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Chapter 1: Salvatore "Sally" Manetti
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It was a little after 2 a.m. and misting when the guy came at me like a late afternoon storm: sudden, dark and angry. That was during my very first case as a PI. So that storm broke me into the business, almost literally. 

I was minding my own business, standing on the sidewalk near the curb in front of a twelve-story apartment building, the Ambiance Arms. I should’ve been across the street, but live and learn. For one thing, my neck was craned back so I could keep an eye on a sixth-story window. So I wasn’t able to see what was going on around me. That’s how the guy was able to get right up on me like that.

The night was dismal too, with low grey clouds, and a light drizzle was falling. The sidewalks were empty except for the occasional bum curled up asleep in a doorway. I’d passed a few of those on my way to my vantage point. No bums in front of this building though. The stoop for this building was just down the sidewalk from me and a little to the left. It was empty. No bums and not even the doorman. 

There was almost no breeze. The misting rain was a little cool, the air a little warm. And it stunk. That’s the other reason I should’ve been across the street.

The smell came from the alley ten feet or twelve feet to my right front. I didn’t have to look to know it was lined with empty old dumpsters with dead or rotted things stuck to the sides and bottom. I could smell them. That and rain-soaked cardboard. And rat droppings. And all of that mixed with the stench of oil from the asphalt in the alley itself. This time of year, it bubbles up in the heat of the day, and then the stink of it stays up all night.

The combined odor was almost strong enough to see. It was definitely stronger than the dim yellow glow of the streetlight. The wooden pole for that was at the corner of the building right next to the alley. In the drizzly 2 a.m. gloom, that pole seemed to stretch upward forever before it came to the arched aluminum fixture that held the grungy old bulb.
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I’d only been there maybe ten minutes, craning my neck, watching that window. From that angle I couldn’t even tell whether the bottom pane of the double-hung window was raised. But if it was, it wasn’t raised more than a few inches. 

Stupid. Like I said, I should’ve been across the street.

Anyway, as I stood there craning my neck and watching that window, someone switched off the light. Before I had time to consider what that meant, a shadow flashed in my right periphery. Then something was right there, coming at me. A shadowy set of shoulders rolled out of the night.

I flinched and jerked my head back, all instinct. 

A massive set of  knuckles with considerable weight behind it glanced off my forehead. My head snapped around, but not as sharply as it might have if I hadn’t been moving away. But my fedora flew off, and the next thing I knew I was stumbling backward over the curb and falling to the asphalt. I landed squarely on the point of my butt.

My first stupid thought was if the tar had bubbled up through the asphalt, it would leave black smudges all over my tan overcoat. Damn it. I just bought that overcoat a week ago.

Inertia carried me down onto my back and that same shadow loomed over me, moving closer. And in the sparkling mist of what was left of the glow from the streetlight, I recognized him: Salvatore “Sally” Manetti. Chest hair curled over the top of his t-shirt and—

Manetti? What’s he doing here?

But I didn’t have time to ponder that. He was moving again. Directly at me.

Adrenaline fired through me. I twisted hard to the right, but it was too little, too late.

Manetti landed on me. All 6’3” or 6’4” of him, astraddle me and leaning forward on my midsection. All 230, 240 pounds. And he was sweaty to boot.

Do I have to say I was no longer worried about stains on my overcoat?

As I reached up with my left hand to get hold of him, another shadow flicked in from my left.

I jerked my head away, again by pure instinct.

His left forearm and palm were right there. The fat heel of his thumb was pressed against the asphalt a few inches from my nose.

Some part of his right arm grazed my left arm as he swung at me, but his fist still got through. It thudded off the side of my head above my ear.

The buzzing that sprang into my ear kept time with the mist falling on my face.

By then my left fist was closed around the thin fabric of his t-shirt. I felt some of that curious little suction-like popping as some of his chest hair got caught up in the fray. I jerked hard on him, lifting my shoulders and back partly off the tarmac and pulling him down toward me. There wasn’t much room to swing, but I met his nose halfway up with my right fist.

All of that gave my punch a lot more authority. What I mean, he went to sleep a lot easier than he might have if his head hadn’t traveled so far to meet my fist. Leverage, you know.

It was a perfect shot. There was a satisfying crumpling and his head snapped back hard. “Uhh,” he said, then slumped forward. 

My face was suddenly buried under his left armpit. It smelled like he lived in one of the dumpsters in the alley. Probably ate some of the stuff stuck to the sides and bottom. God forbid he should pass gas. If he did, I’d be a dead man.

Anyway, when I hit him, his left hand and arm went slack. That was good except for the weight.

I’m not all that big at 5’9”, and I generally weigh around 165. 

I was also disgusted. The fat slob. 

I got my hands under his chest, my palms and fingers on that sweaty t-shirt and skin and hair, and strained to buck my body up and to my right.

He rolled off me onto his back in the street, pretty as you please.

And right away, the misting rain was slapping me around again.

I rolled onto my left side and got to my knees, then drew my right foot up under me and stood.

After I looked around for my fedora and put it on to keep the rain off, I went back to Manetti. I crouched and looked the guy over. 

Grey trousers, a black belt and black shoes. And only a white t-shirt? 

Classy. Whatever. 

I leaned forward and lifted each hip a little so I could feel his back trouser pockets, but there was nothing in them. Nothing in the front pockets either. So no ID. Big surprise there. 

But it didn’t matter. I’d recognized him, and anyone who paid any attention to underworld figures would have recognized him too. Granted, Manetti was only a soldier—not a capo regime or anything—but he was still a made guy. And he was about as full of himself as the other made guys.

Still crouched, I tipped my fedora back a little. “Well, Manetti, I guess you—”

A pool of bright light splashed my shadow out in front of me. Someone said, “Hey you.”
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Chapter 2: Terence DiMarco
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The voice startled me, and I twisted around, still crouched. “Yeah?” Then I frowned. When had the city’s finest arrived? 

I had no idea, but a cruiser was parked maybe ten, fifteen feet away. The light was coming from the spotlight near the left side of the car. For a second, that light was all I could see. A darker shadow stood behind it, silhouetted against the dimly lighted storefronts across the street and a distant streetlight.

But whoever he was, he hadn’t bothered to turn on the overheads. The headlights were turned off too. Professional courtesy, maybe. Except that he’d turned on the spotlight. Blinding a guy isn’t very courteous. Well, only he didn’t know who I was. Probably. Unless he knew me from before when I was still a detective sergeant.

The shadow detached itself from the other side of the car and walked around the front. At first all I could make out was a pair of uniformed blue pants legs. But they were tucked into jack boots. Only Sergeant Terence DiMarco wore jack boots.

“Evening, Sergeant DiMarco.” 

He took a few steps toward me. He was taller than I am, but only by a few inches. With his barrel chest and sparrow legs, he was still big enough around to make one and a half of me. “Hey,” he said again, more calmly, and gestured with his chin. Then he tossed me a little surprise. “Hey, you’re Stern Talbot!” He said that like maybe I didn’t know.

It also proved he didn’t know who I was before he hit that spotlight. But now that he did, he still hadn’t turned it off. 

“Yeah, that’s me. You wanna kill the light?”

He ignored that. “Huh. What’re the chances? But what’re you doin’ out here this time of night, Talbot? You finally get your PI license or what?”

I ignored the questions and raised my left hand toward him. “Gimme a hand up, will you?”

He did, then dusted his palms against each other like he’d touched something dirty. He nodded at me. “So what’s goin’ on, Stern? You on a case or somethin’?”

“Something. But nothing that should matter to the city. As for what’s going on—” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at the lump in the road. “You’ll have to ask that one when he wakes up.”

“Yeah, but I’m askin’ you.”

“And I’m telling you, I have no clue.” I gestured toward the sidewalk. “I was walking down the street, minding my own business when that guy jumped me.” 

He chuckled. “That’s your story?”

“That’s what happened.” I glanced back past my right shoulder. “From the smell, he must’ve come outta that alley.”

He looked in the direction of the lump. “Just like that, eh?” 

“Just like that.”

“Why?”

“Like I said, you’ll have to ask him.”

He stepped past me
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