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Chapter 1—Meredith
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His eyelids slowly parted as he glanced at the room. Clay closed his eyes and drifted back into an uneasy stupor. Minutes later he opened them, blinked several times, then stared at the ceiling. Rolling to his left and raising on his elbow, he took in his surroundings, obviously a motel or hotel room. A large upscale room with expensive amenities. Maybe a suite. Three empty pizza boxes and numerous liquor bottles littered the floor, most looked empty. A clock on the nightstand showed a few minutes past three. Sunlight shining through gauze like curtains put the time in the afternoon. His clothes were dirty and rumpled and the bedding was a wreck. 

At the bathroom, he stumbled through the doorway to stand in front of the molded countertop and stared at himself in the mirror. Bloodshot brown eyes, the full, short beard and mustache needed trimmed, and the short brown hair looked greasy. He assumed he stank too. While the shower water warmed, he stripped off his clothes and looked in the bedroom for something to drink.

Adrianna entered his thoughts. A phone call to the desk told him it was Thursday, June 20. She had died on Friday June 14, 1985, six days ago. He would forever remember the date he'd killed her. The funeral was past, and he hadn’t attended. He’d chosen solitude and oblivion over the anticipated stares that would have accused him of destroying her. He'd loved her, still loved her. He wished he had done things differently; he shouldn't have phoned her and dumped the truth on her.

After searching through the debris, he drained three nearly empty bottles and collected a half glass of amber whiskey. His solution to all things hurtful. A slice of cold pizza caught his gaze, and he ate it up to the tough, rubbery days old crust. He quickly threw down two fingers of bourbon and enjoyed the burn. He’d need to go out for more; he was ravenously hungry too.

Inside the shower stall, he stood with his head bowed as another unforgiving fragment from his memory pushed his beautiful Adrianna aside. 

The three jackoffs who had taunted him, punched him, and thrown him out the door of a bar the night Adrianna died. All he wanted was to grieve in solitude. He should have walked away and now wished to God he had walked away. He only intended to scare them and force an apology. The short, heavy man charged right into the gun and died for the stupidity of his drunken action. The other two had to go then no matter how much they begged and whined. The dead man was their friend, and they'd witnessed his murder. On the right, he'd seen the barkeep raise a pistol from under the old, dark mahogany bar. He died next. Finally, there was no one left alive but him and the waitress. She knew what was going to happen next from the dejected drop of her shoulders and the way her head tilted and hunched downward as she walked away from him. Her uttering of The Lord's Prayer echoed in his head as he relived squeezing the trigger. She'd uttered she had children. Two children.

As he walked from the hotel, his thoughts settled back onto his dead lover, Adrianna. Too late, he now regretted forcing an incestuous relationship for more than eleven years while never suspecting she was his half-sister. His son, their son, was now eight years old. He had only seen pictures and distant glimpses of the boy for the last seven years. If he had kept the damning information to himself when he'd learned they were siblings, she wouldn't have committed suicide. He couldn't remember why he'd thought it so important that she know about their incestuous past. Now it didn't matter one damn bit. So why had it then?

The food he ordered at a small bar and grill smelled better than it tasted. He suspected it was likely due to his tortured taste buds, not the cook's fault.

He finished his second drink, left and walked two blocks back to the hotel to get the car. At the first liquor store he saw, he parked and bought three more fifths of bourbon. He paid for good bourbon because he could afford it. In the car, he broke the seal on a flat glass bottle and took a pull straight from the clear glass neck. 

The events of the previous week still poisoned his soul and he dreaded being alone. He needed someone to commiserate with, someone to help him retain what fragments of sanity he still retained. His thoughts went to John, the man he had always disliked, but who he now acknowledged as his half-brother. The address of John and Meredith’s apartment was in his briefcase back in the hotel room.

The hotel’s concierge wrote the directions to the apartment on a sheet of hotel letterhead paper and received a generous tip, considering his three minutes of menial labor. Clay was still on the raw edge of inebriation and continued to feed his physical and mental thirsts during the twenty-minute drive.

He left the car parked cockeyed to the curb a block past his destination at the first space he found. At the building’s entrance, he saw several people exit and two couples approaching the doors to enter. The door required a key for residents to enter, so he removed his key ring as if he lived there. Walking close behind the second couple, he smiled and said, “Thank you,” to the man who held the door for him to enter. A security camera near the end of the vestibule between the outer and inner sets of doors recorded his passage.  Out of professional habit he kept his head bowed and turned away from the observing lens. As he stood in the foyer in front of the elevator, he casually glanced around, again out of self-imposed discipline. He didn’t locate any additional surveillance equipment. The elevator cage and the fourth-floor hallway were also devoid of security apparatus. The long, wide hallway was decorated in muted shades of blue and tan and expensive amenities set an understated tone of affluence. This was the type of environment befitting a rising star attorney and his wannabe artist wife. John and Meredith Giliano's apartment number was 405. 

The doorbell rang as he pushed the button beside the door. He carefully stood in front of the door's peep glass with his torso and head turned slightly to the left. Years of self-imposed discipline made the actions automatic. Shortly after he rang a second time, the door opened. 

“Hello, Meredith.”

“Clayton, I... I certainly didn’t expect to see you. Why are you here?”

Clay entered without an invitation. He gently brushed past Meredith without her approval and continued down a short hallway into an eggshell white living room. 

She closed and relocked the door. “Why don’t you invite yourself in and visit for half a minute?” she said, sarcasm dripping from her tone of voice.

The furniture was chrome and leather in several shades of earth tones and black. It matched Meredith’s cold, blonde, uppity demeanor. Clay headed for a modern bar with sliding glass doors and searched for a bottle of good bourbon. Instead, he settled for a bottle of Oban Scotch and a glass. “Would you join me in a drink?”

“No, Clayton, I don’t want a drink, and I didn’t offer you one either. You look and smell as if you've had enough already. Please finish that drink and leave." She turned to exit the room then faced him again. "We really don’t have anything to talk about. It’s not like John and I are your friends, or that we have a good history. After forcing a tawdry relationship on Adrianna for years and finally raping her, I can't believe you have the gall to show your face here.” Meredith was barefooted and wrapped in a long, heavy, white cotton bathrobe. At medium height, her appearance didn't present her to be as slender as she actually was. Her face was pretty but full, her lips pouty, and her blue eyes constantly flitting.

“It’s good to see you too, Meredith. I’m truly sorry about Adrianna, I loved her—"

"Bull shit Clayton. That's total bullshit, and we both know it."

Clay ignored her diatribe. "We'd parted over a year ago, and I promised to stay away from her. I didn’t believe she would react so drastically, or I wouldn’t have told her we were siblings.” Clay moved unsteadily to the couch and sat.

“Oh, come on now! You blackmailed her to continue a relationship behind her husband’s back for years, you fathered a child that was born handicapped because of your incestuous relationship, and she said you raped her last year. And now you say you're surprised at her reaction? Bullshit!” Meredith’s anger built steadily as she spoke, and her voice gradually rose to a much higher pitch.

She dropped into a chair across from him, pulled the robe firmly together and waited for his reaction.

“You’re right, I did all those things. But I did it because I loved her. I wanted to be near her and our son. I wanted some relationship with them, even if it was only several times a year.”

“Like hell you loved her. You didn’t even think enough of her to attend her funeral.”

Clay let the accusation slink away. “When will John return home?”

“He’ll fly in from Washington early tomorrow evening, but I seriously doubt he'll have anything to do with you. In case I haven't conveyed it clearly, you're not welcome here, and I want you to leave.”

Clay rose and walked unsteadily to the bar to pour another drink. Meredith saw him reach for the bottle and shouted. “Stop it Clayton! You need to leave. I have a dinner date with friends and plan to leave shortly. I was about to step into the shower when you rang.” 

He ignored her. “You’re not a very good hostess, Meredith, demanding your brother-in-law leave so abruptly." He sat the bottle down, staggered backward and flopped on the couch. Scotch slopped out of the glass in his unsteady hand. "You and John never had any use for anyone close to his parents, did you? He never could accept they were criminals and quietly keep his place in the family. Not even on the few occasions when you were thrown together.  

"When Tony was recuperating in the hospital, both of you ignored him and spoke around him. And when Anna took control after Tony’s death instead of adhering to John’s plans for her, he disowned her and stopped all contact.”

In Meredith’s mind a cautionary thought flickered. Adrianna told John she was sure Clay killed John’s mother and five women who worked for her. If he could commit violence of such magnitude, she should not provoke him. 

Clay’s speech had gradually become more slurred and his eyes more glazed. He tipped the glass and finished the last of his drink. Meredith left her chair and firmly took the glass from his hand. “Come Clay,” she said gently, “It’s time for you to leave, I’ll help you out.”

He rose unsteadily from the couch as she took his arm to guide him toward the hallway. Halfway across the room he stumbled and lurched sideways toward her. She found herself in front of and against him supporting him with both arms to keep him from falling. Her strength was no match for his weight, and she collapsed backward to the floor with him on top of her. 

He lay there momentarily as she struggled. “Adrianna, I love you.” She squirmed to get away. Both of his hands trapped her head and his lips found hers. He kissed her and his tongue pushed into her mouth.

Meredith was shocked and caught unprepared. She turned her head to the side to stop his probing tongue and to avoid his putrid breath. “Get off me you drunken son of a bitch, get off me!” Both fists punched him as she struggled and fought to get out from underneath his weight. Her robe was parted, and she felt his right hand move upward between her parted thighs. She screamed, cursed him, and fought angrily.

He raised his body with his left arm, and she saw a look of loathing and disgust through tears in his eyes. “Damn you for leaving me Annie.” Then his fist smashed into the side of her face.

Clay awoke to a sound near him. He was on his back; his fingers felt the nap of carpeting beneath him. A white ceiling held his stare. Sobbing. Someone close by sobbed. He attempted to focus as he shifted his gaze to the off-white walls. A blurred figure huddled several feet away. A woman cried pitifully. She sat against the wall, head down, her hair in disarray and her robe open framing her nakedness. Her body convulsed and shuddered as she breathed erratically.

Meredith noticed his movement, looked up, cringed, and pulled her robe to cover her naked body. She whimpered shrilly. Clay saw terror in Meredith’s expression, bruises on her cheek and blood on her cut, swollen lips. Rolling away from her, he lurched to his feet and then saw his fly was open and the cloth around it was soiled. She stared at him terrified and crying. The sobs gave way to a low-pitched whine that wavered slightly in intensity. He vaguely remembered what happened and knew he must fix the situation before he left. A knife. A knife was needed to deal with her quietly.

In the kitchen, he located a knife block and grabbed a dishtowel to wrap around a butcher knife handle. No fingerprints could be left behind. His adrenalin surged, and his head cleared enough to think through the deed he was about to commit.

In the living room, Meredith still sat staring at a distant nothing while she whimpered. She clutched at her robe to cover her battered and bruised body, fearful of confronting her attacker or attempting to summon help. 

Clay grabbed her by the hair, pulled her to her feet, pinned her against the wall, and kept the knife behind him. Meredith grabbed at the hand in her hair with both hands as the white robe again parted. She pleaded softly. “Please don’t hurt me. Please. Just leave.” 

“I’m sorry for what happened. I know I did it and drinking too much isn’t an excuse. But I have to talk to you, and you need to listen closely. The knife flashed in front of her face and she breathed deeply to scream. Clay put his hand over her mouth and moved the point of the knife down and against her bare stomach, letting the point prick her skin. A slight drop of blood slowly formed. Ever so slowly he slid the back of the cold blade up her stomach, between her heavy breasts, then stopped at her throat with the honed edge against her pale smooth skin.

In a low pitch infused with sincerity Clay said, “Listen to me Meredith, listen closely. I don’t want to kill you, but I will if I sense I can’t trust you. What happened is done. I’m sorry I had sex with you, but I did, and I can't change that.”

Meredith spoke through his fingers, “You didn’t just have sex with me damn you, you raped me against my will, and you beat me, you bastard.”

“Yes, I did and you can live with it or die with it. Now do you want to move on and live, or do you want to die right now? It really doesn’t matter much either way to me. I can and will gut you like a netted fish if you won’t cooperate. If you want to live, you'll promise me neither you nor John will go to the police about this. If you do, either I or one of my friends will return and kill both of you. Do you understand me?” He moved his hand away from her face but kept the knife against her throat.

Meredith focused on his eyes. “Adrianna told John you killed Anna. Did you?”

Clay decided to take a chance. “Yes, I killed her and the five Bitches who worked for her all in the same night. You won’t be my first or my last female victim, and the fact that John is my half brother won’t bother me if I’m forced to snuff him too. I never did particularly like the arrogant bastard. I don't even know why I came here today, except you and he are the only family I have left on my father's side. If I'd been sober, I wouldn't have wanted to visit you. I'm as sorry as you are that I came here today. Whether you believe it or not I loved Adriana. When I learned she committed suicide I lost it and got drunk. I've been drunk since then. That's why I didn't attend the funeral.” He moved the point of the knife upward and stuck the point under her chin. "Last chance. Can you live with what I've done and not report it, or do I kill you now or send someone back to do it if I'm arrested?"

Meredith’s mind spun as she struggled to comprehend what he demanded. “John is going to know I was attacked just by looking at me. I don’t know what to say to him.”

“Damn it, Meredith, listen to me. You’ll tell John the truth. Then tell him I will kill both of you if you go to the police or tell anyone else. I don’t want to harm either of you if I can avoid it, but don’t think for a minute I can’t or won’t make that happen if I‘m forced to. Now do you understand what you need to do?”

Tear still trailed down Meredith’s cheeks and fear strained her facial muscles. Clay moved the knife away from her neck and walked to the kitchen to put it and the towel back where he'd found them. Meredith stood against the wall, numb and frightened. She glanced down and realized she was still fully exposed and clutched at the robe and tied the white cotton sash tightly around her waist.

Clay returned and took hold of her right arm; Meredith reacted with a jolt and forcibly pulled away. He pointed. “Calm down. Go over there and sit so we can talk. I won’t touch you.”

When she was seated on the couch, Clay sat in a chair in front of her and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees.

“Now, tell me what you'll tell John tomorrow when he gets home.”

She hesitated, staring at the floor.

“Goddamn it, Meredith, talk!” He yelled.

Her eyes remained fixed on the floor. “I’ll tell him you raped me.... And if he tells anyone about it, you or someone will murder both of us.”

“Are you afraid of me and of what I'll do?”

Meredith raised her head and glared at him. “Yes, I’m afraid. What the hell would you expect me to be after you mauled me and treated me like a cheap whore, then threatened my life?”

“Good. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. Because if you weren’t frightened, I would kill you now, and then stay here to wait for John and kill him too. I do believe you, so I’ll leave now.”

Clay walked to the liquor cabinet and took a long pull from the open Scotch bottle. “Go take your shower, I’ll let myself out.”

The weather was warm, in the low eighties at nine p.m. Clay kept the air conditioner on high as he drove back to his hotel, trying to overcome the effects of the liquor. He would check out and rent another room at a motel in an industrial section he passed through the previous week on his way into the city. In case Meredith reneged on the promise he'd extracted from her, he didn't want to make finding him easy.

On a dark side street, he switched license plates to a set stolen in Ohio at the start of his trip. Carrying fake identification was one small part of his normal routine. He registered at a run-down motel under an alias and paid cash for two nights. After a solid night’s sleep and no booze, he would arrange to have the antiques bought at an estate sale shipped to Chicago. Late Friday evening he would call John and reinforce his threat before leaving the city.
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Chapter 2—The Fishing Trip

Gladys greeted Clay warmly when he returned to the antiques shop and filled him in on what happened during his absence. He was proud of how Clayton and Associates flourished since he'd opened the business and gave a lot of the credit for the success to his shop manager. She became a competent haggler and aggressively cultivated a large group of antiques pickers who helped keep the shop well stocked in addition to his frequent out-of-town buying trips.

The truckload of estate antiques arrived three days after his return. Over the next week, they were priced and moved to either the showroom floor or one of his warehouses.

The rest of Clay's summer was spent overseeing the shop’s operation and meeting privately with wealthy clientele. His reputation was that of one of the leading antiques dealers in the Chicago area, and over the years he had been invited to travel on the edge of the same circles as some of his upper-crust customers. 

During the third week of September, he called his sister, Maria, and arranged to pick up his nephews Tommy and Ralph for a five-day fishing trip in Canada. Tommy was seventeen with a birthday coming in October and Ralph had recently turned eleven. Both boys did well in school and could miss five class days. As usual, they earned the privilege on the condition they would take their homework assignments with them and turn the completed material in when they returned.

Clay drove to central Wisconsin, where he spent the night at the farm. The next day the trio drove through Duluth, Minnesota, and then on to the Canadian border crossing. They spent the night in Ontario, outside the city of Thunder Bay. From there they drove north on Highway 11 to Beardmore where they took a gravel road to the La Meir Fishing Resort on Lake Nipigon. In the afternoon, their fishing guide took them out for the first of five scheduled days of lake fishing.

They originally planned to drive home Saturday, but the boy’s convinced Clay to stay over another day and drive straight through on Sunday. Early Sunday morning, they piled back into the Suburban and drove to Wisconsin with two coolers of frozen fish and a ton of happy memories.
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Chapter 3—Pity the Client

Joey Tadono was out when Clay arrived at the Napoli Bar and Grille. He went to the bar and ordered a drink. Half an hour later Joey appeared. After greeting several regular customers in the dining room, Joey motioned for Clay to follow him to the office.

“Your services are requested in Traverse City, Michigan. A city commissioner pulled strings to award contracts to a local contractor, and then blackmailed him for a monthly fee. Then, lo and behold, the commissioner got greedy and raised the amount.”

Clay cut in, “Some of these hoggish bastards never learn to take some and leave some, do they?”

Joey nodded. “The contractor went to the States Attorney and he’s pressing charges. The local police have provided protection because the stupid assed client threatened the contractor’s life in front of witnesses if he went to the cops. Here’s the package. It ain’t much, just name, home address, description of his two vehicles, a business address and a photo from the local paper. Oh, and there's a description of his family and where his parents live. Oh, and he's six foot two and weighs about two-ten.”

“All right, I’ll look it over when I get home. I assume he wants it done yesterday?”

“Naw, no big rush. The trial is scheduled for next month, but don’t delay more than a couple of weeks. Here’s your money minus my twenty percent. The cheap fucker tried to talk me down and I hung up on him. When he called back, he didn’t mention a lower fee.”

“How did he know to contact you?”

“A friend of mine. Maxey knows him and vouched for the guy. Says he’s okay and knows how to keep his mouth shut.”

“I don’t like it, but if your friend says he’s alright I guess we'll have to trust him. But just to be safe, don’t ever deal directly with the customer. That leaves a direct link back to you and that leads to me.”

Clay put the four bundles of one hundred-dollar bills in a plastic bag. “I’ll drive there Sunday and look around. I’ll plan to finish by the end of next week. I’m co-chairman of a fundraiser scheduled at the Indian Creek Country Club, so I need to be back by the evening of November 2.”

“Yeah, I seen your picture in the paper a couple weeks ago. Moving up in society huh? Between your hits and the antiques thing you got going, you're doing all right.”

Clay shrugged. He wouldn't discuss his personal finances with anyone, especially Joey the gossip with the big mouth. However, he was doing great since he'd invested in the stock market through a couple of broker friends. His net worth, including the offshore accounts was more than five million and growing. “If there’s any problem or I need something, I’ll call you and ask for Don Maher. Then you go to the phone booth at the corner of 130th and Newman and I’ll call you in twenty minutes.”

“What’s wrong with the old one we’ve got set up?”

“Nothing. But I don’t want to take a chance that somebody like the FBI will see you receiving calls at the same pay phone too often.”

“Aw, don't be silly. They ain’t got nothing on me. If they was watching me, I’d know.”

"Bull shit! The only way you’ll know they're shadowing you is when your fat ass hits a bunk down at Marion and you’re in a cell with a big ugly fucker named Bubba with a twelve-inch cock.”

Joey laughed. “Ouch, you play rough. Maybe we better change the phone booth.”

Fall was winding down in Traverse City in preparation of a forecasted hard winter. Boating and fishing dwindled to only the diehards, and it was too early for ice fishing. Clay checked into a small mom-and-pop motel on the bank of Grand Traverse Bay where he paid cash in advance for four days. Mom argued with him for a credit card until he paid a fifty-dollar cash damage deposit. He was now William Matthews from Jonesboro, Arkansas and drove a black Dodge pickup stolen in Ohio.

After a late lunch at a chain restaurant, he drove by Jerome Johnston’s house. It was a large two-story frame covered with stained wood siding. An attached garage at the back of the house was accessed from the side street of the corner lot. Johnston's subdivision sat a block from the lake on a tree covered knoll, and the deep lots were each at least half an acre in size. The lots surrounding Johnston’s house all had homes on them except one next to the house directly behind his. 

A Jeep with the number 32 and Traverse City Police Department emblems on each side was parked on a slab beside the driveway. No one was visible inside the vehicle or around the property. He drove past the house, around the block, and by the vacant lot kitty-cornered from the target’s house.

Back at the motel, Clay changed into a maroon running suit and black leather running shoes. He drove back to Johnston's neighborhood and parked two blocks away from Johnston's corner lot. It was still two hours before sundown; he had plenty of time to reconnoiter the entire area. The temperature was in the midfifties, and the forecast predicted a low of forty degrees Fahrenheit. When he arrived at the vacant lot adjoining his target’s house, he turned in and jogged slowly around the perimeter until he reached the back corner near Johnston’s lot. If he walked sixty or seventy feet across the lot behind Johnston’s house, he would have a clear shot at what he assumed to be a dining room, a kitchen window, and the breakfast room's sliding glass doors. Windows for upstairs rooms could be two large bedrooms with a bath in between. If he stayed behind the neighbor’s metal shed, he would be out of sight from their house. He could lie in the shadows cast by a twenty-foot-wide strip of pines between the adjoining yards and be practically invisible. No dusk to dawn lights were installed on any houses close to the target. Clay judged the shot would be less than two-hundred feet; the suppressed AR15 firing .223 caliber hollow point bullets would be perfect.

He saw everything he needed in an hour, then drove back toward town. Twelve blocks from the target's home, he passed an all-night fast-food joint with inside service. The building sat close to the street and parking was in a lot behind it. He slowly drove past Johnston's business address; the remodeled bungalow style house converted into an office was painted white. A wood sign advertised Johnston General Construction. Several pole barns were behind the office to store materials and equipment. The place appeared neater and better maintained than most small construction businesses he was familiar with. It could be a place to hit his target, but he leaned toward an early morning hit at the house. By then he was hungry again, so he headed back to the motel to change clothes. 

After having showered and dressed, he stood in front of the full-length mirror in his room, Clay took a final look at the dark blue sport coat, blue and tan plaid shirt, and tan slacks over brown loafers. To  relax, he enjoyed a drink, then another while he watched the local news and weather. From the thin local business directory in the desk drawer, he selected a casual restaurant north of town. The temperature was expected to remain clear and moderate for three more days ahead of a storm front. After reading the local paper, he left the motel at eight. On the way, he passed Johnston's house again and noted the same police Jeep was still parked in the same location.

At the steak house, he waited in the bar fifteen minutes before he was seated. After a baked whitefish dinner, he lingered over drinks until ten thirty. On the drive back to town, he passed Johnston’s house and again saw the same numbered Jeep. 

After parking behind Burger Bob’s fast-food joint, he entered and sat at a small table at the front of the building near the streaked plate-glass windows. He brought his newspaper with him and read articles ignored or skipped over earlier. The flirty young waitress refilled his coffee cup for the fifth time before he saw a police sedan pass by going in the direction of the Johnston house. The car was number 43 and the time was eleven forty-five. A solitary officer was in the car. At five minutes past midnight, the number 32 Jeep drove by headed toward the police station. Again, only the uniformed driver was inside. Clay surmised the shift changed at midnight, and if the officers worked eight-hour shifts they would rotate again at eight in the morning. 

Clay was coffee logged when he returned to the motel. He downed three fingers of bourbon and tossed for an hour until falling asleep. At five, the alarm went off. He dressed quickly, then drove through a fast-food drive-through for more coffee and a sausage and egg breakfast sandwich. He parked at a gas station and convenience store across the street and waited. At ten minutes before seven, police car 43 passed with two people in the front seat. Apparently, the cops were escorting Mr. Johnston to and from work giving him around the clock personal protection. Clay followed car 43 discretely at a distance. Two pickup trucks were parked back by the sheds and two men were loading tools into the one on the left. 

Clay passed the office then drove around for forty-five minutes before driving by the office again. The parking spaces in what had originally been a front yard held four cars. Police car 43 had been replaced by car 27. 

When Clay finished breakfast, he scrounged around town for the articles he needed for the hit, then located a wooded area where local teenagers ran on motocross trails. It was a school day, and he doubted anyone would ride before noon, probably midafternoon. He had plenty of time to walk the trails and look for single paths leading to storage sheds behind houses. The first two paths he followed ended at basement doors under the houses. The third and fourth dirt paths were what he wanted. Sheds sat near the back edge of the properties, and well used dirt trails ended at the front door of each. After dark, he would check out what kinds of motorcycles were in the sheds and choose one. He also made a mental note of a yard with stainless steel clotheslines he could use. 

After an early supper Clay left his pickup at a different twenty-four-hour fast-food restaurant before he walked a quarter mile back to his motel. He didn’t want Mom and Pop aroused when he started a vehicle in the middle of the night. She was nosey and likely heard a fly fart at night.

Before dinner time he stopped at a park to change the license plates to a set from Missouri. Later at his room, he drank two bourbons before setting the alarm clock for two thirty, then turned in early. 

A black athletic suit and black running shoes were brought along for the hit. Clay zipped a nine-millimeter semiautomatic pistol into the right jacket pocket and put a leather covered sap in the left pants pocket. Brown jersey cloth gloves and a black watch cap completed the assassin's outfit.

The night air felt cool against his skin as he walked briskly back to the truck in the moonlight and then drove to a street three blocks from Johnston’s house. He parked in the adjacent development behind the one his target lived in; a narrow strip of woods separated the two subdivisions and there were no connecting streets. The home sites on the back street were mostly vacant, but the oil and chip streets and utilities were in place. Two houses near the entrance were under construction in the framing stage while the other lots were virgin ground.

A half-mile jog by the light of a half-moon took Clay to the motocross trails. As he picked the padlock on the second shed, a dog in the next yard barked but slowed, then stopped when Clay disappeared into the shed. The Yamaha looked several years old, a popular yellow 250 cc. RT model. It was his choice over the first one he’d checked. With a small pen light, he checked the fuel tank, then filled it from a can on a shelf. He didn’t find a key, so he hot-wired it. Carefully, he pushed the bike out the door and left it behind the shed.  The neighbor’s dog barked again as he returned to the door and reset the pad lock. The damned dog continued sounding the alarm until Clay was a few hundred feet away. It quieted abruptly when the owner finally raised a window and yelled at it. 

A light breeze blew from the west; he was glad to have worn the heavier jacket of the two he brought along. Although, after the bike was pushed for almost a quarter mile, he felt sweaty. In the dark, he missed the next stop and had to backtrack twenty yards to enter a yard with clotheslines. A pair of heavy wire cutters severed two of the wires before he rolled the thirty-foot long sections into separate coils. Some housewife was going to be pissed come washday.

He felt he was far enough away to start the bike and ride. He still had an hour to finish preparations and get into position. The bike's engine warmed then idled smoothly before he rode back to his truck and retrieved the rest of his equipment from the cab. A block from the vacant lot behind Johnston's house, he killed the engine then pushed the bike into a planting area at the edge of the last lot. The rifle with a full magazine was already rolled up in a heavy dark-blue blanket that fit comfortably under his right arm.

At five thirty, Clay was in position. The sky to the east was still dark and stars twinkled overhead. A light breeze blew across the lake front and the calm of a new morning belied the assassin’s deadly mission. He relaxed on the blue blanket and listened for sounds of early morning intruders as he waited.

The previous afternoon he took two short pieces of board from a scrap pallet and hammered three long nails in each board with the sharpened points sticking through. He'd just returned from placing one behind each of the passenger side tires of the police car parked in Johnston’s driveway. The pilfered stainless steel wires were stretched between trees on the vacant lot to form trip wires one foot high across his escape path. Whether the on-duty policeman tried to chase him on foot or by car, he should be delayed long enough for Clay to escape.

A light lit an upstairs window of the Johnston house at six a.m. It had to be the master bedroom. Minutes later, light showed through a smaller window next to it. The glass in it was frosted, so Clay couldn't see into the bathroom. 

At six eighteen, the kitchen light came on and a woman wearing a housecoat moved past the window above the sink several times as she prepared breakfast. Five minutes later a young man in a cop's uniform walked through the kitchen before sitting at the table in the breakfast room with a cup in his right hand. Clay smiled. The inexperienced rookies always drew the night shifts if the senior guys could arrange it. That made little sense Clay thought because in the dead of night was the logical time a killer would strike. A typical result of letting seniority and stupidity rule. 

In the upstairs bedroom, a male figure passed quickly in front of the window several times but didn't hesitate long enough to become a target. Another upstairs window showed light at the back of the house. Likely a child getting up for school. 

A few minutes later, Jerome Johnston walked to the sliding glass doors with a coffee cup in his hand. He was speaking as he looked out into the dark yard. He wore boots, blue jeans, and a loose flannel shirt that hung below his belt. 

Clay laid on the blanket with the rifle loosely in position and watched alongside the four-power scope. Instantly he switched his view to the eyepiece, took in a short breath, held it, centered high on the chest, and fired. At the close range, the bullets would have hardly any drop. On the fourth, shot Johnston fell backward and Clay continued firing four more rounds. When Clay's target reached the floor, the young cop was behind the chair he’d sat in and his weapon was drawn. The woman Clay saw earlier ran to Johnston and knelt beside the body.

Clay dropped the gun and began a fast jog across the yard to the vacant lot. Cautiously, he watched for the trip wires and jumped both wires in his route before charging into a full run. In minutes, he was at the motorcycle and cranked it. The engine sputtered as he goosed the bike down the street to a spot he had marked earlier that would take him through the wooded section back to his truck. Three minutes later, the bike was thirty feet back in the woods behind the truck and the Dodge was tearing down the deserted street. Early sun rays poked over the horizon. A few houses that were previously dark now had lights shining as other people were rising to prepare for their workday. 

A right at the intersection took him to roads looping the town; as a result, he could enter it from the south in twelve to fifteen minutes. He drove at a normal pace so as not to arouse suspicion. That roundabout route would take him past the police station from the opposite direction in case any officers were outside responding to the call he was sure had already been made. They shouldn't expect Johnston's killer to be driving toward the house instead of away from it.

The clock in the truck showed seven twenty-two as he parked in back of a local restaurant in the old business section for breakfast. After going to the can, he took the only open stool at the counter and ordered coffee while he looked at the menu. The three eggs, sausage, potatoes and biscuit special looked good after all the running he'd done. He ordered it from the plump older waitress when she stopped in front of him expectantly. He noted the tables and booths were full as he cheerfully enjoyed two more cups of strong black coffee before the food arrived. Clay finished his meal and was drinking a final cup of coffee when a middle-aged woman scurried in. She took a just vacated seat at the counter, the second stool down from him. Many of the breakfast patrons seemed to know her. Clay listened as she struck up a conversation with the men beside her. He soon determined she was a police dispatcher who had been relieved minutes earlier after working the night shift. From her excited voice, he knew she was about to burst with the gossip she had. It would be news to everyone but him. The morning's events provided her with enough juicy tidbits to claim her fifteen minutes of fame.

“You aren’t going to believe what happened last night, well this morning it was. Claude, you know young Officer Claude Mueller, he called in. Said Jerome Johnston had just been shot and he needed an ambulance immediately because Jerome was injured. He didn’t think it was life threatening, but he wanted one anyway.”

Clay smiled while continuing to sip his steaming coffee. Not life-threatening hell. He knew the first four chest shots had definitely been fatal. He held back a smile as he enjoyed the strong coffee and listened intently for more details.

“Claude said somebody shot at least twelve to fifteen bullets into Jerome’s house and hit him dead on. The shots were fired from the backyard. Claude saw the perpetrator run along the back of the yard in the dark, and since he was sure Jerome was all right, he was going after the guy. Five minutes or so before I left, Larry Kimbro, he's Jerome's neighbor, called in and said the ambulance would transport Claude. Claude was chasing the suspect and tripped on a wire strung between two trees. Poor Claude fell and broke his right forearm and hit his chin on a rock and cut it open. He hit so hard Larry thought he broke his jawbone too.”

Exclamations and comments echoed from the men seated next to the woman, and from several others who gathered to listen.

“But the good news is,” she continued, “Jerome was wearing a new bulletproof vest and only got hit in the left arm and leg and has a superficial wound where a bullet grazed his temple on the left side. He was real lucky there, it could have been a whole lot worse. Chief Rowden has everyone available at the crime scene looking for evidence. But when I left, the shooter had gotten away clean, and they don’t know who it is.”

One of the men behind the dispatcher cut in. “We all know who’s responsible for it even if he didn’t pull the trigger. Arlie VanLoden threatened to kill Johnston over the extortion charges. He’s the one Rowden better look at.”

Clay pushed his cup away before he finished the now bitter brew. At the cash register, he caught his waitress’s attention, motioned her away from the group, and paid her. Outside he drove until he saw a pay phone and pulled into the parking space. The phone book listed Arlie Van Loden’s address, and Clay copied it. The house was in a good part of town and from a block away he saw two police cars: an unmarked car parked in the driveway by a red car and a patrol car on the street. He was still in his running gear, so he parked and slowly jogged down the street on the opposite side from his new target. When he was almost even with the house, a pretty, heavyset, brunette about forty left the house, got in a new maroon Mercury Marquis, and left. The house had a brown brick front and tan vinyl siding. A small porch roof covered an entrance alcove and extended three feet from the door. Clay circled the block back to the truck and left. 

For the next hour, Clay gathered the additional gear he needed, then stopped at his motel. When he emerged with makeup in place, he was sure only close friends would recognize him. A sandy colored wig and goatee and scar tissue from his left eye down his cheek presented an entirely different person in the mirror than he was used to seeing. 

The materials he needed for his next option were in a backpack. The blue jeans, medium weight windbreaker, and white leather running shoes were all nondescript. A wide brimmed brown leather hat, brown jersey gloves, and sunglasses completed the disguise. If he were observed during his mission, his clothing would provide a description that could fit fifty people.

He drove down both streets of VanLoden's subdivision and was mildly surprised not to find any suspicious cars or people indicating police surveillance. He was positive the police wouldn’t have had time to arrange with neighbors to set up equipment to establish a sophisticated stakeout to watch VanLoden's movements. At the end of the street over from VanLoden's, he parked in one of three spaces at a walking trail for subdivision residents only. Adjusting to a long-gaited walk he went all the way to the end of the street, turned right, made another right, and casually walked to VanLoden’s house. The driveway was still empty, so he turned toward the front door. He rang the doorbell three times, waited, then rang it again before he heard noise inside. The door opened suddenly and a short, heavyset, balding man past fifty stood behind the storm door. “Go away, I’m busy. Whatever you want come back some other time.” By the time he'd finished speaking, he took a better look at the scoundrel outside his door and took a step backward.

Before he could close the door, Clay said, “Maxey’s contact sent me. Let me in before the neighbors notice me and wonder why I'm out here so long.”

Arlie Van Loden hesitated several seconds, then unlocked the storm door and walked away. Clay let himself in, closed and locked the main door with his gloves on. 

Arlie waited for him in the kitchen with a cup of coffee in his hand. Light birch cabinets over a dark blue countertop were behind him. “Who are you?”

Clay passed the blue Formica topped kitchen table and put his index finger to his lips signaling for VanLoden to be quiet.

At the end of the room near the back entrance, he saw another door he figured led to the basement. Opening the door, Clay motioned for Arlie to follow him and started down the steps. 

“Wait a minute, what are you doing? Who the hell are you?” When Clay didn’t stop to explain, Arlie followed.

When both men were in the middle of the basement, Clay took a small battery powered transistor radio out of his backpack and turned it on with the volume up loud. He began to frisk VanLoden and whispered, “Unbutton your shirt and drop your pants so I can see the cops didn’t put a wire on you.”

“Get your paws off me. Stop it.”

Clay removed a .38 snub nosed revolver from his jacket pocket and put it in the man’s face. “Open your shirt, or I’ll shoot you and leave.”

An expression of rage appeared on VanLoden’s face, but it was quickly mellowed by fear. He sat the coffee cup on a table, opened the shirt, and let his pants fall to his ankles. Clay flipped the shirt open to reveal a white athletic shirt before he checked the pants. He put the pistol back in his pocket and told the fuming fat man to put his clothes back on. As VanLoden buckled his pants, Clay moved a chair from near the wall and placed it in the middle of the room. He commanded, “Sit.” He moved another chair and sat across from VanLoden.

"Who the hell are you and what do you want.... And what do you know about Maxey?”

“First, you really don’t want to know my identity because than I’d have to kill you. I shot Johnston this morning. I didn't suspect he'd have a bulletproof vest. Now I need more information about him, so I can figure out how to finish the job.” VanLoden started to speak, but Clay waved him off. "First, I need to know what questions the police asked you earlier."

“Chief Rowden came in here like a revved up buzz saw. He accused me of having Johnston shot. I denied knowing anything about it, but I don’t think he believed me.”

“Did they search the house?”

“No, he just wanted to know where I was between six and seven. My girlfriend was here all night and her story seemed to satisfy him.”

“You’ll need to get rid of Maxey's phone number. Where do you keep it and any other embarrassing numbers?”

“I’ll get rid of them. They're in a notebook I keep numbers of people like Maxey in.”

“Is it here? Do you have any of the numbers someplace else like at your office, in your car, or in a day planner?” 

“They’re all here in one book. I’ll destroy it later.”

“No, that's overkill. You don't have to destroy it. I’ll take it with me and return it when this is over. I assume it’s in the desk I saw in the living room?”

“Yes, I keep it in a lockbox in the bottom drawer. I’ll go up and get it now.”

Clay held his hand out to stop VanLoden and said. “Slow down. We’ll get it later. There’s something else we need to discuss.” He rose from the chair, crossed to the radio and increased the volume. VanLoden leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees, and rested his chin in his palms as he frowned. "So what will you do now?"

As Clay returned, he removed the pistol from his pocket and in one smooth, blurred motion placed the barrel against the right side of the fat man’s head and pulled the trigger. VanLoden rolled out of the chair to his left and fell onto the painted concrete floor where his head and shoulders flopped twice, then became still. Dark blood splatters stretched out five feet past the body on the light gray painted floor.

Clay grabbed his backpack and removed a plastic garbage bag containing a pillowcase with four inches of sand in the bottom. He rolled the pillowcase to the end of the material to form a tubular shape making a crude cylinder to contain the sand. He moved the sack to near the corpse’s right arm and put the pistol in that hand. Holding the hand and gun loosely he fired into the end of the bag of sand, then repositioned his hand to the opposite side of the gun and fired it again. When VanLoden’s autopsy was held he would have power residue extending from his gun hand up his arm. 

Clay removed the bullets and spent casings from the revolver and printed the live bullets and one empty casing with the prone hand’s index fingertip and thumb. He took a box of .38 caliber ammo from his bag, and it and two new bullets got VanLoden’s prints along with several other live cartridges in the box. Then he reloaded the revolver and dropped it by the body. Clay turned the radio off, put it in his pack, and returned his chair to the wall. 

When Clay was satisfied, he gathered his gear and loped upstairs to the desk. He noted the furnishing throughout the house looked fairly new. VanLoden or his girlfriend had a taste for cheap and gaudy. In the bottom right desk drawer, he found the lockbox and easily opened it with his penknife. Some lock. Inside he found a cheap three-inch by five-inch green spiral notebook with names, phone numbers, addresses and notes about their relationships and usefulness. Several letters were in the box with two bundles of new crisp one-hundred-dollar bills, still in the bank wrappers. He read one of the letters and suspected it was evidence against the writer of some level of political wrongdoing. Clay put the notebook and currency in his left coat pocket, relocked the box and put it back in the drawer. After closing the drawer, he carefully searched the rest of the desk before he moved to the bedrooms.

In VanLoden’s nightstand next to the bed, he found an S&W nine-millimeter semiautomatic and a box of ammo. He took both and put them in his bag. The box of printed .38 bullets was put in the nightstand drawer. Twenty minutes later, he finished his search of the house and lifted two cans of beer from the refrigerator. As he left, he locked the front door behind him. He quickly walked back to the truck keeping his head down to avoid letting people leaving their homes get a good impression of him. 

A block from VanLoden's neighborhood, he passed an unmarked police car. In the rearview mirror, he saw it turn in at the entrance to VanLoden's subdivision. Clay believed it was the same Ford he'd seen earlier at VanLoden's house when Chief Rowden was questioning the suspect. He didn't like to rely on luck in his work, but he gratefully acknowledged he'd been lucky to escape VanLoden's house before the police returned.

At the same phone booth he'd visited earlier, Clay called Joey. "I want to talk to Don Maher." Joey took several seconds to reply, “Who? There ain't nobody—"

And then he apparently remembered. “Oh, yeah he’ll be back later.”

Clay waited fifteen minutes before he called the phone booth as arranged. After Joey answered and Clay was sure it was him, Clay spoke. “There’s a problem. The police had a bulletproof vest on the guy, and I only wounded him.”

“Aw, fuck me,” Joey groused. “Why the hell didn’t you shoot him in the head?”

“Because I didn’t expect a little jerk water town like this to put the guy in a vest, hell I’m surprised they even have one.”

Joey tried to stay cool. “Okay, so how are you going to get the guy now?”

“I’m not. I think they’ll put a tight ring of security around him day and night. They may even move him to a larger town to a safe house for a while. I've already taken care of the client. With him dead there won’t be any trail to you or your friend.”

“Damn it Clay, Maxey ain’t gonna like giving you a contract and having his friend get bumped off instead of the target. How the hell am I going to explain this to him?”

“You're the one who screwed it up to start with, so it's your problem. The only reason I called you, is so you can call your friend before he hears it from somebody else.

“You sure made a fucking mess out of this one. Goddamn it, you’re supposed to be one of the best. How the hell did you fuck this up so bad?”

“Joey, a cop was guarding the guy at all times. You want me to kill a cop to get close enough for a head shot?”

“How you do it is your problem, but the mess you made is unacceptable.”

Clay heard enough of the accusatory whining and hung up. Joey's attitude of late was making him a royal pain in the ass to work with.

Back at the motel, Clay packed everything and wiped the room down to eliminate fingerprints, closed the door and left.

He took Route 31 back south along the shoreline and stopped at a roadside park five miles past Benzonia to change the license plates back to Arkansas. Storm clouds were forming in the distance.

That evening at home, Clay reviewed the hit, analyzing how he might have known Johnston had been issued body armor. He finished his second drink and went to sleep and still didn’t have an answer. Although he did have to admit that at the short distance involved, he could have hit Johnston in the head instead of going for much safer chest shots.

On Friday, three days later, Clay met again with Joey. They discussed the failed hit and decided to agree to disagree. Joey couldn’t suggest a method Clay might have used to know Johnston was wearing a vest, but still blamed him for the screw up. Joey’s friend Maxey wasn’t satisfied either but agreed to let the matter drop because VanLoden wasn’t really a friend but just a contact he could use if needed.

Clay knew from experience everything wouldn't always go as planned and was satisfied with the alternative outcome he arranged.

The charity fundraiser at the country club was a huge success. Lizzy and her mate attended with him and had a great time. He even danced with both attractive females. His donation was a four-piece Victorian cherry bedroom suite for the auction. During the event, he made contact with three people he felt could develop into good, long-term customers at the antiques shop. By then, the Johnston/Van Loden episode was out of his mind, and he moved on to other issues.

That fall, the family celebrated Thanksgiving at Tom and Maria’s farm in Wisconsin. He drove up early and spent the whole week hunting rabbits or riding snowmobiles with Tom, Tommy, and Ralph. The snow wasn’t good because it had been too warm for the previous two weeks and fresh snow was needed. Even Maria, Lizzy, and the nieces managed to get their turns at snowmobiling and spent all of one afternoon on a macho-females only run. 

Clay spent the week after Thanksgiving in Southern Indiana on a buying trip. He returned home with a truckload of furniture, good pictures and frames, several wood clocks, plus many pieces of hand painted China and art glass. He spent the rest of the time before Christmas between running the shop and preparing for the annual Christmas Eve party for his family.
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Chapter 4 —The Last Giliano

Three days after Christmas Joey called Clay. He wanted to meet with Clay as soon as possible. The Chicago weather was miserable. Early morning temperatures were right at freezing, and a fine drizzle was turning to thin ice on the trees and shrubs. Some glare ice had been reported on the streets, but salt trucks were keeping the main streets and highways open and traffic moving. Clay tried to beg off meeting with him, but Joey was insistent.

Joey was in the office waiting for Clay. “What the fuck were you doing in New York last June?”

Clay pushed the door to Joey’s office closed and hadn’t even sat on one of the plastic covered chairs along the wall. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about you, Mr. Studly.”

Joey’s question could only be about the shootings at the bar or Clay's unintended incident with Meredith. Since nobody at the bar could have contacted Joey, the focus narrowed to Meredith. “Stop acting stupid Joey. If you have something to say, spit it out.”

“I had a call a few days before Christmas about you. Lucian Romano, the head of the New York families is concerned about your judgment. Your newly found half brother, John, wants to put a contract on you. Said he’d pay a hundred big ones to have you killed. John approached a lieutenant in New York, and he contacted Lucian to give the contract to somebody to
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