Special orders. I knew she wasn’t a nurse. “Let it go. I think I know.”




  As Chambers digested my words, the realization must have hit him. Everyone had heard the rumors about Dominic and my connection to him. “This won’t look good if the press gets hold of it. Even worse if IA does…”




  “Yeah, I know. I’ll get it taken care of.” Goddamnit, Uncle Dominic.




  For the next few minutes I recounted the events of the previous night, starting with the dealers pulling up, then moving on to the attack. Before I finished, the door opened and an older man entered with an armful of flowers, a cashmere coat draped over his other arm. He removed his cap when he stepped through the door, revealing a bald head with some gray at the sides.




  Chambers stood and faced the man, his hand near his gun. “She’s not supposed to have visitors.”




  “It’s all right, Lieu. That’s my uncle.” I pushed the button to raise the bed. I knew why the lieutenant reacted the way he did. Dominic Mangini drew that kind of response from people.




  “Ah, shit,” Chambers said.




  Excitement raced through me. I hadn’t seen Uncle Dominic since we had the big fight. He looked the same—still wearing his starched shirts tucked into fine wool pants atop expensive Italian shoes. “Zio Domenico.” I almost shouted the greeting.




  He set the flowers on a table then leaned over and hugged me, careful not to put pressure on the leg. “Concetta, mia bambina. What have they done to you?”




  Tears streamed down my face. I looked to Chambers. “Lieutenant, can we…”




  He nodded, turned to the nurse and tilted his head toward the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Connie. Take care.”




  The nurse, or whoever she was, left with Chambers. Dominic waited for the door to close, pulled up a chair and sat next to me. “You are all right?”




  “I’m fine. Thanks to you.” Mist built in my eyes. “Is Uncle Zeppe here?”




  “He had to be somewhere else, but he sent his love. I’m sure the whole family will be here tomorrow.” He wiped my tears with a handkerchief. Uncle Dominic always had a handkerchief. “And while you are thanking people, don’t forget Manny.”




  I smiled. “Yes, wonderful Manny.”




  “You see what favors do for you. I did him a favor once and now…he has repaid me more than anyone could ask. He saved my bambina.”




  “Stop it. You’re going to make me cry.”




  Dominic sat back. “That won’t do, so we’ll change the subject.” He sat for a long while in silence, then took my hand and squeezed gently. His short fingers brushed the hair back from my forehead. “Such beautiful hair you have. Almost black, like my mother’s.”




  I blushed. “You always say that. It’s plain old hair. And it’s brown.”




  “Beautiful.”




  “How is Zeppe doing? I haven’t seen him in…”




  “In almost two years.” A bit of anger rode on those words.




  “Yes. Since I was last at your house. That was Mom’s birthday.”




  I wondered again why Dominic still celebrated that. But I had to stop because if I let myself wonder that, I would also wonder why he took us in, why he cared for Mom, and how, in God’s name, he kept it a secret.




  Dominic nodded, placed his other hand over mine and patted it. “Who did this to you?” When he whispered like that, combined with his eyes looking at me, it was like a truth serum.




  “We’ll take care of it,” I said.




  “I want to know who—”




  “No. I’m a cop. We will find them.” I wasn’t about to get into another argument with him.




  Dominic stood. Paced. “Your cops will find nothing. They will pretend to work on the case, then they’ll accuse you of being dirty. If that doesn’t work they’ll kill you.”




  He was already pissing me off and it hadn’t been twenty minutes. “How can you say that? You don’t know.”




  When Dominic spoke again, his voice carried a warning. “They won’t quit because you got away.”




  I took a deep breath. “I know you mean well, Zio Domenico, but this is something I have to do with the help of the department, not your help.”




  Dominic’s face turned to stone. “Then I will handle it myself.”




  “Stay out of this. I mean it.” I felt my face reddening.




  “I will save you even if you don’t want me to.”




  I raised the bed as high as I could. “Stay out of it, or it will be thirty years before I see you again.”




  Dominic’s face hardened. His eyes remained firm. “At least you will be alive in thirty years.” He turned to leave, but paused at the doorway and looked back. “Dear sweet Connie. You don’t understand the world yet. Even though you are a cop, you don’t know what these men are like. They will stop at nothing to protect their little drug kingdom.”




  “I know all about evil men and ‘little kingdoms,’ Zio.”




  Dominic’s eyes turned to ice. He stared for what seemed like an hour. “Don’t hate me for too long, Concetta. Hate is a big hill to climb.” He left without another word.




  Now I knew why people were so scared of Dominic. Those eyes…




  As the door shut behind him, I gathered my thoughts. I hated Dominic for who he was, and what he did, but most of all for the suspicion it cast on my reputation as a cop, and for the whispers that chased me down the hall when I left a room at the station. It was like having “dirty cop” painted on the back of my uniform.




  Those thoughts made it easy to cast blame, and that anger got aimed at him. I lowered the bed, and tried not to think about it. If I thought about too much I’d go nuts.




  ***




  The nurse stood across the hall, leaning against a wall with sparkling white tiles. Dominic approached her. “She needs sleep, but stay with her. Don’t leave that room for one second.”




  “Don’t worry, Mr. Mangini, I’ll take care of it.”




  “Do you need help?”




  She pulled a small towel from the pocket of her uniform, letting the outline of a gun show. “I can handle myself, sir.”




  “Good,” Dominic said, “and remember, don’t trust anyone—especially if they are wearing a uniform.” He put his cashmere coat on and pulled a cap tight on his head as he walked toward the elevators.
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  Interrogation




  I woke the next morning to the familiar hospital smell, and wishing I had taken a bullet in the head instead of the leg. It wasn’t the pain, it was everything else—Uncle Dominic was pissed; IA would be here any minute with their thousand questions; and sooner or later the Chief of Detectives would make an appearance toting a bag of questions.




  Somewhere between worrying over Sean’s death and the missing drugs, I decided to heed Manny’s advice and leave my nose alone. What was a little bump anyway? Besides, I liked oregano.




  I stretched to get the water from the table. The nurse hurried over and handed it to me. Suspicion built as I studied her. Tough, wiry body and tobacco-stained teeth—one chipped—combined with eyes that darted to the hall every time footsteps sounded. “Dominic hire you?”




  The woman never flinched. “Mr. Mangini asked me to watch you, yes.”




  “How do you know Mr. Mangini?”




  She tucked the pillow under my head and pressed the button to raise the bed more. Her smile, when it appeared, seemed practiced. “I used to be a waitress at a bar. I had a bad marriage and a husband who beat me.” She fluffed up another pillow, set it beside me. “Mr. Mangini paid for me to go to nursing school so I could support myself.”




  “How did he know you? He doesn’t go to bars.”




  “My brother knows a…friend of Mr. Mangini’s.”




  Ah, there’s the connection. I knew the routine. Her brother was likely a small-time earner for Dominic, so the brother tells his crew boss and it moves up the ladder. “And your husband? Does he still beat you?”




  “I haven’t seen my husband for a while.”




  “Jesus Christ. Don’t tell me that.”




  Those tobacco-stained, chipped teeth showed when she smiled. “You’re the one who asked. Besides, instead of questioning what your uncle is doing, you might think about who cares for you, dear.” She turned and walked back to her chair against the wall. She didn’t walk like a nurse either; she was…balanced, like an athlete.




  But she’s probably right. I took a sip of water, and gave her the “once over” again. A towel peeked above the pocket of her uniform. “Cops will be here all morning. If there’s a piece under that towel I’d keep it hidden.”




  She smiled again. She was good at that. Far better than the lieutenant. “Thanks,” she said.




  Over the next several hours, I prepared myself for the inevitable questioning from IA, but all I could think about was being back in the family. I had confused feelings about Uncle Dominic, but family was the most important thing in my life—that, and being a cop. How’s that for a contradiction?




  I remembered the family get-togethers, especially the holiday ones. Christmas was best, exchanging gifts on Christmas Eve with all the cousins, eating a meal that should have filled us for days, then getting up the next morning to too many presents and too much laughter. Those thoughts brought up another worry—not having my own kids. I was thirty. Past the time when most “good Italian girls” start a family.




  While I lay in the hospital bed, I dreamed there was a line of suitors at the door, all waiting to vie for my affections.




  Like a princess in a fairy tale.




  The door opened a few seconds later, but it wasn’t a suitor. It was IA. Same two guys. Randall was the taller of the two, but other than that they looked alike.




  “Good morning, Detective. How are you feeling?” That came from Randall.




  “I can talk, and I’m sure that’s what you wanted to hear.”




  Randall looked to Green and they smiled. Smirked was more like it, and they even did that alike, causing me to wonder if they taught smirking in Internal Affairs school.




  “I like you,” Green said, as he pulled out a tape recorder. “Detective, we’re going to tape this conversation. Is that okay with you?”




  “Fine by me.”




  Randall leaned forward, but he bent in the wrong places. It made him look like a Slinky with a stiff back.




  “You have a right to have your representative here.”




  “Let’s get it over with. I got nothing to hide.”




  Randall, still bent in that same posture, stated the date and time into the recorder, then he mentioned he would be interviewing Detective Connie Gianelli.




  “Detective Gianelli, tell us what happened the other night. The night of February 12th.”




  I took a moment to think about what to say, then I recited the details of the evening, stopping at the part when I got to the hospital.




  “Detective, this was a major drug bust with known drug dealers. Violent men. Why didn’t you get backup?”




  I should have cleared this with Chambers. Not knowing what to say, I opted for the truth. “We decided to go in without backup.”




  “Why? That’s against policy.”




  Spit the truth out here, too. “We were concerned with leaks. We wanted control of the situation.”




  Randall’s tone was getting more sarcastic by the minute. “And when things went bad. When Detective Rafferty was killed, why didn’t you call for backup?”




  I didn’t know if these guys were slow, but they were sure as hell annoying. “I already told you, we didn’t have backup arranged.”




  “Why not call 9-1-1?”




  I sighed. What was I going to say—that I didn’t trust 9-1-1? If I said that, they’d commit me to the looney bin. “Things were happening fast. Bullets flying. I had one partner dead and one wounded.” I stopped for only a second, then, “And I couldn’t find my phone. Must have dropped it in the alley.”




  “Yes, you must have,” Randall said. “We recovered both your phone and Sean’s at the scene.” He took time to look at his notes. “But tell me, Detective, who did Sean call?”




  I paused. Things were getting sticky. “He didn’t call anyone.”




  Green shuffled through some papers in a manila folder and pulled one out. “This is a copy of the phone log for Detective Monroe’s cell phone. There is a call to Dominic Mangini, a known member of organized crime. And that call went out at 10:27.”




  Should I tell them I used Sean’s phone? That it was me who called. I grabbed the paper and scanned the report, frantic. “Something’s wrong.” I threw the paper at Green. “Why are you doing this? Sean’s a good cop.”




  “Was he?” Green said.




  His use of the past tense brought reality back to me. Was he?




  After that, Randall’s questions came rapid fire. “Detective Gianelli, why didn’t you and Detective Monroe want backup? Were you planning to get away with the drugs, or the money? Or both?” He walked to the other side of the bed, then leaned toward me, his face inches away. “And by the way, Detective, where are the drugs?”




  Green and Randall hovered like vultures on each side of the bed. “What went wrong?” Green asked. “Why did Detective Monroe call Dominic Mangini? Why did the drug dealers turn on you? And yes, where are those drugs?”




  My gut tightened. I glared. “You got the money, didn’t you?”




  “No drugs, though.”




  “I can only assume they weren’t carrying them because they never intended to do a deal. They knew we were cops.” I leaned forward. “Knew it. That’s why Sean and Jerry are dead.”




  Randall pretended to look at his notes. “And tell me again how it is you’re not dead? The dealers were killed with other guns, ones not found on the scene.”




  Green stepped in. “Where are those guns, and more importantly, where are those drugs?”




  I clenched my fists, but what I wanted was to smack this guy. “I already told you. Some people came and started blasting, then they took me to the hospital.”




  “So this mysterious group of Good Samaritans came in, killed heavily-armed drug dealers, drove you to the hospital, then disappeared without asking for so much as a thank you. Oh, and they gave you back the money…but not the drugs?”




  My expression must have shown the disgust I felt. “Guess you gotta love New York.”




  “Detective, everyone in this room knows you’re dirty, and I’m going to see to it that you get suspended.”




  “Suspended? We busted more drug dealers than any other borough. You know how much cocaine and heroin we got off the street last year?” I wanted to hit him. “Get the hell out of here. It looks like you made up your mind anyway.”
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