
        
            
                
            
        


	 

A Vince Torelli Mystery, Book 5:

Southern Justness

 

 

[image: Image]

 

 

By John Schembra

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Vince Torelli Mystery, Book 5: Southern Justness

Copyright 2023 John Schembra

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON QLD 4883

 

Cover Art by: Jatin

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

ISBN: 978-1-922548-40-5

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

 

Contents

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Epilogue

About the Author

Other books by this author...

An Echo of Lies

A Vince Torelli Novel

A Vince Torelli Mystery

Sin Eater

 


 

 

 

 

Justness: The act of being just; righteousness: to uphold the justice of a cause.

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Judge Anthony Torelli was on his usual jog, and was halfway through the park. It was 7:40 in the morning, a cool and sunny day, the kind of Georgia day he liked. Three hours later he would be dead. 

Anthony turned right out of the park and headed toward his house. There were pedestrians on the sidewalk, and, as usual when approaching them, he would go into the street and jog along the bike lane. In front of the Dunkin Doughnuts shop, the sidewalk was blocked by three men in suits, standing together talking. Anthony moved to the street to pass them, and before he got back to the sidewalk, a speeding sedan swerved into the bike lane, striking him from behind. Anthony flew up onto the roof of the car, and rolled off the trunk onto the street. The car kept going, and turned right at the next corner. Witnesses could describe the car, but none of them got a look at the driver. The three men who had been blocking the sidewalk split up and hurried away in different directions.
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Vince walked into his Concord home after a long night at a messy homicide scene in the Bernal Heights neighborhood of San Francisco. He had a splitting headache that felt like something was trying to pound its way through his skull, was exhausted, and looking forward to hitting the sack. 

He'd taken off his gun and badge when the chirping of his cellphone filled him with dread. Glancing at the screen, he saw it was the night watch lieutenant. Vince groaned, and reluctantly answered the call. 

"We got a possible double homicide that's just been reported," the lieutenant said. "We need help, Vince. The other two inspectors are stuck at a gang shooting in Hunter's Point--there's three dead, and seven wounded--and it looks like they'll be there all night. It's a mess."

Vince looked at his watch and saw it was after two a.m., and sighed audibly. Jesus, why tonight? 

"Really? Isn't there someone else you can call? I've been on the job since eight yesterday morning."

"It's a slam-dunk, Vince. The suspect is holed up in the victim's house. Claims there's two dead inside and he's armed with a gun. The hostage negotiator is there, talking to him, and we've got the house sealed off. All you gotta do is show up and supervise until we can get him out. Whadda you say?"

"I say, shit." Vince sighed, and after a moment of silence, said "All right, I'll be on my way back."

Vince went to the bedroom and gently woke his wife, Maggie. "Hey, Babe. I've gotta go back. There's been another murder and they need me."

"Didn't you just get home?"

"Yeah. It's been a really crappy night. I'll be home in the morning." Vince leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

"Be careful, Hon," Maggie muttered, half asleep.

She puts up with so much. God bless her.

Vince called the lieutenant while driving to the city, placing his cell on speaker so the LT could fill him in on the case. 

"OK. Whatcha got for me?" 

"Lemme see," the lieutenant said. Vince heard papers shuffling in the background.

"At 12:30 a.m., Jackson Miller kicked in the front door of his ex-wife's house, and beat her to death in her bedroom. Her mother--they lived together-- probably awoke to the daughter's screams and called 9-1-1. It's not clear what happened next, but according to Miller, she came into the room screaming at him, and whacked him with a baseball bat. He said he took it from her and hit her a couple of times, in, he said, 'self-defense'."

"Is he in custody?"

"Not yet. Miller claims to have a firearm, but denied shooting the daughter."

"So the negotiator's made contact with him." It wasn't a question. "Is it confirmed there's a hostage in the house?"

"Now he's saying the mother is still alive. Miller's refusing to come out, and won't let us come in to help the mother. The negotiator says he sounds drunk."

"OK. I'll be there in fifteen minutes. Call me if there are any further developments." Sure doesn't sound like a slam dunk.

Vince spent the next four hours at the scene while the negotiator tried to get Miller to come out. Vince took over for him when it became clear the negotiator wasn't making any progress.

At various times Miller would sob, yell, or threaten but finally agreed to surrender if they would give him a cheeseburger, fries, and a pint of Jack Daniels. 

Vince agreed to Miller's demands, not telling him the Jack Daniels wasn't on the list. He told Miller it would be waiting for him at the police station.

At 5:20 a.m., Miller came out, with his hands in the air, yelling for them to shoot him, saying he didn't want to live. He was handcuffed without trouble, and transported to the PD by patrol car. He ate his food, drank a large Coke, without Jack Daniels, and fell asleep, slumped on the table.

Vince remained at the house for another forty-five minutes, until the forensics team arrived, then entered to view the murder scene. A paramedic had gone in after the house had been cleared of any other suspects, and found the mother dead. After the bodies were processed and removed, Vince left and went to interview Miller. 

Vince arrived at the interview room at 6:45 a.m., and woke Miller. After advising him of his Miranda rights, Miller waived his right to an attorney, and told Vince what he had done. An hour later, Miller said he was tired and wanted to sleep. Vince told him he'd be back later to talk more with him, and turned him over to the booking officers.

It was after 8 a.m. when Vince got home. Too tired to do anything else, he set the alarm for one p.m., undressed, and climbed into bed with Maggie. He was asleep in less than a minute.
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The alarm buzzer jarred him awake. Vince turned over, and groped along the nightstand until he found it, never opening his eyes. Unable to find the off switch, he yanked it loose from the plug. "God, I hate this alarm," he muttered, throwing it across the room. 

Maggie had come into the room to make sure Vince was awake. She was all too familiar with his disdain for alarm clocks, and made sure she was out of the flight path if he threw it.

"So, by the flying clock, I gather you're awake." She walked over to the bed and pulled the covers off him, slapped him on the butt, and said, "Rise and shine, Inspector. Your breakfast is waiting."

Yawning, Vince asked, "Breakfast? Isn't it lunch-time?"

"I figured you'd want breakfast. Get in the shower, and don't forget to brush your teeth. Your breath reeks." 

"I love you, too," Vince replied, climbing out of bed. 

While eating, he told Maggie about the case.

"Sounds gruesome."

"It was a messy scene. This guy was huge, too. I'd hate to try to arrest him if he was uncooperative. I'm glad all his anger died out before he came out of the house. By the time I talked to him, he'd sobered up. All he wanted was food and whiskey."

Vince drank the last of his coffee and stood up. "Well, back to the grind, Babe. Got a lot to do, people to see, and I have to interview the suspect again. Then, I get to spend a few hours writing two homicide reports."

"Will you be home for dinner?"

"Don't think so. Keep it warm for me, OK."

"Sure." Maggie grinned at him, and said, "I'll do the same with your dinner."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Vince was sitting at his desk, organizing his notes from the morning's interrogation of Jackson Miller. As Vince listened to the recording of the questioning, making more notes now and then, his desk phone rang, interrupting him. He turned off the recording and took off the ear buds.

"Inspector Torelli," he answered.

"Hi, Honey," Maggie said. "Got a minute?" 

The slight catch in her voice told Vince something was wrong.

"Hey, Babe. What's up?" 

"It's about your uncle Anthony. There's something I've got to tell you." The tone of her voice alarmed him. 

"Got a call from your cousin Steven in Georgia a few minutes ago."

"Is everything all right?"

"No, it's not." Her voice cracked. "Steve called to tell us that Uncle Anthony had been struck and killed by a hit and run driver a few hours ago."

Vince felt like he had been punched in the gut. 

"Aw, no. God damn it," he exclaimed.

"He was jogging in the bike lane when a car swerved into the lane and struck him."

"You said it was a hit and run?"

"Yeah. Steve didn't have any more info. He's been at the hospital since the morning. Your uncle died during surgery."

Vince sighed, fighting the tightness in his throat. "I'll see you tonight. Call me if you need anything."

"I will. Love you."

"Love you too." 

Vince went to Lieutenant Simons' office and told him about his uncle's death. "I might need some time off soon, when I find out about the services and funeral. Maggie and I are planning to go to Georgia to attend them, and be with the family."

"No problem, Vince," Simons said. "We can make it compassionate family leave. How long will you need?"

"I'd say a week."

"OK. I'll get the paperwork started."

"Thanks, Boss."

As Vince turned to leave the office, the lieutenant said, "Damn. I'm so sorry, Vince." 
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Three days later, on Monday evening, Vince's cousin Steven called. After the usual few minutes of small talk, asking how everyone was, Steve got down to business.

His voice breaking, Steve said, "I set Dad's funeral for Saturday, five days from today, at 11 a.m." Vince heard him take a deep breath, then continue. "There's gonna be a lot of people there--cops, lawyers, friends, family. He was very well thought of around here. It will be held at Saint Mary on the Hill Church. After the service, he'll be buried at Cedar Grove Cemetery."

"Isn't that where our grandparents are?"

"Yes, and his grandparents, great-grandparents, and about a hundred other Torellis." 

"I believe it. I knew Augusta was where the family settled after immigrating here in the late 1800s. OK. Thanks, Steve. We'll fly in on Wednesday. Is there anything I can do to help?"

"I don't think so. My brother and I have everything pretty much in control."

"Did you learn anything new from the police?"

"Not really. The car was found in the parking lot of a warehouse outside the city. It had been torched."

"Was the owner identified?"

"Yeah, they traced the vehicle identification number to a guy here. He'd reported the car stolen the day before the accident. Said it was taken from the parking lot at his work--a car dealership on the other side of town."

"Text me the investigator's phone number. I'd like to give him a call before I come out there."

"Alright. Her name is Louisa Princeton."

"Thanks, cousin. Call me if you need anything. I'm so sorry for your loss, Steve, and please pass our condolences on to your brother."

"I will, Vince. Joey will appreciate it. We have room at the main house, and you're welcome to stay there." Vince politely refused, figuring there would be several other family members staying there, and it would be a bit crowded.

"OK, Vince. See you on Thursday. Love you, Cuz."

"Love you, too. Bye." Vince hung up, and sat down on the desk chair, elbows on the desk and head in his hands. He quietly wept for a bit, feeling the loss of his uncle. 

After a few minutes, he went to the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face, dried off, and went downstairs to be with Maggie and the boys. 

Vince went in to work on Wednesday and spent the day catching up on one of his pending cases. By the early afternoon, he had briefed another inspector on the needed follow-up on the murder of a man in a homeless encampment. Vince had narrowed the persons-of-interest to two men and one woman who lived there. He was certain one of them had committed the murder, and they needed to be interviewed. Bobby helped get their other cases, in which a suspect had been arrested, parceled out to other inspectors. All the cases lacked was routine follow-up, or witness interviews, and then taken to the D.A. for filing. Bobby would be the lead inspector for any new cases.

Once Vince was satisfied the workload had been properly delegated, he notified Lieutenant Simons he was leaving, saying he would be back in a week. 

Vince spent that evening, after dinner, reminisced with Maggie, Scott, and Tony, telling them stories of his childhood, and the things he did with his Uncle Anthony.

"I've told you before, Tony, you were named after Uncle Anthony. Only thing was--he hated being called Tony. Insisted we all call him Uncle Anthony, not Uncle Tony. 

"Some of my best childhood memories were when we lived in Georgia, and dad and Uncle Anthony would take us kids fishing at Lake Sinclair for the weekend. We would stay in a two-room cabin with one bedroom, a main room, and no indoor bathroom. Of course, the bedroom was for the adults. We kids would put our sleeping bags on the floor in the main room. It would get crowded, since there were six of us. There was a small sofa and one armchair in there that were up for grabs each night. We would have a lively game of rock paper scissors, and the winner would get the couch. Second place got the armchair." Vince chuckled at the memory. "Steven, being the oldest of the cousins, always seemed to win, and I can't remember any time he slept on the floor. Over the years, we pulled some pretty big large-mouth bass outta the lake."

An hour later, Maggie and the boys were yawning, and losing interest in Vince's stories. They called it a night, and went to bed.

After breakfast the next morning, Vince called Sergeant Louisa Princeton of the Richmond County Sheriffs Accident Investigation Unit. After introducing himself, he asked for the information on his uncle's hit-and-run accident. She provided him with the basic facts, and said the case was an active investigation.

Vince said, "I'm flying in Wednesday. Any chance we can get together and you can tell me more. You know, a little professional courtesy?"

"We're not allowed to share open cases with anyone. It's against department policy, but since you're family, and a cop, I don't think it would be a problem. When you get here, give me a call. We'll figure something out, OK?"

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Vince and Maggie checked in at the Double Tree Hotel on Perimeter Road, off Highway 520, after their five-hour Southwest flight from Oakland. Once in their room, Vince called Steven to let him know they had arrived. They made plans to meet for dinner at 7:00 at Raes Coastal Café, a couple of miles from the hotel.

Maggie went to take a nap, while Vince went downstairs to look the place over. He didn't notice a man reading a newspaper in the lobby as he walked through to check the hotel restaurant. He looked through the fitness room and pool, then spent a few minutes in the gift shop. Vince stopped in the bar for a beer before going to his room. 
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Two minutes after Vince sat at the bar, the man walked in and took a stool five seats away. Twenty minutes later, Vince was back in his room, and the man was in the lobby on his cell phone.

"He's in his room, now. Walked around the hotel, checking it out, then had a beer in the bar. Want me to stay here for a while?"

"Nah. He's not going to do anything tonight. Be back by seven in the morning. Have breakfast, but keep an eye out for him. I want to know if he meets Sergeant Princeton."

"Will do, Boss."
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Vince and Maggie were at the restaurant bar with Steven and his wife, Barbara. After catching up on their lives over cocktails, the conversation turned to Anthony Torelli. Steve told Vince his dad was presiding over a violent domestic violence case, in which the defendant's wife barely survived the beating. 

"Dad hated these cases. Maybe that's why he was so tough on the defendants when it came to sentencing, more than likely doling out maximum, or near maximum sentences." Steve's eyes looked a bit misty as he talked about his father. 

"The victim's families loved having their case before him, while defense attorneys and public defenders would groan when finding out he was the presiding judge." He picked up his drink and took a long sip. "Around the courthouse, dad was known as a defendant's worst nightmare. Pleas for lenience fell on deaf ears, and he would excoriate them mercilessly during sentencing."

"I knew he was a tough judge--not afraid to throw the book at a defendant." Vince replied, smiling.

They were interrupted by the hostess advising their table was ready. As she led them to their seats, Steve ordered another round of drinks. Once seated, he picked up the conversation where he'd left off.

"Dad called me last week and told me some of the facts in his current case. The defendant, Robert 'Junior' Henderson, is the son of a prominent, well-known Augusta businessman, Morey Henderson. Morey owns six car dealerships, two Laundromats, a restaurant/bar, and three check-cashing businesses in the greater Augusta area. He plays golf with the mayor, and four of the city council are in his monthly poker group. Morey belongs to the West Lake Country Club where he hobnobs with the wealthiest, most influential people in the city."

"Really. It would seem Morey wouldn't be too upset at Uncle Anthony's death," Vince mused.

Steve smiled, and continued, "His businesses have done extremely well--he is rich enough to afford a 2.3-million-dollar home in the Lake Forest Road development. The son has three drunk driving arrests and a previous minor domestic violence charge that were never prosecuted. In this case, the injuries to Junior's wife were bad--she suffered permanent brain damage, leaving her unable to care for herself, and now has to have a full-time caretaker living with her--the D.A. couldn't bury it."

 

Their server arrived with menus and water, and said he'd be back in a few minutes to take their order. Once he left, Steve picked up where he left off.

"Morey is close to the D.A., and with generous campaign contributions to his re-election campaign, and public backing, he assured the D.A. would remain in office."

"Wow," Vince said. "Seems old Morey is the puppeteer, pulling the strings, eh?"

"Yep. Rumor has it he helped bury a messy sex scandal the district attorney was involved in."

"No wonder Junior skated on the charges."

Steven said, "Dad told me Morey is the real power broker in Augusta. What he wants the council to do, they do--from building projects, to revocation of rival business owner's licenses, and everything in between."

The server returned, and they ordered their food. The rest of the dinner conversation was Steve and Vince bragging about their kids, and reminiscing about their childhood in Georgia. Steve told them of his mother Alison's death from a stroke three years ago, and how his father had thrown himself into his work two months after her death, not letting the tremendous grief he felt take over his life. 

"Dad knew mom wouldn't want him to give in to his sorrow, so he didn't." Steven chuckled when he told them how Anthony had kept the house the same as when she was alive, and hadn't removed any of her clothes or belongings. 

A year ago, Anthony called Steve and Joey and asked them to come over the next weekend and help him clear out Alison's clothes and personal items. "It is time," he told them.

 Maggie and Barbara laughed at their stories, and chimed in with their own tales of living with the cousins. After dinner, they retired to the bar for an after-dinner drink, then Steve drove them to their hotel. It was a pleasant night, shared with family, though a pall hung over them. Back at the hotel, Vince had a hard time getting to sleep after going to bed. He was feeling the loss of his uncle, a man he loved and looked up to. He got up, dressed quietly, and went downstairs to the bar for a nightcap. Vince was lost in his thoughts, and one nightcap turned into three before he went upstairs and got in bed. The alcohol dulled his thoughts enough for him to sleep.

In the morning, Vince called Sergeant Princeton, and she agreed to meet him for lunch at 12:30 in the hotel restaurant. Vince was eager to find out more about the accident, and hoped she would bring a copy of the report. Later that afternoon, he and Maggie were going to Uncle Anthony's house for a family get-together. The funeral was set for the next day, with a reception following the burial. 

Vince arrived at the restaurant ten minutes early. Standing inside the door, he looked around the crowded room, trying to identify the sergeant. Knowing cops, he focused on the tables near the back that faced the entrance. He spotted a woman sitting alone, with her back to the wall, dressed in black slacks, black half-boots, a white blouse, and blue blazer. Her hair was pulled back in a tight pony-tail, and she wore little makeup. She was an ordinary-looking woman, and the way she scanned the room screamed "cop". Her eyes locked on his, and after a moment she nodded and half-smiled.

Vince walked over to her table. "Sergeant Princeton?" he asked, as he pulled out the chair across from her and sat.

"You must be Inspector Torelli," she answered, reaching across the table to shake his hand. "How was your flight?"

"It was OK. Please, call me Vince."

"Around the department, I'm known as Louie. Will your wife and kids be joining us?" 

"No. She's in the fitness room, and the kids are staying with her sister."

They chatted about their respective careers until they got their menus. After ordering, Sergeant Princeton retrieved a large purse from the floor next to her chair. Placing it on her lap, she pulled a small stack of papers from it and said, "Here's a copy of the initial report, and witness statements. You'll see there isn't much. No one got a good look the driver, or could say how many people were in the car. It happened so suddenly, and the car was gone so fast." 

"We believe the suspect, or suspects most likely stole the car and were out joyriding. Witnesses varied on their statements, but most thought there was more than one person in the car. According to them, the car was speeding and veered into the bike lane where your uncle was jogging, striking him from behind. There were no skid-marks, or other evidence the driver tried to swerve or brake before the collision. After hitting the judge, the car accelerated, swerved back into the traffic lane, and sped off."

"I understand there is no description of the driver, or occupants?"

"That's right, Inspector. We don't know how many people were in the car, or if they were male or female. One witness said there were two, another said three. Problem is, it happened so fast, no one got a good look."

Their server arrived, and they ordered their meals. Once he left, Louie said, "The car was found torched outside the city limits."

"I know."

"Who told you it had been found?"

"I got a call from my cousin, Steve, yesterday."

"Really. What else did he tell you?"

"Just the basics of the accident, and the lack of evidence and credible witnesses. Were you able to identify the owner?"

"Yes, through the VIN. It'd been reported stolen the day before the accident."

Vince knew the owner's details, and where it had been stolen, and wondered why Louie withheld that info. He surmised it was because he was a cop, and she didn't want him snooping around on his own, interfering with her investigation.

Louie continued, "There is one thing bothering me, though."

"What's that?"

"There were no skid marks. It was a clear, sunny day, with good visibility and light traffic on the street."

"So?" Vince asked.

"So, I found it odd the driver didn't see your uncle, and try to brake or swerve, before hitting him."

"Maybe he, or she, was distracted."

"Possibly, but one of the witnesses said the car swerved into the bike lane, not drifted. If the driver was distracted, they would have drifted. The witness made it clear the car swerved."

"Almost like they aimed for him?"

"I don't have enough evidence to say that--yet." 

"Evidence be damned, Louie, what's your gut feeling?" Vince asked.

Louie didn't answer for a bit, then said, "Between you and me, and I mean just you and me," she repeated, "I think it was deliberate. Your uncle was murdered."

Vince didn't reply, causing Louie to ask, "I take it you feel the same?"

"Yes, I do. After what you've told me, I believe it was intentional."

"OK. I've got to say this, Vince. I better not see this in the papers, or on the news. You are the only one I've told my suspicions to."

"No worries, Louie. I won't tell anyone, even the family."

Louie sat back in her chair, and stared at Vince for ten seconds. "I believe you, Vince. You have a good reputation with your department. You're honest, hard-working, and smart. I'm impressed."

Vince grinned at her, and said, "Been checking up on me, have you?"

"Nothing personal, but I had to know what kind of guy you are. My meeting you here depended on that check."

"You talked to Lieutenant Simons?"

"Yeah. He said I could trust you."

 "Nice to know. What are your next steps in the investigation?"

"Since we can't get any evidence from the car, it comes down to witnesses."

"You said they gave conflicting statements, right?"

"Yes, but there were more people there than came forward, and some of them had to see what happened. We'll be contacting our witnesses and talking with them again. Maybe they will remember something of importance, or provide a name of someone who may have seen something, and hasn't come forth yet."

"A daunting task, to say the least."

"Yep. It means we're back to basics--pounding the pavement."

"I'd like to see where it happened. That OK with you?"

"Sure. Since we've completed the evidence work, it's not secured anymore. You need directions?"

"No. I'll take Steve with me."

"OK. If you find anything, or have any ideas, let me know."

"I will. Please don't think I'm trying to horn in on your investigation. I want to look the area over."

"No worries."

Their server arrived with their food. While they ate, they told each other of their lives, and compared notes on their jobs--how they came to be cops, what they liked about it, their most challenging cases. Vince told Louie about his time as an MP in Vietnam, and how he decided to give civilian law enforcement a try, once his time in the army was up. "I went through the MP school at Fort Gordon, in '67. We got passes to go to Augusta, and must have taken the wrong bus, as it dropped us off in the sleazy part of town. After a few hours, we left, having re-named it Disgusta."

Louie, in turn, explained she became interested in becoming a cop when she was the victim of a mugging while in college. She became friends with the campus detective during his investigation, and followed it closely. She was intrigued by its complexity, and how the suspect was identified and arrested. In particular, she got a sense of accomplishment when her trial testimony resulted in a conviction. She applied for a civilian community service officer position with the sheriff's department, was hired, and six months later took the police officer test. The rest was history. She had been married, no kids, and after six years, divorced.

After lunch, they said their goodbyes and went their separate ways, promising to stay in touch. Vince felt he had made a lasting friend.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

Vince called Steve from the lobby and asked if he would show him where the accident had occurred. Steve had been there the day before, and didn't want to go back--it was too difficult to be where his father had been killed--but agreed to go with him.

"Thanks, Steve. I can pick you up in a few minutes, if you're free."

It was a short ride, no more than seven or eight minutes. Steve told Vince to park in the Dunkin' Donuts lot, and they would walk the short distance from there.

Standing on the sidewalk, Vince saw where his uncle had been hit. There was nothing to show a fatal hit and run had occurred. He looked both ways, and saw an ordinary street, traffic flowing smoothly at the thirty-mile-an-hour speed limit, and pedestrians walking on the sidewalk.

"You told Maggie it happened in the morning. What time was it?"

"About 7:45, why?"

"I'd like to come back here tomorrow morning and see what the traffic's like, and how many people are walking around. Want to come with me?"

"Can't. Gonna be too busy with the funeral and the reception. If you go, don't forget the funeral starts at eleven."

"OK. Maggie and I will be there. We'll see you tonight, at the house."
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The next morning, Vince was at the accident site by 7:30, standing next to the sidewalk, watching the traffic. Vehicle traffic was light, and foot traffic was moderate. Vince thought pedestrians would increase the closer it got to 8:00, as he was two blocks from a large commercial area of several office buildings, cafes, restaurants, various shops, and a half a block from a parking garage. As people approached him, he asked if they had witnessed the accident last week. Most either ignored him, shook their heads no, or said they didn't. A few stopped to talk, saying they heard it on the news, and asked if he was family. When Vince said the victim was his uncle, they expressed their condolences to him, and then went on their way.

Vince remained there for another half hour, without finding any new witnesses. He was about to give up when a woman who had stopped to talk earlier approached.

"Excuse me, Sir, can I talk with you?"

"I remember you. Yes, please."

"I feel bad I told you I didn't see the accident. I'm sorry, but I didn't want to get involved."

"What changed your mind?" Vince asked.

"When I found out he was your uncle. I couldn't stop thinking how bad you must feel, and how frustrating it had to be."

"Well, thank you. I'm glad you came back. There's a coffeehouse over there," Vince said, pointing to a strip mall behind her. "Let me buy you a cup of coffee, and we can talk."

She smiled at him, and said, "OK. I'm Sharon, by the way."

"Nice to meet you, Sharon. My name's Vince."

Sharon looked to be in her mid-forties, with blond hair. She was attractive, and was dressed in a tan business suit. She was not heavy--pleasingly plump was how he thought of her--and had a nice smile. Her makeup was tasteful, not overdone. 

They crossed the street, and Sharon went inside to buy their coffees. Vince found a table outside the shop, and Sharon soon joined him with their drinks.

"OK," she started. "I was walking to work when the accident happened. It wasn't more than fifty feet in front of me."

"Did you see the car?"

"Yeah. I understand it was found all burned up a day or two later."

"That's right. What about the driver, and was he, or she, alone in the car?"

"Yes, he was the only one in it."

"Did you get a good look at him?"

"No, but I'm pretty certain it was a man. He was white and had dark, wavy hair. I got the impression he was thirty to forty years old."

"What was he wearing?"

"I don't know. After hitting your uncle, he stepped on the gas and took off very fast."

"OK. Did you see anything else that seemed odd, or out of place?"

"There was one thing. It seemed a bit unusual. Three guys in business suits, were standing on the sidewalk, blocking it. I think that's why your uncle moved off the sidewalk into the bike lane."

"Why did it seem unusual?" Vince asked, taking a sip from his cup.

"Well, I saw them for maybe thirty seconds before your uncle passed me, and they were standing there, not talking. They kept looking in my direction, and before your uncle ran by, they spread out so they were blocking the whole sidewalk."

"Hmm. That is odd." Vince's mind was churning. Could Uncle Anthony have been set up? "Did you see where they went after the accident?"

"No, I didn't. They must have left right after the collision."

Vince took a business card from his pocket and wrote his cell number on the back. He added Sergeant Princeton's number below his. "Here's my business card. My cell is on the back, as is the lead investigator's from APD, Sergeant Princeton. Would you call her in an hour or so?"

"Will I be in trouble for not coming forward sooner?"

"Don't worry, I'll square it with her. I'll call her and let her know she will be hearing from you today. If she asks why you didn't come forward, tell her the truth. Tell her you heard my cousin and I talking about the accident yesterday as you walked by, and when you saw me today, decided to stop and contact me. I'm sure you'll be all right."

"OK, I'll call her."

"Thank you, Sharon. I appreciate you coming forward, and you've been a big help."

Vince got her cell number before leaving. He called Louie while driving back to the hotel and told her to expect Sharon's call and gave her a summarized version of what Sharon told him. He offered his help with the investigation, and asked her to call him any time.

Vince believed there was enough information to change his uncle's death from an accident, to a murder investigation. He decided not to say anything to Steve, or the rest of the family, until Louie could say for sure it was a homicide.
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Over two hundred people attended Anthony Torelli's service at Saint Mary's. The mayor, chief of police, city council members, a dozen high-ranking police officers, twenty-five APD officers, the D.A., and ten of his fellow magistrates, were there. The Lieutenant Governor was there, as well as various other politicians. Thirty-five family members sat in the front three rows.

The bishop said mass, and presided over the communion. The priest, a close friend of the family, gave the eulogy, and after the ceremony, during the open mic, numerous people spoke about Anthony, how they knew him, and the effect he had on their lives. After the burial at the cemetery, everyone was invited to a reception at Anthony's house. The day was warm, with clear skies. Dozens of tables and chairs were set up in the large back yard, as well as in the house. The catered food was set up on several long tables on the patio along the rear wall of the house. There were two well-stocked bars, one outside, and one inside. 
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One guest spent time on his cell phone, walking around the house and grounds, describing the event, and who was there. It
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