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  He never wanted the name. He never wanted the life. But now, the only way for Sal Grandino to break the mafia’s grip...is to join them.




   




  “...In his debut novel, author John DeMarchis crafts a riveting story coursing with deceit, wit, and passion. And as the novel thunders towards its finale, you can’t help but root for Sal’s escape…from the police, from the mob, from New York City, and from the legacy he never wanted—the Grandino name."—Jamie Novak, Founder of Winking Owl Writing"




   




  "DeMarchis' novel captures the struggle of a man immersed in the mafia's kingdom—a man desperately trying to escape from that world...Full of romance, daring, and intrigue, this story will keep you guessing until the very end."—Andrew Joseph, author of Huntress




   




  "Part runaway, part vigilante, part hopeless romantic—it’s hard to put your finger on Sal Grandino. And with a story on par with Patterson and Sandford, DeMarchis will keep you tearing through the pages to the very end."—Sam Roy, author of A Darkened Glory and co-author of The Essential Elvis.
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  “When a man is denied the right to live the life he believes in, he has no choice but to become an outlaw.”




  


  ― Nelson Mandela
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  PROLOGUE




  




  The small boy sat on the floor in the darkened hallway, beside the large doors that opened to the den. He pressed his back against the wall and held his knees, pulling them up tightly against his chest. He could hear the voices of the men talking inside the room.




  “Kill that son of a bitch and we solve the problem,” he heard his father’s voice say.




  Trembling with fear, he held his hands over his ears, but he could not move. He had sat there often and listened to the voices, hoping that they would stop. As he heard the men begin to leave, the boy got up, ran halfway up the spiral stairway at the end of the hall, and crouched on the steps. Peering through the spindles of the banister, he saw the large mahogany doors to the den open and several men came out. They were all talking at once, his father leading them out the front door.




  When they had gone, his father went back into the room. The boy could see his older brother through the open door, standing in the center of the room smoking a cigarette. His father closed the doors, muffling the sound. But as the boy sat very still, straining to hear, he could just make out faint voices coming from the other side of the door….




  “— Salvadore! What are you doing there?”




  The boy turned with a start at the sound of his mother’s voice. He looked up to the top of the stairs to see her standing there in her nightgown, holding an open book. Her face was stern but her voice was anxious, “Go back to bed, before he sees you,” she said. The six-year-old boy ran up the stairs past his mother and into his dimly lit room. He closed the door and hurried into the bed, pulling the covers up over his head, tucking in the bed sheets around every part of his body. He lay there, motionless. After a while, he finally began to drift off to sleep, still waiting to hear the sound of a den door opening.




  




  




  




  




  CHAPTER 1




  New York City 1991




  




  The March wind was brisk. Sal pulled up his collar and warmed his hands in his top coat pockets, as he stood waiting for the cab under the canopy in the fading light. It was warmer in the lobby of the fashionable New York apartment building, but he felt more at ease standing outside alone, away from the annoying comments and casual looks from people milling around downstairs. Nearly everyone living at the apartment building was curious about the mysterious, good-looking man who lived alone in the penthouse suite. There were the typical rumors—Mafia ties, a rich recluse with a dark past, an unapproachable venture capitalist. Occasionally they would share an elevator with him, but few ever had a conversation with him outside of a simple greeting. There was a kind of fear-inspiring intrigue about him that made some of the newer tenants uneasy in his presence. But over time they had learned to accept his behavior and gave him his distance as, simply, a man of a few words who preferred to keep to himself.




  The truth was, Sal had always been a very private person. Not particularly unfriendly, but he didn’t go out of his way to impress mere acquaintances. Standing at the curb on that chilly March evening, he retained much of the youthfulness at forty-one of a man ten years younger. He was strikingly handsome, with dark eyes and black hair that revealed just a tint of grey when tousled by the wind. His skin appeared lightly tanned for that time of year, and although he wasn’t overly tall, his slim body gave him the appearance that he was taller than six feet. Or maybe it was his considerable wealth and vast holdings in New York real estate—including a popular dinner spot on Long Island called Stepping Out or, more commonly, just “the Club”—that added to his stature. To most women, he was the perfect catch; so even though Sal never got married, never found that perfect girl, he certainly had more than his share of female companions over the years.




  As the cab pulled up in front of the canopy, the doorman hurried out from under the entrance way to open the cab door.




  “Thanks, Henry,” Sal said as he quickly slid into the cab.




  “Have a good evening, Mr. Grandino.”




  “The Club, sir?” the driver asked.




  Sal nodded his head. It was always the Club.




  As the cab pulled into the New York traffic, Sal pressed himself back in the corner of the seat. He sat staring aimlessly out the window, listening to the sounds of the city as the cab inched its way through the heavy traffic. Winter was making its final appearance, and the wind swirled the snowflakes in little whirlpools on the street. Sal felt a kind of sadness in winter coming to an end. He liked the bitter cold and gloominess of winter, it paralleled this life—a strange paradox for a man who has the essential ingredients that every man longs for: health, wealth, and even that wondrous charm of sex.




  But all of Sal’s good fortune couldn’t hide his one big problem—because it’s almost impossible to erase your past. Sal was a sole descendant of the well-known Grandino Family, the Family that controlled a large portion of the illegal drug traffic and gambling trades in New York City for two decades up until the early 70s. Although he was never directly involved in the Family activities, Sal bore the scars left by the Grandino legacy.




  His father, Gino Grandino, head of the infamous Family alongside Sal’s brother, fifteen years Sal’s senior, were killed in mob-related vendettas. His mother, Victoria, was with his father when they were both gunned down pulling out of the driveway of their upstate home in 1969. His brother, Frankie, met with a similar fate in 1975 when it was rumored that he was talking to government authorities. His car was found in a New York parking garage, but Frankie wasn’t. Sal still wondered if his brother found a way to disappear and was living a new life somewhere far from New York. Sal was often consumed by this thought and wished that he could just run away and find his brother to escape his past and start a new life




  Since his brother Frankie had never married, Sal was the only known survivor of the Grandino Family. His only living relatives were Vito Grandino, his father’s younger brother, and Anne, Vito’s wife. Vito was placed into a government witness protection program in 1976 after testifying about the Family’s activities and against other New York underworld figures. After his brother’s murder and his nephew’s disappearance, Vito decided to protect himself and his wife from a similar fate as his brother. Sal was the only one who knew that Uncle Vito was living in a small town in western Connecticut under the name Mario Adams with his wife. Sometimes, when the anxiety and frustration of his life were too much to handle alone, or he needed to escape, Sal would visit Uncle Vito and Aunt Anne in Libertyville. He was always careful about these trips and never revealed to anyone he knew where Uncle Vito lived, or even that he was still alive. Uncle Vito was in his 70s, but Sal knew that even after all this time, Uncle Vito’s life would still be in danger if his whereabouts were known.




  As a result of Vito Grandino’s testimony to the authorities, the government seized nearly all of the Family’s assets, except for the estate and a restaurant on Long Island. Fortunately, Sal’s father had made considerable legitimate investments, all of which went to Sal upon his parents’ death. Through his brother, Sal had learned that his father had also been the custodian of a large amount of money held in a Cayman Islands account, which belonged to a consortium made up of several east coast Families. As the lone heir of his father’s estate, Sal automatically became the new custodian of the account. Be that as it may, he never attempted to touch that money after all these years, for fear that he would be questioned by the authorities or, even worse, by the other Families that still operated along the east coast.




  Although he was never directly involved in any of the Family activities, Sal was often watched by NYPD Detective Joseph Demaria. Even though they hardly knew each other, Joe Demaria despised Sal. During the 60s and early 70s, Joe’s father was a respected Lieutenant with the NYPD police force. In 1976, at the time of the crackdown on organized crime in the city, Lieutenant Joe Demaria, Sr. was arrested and charged with taking payoffs from organized crime families, specifically from the Grandino Family, for more than twenty years. Joe Sr.’s involvement with the Grandino Family was a surprise, even to his closest friends on the police force. Although his wife knew he was close to some members of the Grandino Family, Joe would tell her that it was part of his job to obtain inside information about their activities. He told her that his involvement was part of a special assignment and was not to be discussed, even with other members of the police force. Joe was smart not to reveal to anyone that he had a lot of money stashed in his home. On the surface, he lived a life style that was consistent with a police officer’s salary, and since he had control of finances, his wife never questioned him about often paying cash for large purchases.




  After his indictment, Joe, Jr. asked his father why he would do such a thing, embarrass the family, and disgrace his name and long service with the police force. His father told him that he tried many times to get away from the mob, but he was frightened of the reprisals, especially against his family. While he was out on bail, prior to his trial, Joseph Demaria Sr. shot his wife and himself with his service revolver and left a note saying that he could not bear to leave his wife alone to face the disgrace he had brought to his family. Joe Demaria, Jr. blamed the Grandino Family for his own family tragedy. He was determined to destroy what was left of the Family—Sal Grandino.




  Sal’s frustration with his own life was deeply-rooted in his early years of growing up in the Grandino household. His life was far from that of a normal boy. Constantly fearful of his father, he spent his early years close to a secluded and troubled mother who rarely left her bedroom. Sal often recalled those years of sitting by his mother’s bed, listening to her relate the bad things that his father was doing, warning him never to get involved in the Grandino Family business.




  Ever since he could remember, his father and mother did not get along. Even when Sal escaped to his room, their arguments would pierce through his walls. Sometimes after these arguments, his mother would slip into his bedroom. She would sit down next to her son on the floor without a word, and join in whatever game he was playing at the time. Other times, when the yelling shook the walls, she would lie down on Sal’s bed and cry silent tears. Growing up, Sal never learned why his father was cold toward both him and his mother—or he never wanted to learn, too afraid to confront his father about his indifference toward them.




  Even at that early age, Sal understood that his family was different, which made him feel uneasy and shy, avoiding any interactions with other children his age. As a result, he spent most of his time alone reading books, mostly mysteries, and acting out make-believe stories and games. He especially liked to imagine that he was invisible—because an invisible boy could go anywhere he wanted without fear of being seen.




  Even as a teenager, he rarely interacted with other kids his age, never attending school social activities or hanging out with the crowd. Outside of school, most of the people his age that he was in contact with were either the sons or daughters of his father’s friends who happened to be visiting the Grandino house. As the years passed and he became even more aware of his father’s criminal activities, Sal avoided any interactions with people that were associated with the Grandino Family.




  In 1968 Sal enrolled in New York University, hoping to obtain a law degree. It was there he met Marty Steinberg, who quickly became his first close friend. Marty was the complete opposite of Sal. While Sal was lean and muscular, with sleek, dark hair, Marty was short and stocky with a large crop of blonde curls; while Sal was quiet and reclusive, Marty rarely shut up. They roomed together the whole time they were in school, but unlike most of the people at NYU who knew nothing of Sal’s history, Marty was obsessed with the fact that Sal was the son of a famous gangster. Sal would often make up stories about his life in a Mafia Family for Marty’s benefit. Marty in turn would often try to impress everyone, namely girls, with the fact that he had “Mafia connections.”




  Those other few people who knew about Sal’s past tended to avoid him. There were always rumors that he had the power to have someone hurt or killed through his Family connections. Nothing could be further from the truth, but Sal would spend little time trying to convince anyone otherwise. Sal left school after his parents were killed during his sophomore year, but Marty graduated in 1974. He and Sal remained close business associates, and Marty eventually became Sal’s personal lawyer for most of his business activities in New York.




  After his parents were killed, Sal decided to use some of his trust fund to purchase a lavish apartment in New York City and try to put his past behind him. By then, Sal and his brother Frankie led separate lives and rarely saw each other. His brother stayed in the family home up until his disappearance in 1975. After Frankie’s disappearance, Sal sold all that was left of the family estate and invested in New York real estate with the help of a long time family investment consulting firm, Hoffman & Sons, and accumulated considerable wealth. Sal eventually had the family’s restaurant on Long Island remodeled into a dinner club that offered live entertainment. The Club was his main interest, dictating much his social life and acting as his office where he conducted business activities. While most of his business associates were friendly at their meetings, few ever invited Sal to their homes or involved him in their social lives. Marty was the only one to invite Sal over to his house, especially during holidays and special occasions, which he would typically refuse. The Grandino reputation had forced him to live the life of a lonely, invisible man he had dreamed of as a child.




  Granted, he was never entirely alone. There were always a lot of women around Sal. Occasionally, he would meet someone he liked at the Club, however, he would usually end it after a short affair. He was always searching for that perfect girl and dreamed of settling down with the right person and living a normal life. But he was a difficult man to please, and Sal was almost convinced that he would never meet the right kind of woman—a woman from the right family with the right social connections, a woman that would help him lose the dark shadow cast by the Grandino legacy. His current companion was Mary Ann Stewart, who had lasted longer than most of the women he met. Mary Ann was a former show girl dancer who went by the nickname Candy, and who now worked as the hostess at the dinner club. Sal had known Candy for over a year, and she had become obsessed with him, even though he rarely saw her outside of the Club.




  Candy was very attractive, with dark, wavy brown hair that she wore in a stylish, loose braid when she was working at the Club. She was very well built and kept her body well-toned and trim with regular exercise. She had long legs and a creamy white complexion, making her look younger than her 36 years. Candy spent many nights with Sal at his Manhattan penthouse, and would usually grant his every wish. When he first met Candy, Sal had thought he might marry her, but his interest in her diminished as it had in every other one of his relationships. He was very fond of Candy, but she was not the kind girl that would help him to get out from under the shadow of the Grandino Family and get into the right circles of New York society, like he had been trying to do for years.




  Sal’s club, Stepping Out, was the first huge step he took in escaping his past. In a few short years, Sal had transformed it into a popular night spot and show club. It was a lavish place, moderately expensive and featured top entertainment acts. It was no secret to many of the patrons that the Club was owned by the heir to one of New York’s infamous crime families. This association seemed to add an exciting atmosphere to the Club to everyone except Sal. He felt that they looked down on him and viewed him as a mere novelty. The Club was also the favorite hangout for Johnny Rossi, a known New York crime boss, and many of his associates. There was little Sal could do to keep Johnny from spending so much time at the Club. In public, Sal treated Johnny with respect, almost like a close friend, but in reality, he despised him. Sal knew that Johnny Rossi was a dangerous man, and Sal’s continued association with him underscored the false image that Sal was involved with the New York Mafia.




  However, Sal couldn’t cut Johnny out completely. Sal had possession of something that Johnny wanted very badly, and he knew the time was fast approaching when they would have a devastating confrontation. Johnny Rossi knew that after his brother’s death, Sal had gained sole control of the collective Family funds held in the Cayman Islands bank account. The money came from east coast narcotics operations, and the amount was rumored to be nearly 100 million dollars. It was a fund set up under an agreement of several organized crime families to launder drug money back into legal investments. However, the money was never touched. Sal’s brother Frankie had told him that U.S. Treasury probably knew about the fund and were monitoring any distributions. Sal suspected they knew that he was the current named custodian of the fund, and that they kept a very close watch on his financial dealings.




  A disagreement among the various bosses on how to deal with utilizing the fund had led to inter-family disputes and violent repercussions, and in the late 1960s, violence among the families peaked with the murder of Sal’s father and mother. Over the years, most of the principal partners of the fund had either died or were too old to care about the money. It was nearly a forgotten issue and only a subject of conversation and rumors. Johnny Rossi was a young member of the Grandino Family in the late 1960s and knew that the existence of the fund was not merely a rumor. Johnny kept a close eye on Sal because he felt that someday Sal would try to flee with the money. He was wrong.




  Sal didn’t want anything to do with the money. If he could, he would let Johnny have it all, but he knew that any move he made to either transfer the funds or even reveal that he was aware of its existence would lead the Treasury authorities to implicate him in illegal money laundering. He thought many times to just tell the authorities the truth—that he was not part of the operation that set up the fund, and was merely an innocent victim who had been caught up in something over which he had no control. Sal thought maybe if he let them take the money, he would be pardoned. But he knew that it was too late for that. As the named custodian of the fund, he was involved, and to stay out of jail, he would have to just totally ignore the existence of the money.




  Johnny Rossi, on the other hand, would not let him forget; he was determined to somehow get the money. Sal found himself in a no-win situation, completely powerless. Even if he tried to leave New York, the nightmare would follow him wherever he went. Sal had to figure out a way to rid himself of Johnny Rossi. For a while, he even thought the easiest solution would be to pay someone to kill him. But that would make him a criminal, an image that he had tried to avoid. Besides, Sal knew that Johnny Rossi had been a suspect in the murder of his parents, even though no one was ever convicted, and so Sal would rather keep Johnny close.




  For now, Sal turned over total control of his investments and holdings to the investment firm of Hoffman & Sons. Until Sal figured out what to do with the off shore account and with Rossi, he let Hoffman & Sons take care of his finances. They were the main reason why Sal was so successful in his business dealings, giving him a net worth of nearly 30 million dollars.




  Jim Hoffman’s father was a close business associate of Sal’s father and handled all of his legitimate investments. After John Hoffman’s death in 1980, Jim took over the business and Sal became one of his largest individual accounts, in which he took a personal interest. Jim knew the history of the Grandino Family, but he also knew that Sal was a legitimate business man and had no connection to organized crime. Except for Marty, Jim Hoffman was the closest friend Sal had in New York, but he never discussed any of his personal matters with Jim unless they involved some financial dealings.




  Through Jim, Sal was able to set up a joint annuity for Uncle Vito and Aunt Anne under their new names: Mario and Anne Adams. He told Jim that they were retired housekeepers who worked at his father’s estates, and that he was very close to them as a young boy. He explained to Jim that because of the past history of the Grandino Family and the circumstances surrounding his father’s assassination, he wanted to keep them protected from any past association with the Grandino name. Jim had arranged the annuity with a major insurance carrier that paid them a monthly income of $5,000 for life.




  Sal had no will or life insurance himself, and Jim Hoffman would often remind Sal that he should have both with such a large estate. Sal would jokingly tell him that he didn’t have any living relatives, so he didn’t care what happened to his money after his death. He hated to admit it, but Sal felt that there was no real purpose to his life and was convinced that, as hard as he tried to rid himself of his Family connections, he would eventually meet with a tragic ending.




   




   




   




   




  CHAPTER 2




   




  Sal adjusted his tie and stepped back from the full length mirror, admiring himself dressed in the black Brandini suit. He usually refused Jim’s invitations to social engagements, but Jim’s wife Olivia called and persuaded him to come with them. Sal was used to the routine. He would stay for about an hour or so, then slip away and take a cab over to the Club. For the most part, he didn’t enjoy attending these boring affairs, standing around talking to people he didn’t know, about things in which he had no interest. Jim told him that the New York Civic Center Society was looking for contributions from many prominent business leaders, and some of New York’s finest would be attending the party.




  Jim jokingly mentioned that there would probably be a lot of good-looking single women there, since the affair was being hosted this year by a New York fashion design company. Sal even had Jim worried that he was living alone, but Sal had his own ideas on the kind of woman he would like to spend the rest of his life with. Lately, though, it seemed impossible to find an attractive girl from a respected New York family, someone interesting with class and education, more than just a pretty face or a sexy body.




  At previous affairs, whenever he met someone he was attracted to, Sal would spend hours talking to her, but women like that usually declined any further involvement with him when they found out more about his background. Each time he accepted an invitation to a formal affair, he would agree to go begrudgingly, but there would always be a small inkling of excitement, thinking maybe he would meet that right girl this time. This night was no different. He was going to put a smile on his face and attend the benefit with a positive attitude. After all, he thought, admiring himself in the mirror, he did look pretty sharp.




  As the cab pulled up to the curb, Sal sat down in the back and began imagining himself walking into the crowded room full of beautiful women and watching as they all stared at him, waiting for him to approach one of them. He imagined seeing that one girl, picturing in his mind what she would look like, her hair color, the look on her face, if she was sexy or sophisticated. He got great pleasure from these kinds of thoughts, but he was suddenly brought back to reality as the cab pulled up to the Center. He walked briskly into the lobby and stood with a small crowd of people in front of the elevators; he hated standing in crowds, especially when everyone else had a date. He began to have second thoughts about attending the affair, walking into the ballroom filled with strange people and wondering if someone would recognize him. But, before he knew it, he was in the elevator packed with expensively dressed people and heavy with the smell of perfume.




  Jim greeted him almost immediately at the entrance to the ballroom, even before he had a chance to check his coat.




  “Sal, I’m glad you came, what can I get you to drink?”




  “A vodka martini would be great, thanks.”




  Jim nearly pulled him into the ballroom, motioning to a roving waitress to come over and take their order. Sal realized that he still had his topcoat on, but before he had a chance to go back out of the room to the check it, a valet walked up to him, took his coat, and handed him a claim check.




  As they waited for the waitress to return, Jim’s wife Olivia walked up to them and kissed Sal on the cheek.




  “Sal! It’s so good to see you.”




  “You look lovely, Olivia,” stepping back dramatically to look at her.




  “Like I always tell Jim, he’s a very lucky man. But Sal,” she said, feigning surprise, “you look dashing yourself.” She leaned her face closer to him and whispered, “I’m sure you’ll catch the eyes of a few single women here tonight.”




  Sal smiled at her, “Let’s hope I don’t catch their eye until after I get my drink. A little liquid courage goes a long way.” He then leaned toward her and whispered in her ear, “But you know, I doubt I’ll be able to find one as beautiful as you, Olivia.”




  They both laughed. He liked Olivia; she was one of the few women he admired. He often wished he could meet someone like her, someone with those rare qualities that draw everyone in. Olivia reminded him of those Vassar girls—high stature, well spoken. If she were standing next to Grace Kelly, you might think they were related. Sal often watched Olivia move around the crowd at these affairs, attracting both married men and their wives with her charisma—not a threat, but envied by most women. Jim and Olivia were more than a couple who were in love with each other. Their 20 years of marriage had made them even more bonded, more committed to each other. Sal viewed their relationship as a model for his own desires. He was envious of what they had together, what seemed like a fantasy relationship.




  Olivia started to tell Sal about all the good the Society had done, but Sal just nodded his head—his mind was wandering. He glanced about the room and didn’t notice one person that he recognized. For once, this actually made him feel a lot better. Maybe tonight he might enjoy himself. No one really knew him here. Olivia excused herself and a couple walked up and greeted Jim. He introduced Sal and started a conversation about where the stock market was moving. After listening to them talk for a while, Sal excused himself and started to move around the room on his own with drink in hand, sticking to the short “how are you” conversations, trying not to spend too much time with anyone group of people. He didn’t have much in common with these people, and would rather spend the night just people-watching.




  Before long, though, the good mood with which Sal had walked into the party was slowly sapping out of him. Occasionally a woman would stare at him with a flirting smile, but none of them really caught his eye, and none of them had the guts to approach him. He certainly wasn’t going to hit on them, especially if they were not here alone. He didn’t need that kind of aggravation. He kept on moving around the room, now trying to avoid Jim and Olivia who looked to be stuck in a group of the dullest looking people in the room.




  Sal eventually made his way over toward the doorway which led outside to the balcony. He decided to head outside and have a cigarette. He didn’t smoke on a regular basis, but carried a cigarette case just for this kind of occasion. There were only a few people on the balcony chatting, and he walked past them to the banister which overlooked a scenic view of the lights of the city. It was breezy, unusually warm for a late March evening, but the cool night air felt refreshing.




  He was ready to light the cigarette when he noticed her leaning over the banister. She looked over at him and smiled. Without even thinking, he immediately returned the cigarette to the case and walked over to her.




  “It’s beautiful at night, isn’t it?” the young woman said to Sal as he approached her. She looked slightly flustered by his steady gaze, “…the city I mean,” she added. “It’s beautiful.”




  Sal smiled and nodded. Even in her low heels, the girl was nearly as tall as Sal, but she had one foot bent nearly out of her shoe and was leaning over the balcony looking down at the city. She was holding both sides of her straight blonde hair, which was being tossed around in the strong breeze. Giving up, she pushed it all over her left ear with one hand and held it there. She looked toward Sal again and, without being asked, stuck out her right hand, “I’m Danielle Rothman. My father, John Rothman, is the host.”




  “Salvadore Grandino,” he said, returning the handshake, surprised that he gave his full name. “I guess you’re not afraid of heights. You were leaning pretty far over that banister. I thought the wind was going to blow you away.”




  She smiled and shrugged, “Well this dress is like a parachute, so at least there’s a good chance I’d make it back down to earth.” she laughed, swaying her hips back and forth, letting the flowing bottom of her floor-length black dress swish around her ankles.




  “You’ll have to excuse me,” Sal said, “I don’t go to these kind of things a lot, I don’t think I know your father.”




  She grinned, raising her eyebrows, “John Rothman of Rothman Designs? We design women’s clothing.”




  “Of course,” he replied, embarrassed that he hadn’t recognized the famous last name, “And what about you,” he said, trying to salvage the conversation, “do you model the clothes?”




  At that she laughed outright, “No, I design them, but thanks for the compliment.” She flashed a wink at him.




  Sal noticed that she wasn’t wearing an engagement ring and assumed she wasn’t married. He guessed she was probably in her late twenties, although looking at her face she could be younger. She was dressed almost too casually for the occasion, having cinched her long wrap-around dress with a thick brown belt that matched her brown suede wedges. She wore very little makeup, but she really didn’t need any. On the chilly balcony, she’d thrown a navy blazer over her slender shoulders. She looked like she had just come from a fashionable lunch, rather than a stuffy benefit. Hanging from a fine gold chain, though, Sal noticed a beautiful emerald necklace, nestled in a circle of small diamonds. Even in the faint light coming from the ballroom, the gems caught the light, casting a shimmer over her flawless face. She can’t possibly be here alone. He looked around, expecting some young, good-looking man to walk out on the balcony and take her away any second.




  “I would think you would be in the ballroom checking out the ladies’ fashions, rather than standing out here on the balcony with us lonely people.”




  She turned to face the ballroom, leaning her elbows on the railing behind her. “Oh, well, to be honest, I get enough of fashion during the week, and I think these affairs are pretty boring But I guess it’s for a good cause, so…”




  Sal had to smile; that’s just how he felt about events like this. “By the way, my friends called me Sal.”




  “So, what is it you do…Sal?”




  “I dabble around in commercial real estate, and I also own a night spot on Long Island. You may have heard of it, Stepping Out?”




  “I haven’t, but I’ve been out of the country and only been back —”




  Sal suddenly heard his name being called. He turned to see Jim walking toward him.




  “I see you met the real secret behind Rothman Designs.”




  Danielle smiled and turned to look back at the view of the city.




  “I wondered where you were, Sal, I have a few people I want you to meet.”




  Sal was upset by the interruption, but agreed to go with him. Without waiting to be introduced to Jim, she thanked Sal for the conversation and excused herself.




  “I’m sure my father is looking for me by now, anyway. It was nice to meet you, Sal.” She smiled.




  Sal felt disappointed as she started to walk away, so he piped up, “you should pay us a visit at the Club, Danielle, now that you’re back in New York.”




  “Okay, Sal, I will, thanks.”




  She started to walk into the ballroom, and stopped at the doorway, turning her head.




  “Oh, and by the way...my friends call me Dani.” And with a swish of her dress, she was gone.




  Sal couldn’t stop thinking about Dani the rest of the evening. Back in the ballroom, Jim introduced him to several people, but his mind was elsewhere. He kept scanning the ballroom to get another glimpse of her. When he was sure that she had left the party, Sal asked Jim to introduce him to John Rothman.




  John Rothman was standing with his wife when they were introduced, and Sal immediately knew where Dani had gotten her good looks—her father was tall and handsome, and her mother had the same flowing blonde hair and lean figure. Sal shook hands with John Rothman and greeted his wife, but with so many people around them, they barely looked at him.




  After leaving the benefit, Sal decided to go to the Club. In the cab on the way there, Sal began to plan how he could get to know Dani better. He began talking to himself, “I’ll call Jim tomorrow and tell him I would like to contribute a nice check to the Society, maybe $50,000. Well, maybe $25,000. I’m sure she would eventually hear about my generosity.”




  Sal wondered if Dani would show up at the Club. What if I’m not there when she shows up? I’ll have to arrange some way of knowing when she gets there. Maybe the head waiter, what’s his name, Lewis? He seems like a good guy—or at least, a guy that would like a nice fat tip. I’ll have to give him a good description of her.




  Sal worried that he may never see Dani again. It surprised Sal how much that thought bothered him. Dani seemed to have had an unusual effect on Sal; it was suddenly like he was back in high school, and had just met the most popular girl in the class.




  It was nearly 10:00 when he reached the Club. It was surprisingly busy for a Wednesday night, since the top acts were usually featured on Friday and Saturday. Wednesday was comedy night, when the Club gave relativity unknown performers a chance. Sal rarely watched any of the acts at the Club, though. He just couldn’t get into them.




  Stepping Out was actually two clubs in one. The entertainment area was a dinner club where you could have dinner and watch an act, usually a local group. The main dining room and bar were for more casual dining and conversation. The bar was slightly elevated from the dining room and separated from it by tasteful room dividers. You had to go down a set of wide, marble steps to get into the dining room. When a major act played, like the time Sinatra showcased at the Club for a $1,000-a-seat benefit, the walls separating the entertainment dining room and the main dining room were moved to increase the seating capacity. Over the years, Stepping Out had become a popular night spot, and it wasn’t unusual to see a well-known person in the dining room. As the owner, Sal had met many Hollywood celebrities at the Club.




  As soon as Candy saw him, she motioned to him to come over to her and whispered to him. “Sal, Johnny Rossi is in the bar with some people.”




  Sal had told Candy that every time Johnny Rossi came to the Club he wanted to know about it. Without him making any comment to her, they walked together over to the entrance to the bar area, which was packed with people. Sal and Candy stood behind several people seated at the end of the bar, shielding them from being seen. Sal looked up the bar and he could see a young brunette hanging on a man, laughing loudly. Sal recognized the girl as Michelle Wright from the few times had talked to her at the Club. There was that one time, he recalled, about a year ago, when he took Michelle back to his office. But, after he learned that she was into drugs, he avoided any further contact with her.




  The man she was hanging onto, Sal noticed, was Freddy Rossi, Johnny Rossi’s younger brother. To say that the man was a creep was putting it nicely. Sal knew for a fact that he was very abusive, especially to girls. To make matters worse, Michelle’s father, State Congressman Bill Wright, had been campaigning for reelection on a platform to fight organized crime on the east side, where Johnny Rossi was the right-hand man of the reputed boss of organized crime, Papa G. Sal would normally not be interested at all, but he knew that he would probably receive some bad publicity if the paper was to get a hold of this situation. He could also see Johnny Rossi and some of his friends sitting at a table in the corner of the bar. This could turn out to be a fine mess.




  Sal decided to go through the kitchen to get to his office rather than walk through the bar area, just to stay as far away as possible from the situation. He wouldn’t want to have to confront either of the Rossi brothers. Sal owned the Club, but the Rossi Family owned this part of the city.




  As they walked toward the entrance to the kitchen, Sal told Candy he would be in his office and asked her to let him know when Johnny Rossi and his party left. Before turning to go, Candy asked Sal how the benefit went. “Did you meet anyone?”




  Sal wasn’t sure why, but Candy’s offhand remark bothered him. “You know,” he told her quietly, “that’s really none of your business Candy, come on.”




  He walked quickly through the kitchen door. When he got to the office, he flopped on the chair behind his desk, burning up about the Rossi brothers and the scene at the bar. He started to feel bad about jumping on Candy and decided to apologize and take her back with him to his apartment later that evening. Tonight would turn out fine.




  But what if something happened between Wright’s daughter and the Rossis? What would happen if Congressmen Wright found out about tonight? Sal imagined the worst possible situation. He felt helpless, knowing there was nothing he could do, but just hoped that nothing would happen that would cause him any trouble. Maybe I’ll take a ride and visit Uncle Vito tomorrow. Every time he visited Uncle Vito, it calmed him down, even though the ride itself out to Libertyville was always stressful. Sal was always incredibly careful that he wasn’t being followed by someone from the mob; he couldn’t risk them seeing Uncle Vito and blowing his cover.




  An idle life can produce a depressing state of mind, especially if you spend too much time thinking about how you want your life to change. This was an acute problem for Sal. He was living too much of his life in a fantasy world just to shut out reality. It was easy to lose himself in thoughts of what might be, simply because everything important had always been done for him. His mother was over-protective when he was young, and his father was indifferent. He had no sense of ever accomplishing anything on his own. He was financially secure, but it was Jim Hoffman who handled even the slightest details of all his business activities. He had little interest in increasing his wealth and always had more money than he needed; instead, he would often fantasize about the abundant lifestyle he could offer someone with whom he could share his life.




  Although he didn’t really know anything about her, Dani had struck him as being that someone. As he had done so many times before, only to be disappointed, he began to image a fantasy life for him and Dani. He started to daydream, his way of shutting out a disturbing situation. But his mind began to wander, and he thought back over his life to his childhood, remembering those times when he had overheard his father ordering the men who worked for him to hurt or even kill someone who was causing troubles for the Family. Sal never did anything to stop them. Did that make him an accessory to those acts? Maybe deep down he was just another mobster like everyone thought.




  His thoughts turned again to Dani and how wonderful it would be if he were married to a girl like her. They could get away from that world, live in a beautiful home, and attend garden parties with New York’s best families. They would take long vacations abroad, and he would sell the Club and deal solely in real estate. He thought about having children, someone to whom he could pass along his wealth, but…You’re being ridiculous. You only just met the girl. Besides, how was he going to meet her again? You could just call her, said the voice in the back of his head.




  Sal was suddenly aware that someone was knocking on the door. Candy came in and told him that Johnny Rossi had left the Club. She walked slowly toward his desk and he noticed tears in her eyes.




  “I’m sorry Sal, about earlier, I didn’t mean anything, I —”




  Sal interrupted her, “Come over here, Candy.”




  Candy walked slowly around the desk, and he took her in his arms.




  “I was just upset, that’s all. I wish we could keep those jerks out of here, but it’s not your fault. Let me know when you can leave, baby, I’m exhausted.”




  “There are just a few people in the bar, and the dining room is thinning out. I can leave right now."




  “Oh, and did you happen to catch who the Wright girl left with?”




  “Which girl?” Candy looked at him with a puzzled expression on her face.




  Sal realized that Candy didn’t know her, “The loud brunette at the bar talking with Freddy Rossi, her name is Michelle Wright.”




  “Oh her—I think she left alone in a cab.” She pondered for a moment. “Actually, come to think of it, that girl was on something, Sal, she was acting really spaced out.”




  “How about the guy at the bar, Freddy Rossi? He still there?”




  “There are only a few people at the bar. I guess he left.”




  “Okay baby, go and tell Eddie to get us a cab and I’ll meet you out front.”




  Maybe he was paranoid, but everything about Johnny Rossi bothered Sal. In the cab, Candy told him that she remembered Michelle Wright coming to the Club with another girl.




  “They must have had an argument, because I saw her friend leave alone, and she seemed a little upset. I’m pretty sure they were having dinner and she left Michelle at the table. She must have gone to the bar after her friend left. But Sal,” Candy looked inquiringly at him, “Why is it so important?”




  Sal explained how Congressmen Wright was after organized crime and his daughter being in the same club as Johnny Rossi wouldn’t look good if the papers got hold of it. Candy nodded her head. Sal didn’t even want to bring up Freddy Rossi’s reputation with women. He just wanted the night to be over. As the cab pulled up to his building, he slipped an arm around Candy’s waist and headed into the lobby hoping, in the back of his mind, that Michelle made it home safely.




  ***




  The cab driver could tell the girl in the back seat was on something, listening to her laughing out loud and mumbling to herself. He had seen this every so often over the years, driving a cab. He had even witnessed a couple of punk kids shooting up right in the back seat of the cab. He didn’t mind the low-lifes, but why such a beautiful girl would take drugs was beyond him. As he pulled up to the curb, the girl made no attempt to get out of the cab.




  He looked into the rear view mirror, “This is your stop, lady. 1207 East 22nd.”




  Michelle started fumbling with her purse, “How much do I owe you?”




  “$15.20.”




  She handed him a twenty-dollar bill and started giggling, “Here, keep the change.”




  “Thanks, do you need any help?”




  She started fumbling with the door handle, “No, thank you, I can manage.”




  As he drove away, he could see her in the rear view mirror standing on the sidewalk staring up at the building like she’d never seen something so tall before.




  Michelle stood in the hallway in front of the door to her apartment, trying several times to get the key into the lock. After getting the door open, she fumbled with the light switch, finally managing to turn on the lights and stagger to the bathroom, kicking off her shoes along the way. She looked at herself in the mirror and began to cry, but a second later, she began to laugh. She started to take off her clothes, flinging them about the bathroom like a stripper in front of an audience.




  She was completely naked as she came out of the bathroom and staggered into her bedroom. Turning on the dim bedside lamp, she flung open the closet and started yanking through the hanging clothes, finally locating a pink silk robe. After slipping her arms sloppily through the robe, she went over to her bed and stood there, wondering if she locked the door to her apartment. She turned around and lurched into the living room toward the front door, stumbled again, and almost knocked down a vase off of the front table. When she got to the door, she switched off the hall light, forgetting to check the door. She went back into the bedroom, turned off the night lamp, pulled down the bedspread, and fell onto the bed.




  The moon light shone through the window, giving the room a dreamy effect. Then the ceiling started to spin, making Michelle feel very dizzy. She sat up on the bed and started to hallucinate, imagining strange scenes and colored lights like she was in a dream. Giggling, she swung her head slowly, enjoying the lights dancing around her, until she became aware of the dark figure standing in her bedroom doorway.




  “What do you want?” she said in a frustrated sort of voice, still sitting on her bed. Then, lying back down onto the mattress, she sighed and tried to stuff a pillow under her head.




  “Go away, I’m tired,” she mumbled. But glancing bleary-eyed over at the doorway, she frowned in recognition, “Oh, it’s you?”




  The man stated to slowly walk closer to her in the dim light.




  “I told you to go away,” Michelle said, more forcefully this time, squirming away from him under the bedspread.




  He sat on the bed beside her, slipping a hand under the sheets, and running it along the length of her body.




  “No, stop you creep. I said get off me.” Her voice was thick.




  He leaned over, kissing her neck and running his hands under her silk robe. She managed to throw a weak punch toward his face, but she missed, and the motion of it rolled her out of bed and onto the floor.




  Michelle tried to get up and run, but he caught her and flung her violently back onto the bed, smashing her head against brass headboard. The figure jumped on the half conscious girl, tearing at her robe. She began to swing her arms violently, trying to hit him. So the enraged man began punching her ferociously back, and the world slipped away in a sea of whirling colors as she lost consciousness.




   




   




   




   




  CHAPTER 3




   




  Sal lay in bed on his side, his head cradled in his hand, admiring Candy as she stood in front of the dresser putting on her makeup.




  “Do you want me to stay and make you some breakfast, Sal?”




  “No baby, I think I’ll just stay in bed a little longer, and maybe I’ll call you later?”




  Candy came over and sat on the bed. She bent down and kissed Sal gently on the lips, “What time are you coming to the Club?”




  “Oh, six or seven I imagine. I have a few meetings this afternoon, but I should be through by then.”




  “Okay, Sal, call me if you need anything. I’ll see you then.”




  Sal almost never called Candy unless she was at the Club and rarely visited her apartment. They had an easy going relationship—they were there for each other, but at least for Sal, he didn’t really see it going anywhere. He was comfortable with the way things had always been. But with someone like Dani, on the other hand...




  As soon as she left the apartment, Sal jumped out of bed, went into the kitchen and put on some coffee. He pulled the telephone book out onto the marble countertop and looked up the number for Rothman Designs. There were several numbers, but he jotted down the number for the Design Department.




  He took his coffee into his bright, modern living room, flopped down on the couch, and turned on the TV to watch the morning news.




  “...and Congressmen Wright was at the hospital and there is no word on the condition of his daughter...”




  Sal sat bolt upright, nearly spilling his coffee on the plush, cream carpet.




  “All we can tell you at this time is that it appears the girl was a victim of a brutal attack. As soon as we hear from our reporter at the hospital, we will let you know more about this tragic situation.”




  Sal flicked through the other channels, but none of them were reporting the story yet. He ran to the phone and dialed Marty’s home number. His wife, Marianne, answered and told him Marty was in the shower and would call back as soon as he got out. Sal nervously began to flip through the channels looking for more information when the phone rang.




  “Marty, did you happen to see the news this morning about the attack on Congressman Wright’s daughter?”




  “Who?”




  “Congressmen Wright, his daughter.”




  “Uh, no, I don’t think so. Why, what’s up?”




  “His daughter is in the hospital, that’s all I know. But she was at the Club last night with Freddy Rossi.”




  “Shit.” Marty breathed into the phone. “The big man’s brother?”




  “Yeah, that one. So do me a favor, okay? Find out what you can about what happened and let me know. Marty, this could mean trouble. You know how that cop Demaria is always trying to get something on me. And the Rossis don’t mess around either.”




  “Wait a minute, did you have anything to do with this?”




  “What the hell are you talking about? No! I don’t even know what happened to her.”




  “So what are you worried about, Sal?”




  “It will probably come out that she was at the Club last night, and you know if that pain in the ass cop finds out, he’ll try to make a big deal about this. Just get some information and call me back, all right?”




  “Yeah sure, no problem, Sal.”




  Sal hung up the phone. He felt very restless. Maybe the best thing to do is to go up and see Uncle Vito. He grabbed the telephone and immediately dialed Marty’s number again. He told him that if he found out anything about Wright’s daughter to call him on his mobile phone. Sal rarely kept the phone with him, but knew that he would need to keep a close eye on this story.




  “Where are you going, Sal?”




  “Damn it, Marty, just find out what you can and call.”




  Over the last few years, Sal had been pulling away from Marty, but he kept him involved in some of his business dealings and situations like this when he could be useful. It wasn’t his fault, but Marty represented that part of his past that Sal would rather forget.




  Sal got dressed and immediately left the penthouse, taking the elevator down to the parking garage. He never called his uncle from the penthouse for fear that someone may have tapped his phone. Sal was paranoid about his privacy and lived in constant fear that he was being watched, especially in these situations when he was trying to hide something.




  He rarely drove his Mercedes, except to visit Uncle Vito, and was confused on where he last parked it. Finally locating the sleek, silver car, he hastily exited the parking garage and got into the slow-moving New York traffic. As he left Manhattan, he had the habit of constantly looking in the rear view mirror to make sure no one was following him, and he took several sudden turns just in case. He was always a little nervous driving out of the city and felt relieved when he finally got on the interstate.
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