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ONE

Mid-day on Friday found Lou Gianni was on his way home to St. Louis, from somewhere in east Texas. He had just finished a job, which involved tracking down a police informant, a witness to a crime that was to testify in an upcoming trial in St. Louis. The cops assumed the poor man would be safe far away from Missouri, staying with a distant cousin he had met only once before. However, Big Lou was good at finding witnesses, snitches and people that owed him money or that his boss needed to find. He had a few friends on the police force that had trouble making ends meet. Trading hard to get information for money was Big Lou’s way of helping support his local law enforcement. 

There were many tools that the huge Italian employed to do his job. Each situation was different and called for different tools. Sometimes, most times, Lou had to hurt people. Sometimes he had to hurt people very bad and still other times he had to hurt people very, very badly. A few times in his career he left his victims feeling no pain at all, just a silent, pitiful corpse who had crossed the wrong person. The latter was to be the chosen outcome of this trip.

Unfortunately, this particular job did not go as Big Lou had planned or as Mr. Tortilo had instructed. The current trial, one of nearly a dozen his boss had gone through successfully so far, was a very serious matter. Big Lou knew he was not to leave behind a breathing witness, those were his instructions, but for the first time in his stellar career he had messed up. Still, though he left the client alive, he was positive that the little man understood the dangers of taking the witness stand.   

Most of the time his employer allowed Lou to make the important decision of how badly he needed to hurt his client. His boss had every confidence in Lou’s ability and instincts. Not everyone could judge the sincerity of a man whose arm was bent the wrong way and broken in two places. Lou could. There was something in a painful moan that Lou was able to discern as honesty and trust. It was a rare gift, but Big Lou Gianni was a rare man. 

Still, he knew Vince Tortilo was going to be ‘one very pissed off wop’, at least until the little weasel didn’t show up to testify and the case was dismissed. Then, Lou hoped things would be back to normal. It was a difficult task driving all the way from St. Louis to East Texas and finding the little worm. But, as always, Lou found him and hurt him. Hurt him very badly but didn’t kill him. Big Lou Gianni was slipping. 

Lou could have finished the job correctly, but there were extenuating circumstances this time. He knew what the issue was; Lou felt a little pang of a mobster’s most grave enemy - pity. Not that he had those feelings often; he had forgotten those emotions during childhood in the slums of Chicago, where he was born at the beginning of the Roaring Twenties. No, Big Lou had only a deeply buried sliver of a conscious, no fear, a huge ego and few regrets. Feeling he had still accomplished his mission without killing the snitch, he had no regrets on this day either.

This brilliant, sunny, spring morning, Lou was in fact, very happy the job was over and anxious to get back to the big city. On Highway 65, when he was in Southern Missouri, Lou started having trouble with the car over-heating. It would get hot, and then the needle would retreat down to normal, only to rise again a few minutes later. Lou, not being a car guy, didn’t know what the mechanical issue was, but he knew he would be stranded soon if he didn’t get professional help for his blue 1953 Ford Crestline Victoria. When he came to the sign that said Valley Junction with an arrow pointing left, down Cliff Canyon Road, he took it though he wasn’t sure exactly what he saw. 

The narrow, scenic road meandered down the mountain a few miles with one hairpin curve after another, revealing snippets of the breath-taking valley below. It slowly exposed its hidden glory, a few feet at a time, until on the sharpest curve on top of Mathew’s Ridge the panoramic view of the entire three-valley intersection was illuminated in its colorful springtime splendor. Stands of cedar and pine dominated both the mountainsides and the valleys. They remain green and vibrant year-round, where as the hardwood trees mixed among them are left sad, naked and embarrassed throughout the winter months. The elms, oaks and sugar maples are looked down upon by their coniferous neighbors during the colder months for their skeletal appearance. But this April day they arrogantly showed off their bulging buds in anticipation of a beautiful transformation.

This time of year the dogwood trees were the first to explode into life. The large white blossoms covered the trees appendages in proud fashion, a couple weeks ahead of their hardwood brethren. As you looked through the forest from the winding road you saw dozens of bright white ghosts wandering amongst the lime colored cedars and pines. 

As one started down Cliff Canyon Road the White River appeared from the left, between two cedar covered mountains and wandered into the little town of Valley Junction and then back out again, searching for and finding another set of mountains to hide behind a few miles away. 

It should be noted that folks from Colorado would take a quick glance at the Ozark Mountains in Missouri and sneer pathetically at their size. Compared to the Rockies or many other mountain ranges, they were no more than hills or foothills that lead to real mountains. And even though the folks that live in the Ozarks realize that they can’t compare to the Rockies in size, they would fight you just the same for the right to call them mountains. It was as if you said something bad about their mother, they would feel insulted. In fact, you can probably get by with one or two mild references to their mother’s reputation or quantity of teeth and only receive a mean glare. But one comment about how the Ozark Mountains are small and puny and lookout, you’re getting an Ozark ass kickin!

When it came to beauty and appearance, the Ozark’s compete with any mountain range, anywhere on earth. And the path to Valley Junction was especially awe-inspiring. Men had built this road to Valley Junction, but God was the project manager. He wanted you to know when you entered this scenically inspirational area, what He was capable of doing. Gazing upon the dramatic grandeur below inspired folks to take stock of their lives and repent. Many souls were saved on this ridge, as you were witness to a sight that only God could have created. The Ozarks were His art gallery and He displayed a masterpiece everywhere you looked.

Most visitors, especially first timers, stopped on Mathews Ridge to smile at the town below and sign their new contract with the Almighty. But Big Lou barely looked up from the temperature gauge, and when he did he could hardly find the road through the cloud of steam escaping from the hood. He didn’t notice the dazzling assortment of trees in the valley or the meandering sapphire, gleaming White River and he sure didn’t notice the young man on the side of the road, painting the tantalizing scene below. The teenager was well off the road, a few feet from a severe drop off, paint brush in hand with a nearly completed work of genius propped on an easel, when Lou’s iron horse came within a foot of real disaster. The gust of air from the car blew the canvas off its stand and over the edge, fluttering into the top of a cedar tree below, spooking a surprised turkey buzzard from his perch. The boy could do nothing but shake his head impudently.

All of this was camouflaged by heavy steam and loud cursing as the mobster focused on the heat gauge, using all his mechanical know how by threatening the needle to retreat to normal, or else. The motor began to knock louder and louder as he descended into the valley and by the time he rolled up to Toughy’s Garage in Valley Junction, the car just gave up with a final puff of steam. 

“Damn’d piece uh shit!” Lou rapped the innocent steering wheel with his massive, meaty fist.

Old Toughy was eating a white bass sandwich in a wooden chair leaning back against the gas stations outside wall. He watched the disabled Ford limp into the station. The steam was so thick he couldn’t see the door open and Lou get out. As if in slow motion a giant figure emerged through the gray cloud and walked toward him. Toughy nearly choked on his sandwich. The giant’s shoulders were as wide as his car and he towered over the gas pump as he strode by it. By far, this Italian was the biggest human he had ever seen. He had a huge, square shaped head to go with his enormous body and his face was covered with a five O’clock shadow that was four hours early.

“Hey Junior? You a mechanic?” he growled. Toughy tried to swallow his mouthful of fish as fast as he could. He wondered if the man was blind because he hadn’t been called junior in sixty years. Toughy was seventy-five and looked ninety, yet he acted half his age. Heavy cracks and crevices hung on his tiny face and all over his five-foot wiry frame. Thick white hair covered his head with matching caterpillars over his eyes and a long droopy mustache flopped over his lip.

“I guess you could call me that. Closest thing to a mechanic in these parts anyway,” Toughy answered. “You’re not from around here are ya?”

“Uh...definitely not! Where the hell is, ‘around here’ anyway?”

“You’re in Valley Junction son. Didn’t you see the sign on 65 or the one on Mathew’s Ridge?”

“No I didn’t...well maybe...could barely see the damned road with all the smoke and steam and shit coming outta my car.” Lou grumbled angrily. “Can you fix it?” 

“Didn’t see it? Well ya got to be an igit to miss it.”

“Excuse me Pops?” Big Lou flared with indignation, but his tiny friend seemed unaware of an insult or Lou’s anger.

“Well, I’ll take a look-see...no promises. I ain’t real familiar with these newer models. What’s your name stranger?” Toughy asked. 

“Lou...Lou Gianni, but my friends and...well everyone, calls me Big Lou!”

Toughy crinkled his face at the gargantuan and nodded.

Toughy grinned a big yellow toothed grin. “I bet they do! You are bout tree sized, ain’t ya? My name’s Toughy, pleased to meetcha.” Toughy stuck out his hand and Lou’s massive meat hook surrounded it like Indians circling a pioneer wagon. Lou squeezed the old man’s hand tight, the way he always did to establish his alpha male status. But Toughy’s aged appendage took all Lou had and then gave back a little more. Lou was astonished that such a frail looking senior could put the squeeze on him.

“Toughy eh? How da hell did ya get that name.” Lou questioned as he released his fierce grip, his hand stinging.

“Ah shoot, back when I was a young-un I sorta had a temper. Got me into a lot of trouble...and out of a lot of trouble too!” Lou snickered under his breath, but his hand wasn’t snickering at all. Unless you can call a dull throbbing pain, snickering?

The old man lifted the smoldering hood with a greasy, red, shop rag and looked over the situation. He tried to diagnose the problem as Lou hovered about asking annoying questions. “How soon can you have this thing running old timer?  You ever worked on one of these bastards before? Damnation...it’s only a couple years old; it shouldn’t have problems, should it? What the hell time is it?” He was like an annoying three-hundred-fifty pound, unswatable mosquito. 

Toughy wiped his hands on a clean spot on his dirty faded jeans and finally suggested the anxious driver go across the street to The Barn and have a fish sandwich and a beer and he would come get him when he figured out the problem. “What’s...the barn?” Lou asked. Toughy pointed across the street to the mammoth building and pushed Lou in the back to get him started. The tiny shove propelled Lou forward the first few steps. Back in St. Louis, no one dared to touch Lou like that, but the disgruntled mobster felt awkward mentioning that fact to his new friend. He was significantly impressed at the launching power the scrawny, old fart demonstrated and since he was working on his car, Lou let it slide.

The Barn stood out physically on the town triangle in Valley Junction. (There was not enough commercial business to support a town square). It was a huge structure painted deep red and trimmed in white; it was quite a sight to the newcomer. But The Barn was much more than a tavern; it was a meeting place for important events, from cooking contests and political rallies to funerals and bear wrestling. It shared a special connection with the two area churches, through mutual clientele and joint festivities. This was especially true in the spring; Saturday morning there would be a beautiful church wedding and Saturday night, a party at The Barn, sponsored by the bride’s parents.

The wedding parties at The Barn were just as important as the weddings in the church. The majority of couples that got married in Valley Junction met their spouse at a wedding party at The Barn or at least became ‘close’ at such an event. It was a spectacular place for town-bonding and the building itself was full of ghosts and stories. 

It had originally been a large livery stable built in the mid-eighteen hundreds. One old timer claimed it was where the Pony Express started, but after a little research it turned out the story was bogus and the old man suffered from hardening of the arteries, a common malady in the Ozarks. It was refurbished during prohibition as a not-so-secret club that made its own hooch and has served booze ever since. In the winter and during the week, half of the massive building is closed off with two giant twenty-foot-high doors. But, during warm weather, when there are dances to be held and contest to be judged, the doors are opened wide and it can hold several hundred people.

There have been two hangings from the high, dusty beams in The Barn; one a suicide and one a lynching - both tragic. The first was in 1888, when a supposed horse thief named Bucky Riley got caught in the hills after stealing a mare from the livery stable. Bucky was a very wealthy man who was on business in Little Rock when he received a telegram reporting that his pregnant wife had taken ill at home in Kansas City and was on her deathbed. He rode his horse all day and all night, until it finally gave out and died near Valley Junction. 

It was just before daylight when an exhausted Bucky ran into town and broke into the livery stable. He saddled a horse, then nailed two, $100 bills to the inside of the big wooden door for payment, more than twice its actual value. Shortly after he rode out sixteen-year-old Joshua Johnson walked by the door on his way fishing. 

The teenager had been having terrible, brutal fights with his father and Joshua was ready to strike out on his own into the world. In his mind he had rehearsed it a hundred times. He would run away to St. Louis or Kansas City and get a high paying job and buy a magnificent house with servants. Then, he would write his family and invite his mother to come live with him in the lap of luxury, but Dad wasn’t invited. Then his dad would be sorry for the way he had treated him and beg him to come home. 

As Joshua walked by The Barn, the wind caught the door and blew it open right in front of him, and there it was; his get out of town money. His stake in the New World handed to him by the all mighty Himself. He called into the building, “Hello?  - Anyone here?”  A horse whinnied in response. Joshua furiously ripped the bills off the nail and ran as fast as he could out of town and along the banks of the White River. 

He made it about ten miles up the river before he ran into three desperate criminals who had robbed a bank in Joplin, Missouri and were camping out on the river. The boy tried to escape and fearing he was going to turn them in, the wicked trio caught him in cold, knee-deep water and drowned him in the White River. They dumped poor Joshua in a shallow grave, never even checking his pockets. So the two bills along with Joshua’s new life and old life were buried in the shadow of Mount Baldy. 

It was customary to bring the culprit back to the spot of the crime to serve justice. Back then your punishment was swift and speedy and if you were lucky and the sheriff found you first, you might get a trial. Bucky wasn’t lucky. He tried to tell them he had left money for the animal nailed to the door, but when the owner and employees of the livery stable caught him that afternoon as he stopped to water the horse in a stream, they laughed and snarled vengefully and wouldn’t listen. Within hours he was dancing at the end of a rope in The Barn. Bucky’s wife and unborn child died that night, so as catastrophic as the whole event was, at least they were together. 

The other hanging came in 1952, when Judge McCain, the former owner of The Barn, did himself in, after being notified that his son was killed in the Korean War. His loving wife had just died of a stroke two weeks before and it was all just too much. He had retired from the bench in Chicago at age sixty and was hoping to live out his last years in the peace and quiet of the Ozarks he had come to love.

The night he found out about his son he closed The Barn down early, telling his friends he just needed some time alone. Though he rarely drank, the judge methodically emptied a full bottle of Jack Daniels, glass by mournful glass. As the last swallow went down he slammed the glass on the bar with a whack! It sounded just like the boom of his trusty old gavel. He sentenced himself and carried out the deed immediately. They found him the next morning. Max, who owns The Barn now, keeps a photo of him behind the bar. They all miss him.
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An hour later Toughy walked across the dirt road to The Barn and found Lou surrounded by an entourage of admirers, all drinking Lou-bought-beers and listening to stories about life in the big city of St. Louis. The gruff gigantic stranger had become best friends with the regulars, especially Max, since Lou was paying the tab for the joint. Big Lou was easy to spot, not only due to his size, but his sharply pressed double breasted black suit, white shirt and striped, red tie, stuck out amongst the Ozarker’s casual and rugged attire. Toughy was about to tell Lou the bad news when Lou’s eye locked on a photo on display behind the bar. “You know that guy?” Lou exclaimed, pointing at a photo of Judge McCain.

“Well, ya. That’s Judge McCain. He owned The Barn before me,” Max explained. 

“Holeee shit...You’re kiddin me? He owned dis joint? I knew the judge when I lived back in Chicago, years ago,” Lou said. “He gave me a year in the joint. Tell ya the truth, I was happy. I was expecting a lot longer stretch than that.” The mobster smiled and shook his head with disbelief.  “Well; I’ll kiss a fat woman’s ass! Small world ain‘t it. Where the hell is the old man?”

“He’s dead. Been dead a couple years,” Toughy interjected. “Retired from the bench and moved here from Chicago, bought The Barn and then...well...it’s a long story.”

Lou sighed sympathetically, “Gone huh? Well, we had our differences, but he was fair. I’ll give him that.” Lou raised his Schlitz beer bottle high and proclaimed, “To the Judge!”

“To the Judge!” The crowd agreed, and they all toasted the judge and downed their beers.

After he had guzzled his nectar, Lou turned to Toughy and inquired about the car. He took the news hard. It was the water pump. Not a terminal disease, but a water pump had to be ordered from Kansas City and wouldn’t arrive until next Monday morning on the bus. “Monday? That‘s three days! I can’t wait till Monday. I got things to do back in St. Louis; I gotta go...now!” Lou raged.

Toughy just smiled his old relaxed, worry-free smile. There was nothing to be done, plain and simple. Hollering like a banshee wouldn’t get the part to Valley Junction any sooner, but Lou hollered anyway. 

Finally Max pulled Lou to the side and whispered into his ear. “Lou...I wouldn’t get Toughy riled up if I was you. Trust me, just let it be.” Max warned.

Big Lou pulled away and gave Max a look like he was out of his mind. He looked up and down Toughy’s shriveled frame and then back at Max with an unconcerned shrug.

Just as Lou was about to address the water pump dilemma with Toughy once again, the front door swung open wide and Harvey ran in, shouting and panting. “Hey, you’ll never guess what I found over on Oakmont Ridge!” 

“What’d ya find?” someone shouted. Harvey was exhausted and he rambled to the bar and signaled for a beer as he caught his breath. The gang circled Harvey at the bar, “What was it? What’d did ya find Harvey?” Little Ike asked.

Max cracked the Hamm’s beer can with his church key and Harvey quickly surrounded the triangle opening with his lips. He took a big swallow, lowered his can and paused dramatically. He stared into space as if traumatized by the horrible sight he had just witnessed. Lou and the regulars, about a dozen in all, pressed in on all sides. Finally, Clarence stepped up though the crowd. Clarence was the biggest man in Valley Junction before Big Lou showed up. He was 6 foot, four inches, weighed two-hundred-seventy pounds and was a very proud WWII vet. The big hillbilly had little to no patience for liars and bullshitters which meant living in Valley Junction kept him in a permanent state of high agitation. He commanded attention and got it...always.

“Harvey, tell us. What in blazes did you see?” Clarence pushed.

Harvey breathed out and scanned the faces, making squinty eye contact with each one of his buddies and over dramatically announced, “A monkey.” 

No one said a word. They took it in, and then they took it back out. “A monkey?” Clarence questioned. “What do ya mean a monkey?”

Harvey was disappointed that they didn’t ooh or ah. “What do ya mean, what do I mean a monkey? A damn monkey!”

“Ah holeee shit ...you damn hillbillies and your moonshine.” Lou snickered.

“Like a big gorilla or something?” Toughy questioned.

“No, just a regular old monkey. A monkey...he had fingers and hands and fur, bout three foot high...a monkey.” he shrugged and took another swig of his beer. Clarence was getting steamed at Harvey for what he perceived to be a smart aleck attitude.

“How much you been drinking today Harve?” You gotta be drunk. There ain’t no monkeys in Missouri. It’s impossible.”

“Clarence, I ain’t had a drop. I know what I seen and I seen a monkey!” he defended himself. Clarence waved him off and took a seat a few stools down from the bunch. The rest of the guys were drilling for more information.

“Are you sure it wasn’t a squirrel or maybe a possum?” asked Butch as he sat next to Harvey.

“No it was a lot bigger. Black fur, no tale though.” said Harvey.

“You mean like on the Tarzan movies? Like uh, what’s Tarzan’ monkey’s name? It’s uh...” Lou searched his mind.

“Cheetah” Clarence interrupted!

“Ya, Cheetah, that’s it. He looked just like Cheetah.” Harvey squealed.

“That’s a chimp.” said Little Ike, the town liar. “Cheetah’s a...uh...what do ya call...chimpanzee. I saw one in Africa once, when I was on a Safari.”

“Shut the hell up Ike. You never been to Africa.” Clarence barked.

“What?” Little Ike demanded.

“You never went to...”

“Hey!” Harvey interrupted. “If you don’t believe me then I’ll just go get proof.”

An instant hush fell over the room, like the sacred silence that filled the air after Pastor Wilkins let fly a string of curse words, good ones too, after hitting his thumb with the hammer at McGee’s barn raising one year. What proof could Harvey get? He bowed his chest out so big the buttons threatened to pop. Of course it was the already strained buttons around his beer gut, but it was a bold and manly gesture just the same.

“I’m gonna go shoot that monkey and bring him back. Then you’ll see.” Well, that was just the thing to say all right. Everyone looked at each other, eyes gleaming, wheels spinning. “Max, can I use your twelve gauge, the one behind the bar please?”

“No you may not.” Max answered. “Last time you used it ya didn’t even clean it and the barrel was full of mud and some kind or white frosting or something. What the hell was that anyway?”

A quick flash of red surged through Harvey‘s face as the gang scratched their heads in wonder. Harve regained control, “Never mind. I’ll just run by the house and get my twenty-two.”

“Got my shotgun in the truck, I’ll follow ya.” said Little Ike.

“Me too said Butch. “I wouldn’t mind shootin’ a monkey at all.”

As the same thought coursed through all the guys’ machismo drenched brains, the idea hit Max. “Boys, the one who kills that monkey and brings him back to the bar gets free beer the rest of the year.” And that was how it started. Max figured he could have the chimp stuffed and put him behind the bar in a ferocious pose and maybe folks would come from all around to see the thing and drink beer. It would be a huge tourist attraction with a daring tale of a dangerous hunting excursion, with a ‘kill or be killed’ climax to bolster The Barn as a must-see vacation destination point. Of course he formulated the plan in less than thirty seconds, but it seemed like it had promise.

With the pledge of free beer as their reward the bar emptied like it was on fire. Some jumped in the cabs of trucks, others in the backs. 

“C’mon Lou, lets get to my truck.” Toughy ordered.

“What the hell for?” Lou questioned.

“I reckon we’re going on a monkey hunt...first one I ever been on. How bout you?”

“What about my car?” Lou whined as he ran across the dry and dusty dirt road trying to keep up with Toughy‘s pace. The old man sprang like a bobcat, deftly into the seat behind the steering wheel and yelled through the open passenger window. 

“I told ya Lou, can’t do a thing till Monday. Now are ya getting in or not?” Toughy demanded an answer. Lou shrugged pathetically like a spoiled eight-year-old as he jumped in the truck and slammed the squeaky door.

“Son of a bitch! No one‘s gonna believe this shit back home...hunting damn monkeys in the middle of nowhere...this is crazy.”

TWO

“Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth so help you God?”

Vince looked around the crowded courtroom as the all the anxious and blood thirsty faces. Reporters, cops, FBI agents and he surmised a few relatives of dumbshits who had crossed him and been punished, at some point in his long career. “Sure, why not.” he answered the bailiff flippantly. The courtroom gasped as one.

“Mr. Tortilo, I am positive you know the official procedures and protocol in a courtroom, for I myself have had the great delight of presiding over a number of your trials, so please, simply answer the question, yes or no.” the judge grumbled, all the while producing the phoniest of smiles.

“Oh sorry judge...where are my manners. Yes. How’s that?” he asked looking up at the judge with a smart-ass grin.

“That was wonderful.” Judge Jenkins smiled back. ‘What a stupendous start.’ he thought to himself. This murder trial was the seventh Vince Tortilo circus that Judge Joseph Jenkins had the luck to witness from the bench. A staunch defender of justice for twenty-five years, the judge enjoyed watching mobsters and hoodlums squirm during trial and better yet, watching them being led away in hand cuffs and foot shackles, shuffling like a baby taking his first steps. 

It brought him further joy when the death penalty was the selected punishment for one of these lifelong, violent criminals. It brought him so much joy that upon pronouncement of sentence his face always drew into a large, ominous smile, leading to his nickname, ’Smilin Joe Jenkins’. It was a name the judge publicly called childish, but privately enjoyed, because it did truly make him happy to sentence someone to death. The sound of the gavel adding an exclamation point to the sentence right after the words, “...and send electricity through your body until such time by a doctor you are declared...dead!” There is no legal protocol for a thunderous gavel slam immediately after the word, dead. The judge added it for flair, for pomp, for the love of his job.

But, for all the love he held dear in sending gangsters to hell, Vince The Finger Tortilo, had eluded the gavel. His mob nick name came from his habit of angrily jamming his finger in your face as he screamed at you. Once that finger had been pointed in your direction, your time on earth was short. 

Six times the syndicate chief stood before Judge Jenkins on crimes from racketeering to extortion to murder and six times the gavel was mute. Five other trials with two other judges had ended the same. These experiences, along with dozens of unsolved murders that had never been brought to trial,  had given Vince Tortilo the confidence and swagger that was on display in the packed, third floor courtroom this April day. 

Above the gallery, and the witness stand, white fans on long stems, wrestled the cool spring air that drifted into the raised windows, in need of fresh paint. On a normal day, at a common proceeding, there might even be a chill in the air. But, with a full courtroom of spectators and reporters, the heat from all the bodies warmed the room severely and ladies produced hand fans and men used their hats or newspaper to create movement of the air to cool themselves. Vince sat comfortably on the witness stand to give his testimony, calm, cool and full of himself.

Vince’s attorney, Jesse Conastro leaned against the witness stand. “Mr. Tortilo, will you please tell the jury your where-abouts on March 17th, 1953, a little over one year ago?”

“Yes sir.” he answered smugly and shifted toward the jury. “I was playing a game of high stakes poker at my friend Jimmy’s house that night.”

“I see...all night long, Mr
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