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  Chapter one

Dan Case squinted through the viewfinder of his camera, focusing on the cheerleaders clustering around somebody costumed as the high school’s bear mascot. The sun bore down on them, casting long shadows across the glossy green football field. “Alright, girls, move in tight! You’re looking great! Cozy up to the bear!” the seventeen-year-old called out, trying to hide his shyness behind an air of professionalism. 
“Hey Dan, how many more pictures do you need?” The muffled voice of his brother Paul wheezed from beneath the bear’s grinning face.
“Do not rush the official photographer of the 1948 Farmingford High School Bruin yearbook.” Dan fiddled with his camera’s exposure control.
The bear groaned. “I think I’m starting to cook in here.”
“Where’s your school spirit, my dear brother?” Dan held the camera up to his eye again.
“It melted.”
“Quiet. Bears don’t talk.”
“This one does.”
“Shut up.” Dan made his last adjustments. “Almost done. We’ll be finished after I grab a few more angles.” He grinned and winked at the cheerleaders. “Maybe twelve or so more shots will do it.”
“Oh, at least that many!” Donna flipped her auburn hair and smiled. “I want to make sure the camera gets my better side. Right, everyone? We need to look our best!”
All the cheerleaders agreed.
“I think it should be two dozen,” Betty said. “I mean, if that is what our official photographer needs.”
The bear growled and reached toward Dan with its paws.
“Perfect! That’s perfect! Don’t move!” Dan shouted. “Girls, move closer to the school mascot! I wish our football team was half as fierce!” Laughing, the girls grouped around the bear.
Dan kept calling out directions, asking one cheerleader to tilt her head one way, and another to face the camera a little more or move an arm slightly. He wanted to make sure the composition of the photo was exactly as he wanted it while he clicked off several additional shots. He finally lowered his camera with a satisfied smile. “Wonderful job, everybody. Thanks for your patience, especially to Mr. Bruin.”
The bear took off his head, revealing Paul, Dan’s identical twin. Both stood six feet tall, with brown hair and eyes. Paul’s glasses and left-handedness were the way most people told them apart.
“Betty, help me out of this, will you please?” Paul thrust a finger at Dan. “Next time, my dear brother, I’m making you wear this rug while I take all the pretty pictures.”
“Ha! You wouldn’t know which end of the camera to look through. I’ll keep taking the photos.” Dan posed as if a statue and said in a lofty tone. “Besides, remember, sir, I am an artiste.”
Paul rolled his eyes and groaned.
Betty passed her pom-poms to another girl and smiled at Paul. She took the head from him. “I kind of like you as a bear.”
Dan put away his equipment and stood up. “You should meet him in the morning, then.” Making a show of it, he bellowed, “I need coffee now!”
Betty chuckled as Paul stepped out of the mascot costume, dressed in jeans and by now a moist tee shirt. Handing the bear head to Donna, she gathered the rest of the costume. “Donna and I will come by tomorrow at five o’clock to pick you guys up. That’ll give us time to eat before the movie. Sound like a plan?”
“Sounds like a plan.” Paul gave Betty a quick kiss.
Donna performed a finger-twiddling wave to Dan. “See you then, handsome!”
Dan responded with a goofy, wide-eyed grin. Even after dating for a few months, he couldn’t believe that the girl he considered the most beautiful in their small school liked him.
As the cheerleaders strolled away, chatting and laughing, Paul approached his brother. Dan picked up his camera bag and the two of them headed toward their army-surplus jeep parked next to the field.
Dan shot Paul a quick glance. “What’s that smirk about?”
“You always blush when Donna calls you ‘handsome’.” Paul pinched one of Dan’s cheeks and cooed. “It is soooo cute.”
“Ah, get away with you.” Dan swatted away his brother’s hand. “You’re jealous that Betty doesn’t call you that. The nicest thing she ever says about you is ‘Neanderthal’.”
“That was so funny I forgot to laugh. Hardy har har.”
“I’m surprised you understand what the word means,” Dan said. “Are you still going to the YMCA?”
“Yeah. I need to practice walking upright without dragging my knuckles on the ground,” Paul said dryly. “I’d also like to spar. At least get in a workout.”
“What time should I tell Mom you’ll be back?”
Paul checked his watch. “It’s a quarter to four now, so around six… six-thirty.”
“Try for six. I’m making chicken and rice for dinner tonight.” Dan said as the two reached their jeep.
“I’ll grab a burger on the way back.” Paul took off the wet tee shirt and then rummaged through his gym bag.
“You don’t know what you’re missing, buddy.”
“I do. That’s why I’m grabbing a burger.” Paul pulled another tee shirt out of the bag and slipped it on.
“Hey!” Dan protested. “Mom likes my chicken and rice!”
“She’s being polite.” Paul stuffed the dirty tee shirt into the gym bag and zipped it closed. “Hey, I hold up my end of our bargain to help her out now that she has been promoted to the lofty heights of management. How about that spaghetti I dished out on Tuesday night?”
“Came out of a can,” Dan snorted.
“Yeah, but I opened it.” Paul tapped himself on his chest.
“After I showed you how to use the opener.”
“Funny guy.” Paul gave Dan a light slap on the head.
“Do you want me to count to ten for you?” Dan said.
Paul looked puzzled. “Why should I want you to do that?”
“So you’ll recognize it when you’re sprawled flat on your back in the middle of the ring,” Dan said with a sweet smile.
“Your faith in my skills is truly touching. How about a little demonstration?” Paul started throwing punches in his brother’s direction.
Dan hopped backward, away from Paul. He began talking like a fight announcer as Paul pursued Dan, punching and jabbing. “And there’s a left! And a right! And another left! Oh, Case is taking a terrible beating! It’s amazing he’s still on his feet!”
Paul slowly backed his twin against the open passenger side door.
“Ding! There’s the bell ending the round, ladies and gentlemen! Back to your corner!” Dan scooped Paul’s shirt off the seat and flung it at his twin.
Paul snatched the garment in midair and slipped it on, leaving it unbuttoned. He grinned. “You are so lucky the clock ran out, my dear brother.” He climbed into the jeep and started the engine. “See ya later.”
Dan gave a wave and began walking back to their home.
Paul shifted into first gear, pulled away, and turned onto Farmingford’s main street, which did double duty as part of a state highway. He drove past the small town’s businesses—the post office with its distinctive mailbox, the daycare center colorful with children’s murals adorning the walls, and the library branch that waved the flag beside it. The church was a picture postcard sight as well, its white steeple standing tall against the pale-blue sky, nestled between what was rather grandly referred to as the “civic center” and an old oak tree. The town hall, a brick building, reached for the heavens with its tall pillars and a clock ticking every second.
The highway snaked its way out of Farmingford through the hillside woods, toward Belmont, the “big city” that had just passed its one-hundred-thousand population mark. The forests crowding the pavement were so dense with oaks and maples that they appeared almost impenetrable. As he drove on, there were small family farms spread between these trees; many of them tended by descendants of nineteenth-century settlers, tilling the soil for corn and hay while raising dairy cows, pigs, chickens, and sheep.
Not quite an hour later, he parked in front of the Belmont YMCA. Grabbing his gym bag, Paul jogged inside the building’s locker room. He changed into his boxing shoes, trunks, and tee shirt, then slipped his glasses and watch into the locker and slammed the door shut. It reverberated against the white tile walls. After he grabbed his gloves and wrapping tape, he entered the gymnasium.
The pungent odor of sweat, combined with the distinct aroma of leather, filled his nostrils. The clang of metal coming from the small weight room echoed through the air, competing with the dull thuds of basketballs bouncing on the hardwood floor.
A corner of the large room was used by the boxing program. Only one other boxer, a tall teenager with a lean build and an unruly mass of blonde hair, stood by the ring, shadowboxing.
“Hiya, Paul!” Bud, who in his younger years had been a Golden Gloves champion and now coached boxers, gave Paul a hearty backslap as he came up. Paul returned the greeting. Bud cocked his head toward the other teen. “Fancy a few rounds with the new kid? I think he’s got some skill.”
Paul watched the other kid. It was clear he had been trained. “Yeah. I was hoping to spar some.”
Bud said, “Sit tight. I’ll check to see if he’s interested.”
Paul nodded in agreement and began some stretching. Bud went to speak with the boxer who had been sizing up Paul as well.
“Paul!” Bud waved him over.
“I’ll be over!” Paul said. “Let me wrap up!”
He walked to the ring as he wrapped his hands. “Hey, I’m Paul.”
“Jake,” the other teen said.
“Nice to meet you.” Paul gripped Jake’s hand. He had a firm handshake. “Are you new around here? I don’t remember seeing you before.”
“Yeah, just moved here from Urbana.” Jake’s sharp features and his watchful yet wary eyes reminded Paul of a wolf.
“Belmont isn’t the same as the big city!” Paul laughed. “Do you go to Belmont High?”
Jake shook his head. “McKinley.”
“Glad to hear that! I go to Farmingford High, and Belmont is our arch-rival!” Jake didn’t add anything or seem to care, so Paul tried to continue the conversation while he finished wrapping his hands. “What does your father do?”
“Ah, my old man walked out on Ma and me years ago,” Jake said.
“Oh, sorry.” Paul hurriedly put on his gloves, grateful for the distraction to hide his awkwardness. The twin’s strong bond with their father sometimes made them forget everybody didn’t have the same.
“That’s okay,” Jake dismissed. “The rummy wasn’t much, even when he was sober.”
“My Dad was killed in the war. On D-Day.” Even though it was three years ago, Paul’s voice caught in his throat.
“That’s rough.”
“Yeah, it is.” Paul looked away as his eyes stung. He still missed his father.
“Let’s start then, ready boys?” Bud helped Paul tie his gloves. “Three rounds. Keep it easy. I want to see how Jake handles himself.”
Paul and Jake stepped into the boxing ring, ducking through the thick, coiled ropes. After they took their respective corners, Bud rang the bell.
The boxers approached each other and tapped their gloves. Paul began to circle his opponent, light on his feet and eyes constantly shifting. Jake stood tall with his arms raised in a defensive stance. Paul feinted for a jab, trying to catch Jake off guard. With lightning reflexes, Jake dodged the punch and countered with a strong right hook, colliding with Paul’s jaw and seemingly ringing through the gym like thunder. Despite taking the hit, Paul remained composed and unfazed.
“Good shot,” Paul complimented.
“Thanks,” Jake said, maintaining his focus. “You’re not too bad yourself.”
“Pay attention to your footwork and maintain your balance, Jake!” Bud gripped the ropes and leaned on them. “Paul, keep a lookout out for those hooks. Pull your elbows in to protect your body!”
Paul unleashed a flurry of punches, each one with increasing force and determination. Jake ducked and weaved expertly, matching every blow with a punch of his own.
“Paul, breathe, relax, and conserve your energy between exchanges!” Bud coached. “Plan your strategy!”
Round after round they battled, neither fighter willing to give in. The sound of fists pounding on flesh and shuffling feet filled the ring, punctuated by strained grunts with powerful strikes. By the time the third round ended, their breathing had become ragged. Sweat glistened on their faces and soaked their tee-shirts.
“Alright, that’s enough!” Bud rang the final bell. “Excellent workout, both of you.”
“You’ve got some solid skills in there, man,” Paul panted, touching gloves with Jake. “You took some heavy shots and kept going.”
“Thanks. Your strategy was on the money… you caught me off guard a few times,” Jake said.
“And you’ve got a strong gut punch.” Paul patted his stomach.
Jake grinned. “It’s my specialty.”
Paul glanced at a small group of men and boys who gathered to watch the match. He chuckled as he nodded toward them. “The fans got a show tonight. I wonder if any of them placed bets.”
Jake leaned into Paul. “Want to go another couple of rounds to give them their money’s worth?”
Paul checked the wall clock, then shook his head. “Sorry, can’t. Mom is going to expect me home soon.”
“My Ma doesn’t care when I get back,” Jake boasted, although Paul thought he detected a note of sadness.
“Well, I’m going to catch a shower,” Paul said. “Looking forward to our next session.”
“Definitely!” Jake said. “Be seeing ya.”
“See ya around. Night, Bud! Thanks!”
Paul left the ring, heading for the bench. He peeled off his sweat-soaked gloves. The sticky feeling of perspiration clung to his skin, and he couldn’t wait to wash it away. He was already anticipating the relief of hot, steamy water.
When he reached the locker room, it was noisy with loud conversations and the sound of showers running. He stepped into a stall and gratefully let the steaming water flow over him, washing away all traces of fatigue. After drying himself off with a coarse towel, he changed into his clothes and went outside.
The early October night was still comfortably warm and balmy, with a slight chill hinting at the cooler months ahead. The luminous full moon shimmered brightly in the cloudless night sky, casting its dull silver light onto each car in the crowded parking lot, draining all the color from the world.
As he walked out of the building, Paul noticed two men leaning against the building in the shadows. They appeared to be in their forties and kept their eyes trained on him. The strangers were dressed head to toe in black suits and exuded an aura of dark foreboding, making Paul uneasy.
“Hey, kid,” one of them said, pushing away from the wall and stepping into Paul’s path, forcing him to stop. “We saw you fight in there. You handled yourself good.”
“Uh, thanks,” Paul answered cautiously, trying to gauge the intentions of the strangers. “Excuse me, do I know you?”
“I’m Ricco,” the first man said, offering his hand for Paul to shake. “And this is my friend Vinnie.”
Paul shook Ricco’s hand briefly before turning to Vinnie and doing the same. His mind raced with possible reasons they wanted to see him, but each scenario seemed equally far-fetched.
“We want to talk with you a bit.” Ricco jerked his head toward the parked cars. “You were heading for your car, weren’t you? We’ll walk along.”
Paul hesitated for a moment, then nodded. He was ready to defend himself from the two men if he had to, feeling confident in his boxing skills. Still, there was a doubt lingering in his mind about whether he would be able to take them on both at once. The group started for the lot.
“Listen,” Ricco scanned the area to make sure he wasn’t overheard, his voice hushed and secretive, “like I said, we witnessed your power in the ring, and we believe—”
Paul interrupted him. “If you’re managers or something, trying to sign guys up to box for you, I’m not—”
“Nah, nothing like that at all,” Ricco said, a little too jovially. “We’re not in the fight game. That’s mostly crooked. We were wondering if you’d like to pick up some easy dough.”
“Easy dough?”
“Yeah, yeah, you got it. That’s the ticket. So simple you won’t know you’re doing it,” Ricco said. “We thought you’d be perfect for a little… side job.”
“Side job?” Paul’s brow furrowed with confusion.
“Let me ask you something, pal. What do you do now for a little folding money? Anything?” Ricco asked.
“I do yardwork.”
Vinnie dismissed Paul’s answer with a contemptuous wave of his hand. “Bah, mowing lawns! What type of job is that for a guy who punches like you do? We’re new in town, and we work for someone who could use a man like you, with your talent. You know, to help keep the customers in order. You know.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Do I have to draw you a picture?” Ricco said in exasperation. “The boss would like somebody to help him out when he runs into trouble… you know, explain things to people. If they don’t seem to be able to understand… or are behind on their payments. You know, be an enforcer.”
“An enforcer,” Paul echoed, his pulse quickening as the implications of their offer sank in. This was a gang, and they wanted him to join them.
“On the button,” Ricco nodded, as though he read Paul’s thoughts. “You’d be paid well, plus you’d have our protection. Think about it. Pays a lot better than pushing a mower.”
Paul thought of the recent revelation about his father’s past, how he had once been in a gang and how he got out; that made Paul admire his dad even more. He was determined to avoid his father’s path of trouble, refusing to even start on that road.
“Thanks for the offer,” he answered firmly and with a hint of sarcasm, trying to mask his unease with firmness, “but I’m not interested. You need to find yourself another boy.”
“Really?” Vinnie raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “You sure about that? Easy money. Beats cutting grass.”
“Positive,” Paul met Vinnie’s gaze without flinching. “I’ve got my own path to follow.”
Ricco and Vinnie exchanged glances before shrugging nonchalantly. “Alright, kid,” Ricco said. “We may drop around again. Just remember, the door’s always open if you change your mind.”
“I won’t,” Paul said.
The two men walked away, their black clothes melding into the night. Paul watched him until they disappeared into the darkness.
“Guess I’ll just stick to boxing and mowing lawns,” Paul muttered to himself. He headed toward the jeep. He felt he needed another shower to wash away the remnants of the encounter.






  
  Chapter two

Dan glanced at Paul, one eyebrow raised. “Ricco and Vinnie? You got to be kidding.” 
Paul lay stretched out on his brother’s bed, fingers linked behind his head, already dressed for their date with Betty and Donna. He waited for Dan to change out of the outfit he wore for his job as a soda jerk at Allen’s Drugstore. They both had worked all day, so they hadn’t had a chance to talk with each other until now.
“Well, that’s what they said, but they may not be their real handles.” Paul gave a shrug.
“They sound like they came out of the ‘Children’s Garden of Gangster Names’,” Dan untied and removed his bright red apron. Hanging it up, he took off his long-sleeved white shirt. He grabbed a hanger from the closet. “You said they offered you a job as a what? An enforcer?”
Paul nodded.
Dan aimed the hanger like a gun and imitated a movie hood. “Hey, bub, yous bedder pays up, or it’s curtains for ya!” Hanging up the white shirt, he rummaged through his clothes, and took out a plaid one. He put it on while he shook his head. “Nah, you’d never amount to anything in that line of work. Your grammar is too correct.”
Their mother’s voice came from the living room. “Boys! Betty and Donna are pulling up!”
“Be right there, Mom!” Paul jumped off the bed and stopped Dan with a warning hand against his chest, wagging his index finger at his brother. “Don’t tell the girls about this.”
Dan spread his hands. “Why not?” He gave a growl, elbowed his twin in the side, and winked. “Come on, Betty may like it. Her boyfriend is a dangerous, rough, tough guy! Like from the pictures.”
Paul grabbed his brother by the shirtfront and pulled him close. Playing the mobster role, he snarled, “Nah, you’re wrong, pal, see? She likes me because I’m all gentle and sweet, see? I’m like a little furry kitten, see? A pussycat, see?”
“Boys! Don’t keep your dates waiting!” their mother ordered.
“Coming!” The brothers responded as one and scurried out of the bedroom, Dan nabbing his camera as they left.
“Do you have to take that thing everywhere?” Paul said, as the two hurried down the hall.
“I want to ask Betty a favor.” Dan slung the camera strap around his neck.
After a rushed “good night have fun thanks” exchange with their mother, the twins stepped outside. Paul slowed to an assured walk, which Dan copied, as they headed for Betty, sitting at the wheel of her family’s convertible.
The girls didn’t mind riding in the twin’s jeep when they went swimming or playing miniature golf, but they drew the line when they all went out for “fancy dates”: dinner and a movie. Then it was the droptop or nothing.
Dan climbed into the back with Donna, while Paul slid into the passenger side. As Betty drove toward Belmont, the group soon was talking, laughing, and singing along with the radio. Just as they reached the outskirts of the small city, Dan leaned over the front seat.
“When we reach town, Betty, could you turn on Brentwood, please?” Dan asked.
“Where the warehouses are?” Betty said over her shoulder.
“Yeah. I want to take a few shots for that streetscape painting I want to do,” Dan explained. “Besides, I need to finish up this roll so I can develop it.” He nodded toward his twin. “It’s got some great shots of a grouchy bear on it.”
Paul growled, “A detour for pictures? We’re going to be late for the movie.”
“Don’t pay any attention to him. He gets upset if he misses the cartoon. Come on, Betty, it’ll just take a minute,” Dan urged.
Paul addressed the girls. “See? See the things I live with having an artist as a brother?” He pretended to be Dan. “Oh, look at that light! Oh, look at the colors! Wait, let me do a quick sketch!” Paul lifted his hands in resignation. “What’s a guy going to do?”
“Quiet, or I’ll hide your Roy Rogers coloring book,” Dan retorted.
“All right, we’ll go, we have the time,” Betty laughed, “but you owe us all popcorn.”
“The huge tub,” Paul added.
“Soaking with what they pretend is butter,” Donna put in.
“Deal, deal, and deal.” Dan flopped into the back seat next to Donna.
Betty turned on Brentwood and parked the car on the street near an alley between two warehouses. The buildings were in a variety of shapes, sizes, and colors. They appeared stacked in every possible physical way, with alleyways barely wide enough for two cars to pass through.
The four climbed out of the convertible. Dan led the way through the crisp evening air to the alley entrance.
“Alright, this is perfect!” Dan said. “It’s the golden hour! When the sun is down, but not yet set, you know. Wow, look—”
“At the light!” the other three chorused.
Dan turned to them and gave them a haughty glare. “Uncultured rabble,” he sniffed. Raising his camera, he began to focus on the grimy brick walls and stacks of crates sitting on loading docks, bathed in the soft, warm light. “Oh, wow, this is perfect! It’ll make a wonderful study.” He clicked off a shot.
“Can we go now, Rembrandt?” Paul impatiently tapped his foot.
“Almost.” Dan shifted right, looking for a better angle. At that moment, a faint sound of distress seemed to float through the air.
“Did you guys hear that?” Donna asked.
Betty nodded. “Sounded like someone yelling… maybe for help.”
The group was completely alone in the street and the alley. They scanned their surroundings, searching for the source of the desperate call that they had heard.
The odd cry repeated, seemingly coming from directly underneath their feet.
Dan pulled his eye away from the viewfinder, but kept his camera held in his hands in front of him. “It must have come out of one of the buildings.”
The foursome stood outside a building with the sign reading “Davis Farm Supply Company” painted on it, just a few paces away from an iron ventilating grating set in the pavement.
“Did it come out of that grill?” Paul pointed.
The heavy wooden door of the farm supply store creaked open, and a man wearing a black suit with his hat tugged down over his eyes hustled out. He tugged up his coat collar as he threw glances over his shoulder, a mysterious bundle pressed close against his chest. Turning to sprint down the alley, he noticed the group standing in front of him. Abruptly he stopped, hesitated briefly, then swiftly turned and fled.
“He’s up to no good.” Paul’s voice was low and determined. “I’m going after that guy.” Without waiting a moment longer, he took off in pursuit.
As Paul rushed around the corner of the warehouse, he locked onto his target’s fleeing silhouette and his heart began to pound. With each step, his adrenaline surged, pushing him faster as he closed the gap between the two of them. He reached out his fingers, ready to grasp the man’s collar, when something slammed into him from the side like a raging bull, knocking every ounce of air out of him.
Paul grunted as he impacted the wall. His assailant clung to his back like a leech, an arm locked around Paul’s neck while his other arm was painfully bent behind him. Pounding footsteps approached from the alleyway and another pair of hands grasped at his legs, pinning him against the bricks.
Paul attempted to break free of the grip, but his opponents were too strong. With a quick heave, they tossed him in the air and pitched him into a dumpster. He landed face-first in the slippery slop of rotten vegetables, banana peels and yesterday’s Blue Plate Specials that filled the bottom.
He swore loudly as he sloshed his way upright in the dumpster’s load of broken eggshells, slimy lettuce, and sour milk. Pulling himself up, he hooked one leg over the metal rim and scrambled out of the smelly bin. The two figures he was chasing had already reached the end of the building, but he caught a glimpse of a tall, lanky figure with what seemed to be wild hair before they vanished around the corner.
Paul chased after them but then stopped when he heard a car speed away. He cursed as he brushed off bits of trash from his clothes.

      ***“Paul, wait!” Too late. His twin was gone, swallowed up by the shadows. Dan grumbled with a wave of one hand, “There he goes again, charging like the Seventh Cavalry.”
“Uh, guys…” Donna sniffed the air cautiously, “is it just me, or does anyone else smell something burning?”
They all fell silent, each one catching the faint whiff of smoke. Their eyes met, and at that moment, they knew something was definitely wrong.
The side door of the warehouse remained slightly ajar. Dan rushed over and pushed it farther open with the toe of his shoe. He glanced back at the girls and shrugged, then stepped inside the dark vestibule, followed by Betty and Donna.
“That’s smoke all right, Donna!” Dan tried to keep his voice steady despite his nerves. “Call the police! Call the fire department! Call somebody! Call everybody!” He handed his camera to Donna. “I’m going to check if there’s anybody down here.”
“Dan, be careful!” Donna cried.
“Please, Dan!” Betty tugged on Donna’s arm. “We’ll be back as fast as we can!”
Donna and Betty ran outside, their feet pounding against the pavement. Dan clattered down a set of creaky wooden steps and into the dark basement, his fingers fumbling along the wall until they found a switch. A flood of blinding light filled the room, revealing dense black smoke billowing out from an adjoining doorway. The sound of crackling flames could faintly be heard from the next room.
He cupped his hands by the sides of his mouth. “Hello! Is anybody in here?”
A muffled answer came through the open door.
Dan spotted a fire hose nestled on a metal reel hanging on a wall. He rushed to it, pulled off a portion, and dropped it to
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