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      Warning: Spoilers for the first three books of this series are on the next page.


      If you want a refresher of who some of the characters are from the first three books, read the pages that follow. If you haven’t read the first three books, you may want to.


      Police:


      Frankie “Bugs” Donovan — Nicky Fusco’s best friend from childhood. Now a Detective in Brooklyn.


      Lou Mazzetti — Frankie’s partner


      Sherri Miller — Frankie and Lou’s partner from book two and three.


      Lieutenant Morreau — Frankie’s boss


      Carol — Admin in Homicide Department


      Kate Burns — Medical Examiner and Frankie’s girlfriend.


      Alex — Young boy who Frankie took in after his mother abandoned him. Now his adopted son.


      Keisha — Alex’s friend in the apartment building.


      New York Mobsters:


      Dominic Mangini — Head of one of the Five Families (Also appears in Blood Flows South series)


      Manny Rosso — Head of one of the Five Families. Was underboss to Tito Martelli in book one.


      Tito Martelli — Was head of one of the Five Families.


      Fabrizio — hit man for Dominic Mangini.


      Giorgio — Works for Manny Rosso.


      Wilmington, DE. Characters:


      Nicky “the Rat” Fusco — former hit man trying to go straight.


      Doggs Caputo — local mob boss in Wilmington, DE


      Monroe — leader of a black gang in Wilmington. Served time with Nicky in prison.


      Angela Fusco — Nicky’s wife


      Rosa Fusco — Daughter of Angela and Nicky


      Sister Mary Thomas — Nun who taught Nicky and Frankie


      Paulie “the Suit” Perlano — childhood friend of Nicky and Frankie
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      Rules of Murder


      For those of you who don’t know, there will be at least six books in the Friendship & Honor series—one for each of the “rules of murder,” as outlined by Gianni “Johnny Muck” Mucchiato in Murder Takes Time. Each book’s title is one of the rules.


      1.	Murder takes time—Never rush. Know what you are going to do before, during, and after the job. Know your victim. Their face. Routines. Neighborhood. Family.


      2.	Murder has consequences—When doing a job you must never, ever, let it get personal. Each assignment is just a job. If it gets personal, it will have consequences.


      3.	Murder takes patience—If someone has a routine, trust it. Wait them out, and it will pay off. As for yourself, never be predictable. Don’t shop at the same place. Don’t eat at the same place. Don’t do anything at the same place or at the same time or on the same days.


      4.	Murder is invisible—To be good at this, you must be invisible. And since you can’t really be invisible, you have to practice not being noticed. There is a difference between being seen and being noticed. If you have to break rule number three, make sure you adhere to rule number four.


      5.	Murder is a promise—If you enter into a deal to murder someone, that is a promise, a secret pact. Once you take the assignment, you need to finish the job, or it could come back to haunt you.


      6.	Murder is immaculate—Don’t leave any clues, and make sure you clean up loose ends.
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      When is a person invisible? When they are not noticed.


      Think about it. Can you describe the garbage man, the cashier at Target or the grocery store? How about the cable-TV repairman?


      If you can describe them, you’re rare. If you can describe them accurately, you’re even rarer.


      To the rest of the world, they’re—invisible.
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      It wasn’t late—according to Allison—but it had been dark for hours. She thought about calling her father to pick her up, but decided to walk home—it was only four blocks, and her father would probably be pissed off as it was because she was already past her scheduled curfew. If she asked him to come get her, he’d definitely be pissed.


      Her father was a nice man, and he loved her, but he sure needed to learn about kids—at least how kids were nowadays. He was still parenting as if it were the ’80s or even earlier, when all you had to do was tell a child “no”, explanation not necessary.


      She pulled out her cell and called Jen, her lifelong friend. “What’s up, girl?”


      “Nothin’. Just chillin’ wit’ some tunes.”


      “Girl, you don’t even know which tunes to chill with, let alone have them on your phone. I need to set you up with some real sounds.”


      “Shit. I got all the sounds I need. Where are you? Home?”


      “Nah. On my way, though. I was over at Nate’s. Just now headin’ up the long walk home. I’m gonna have to probably sign out here, ’cause sure as shit, my pops is gonna be steamin’, and you know how he gets when he’s steamin’. No iPhone. No iPad. No nothin’. Besides, my battery is almost gone. It won’t last long.”
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        Franklin Street


      


      Jen laughed. “As far as your dad, I know that. He’s been that way all his life. Ain’t no changin’ him now. You’ll be lucky if he lets you go to the bathroom.”


      The sound of Allison’s laughter rolled down Fourth Street. “I doubt he’d go that far, but you never know. Anyway, see ya tomorrow.”


      “Later.”


      As Allison turned the corner, heading north on Franklin Street, headlights shone on her from behind. She thought about how tired she was as she turned to see the car; it had been a long day and track practice had been grueling.


      The car looked to be a new Escalade, dark blue. She squinted, trying to adjust her eyes to the glare from the lights of the car, but then the window lowered as the car slowed. A deep voice rang out from the driver’s side.


      “You need a ride?”


      He sounded nice enough, at least not creepy, still Allison wasn’t accepting a ride from anybody at night. She knew that much, even if her father hadn’t drilled it in her head. “I’m all right,” Allison said, and kept walking. An uneasy feeling ran through her bones and coursed her veins. It made goosebumps on her arms.


      “Smart girl,” he said. “That’s what I tell my sister. Don’t accept a ride from anyone. It’s a dumb shit who does.”


      Him saying that about his sister made Allison feel better. She slowed and turned to look at the car. Then she slowed her pace even more, and the car matched her. “How old is she?” Allison asked.


      “Who? My sister? Fifteen going on dumbteen.” The guy laughed, then said, “Probably about your age. But obviously not as sharp. Got robbed about two months ago. Happened three or four blocks from here, over by St. Anthony’s, just north of Tilton Park. Fortunately, she wasn’t hurt, but now, I won’t let her walk home. No sense in taking chances. She calls me to come get her no matter what time it is.”


      Allison thought about what he said, and stopped. “I live on Franklin, just north of Monroe Street. I’ll take that ride if you’re still offering, and if it’s not too much trouble.”


      “I should teach you a lesson and say ‘no’,” the guy said. “…but I won’t.” He brought the car to a halt, then opened the passenger door. “Get in,” he said. “and don’t mind the mess.” He brushed the seat off as he said it. “Damn dog hair everywhere.”


      Allison laughed. “I know what you mean. We’ve got a boxer who sheds like crazy. Her hair gets on everything.” They both laughed again, then Allison got in the front seat. She extended her hand. “I’m Allison Parker,” she said.


      “Josh,” he said, shaking her hand. With his free hand, he zapped her with a Taser. She convulsed a bit, then fell back against the seat. She smelled something like ether as he placed a moist cloth over her mouth. A few moments later, she went unconscious without uttering a word.


      Josh, or whatever his name was, smiled. One more in the bag.
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      Josh drove north on Franklin Street, until he hit Pennsylvania Avenue, then turned left. He took a right on Bancroft Parkway and soon disappeared.


      He met up with his contact near Naamans Road.


      “Busy night,” the guy standing next to the truck said.


      “Long night. I need some rest.”


      “Is she the last of ’em?”


      “This is it. Unless my counting has gotten bad, she makes seven. That’s what we agreed on.”


      The guy reached into his cab and pulled out an envelope. He handed it to the man called Josh.


      Josh slid his finger along the seal and opened it. Inside was ten thousand dollars.


      “Everything good?” the guy asked.


      “Looks good,” Josh said. “See you later.”


      “I hope not,” the man said, and climbed into the cab.
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      Allison woke to the sound of rubber racing down the highway. She was in a crate of some sort. The crate had slits, and it was inside a large box or container.


      She felt the roughness of the ride and thought that perhaps the crate was inside the back of a truck, a large eighteen-wheeler.


      A small light was shining from the corner, perhaps a battery-controlled one.


      As she looked around, she noticed there were others in the same situation—three other girls, each in separate crates. One of them was white and one looked to be Asian. The other was black, like her. Further checking showed three more girls, though they were still unconscious or asleep. What the hell was going on?


      “How long have you been here?” she asked the girl closest to her.


      “Three days,” she said. “They grabbed me down by Market Street when I was goin’ home.” The girl pointed to the corner of the cage, where a bright orange bucket sat, the kind you get at Home Depot or Lowes. “They don’t even let us use the bathroom,” she said. “Empty that bucket every couple of days, and that’s about it. Treat us like we’re animals.”


      “The Printz,” another chimed in. “They got me on the Printz.” She was crying. “I was almost home.”


      “Franklin,” Allison said. “I was almost home, too. Then some dude in an Escalade snatched me. Shot me with a goddamn Taser then drugged me with something.”


      “Same story here,” the white girl said. “I was over on Baynard Boulevard when he got me. Big blue Escalade. Said his sister was robbed a few months ago. Put me at ease.”


      “Same here,” the girl from the Printz said.


      “Me too,” came the comment from Market Street. “I’d do anything to get the hell out of here. What do you think they’re doing? Where are they taking us and why?”


      “We’ve gotta figure out what to do,” one of the girls said. “If he snatched us off the street like that, and he got all of us, you know what he’s got planned, and it ain’t good. Nothin’ I want any part of.”


      “What are you talking about?” the girl from Baynard Boulevard asked. “What has he got planned?”


      “He’s gonna goddamn sell us,” Market Street said. “Sell us for sex. Ain’t you never seen no movies, girl?”


      “Forget what they have planned,” Allison said, “Monroe is my cousin. He ain’t gonna sit around and let this happen.”


      “It doesn’t much matter who your cousin is—even if he’s Barack Obama. If he doesn’t know where we are, he can’t do anything,” the white girl said.


      “We must be on an interstate,” one of them said. “We haven’t stopped in a while.”


      “Yeah, but which interstate? How long has it been? If we were on I-95 going south, we’d have hit the Maryland toll booths. Same with 295 going over the bridge. So we’re either on 95 north, or he branched off onto I-76. My bet is 76.”


      “Does it really make a shit of a difference where we’re heading?” the girl from Market Street asked. “There’s nothing we can do about it. That is, unless one of you has a phone that works.”


      Allison quickly felt her pockets for her phone.“They took my phone,” Allison said. “From what I can tell, they took everything electronic, even my headset.”


      “Mine too,” the girl from the Printz said. “And it was a brand new pair of Beats.”


      “Then I think we can agree that we’re officially screwed. Without phones, we can’t do shit.” That statement came from the Baynard Boulevard girl.


      They agreed, and after about another thirty minutes of talking, the truck came to a stop and the back door opened. A middle-aged man with a full head of matted brown hair entered. It looked as if he’d been sweating.


      He grinned ear to ear. “How would you girls like to be in the movies?” he asked, then he emptied the buckets and put them back where they’d been.


      How would you like to be in the movies? The statement brought shivers to Allison as she imagined the repercussions. “Monroe’s gonna kick your ass,” she said. “In case you didn’t know, he’s my cousin.”


      The guy grinned again. “Now I know,” he said, and reached to pull down on the straps hanging from the door. “And just so that you know, I don’t know Monroe, and I don’t care.”


      “You can’t do this shit,” the Asian girl said. Panic filled her voice.


      “We can do whatever we want,” the man said. “We own you now.”


      As the door slammed shut, the girl from Market Street said, “This shit ain’t right.”


      “Right or not, it’s happening, and we’ve got to figure out what to do about it,” Allison said.


      “Already figured that out,” the Printz said. “Unless one of you is hiding a gun, we’re screwed.”


      “This can’t be happening,” Allison said.


      “Wake up, girl. It is happening, and it’s happening despite you being Monroe’s cousin.”
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      Angie sat at the table doing bills. Rosa walked in and pecked her cheek. “Hey, Mom. How’s it goin?’”


      “Fine, dear. How was school?”


      “About the same.” Rosa grabbed a pack of peanut butter crackers from the pantry, sat in a chair next to her mother, and said, “What time will Dad be home?”


      “Five-thirty, as he always is. Why?”


      “Just wanted to talk to him.”


      “You’ve never ‘just wanted’ to talk to your father. Now, tell me what you want, and if it involves money, get a job.”


      Rosa laughed. “It doesn’t involve money,” she said. “Besides, when I tried to get a job, you wouldn’t let me.”


      “Young lady, working at a bar for cash does not constitute a real job. Not at your age.”


      “What constitutes a real job, according to you and Dad?”


      “One that pays above the table, and allows you to keep your clothes on.”


      “I would have had clothes on with that job.”


      “That outfit they wanted you to wear did not constitute clothes, not in my book. And it didn’t pay above the table. Remember, a real job has to meet all requirements. As far as I’m concerned, that job didn’t meet any of them.”


      For the next two hours, Rosa did her homework and helped clean the house. When Nicky came home she greeted him with a glass of wine.


      Nicky raised his eyebrows and stared. “Either you did something wrong, or you want something, or both,” he said, then he took a sip of wine.”


      “How cynical, Dad. There is a third option, you know. I could be showing affection for my father.”


      “Yes, you could be, but for the time being, let’s assume I’m right. Now, tell me what you want.”


      Rosa sat on the sofa. “You remember Allison Parker, the girl I played basketball with last year? She’s been missing for several days.”


      “No, I don’t remember her; you played basketball with a lot of girls. Regardless, why are you telling me about this?”


      “She wouldn’t just go missing. Not without telling somebody. Something must have happened.”


      “I’ll ask my question again. Why are you telling me about this? If no one’s done it already, they should report her being missing to the police.”


      “I thought maybe you could look into it.”


      “Despite what you may think, I’m not a detective.”


      “You could have fooled me. The way you helped Uncle Frankie bust his case down here, and then you went to New York to help again.”


      “Those were unusual circumstances,” Nicky said. “One involved a little boy, and the other was because Bugs was in trouble. Besides, neither one was something I wanted to do.”


      “This is unusual, too,” Rosa said. “Allison would never do this. And she may not be a little boy, but she’s a young girl, or woman, or whatever. And besides, Jen said she was talking to her the night she disappeared and nothing was weird.”


      “What do you mean by nothing was weird?”


      “I mean she Jen said she was acting normal. She didn’t have a fight with her boyfriend. She wasn’t pissed at her dad. Nothing was weird. Like I said.”


      “I hear you,” Nicky said, “and I’m glad to know nothing was weird, but you need to take my advice—for once—and report it to the cops. I’ll go with you if you want.”


      “Like they’ll do anything,” Rosa said, and her tone reflected her attitude. “They’ll file it in a drawer and forget about it. When was the last time you heard of a missing person case being solved by the cops?”


      “There’s always a first time,” Nicky said. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.” He held up his glass, as if saluting. “But thanks for the wine.”


      “Enjoy it,” Rosa said. “It will be the last glass you’ll get from me.” She stormed up the stairs.


      “What was that about?” Angie asked, as she sat next to Nicky.


      “Some friend of hers is missing,” Nicky said. “Somebody named Allison Parker. Rosa said she played basketball with her last year. Anyway, she’s pissed off at me because I wouldn’t help her.”


      “Allison Parker? I remember the name,” Angie said, “but that’s about all. She probably ran away. That’s the problem with kids nowadays.”


      “Probably,” Nicky said, but he didn’t even convince himself. Rosa had seemed too confident of the unlikelihood of a runaway scenario.


      “You can’t tell about kids these days. They’re unpredictable,” Angela said.


      “You can’t tell about kids any day,” Nicky said. “Back in my day…”


      “Don’t start that ‘back in my day’ shit. Back in your day, you were hangin’ on the corner, stealing cigarettes, and working poker games. And that’s when you were six! I don’t even want to talk about sixteen.”


      “Point accepted,” Nicky said with a laugh. “But don’t forget that later on I was also dating some foxy young thing with long, brown hair and a sweet ass.”


      Angie looked around quickly. “Hush up! Rosa may have heard you.”


      “You’re right. I wouldn’t want her to know you had long, brown hair. She’s not old enough.”


      Angie smacked him. “Smart ass.”


      “And I wouldn’t dare want anyone to know you used to have a sweet ass.”


      “All right, mister. That comment just earned you a night in the guest room.”


      “That would have more impact if we actually had a guest room. Dante’s in there now, in case you forgot. By the way, is that little shit still napping? Shouldn’t he be up to play with his father?”


      “I’m just about to wake him. I’m sure he’s tired, because he’s been playing all afternoon with Daniella’s boy. They were hilarious.”


      “All right. Go get him, but don’t forget to whisper, or I’ll tell him about your butt, too.”


      Angie tried smacking Nicky again, but he laughed and dodged.


      Angie got Dante up for a feeding, then she and Nicky talked for a while before settling into the routine of watching a TV show, followed by a night of reading. About midnight they went to bed.


      The light was still on in Rosa’s room, so Angie went in. Rosa was on the bed, watching an old movie, a habit she picked up from Nicky.


      “What are you watching?” Angela asked.


      Rosa turned, flashed a quick smile, then said, “The George Raft Story. This guy who plays him is good. And a darn good dancer.”


      Angie wondered what the hell the George Raft Story was, and who George Raft was, then she smiled and said, “Who plays him?”


      “Ray Danton. I don’t know what other movies he’s been in, but he should have been in more. I like him.”


      She hated to change the subject while she had Rosa talking, but she needed to. “You should apologize to your father.”


      “Why?”


      “For talking to him the way you did. You were wrong, and I think you know it.”


      "I don't see him beating a path to my door,” Rosa said. “Why isn’t he apologizing to me?”


      “Because he’s your father, and besides, he’s not a detective. And it's not his job to find a missing girl, even if she is your friend.” Angie cast a quick glance down the hall. “And didn’t he offer to go to the cops with you? That’s what you should do.”


      “He didn’t say ‘I’m not a detective’ when Uncle Frankie asked for help. Suppose the situation were reversed? Think what you would be like if I were missing. Wouldn’t you want somebody to help? If one of my friends’ father could help, wouldn’t you want him to?”


      Angela frowned, but then nodded. “I guess I would. Well, no guessing about it,” she said. “I know I would.”


      Rosa twisted her body and sat on the edge of the bed. “I know Allison. She wouldn’t do this. She’s not the kind of girl who would run away, and she doesn’t hang out with bad people. And Jen said she was talking to her the night she—”


      “I know,” Angela said, and nodded. “I’ll talk to your father. Maybe there’s something he can do.”


      The first smile of the night lit Rosa’s face. “Thanks, Mom. I know he’ll find her. He may say he’s not a detective, but he’s good.”


      “Don’t get your hopes up,” Angela said, “and don’t tell anyone about this. Nothing. Do you hear me?” Then she got up and left the room.


      Nicky was getting out of the shower when Angie walked into the bedroom.


      “You’ve got one of those looks on your face,” Nicky said. “What’s up?”


      “Rosa asked me about her friend Allison again. I have to agree that it doesn’t sound like a typical runaway situation. Maybe you could ask a few questions,” Angie said. “Nothing much. Just check with a couple of the guys.”


      “Nothing much?” Nicky said. “You don’t know these guys. If they even remotely think they provided information that helped me, then I’d owe them one. And trust me, the last thing I want is to owe them anything.” Nicky slipped on underwear and a T-shirt. “I told her I’d go with her to the cops, but that’s all I’m doing.”


      “Rosa seemed convinced that the police wouldn’t be able to do anything. There’s gotta be something you can do. Maybe ask Frankie to look into it. He’s coming down next week, isn’t he?”


      Nicky sat on the bed. “Bugs is a good choice, being a detective and all, but next week will be too late; the girl will either be long gone, or back home. If I’m gonna do this, it has to be now. The trouble is that I don’t want to do anything.”


      Nicky grabbed a pair of pants from the drawer and slipped them on.


      “Where are you going?” Angie asked. “It’s past midnight.”


      “Easy, babe. I’m just talking to Rosa.” He finished dressing, then went to Rosa’s room.


      Rosa was sitting on the edge of the bed when Nicky walked in. “Tell me everything you know,” he said. “Don’t leave anything out, and that includes any drugs she takes and anybody she screwed around with, and yes, I do mean screwed in the biblical sense. I have no time for niceties.”


      “Dad!” Rosa said, but it was accompanied by laughter. “That’s a terrible outfit.”


      “I’m not going dancing,” Nicky said. “Now tell me what you know.”


      For the next hour, Rosa told him everything, including who Allison dated, hung out with, and slept with. “She doesn’t do drugs,” Rosa said. “And I’m not just saying that. She really doesn’t.”


      “Maybe she’s staying with her boyfriend,” Nicky said.


      “There are two things wrong with that—first, she doesn’t have a boyfriend she’d stay with. She’s seeing a guy named Nate, but she recently started going out with him. It’s not serious. And second, her father wouldn’t let her.” Rosa laughed. “You haven’t met her father. He thinks it’s still 1982.”


      “I’m sure he doesn’t think it’s 1982. He may act like it is, but he doesn’t think it is. Either way, your point is taken,” Nicky said. He then got up to leave the room. “I’ll see what I can find out.”


      Rosa jumped up and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it. Oh, and one more thing. Allison is Monroe’s cousin, in case that makes a difference.”


      Nicky sighed and cocked his head. “You know damn right well it does,” he said. “It changes everything; somebody may have taken her to get back at Monroe for something he did. After all, he is the city’s most well-known criminal.”


      Nicky looked at Rosa, shook his head, then turned off the light. “You have any pictures? Or should I just ask about a young black girl who happens to be Monroe's cousin?”


      Rosa reached for her phone. “There’s a pic on my phone of me with Allison and Jane.”


      “That’ll help,” Nicky said. “Text it to me.”


      Nicky went back to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed.


      “What’s wrong?” Angela asked.


      He shook his head. “I don’t know, and I think that’s the problem. For the first time in my life I don’t know what to do.”


      “About what? Rosa’s friend?”


      “Yeah. After hearing her describe things, I tend to agree with her. I don’t think the girl ran away. And the girl is Monroe’s cousin, which I just found out, so I should tell him. I’ve known Monroe since we were in prison together. He doesn’t get along well with that side of the family. Still, he’d want to know.”


      “So tell Monroe and tell your detective friend. That’s about all you can do.”


      Nicky nodded. “I guess so. I’ll call Monroe and go see Mrozinski. At least that’ll be something.”


      Angela sat next to him and rubbed his shoulders. “You’re too hard on yourself, Nicky. This isn’t your problem. It’s a sin what happened, but it’s not your problem. You can’t fix the world.”


      He took hold of her hand and held her. “I guess so. It’s just that I’ve never felt like this before, never wondered what to do. In the past, I’ve always just done it.”


      “And look what that got you—ten years of your life in prison.”


      Nicky laughed. “I guess you’re right again, Angela.”


      She stood and smacked the back of his head playfully. “I usually am.”
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      Rosa rushed down the steps and into the kitchen. She leaned over to kiss me goodbye. “See ya’, Dad. Thanks for helping.” And then she darted through the dining room.


      “Whoa! I didn’t say I was helping. I will take all the information you gave me up to Mrozinski, Detective Borelli’s old partner. Aside from that, I’m leaving this alone. And I didn’t see you kiss your mother goodbye.”


      Rosa walked back into the kitchen, wearing a sullen face. “What do you mean? You said you’d help.”


      I shook my head as I swallowed the last piece of toast. “I did not say I’d help. I said I’ll see what I can find out.”


      “That’s the same thing.”


      “It’s not the same thing. Find out means just that—ask around, and see if anybody has heard anything. I’ll go that far, but I’m not going Sherlock Holmes on this. It’s dangerous from a lot of perspectives.”


      “Like what?”


      “Like whoever did this is more than likely associated with bad people. And it will require bad things be done.” I walked over to Rosa and wiped her tears. “Forget the fact that something may happen to me. I’m not worried about that, but I don’t want the law coming after me for things I would have to do.”


      “So, you’re scared? Is that what you’re telling me?”


      I downed the last sip of my coffee and set the glass on the table. “Scared? Yeah. You could say that. But not in the way you think. I’m not afraid of getting hurt. I’m not even afraid of being sent back to prison—though being away from you and your mother would break my heart. What I’m scared of is turning into the kind of person I don’t want to be. It takes a lot to not be this person. I don’t want to do anything to make it easier. It’s like an alcoholic refusing to drink.”


      “You don’t have to do anything. Just find her.”


      “I wrapped my arms around Rosa. “I hope you’re listening to yourself. It’s no small task to just find her. That’s why I’m giving this to Mrozinski. He’ll get things done.”


      “Fine!” Rosa said, and stormed off. “If something happens, I’ll blame you.”


      “Don’t forget to kiss your mother goodbye.”


      She spun on her heels, stormed into the kitchen, kissed her mother, then raced through the living room and slammed the front door.


      “I guess that didn’t go so well,” Angela said.


      “Apparently not.”


      I cleaned the dirty plates and was rinsing them off, when I felt Angela rubbing my back. “Don’t worry about that. Go to work and rest. It has to be more relaxing than here.”


      I turned and hugged her, planting a soft kiss on her lips. “You’ve got that right.” I grabbed my briefcase and walked toward the door. “See you tonight, babe.”


      “See ya. Have a good day.”


      I rushed things at work that day, which wasn’t good; estimating was not the kind of job you wanted to rush; it was too easy to make a mistake. But I was eager to talk to Mrozinski and try to get moving on finding Rosa’s friend.


      I wanted all of the information I could get for Mrozinski, so right after lunch I called Monroe and told him what I knew, and I asked if he thought it may have anything to do with him.


      He assured me it didn’t, then said, “But it does make me wonder about who’s dumb enough to snatch girls from my turf, especially when one of them is my cousin.”


      “I’m sure they didn’t know she was your cousin.”


      “I hear you, but if they didn’t know it when they grabbed her, I’m bettin’ Allison told them. At that point, the smart move would have been to dump her, but they didn’t. That tells me the dudes aren’t from around here. If they were, they’d be more cautious.”


      I nodded to myself. “You’ve got a point, Monroe. And it’s a good point. I’ll mention it to Mrozinski.”


      “Mrozinski? You’re working with him? He ain’t gonna do shit and you know it. Not for some black girl from Franklin Street.”


      “I don’t see it that way. He’s a good guy, and he’s done nothing to make me think he’s prejudiced.”


      “He’s a goddamn Polack isn’t he?”


      “Yeah, but what’s that got to do with anything?”


      “When you figure out that they ain’t gonna do anything, call me.”


      I listened to Monroe breathe into the phone, then said, “Listen, I’ve got a few people to see, but afterward—probably tomorrow—I’ll stop by. If we’re going to do anything, we need to get on this sooner rather than later. But I say we give Mrozinski a shot.”


      “What do you need in the meantime?”


      “Can’t think of anything yet, but I’ll let you know.”
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      I left work early, and stopped by St. Elizabeth’s on my way home. I was looking for confirmation that what I was doing was right.


      As I sat in the church pew, waiting for the confessional line to diminish, Sister Thomas walked by, and slowed, a concerned look on her face.


      She turned her head in my direction. “Something wrong, Nicky? Do you need to confess, or are you just resting? I only ask because I know that look on your face.”


      I smiled, but underneath, I was grinding my teeth. Not yet, I wanted to say, but I held my tongue and shook my head.


      “Why don't you tell me what's going on?” Sister Thomas asked. "Let me be the judge of whatever it is you're about to do. That is the problem isn't it? You have something in mind, and don't know if it's right?"


      Sister Thomas sat next to me in the pew. “You may as well spill the beans, Niccolo. You’ve never been able to keep secrets from me.”


      “You’d have made a good poker player,” I said.


      “And what makes you think I’m not? You’ve never played Texas Hold‘em against me.”


      I laughed. Sister Thomas always seemed to know when something was up. It was like she had a true sixth sense, especially when it came to things I hadn’t done yet. “Someone did something bad, Sister. Really bad.”


      “And you want to punish them for it?”


      I nodded. “They need to be punished,” I said. “The chances are that they hurt a young girl. But I can’t do this myself. It’s something the cops should handle.”


      “The police should handle it, you’re right. But it sounds as if it’s something you want to take care of yourself.”


      “I want to, but I can’t afford to. It will carve out a piece of my soul, and I’m afraid I don’t have enough left.”


      “Then let the police do their job, Niccolo. They’ll take care of it, and you won’t have to get involved.”


      “I wish that were the case, Sister, but I can’t sit around and wait to see if they do their job. This girl needs help, and the people who took her need to experience justice.” I gripped the back of the pew in front of me and squeezed. “Nobody should ever mess with kids.”


      Sister Thomas nodded. “I understand. If it’s too much, then let God do His job. It’s not for you to decide.”


      “That’s a nice thought, Sister, and I wish it would happen, but the notion of God interfering with our lives went out with Joan of Arc. I’m afraid God now uses people like me to do His job. At least, I hope that’s the case. I hope I’m not fooling myself. At the same time, I can’t risk it. If something went wrong, then Angela…”


      Sister Thomas placed her hand on my shoulder. “You said they hurt a young girl.” She cringed. “What kind of hurt?”


      “I don’t know for sure, Sister. I don’t even know if anyone did anything. But the girl is missing, and she’s not the type to go missing. Based on that, and knowing how the world works nowadays, I suspect she either has already suffered her fate or soon will. And, unless I’m wrong, it will be the worst kind. The kind the old Romans used to say was a ‘fate worse than death.’”


      Sister Thomas sighed, then raised her head. “Do you mean rape?”


      I nodded.


      She faced the altar, and seemed to be mouthing the words of a prayer, then she turned to me and said, “Do what you have to do, Niccolo. I’m not condoning violence, and I won’t condone it, but I imagine God would believe it to be worse if anything more happened to that young girl.”


      I turned to look in her eyes. “So you’re saying I should do something?”


      “Certain actions need punishment. Look at Sodom and Gomorrah. Our laws are not infallible; they allow some people to go unpunished. I can’t imagine God would want that.”


      “You are saying I should take action. I never expected that. I came here to be told the right thing to do.”


      “And who’s to say you haven’t been told the right thing? What you want to hear and what’s right aren’t always the same.”


      “Thank you, Sister,” I said, then I blessed myself, and stood, opting to skip confession.


      Sister Thomas made the sign of the cross. “Go with God, Niccolo.”
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      I intended to go home, but pulled to the curb about half a block from the station instead. Then I got out of the car and walked in.


      “I’m looking for Detective Mrozinski,” I said. “He in?”


      The desk sergeant called his name over the intercom. “He’ll be here in a minute.”


      A minute turned into nearly ten, but eventually Mrozinski showed up, wearing a light-gray woolen suit and a light-blue shirt.


      He walked up briskly and extended his hand to shake. “Fusco. What brings you by?”


      “Have you got a moment to talk?” I asked.


      He waved his hand, indicating I should follow, then turned and went into his office, sat behind his desk, and gestured toward a chair on the side wall. “Have a seat and tell me what’s on your mind.”


      I cleared my throat before starting. “My daughter says a friend of hers from school is missing.”


      Mrozinski’s face seemed to sag, a sullen look overcoming him. “I know. I’ve had reports from several people in different parts of town.”


      I sat up straight. “Several people? Any connection?”


      He shook his head. “None that I know of, but we’re working on it.” Then he fixed me with a glare. “But stay out of it, Fusco. I don’t want the kind of shit we had with Borelli. Understand?”


      I almost said something smart—like, that kind of shit is what got Borelli’s kid back—but instead, I swallowed my pride. “Understand,” I said.


      “You have any news I can tell my daughter? She’s upset.”


      “We’ve got nothing yet, but like I said, we’re working on it. There are five girls and counting, and not a clue between them. Right now, we’re stumped.”


      “If I find out anything, I’ll let you know,” I said.


      Mrozinski stood. “I don’t want you to find out anything, Fusco. Like I said, stay out of it. Don’t get involved. Let me handle it. Is all of that clear?”


      I stood and nodded. “Perfectly clear.”


      As I walked out of the station, two things were obvious—Mrozinski didn’t want my help and Mrozinski didn’t have any idea where to start on this case. I got a bad feeling that this was not going to be solved by the fine detectives of the Wilmington Police Department.
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      On my way down Union Street, I thought of St. Anthony’s and of Father Vincent. He was a priest from the old country, and had been here for a looooong time. Some say he came over during the immigration wave in the 1950s. In any regard, the word on the street was that he was a stickler for the law. He was the one I should probably speak to.
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        St. Anthony’s


      


      I turned left on 9th Street and drove up to the church. After kneeling in the pew for a few minutes, I mustered the courage to talk, and went to see Father Vincent. Once inside the confessional, I started.


      I told him the story, then explained what it seemed as if everyone wanted me to do.


      “Father, I’ve done…immoral, unlawful…bad things before. Every time was a struggle with my conscience or my soul. But each time I did something, the next time got easier. The struggle less.”


      I breathed deeply and closed my eyes. “I don’t want it to become easy.”


      Father Vincent made the sign of the cross. I could see through the confessional screen. “Nothing is easy, my son. God places obstacles in our path to Heaven. Perhaps this is yours. Your ‘cross on Earth’ so to speak.”


      “What are you saying?”


      “I’m saying that there are times in life when you must do things you don’t want to do. This may be one of those times.”


      “Father! I just told you I’d be as much as killing these people, and you’re telling me—okay? I heard you were supposed to be tough, someone who abided by the law.”


      A long silence followed. For a minute, I thought he’d gone. “I do abide by the law, and I’m telling you to abide by the law. No matter how much you may want to punish these people, you have to trust in God. Allow him to get punishment. God doesn’t live within the guidelines of the law. Our civic laws are not His laws, and they don’t restrict Him. I’m sure that no one wants anything to happen to these young women. Not the parents, not the cops, not the young women, and certainly not God.


      “If what you told me is true, and if something were to happen to the people who took these young women…I can’t think of anyone who would weep for their souls. But at the same time, it’s not our place to do anything. We must trust in God’s will that the right thing will be done.”


      I was frantic, like a trapped man searching for a way out of a maze. This is what I wanted to hear—in one sense—but it wasn’t what I wanted to hear in another. I knelt there, saying nothing. Finally, the father spoke again.


      “The police will be searching for these men. I wouldn’t worry.”


      Now, he had me on the defensive again. I hoped they would be looking for them, but I knew they wouldn’t find them. “Yes. They will search. But they won’t search for long and their hearts won’t be in it. And before long they’ll quit without finding the girls.”


      I came to confession ready to hear an admonishment from a tough-as-nails old-school priest, and he was advising me to buckle up, and let the police do their job. Something I knew wouldn’t happen. I needed an unequivocal no, and he was waffling. It seemed as if he was telling me to let the cops handle it one minute, but that he wouldn’t be pissed if something happened to them with the next breath.”


      I sighed. “All right. Thank you, Father.”


      “Go with God,” he said.
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      I made up my mind on the way home. As much as I wanted to do something to these people, and as much as I wanted to help Allison, Father Vincent was correct; it wasn’t my responsibility, and it wasn’t my right.


      Rosa was in the living room crying when I got home.


      “What’s the matter?” I asked.


      She gestured to a DVD lying on the table. “Some kids at school had this. Oh my God, how did this happen so fast?”


      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”


      “You don’t want to know,” Rosa said. “It’s disgusting. What kind of people do this?”


      “Let me see it,” I said, reaching toward the DVD.


      “I don’t want you to see it,” Rosa said, snatching the DVD off the table. “It’s terrible.”


      Rosa cried harder, then set the DVD back on the table. “If you need to look at it, go ahead, but then find her, Dad. Allison doesn’t deserve this; nobody deserves this.” Then Rosa left the room and ran up the stairs.


      I popped the DVD into the player and began to watch. The first scene was a young black girl, who I now recognized as Allison, lying on a bed. A man entered the room, and did unspeakable things to her. He was followed by another man. This went on for half an hour, and she never said a word, but her eyes appeared to be glazed; she must have been drugged.


      After those two finished abusing her, two more men entered, and she performed oral sex on them. When she finished, yet more men entered the room and did more disgusting things. It made me sick. I wanted to kill someone; in fact, I made up my mind right then, I would kill someone. Nobody was going to do this to that young woman if I could help it.


      Angela came home near the end of the DVD. She carried a bag of groceries in her arms. I clicked off the TV before she could see what was on it. “What were you watching?” she asked.


      “Something vile,” I said. “Rosa brought it home from school. It’s a DVD of her friend, and you do not want to see it. It’s one of the most disgusting things I’ve ever seen.”


      “Are you going to give it to the cops?” Angela said.


      “I’ll make sure they get it, but based on what I heard, I doubt if they’ll be able to do anything. Maybe get it listed as a crime, since she’s under eighteen, but not much else. They sure as hell won’t mete out the justice a crime like that deserves.”


      I went to Rosa’s room and knocked on the door. I could hear her sobbing. She opened the door and stood with her head down. Tears stained her eyes. I hugged her. “It’ll be all right. Don’t worry.”


      She pulled back. “That’s easy for you to say, Dad. It’s not you, and it’s not your daughter. Imagine how Allison’s dad must feel.”


      What she said hit home. I couldn’t imagine what her dad felt. I didn’t want to imagine it. Something seemed to snap inside me. I found myself, and knew what I had to do. I didn’t want to do it, but somehow I knew I had to.


      I rubbed my hand across Rosa’s hair. “If it’s okay with you, I think we should take this to the police.”


      “Go ahead, for all of the good it will do. Maybe they’ll all enjoy watching it in the back room.”


      The heavy dose of sarcasm did not go unnoticed. “I’ll talk to Mrozinski myself. He’ll get something done. I already spoke to him about the case, and they’re working on it.”


      “Working on it? Do you know what that means? They’re filling out forms and asking people who wouldn’t know about any of it. How are they going to find her?”


      Rosa pleaded with me. “Dad, can’t you do something?”


      Her plea broke my heart. I wanted to do this for her, and I wanted to do it for Allison and her family. I took Rosa by the shoulders and pulled her close. “If I do this, I’ll have to do things I don’t want to do. Things I can’t do. Think thoughts I shouldn’t have. It took me a long time to get those thoughts out of my mind. I don’t want them bouncing around in there again.”


      She tore away from me and plopped on the bed. “You know what I have thoughts of, Dad—that DVD, the one I showed you. Can you imagine anything like that? Can you? Think of what I said. Suppose you were her father?”


      I stood still for a few moments, not knowing what to say. Finally, I left and closed the door.


      As I finished the long descent of the steps and entered the living room, Angela asked, “What are you going to do?”


      When Angela asked the question, it made me think—what was I going to do. Rosa was right. The cops weren’t going to get anything done, at least not in time to help the girls. Somebody had to help, and the way I saw it, that somebody had to be me—and maybe Monroe.


      The muscles in my face tightened. “I’m going to find out who did this,” I said. “Monroe thinks it’s someone from out of town, and I don’t disagree. We’ll find them, then…well, you don’t want to know what after that.”


      “Nicky, don’t get in trouble.”


      “Don’t worry, babe. It’s not me who will be in trouble.”
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      We ate dinner—some gnocchi in tomato–cream sauce—and I had a few extra glasses of wine, a delicious Chianti that Angela had started buying a while ago. Then I settled down with a John Sanford novel—my favorite author—and Angela cracked the cover of a new Nora Roberts novel. In between chapters, we made small talk, and a few hours later, I got ready to leave.


      “Where are you going?” Angela asked.


      “To see what I can find out,” I said. “Ask the guys at the smoke shop a few questions.”


      “At this time of night?”


      “There’s not going to be a better time,” I said. “I should have done it last night.”


      Within forty minutes, I was in the back room of the smoke shop, talking with Doggs and Knuckles.


      I described the situation to them. “She’s a young black girl, same age as Rosa,” I said. “Anybody hear anything?”


      “You can ask, but nobody’s going to know anything,” Knuckles said. “Besides, who cares about a nigger whore?”


      Instinctively, I grabbed Knuckles by the collar and slammed his head on the pool table. It was a good thing instinct had kicked in, because I’d known Knuckles a long time. I doubt I would have reacted that way if I had thought about it.


      Knuckles cursed, and I let go of him, but I was still pissed off. “To answer your question, Knuckles, I care. And besides, she’s not a nigger whore, she’s a fifteen-year-old girl who happens to be black. Call her that name again and I’ll crack the slate with your skull.” I said that about the slate for bravado, but considering what I’d just done to him, Knuckles had to be wary.


      Blood ran from the side of Knuckles’ head, staining his white shirt. “What the hell? You got some kind of bug up your ass? I just said what everybody else was thinking.”


      “Then you should have continued thinking it and kept your mouth shut. Remember that for next time.”


      Doggs walked over, put his hand on my shoulder, and whispered. “Check with Johnny Smiles on 10th Street. If anyone knows anything about porn, it’ll be him. Smiles does big business in under-eighteen stuff.” He lit another cigarette, then said, “If you talk to him, just don’t tell him it came from me.”


      I glared. “Don’t worry, Doggs, your honor is safe with me.” I said it, and I didn’t whisper. I assumed Doggs didn’t want people to know he’d told me. Now they probably would.


      “Hey, screw you, Nicky. I think Knuckles has it right—you’ve got a bug up your ass.”


      “No bug, Doggs, I just remember what it’s like to be young, and, even more important, I know what it’s like to have a teenage girl. No amount of money is worth what they do to those kids.”


      “Man’s gotta make a living,” Doggs said.


      Doggs had carried it too far. Now everyone would definitely know. “Then Smiles better learn to make money another way,” I said, “because I’m putting him out of business.”


      I thought about going home to get the car, then decided to walk. Smiles wasn’t that far from the smoke shop. Besides, walking would make me think.


      Johnny Smiles was a legend for his almost-permanent smile. He smiled when he lost a bet at the track. He smiled when his wife divorced him. He smiled when he had sex, and they say he even smiled when he killed his brother. No matter the situation or business transaction, Johnny wore a smile.


      Despite the danger of 10th Street after dark, I enjoyed the walk to his house. It provided time to calm me down, besides, being alert for danger kept me on my toes, made me think of other things.


      It took me half an hour, and when I arrived, I climbed the steps and knocked. Johnny opened the door a few seconds later. He adjusted his glasses and said, “What the hell. You know what time it is?”


      “I know,” I said. “But that’s not important. Where’s Allison?”


      “Who?”


      “Allison Parker. She went missing about a week ago. Fifteen-years old, black. Here’s a picture.” I showed Smiles the picture of Allison that Rosa had given me.


      “Never saw her,” Smiles said, and looked up at me. “Who the hell are you? And what business is this of yours?” Then he straightened and pushed his chest out. “And what the fuck are you doing at my house?”


      “Of course, you’d say you hadn’t seen her, regardless of whether you had or hadn’t. As far as who I am, my name is Nicky Fusco, and I’m making finding this missing girl my business. If you’re smart, you’ll make finding her your business, too.”


      Smiles took a step back. His trademark smile disappeared. He must have heard the things people said about me. “I don’t want no trouble, Fusco. I ain’t got the girl, but I’ll see what I can find out. Give me a few days, but my first guess is Los Angeles; all that material comes from there.”


      “It’s Wednesday,” I said. “I’ll be back on Friday.”


      “Make it Monday,” Smiles said. “I need to put some feelers out.”


      “Put them out faster,” I said. “See you on Friday.” I started down the sidewalk, then turned to Smiles. “Have the information, or you’ll never smile again.”


      As I went down the sidewalk, I had to smile. Having a ruthless reputation had its advantages. I never expected Smiles to cave in so fast.


      I took a few deep breaths, then walked to the corner and started down DuPont Street. It wasn’t the safest part of town, but I walked down the street as if I belonged, as if I lived there and did this every day. When you grow up on the streets, it’s something that becomes a part of some people. Perhaps it’s only the ones who embrace it. I don’t know why some people develop that sense and others don’t. I always had it, and so did Bugs and Tony, two of the guys I grew up with. The Mick had it to a lesser extent, but Suit and Chinski never did. I was always curious about that because Suit, Chinski, and the Mick grew up with us too. Maybe it was in the genes?


      The funny thing is, unless you forced it out of you, it never left. You became invisible to others, but everyone else was clear to you.


      The other people, the ones who pay no attention, they don’t hear like I do. Don’t see what I see. They don’t feel the changes in the air when someone is watching them. They can’t tell the difference between the footsteps of someone in a hurry and someone pretending to be in a hurry. They can’t distinguish between a man who steps softly and one who is trying to step softly. There is a mechanized…fake sound to the latter.


      Once the street is in your blood, it never leaves. There were times—times like now—when I wished I never had it. When I wished I’d grown up innocent. But as Mamma Rose used to say, “A wish is nothing more than a dream while you’re awake.” I never thought about it much until I got older, but I think she was right.


      I continued down DuPont until I passed Front Street, then cut across the playing field at Bayard School to Clayton Street.


      A few blocks later, I turned the corner and headed down Beech Street, dreading what I had to tell Angie. She wasn’t going to like me going to California, but, according to Smiles, California was where I had to go.
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