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Dedication

 


To Dick and Patti Meredith, who
have encouraged and informed more than they will ever know.







Seven months before...

 


It came from Sam's left. Like a silver flash,
sort of, and the second man crumpled down onto the cop. The gun
spun out of his hand and fell onto the cop's chest. Sam felt
something like wind on his bloody left ear and a sudden jolt behind
him. The arm around his neck loosened and he gulped for air. He
couldn't hold himself up. There was no power in his upper body and
Sam went backward onto something soft. He looked up at the
streetlight above him and saw Eileen. She was standing right next
to him, and to his right could see she had one of her soft leather
cowgirl boots on the neck of the big man and Ken's aluminum bat in
her hand.

That's funny, Sam said to
himself, I thought I put that
back in the house.







One month before…

 


Late in the afternoon, Eileen took Dutch with
her and loaded him into her SUV for the ride from Porter up to
Sam's. She backed out and turned to go to the state road that ran
north over the mountain. As she passed, the big man in the
passenger seat of the black Suburban parked on a side street turned
to the driver and said in Russian, "There goes the woman. Should we
visit with her now?"

The driver flipped a black cigarette out of
the open window and replied, "No, wait until she is with the cop.
We will visit them both."


Chapter One

 


Recovery from his gunshot wound took longer
than he imagined it would. Sam Deland did not want to be fussed
over. He was fiercely independent and had too much responsibility
waiting for him to set the course back at home. This slow march to
wellness was wearing on his patience. Christie O'Shea wasn't
wearing her Sig .45 or her handcuffs, but as the pretty detective
in the skimpiest swimsuit Sam had ever seen slipped in beside him,
the warm bubbles of the hot tub seemed a whole lot less
aggravating.

Corporal Sam Deland, boss of a squad of
Pennsylvania state troopers who were back up north wrapping up
three murder investigations and the shooting of one of his
troopers, was lounging twelve hundred miles away in a candle lit
hot tub with this beautiful Sarasota, Florida sheriff's detective
nursing him back to health. He was torn, to say the least.

"Hi," Sam said and took the glass of wine she
handed him and sipped a bit of it. He wasn't a wine type of guy,
but he had not told her that. He hadn't really told her much of
anything.

"How are you feeling?" she asked as she eased
the water up over her bare shoulders and under her neck.

Like shit, he thought. But he
said, "Okay, I walked around the block today. Had to stop in the
shade but I made it. It's like a sauna out there."

"It gets worse as the summer goes on. It
won't let up until into October. Did you hear from Ozzie today?"
she moved closer to him and rested her free hand on his thigh.

Oh, boy. Getting shot by the thug that
kidnapped and terrorized Sam's eighteen year old son and his son's
girlfriend had cost him a spleen and a lot of blood, but it had not
dampened his manhood abilities at all. He felt the surge the touch
of her hand caused and tried to relax. It was not working. Manhood
was winning.

"No, Calvin called. Trial is on the docket
but the bad guy may go for a plea deal to avoid the death penalty.
Not that Pennsy would ever carry it out."

The bad guy killed three and shot two more
that lived, including Johnny Bonner, one of Sam's troopers. Ozzie
and Calvin were the other two troopers in his squad. Sam needed to
get back to the Straus Valley barracks and work, but not tonight.
She slid her hand farther up and put her wine glass on the flat
edge of the hot tub, leaning into him and moving her bare leg up
and over his.

 


~ * ~

 


Georgi Pavluch sat with his jaw clenched and
his large frame perched on a hard metal chair listening to the most
dangerous man he knew talk about him like he wasn't there to
listen. The Boss was speaking to a man who made anything The Boss
wanted done, happen. The conversation was in Russian with a lot of
American words thrown in. Everyone in the small smoky room spoke
several languages, and all of them spoke both Russian and
American.

"Fuggin' idiots. I should get my insides
twisted into knots over the childish crap of fuggin' idiots," The
Boss used the American slang for fornication. He liked the way it
sounded coming out of his gravel lined throat. "I want this ended.
Do I have to find someone else to do that for me?" The Boss made
just the slightest move of his head to cast the corner of his eye
toward the spot where Georgi was sitting.

The Boss had made himself feared and
respected. Mostly feared. A short stocky man, he did not appear
physically threatening. It was his eyes. Black and a mile deep. And
his hands. Hands that knew how to move a knife or an ice pick in
just the right way. The Boss had never killed anyone with a gun,
hated them. Now, as he aged, The Boss used others to do the work.
All he needed was to utter a word or two and someone would die or
disappear.

"I got a charity gala to attend," The Boss
sighed, looking at his Rolex, "Fuggers got us for twenty five
thousand and now want me to sit and smile and eat cold, soggy
fish." He looked back up at the man standing next to his small
desk, "End this."

 


~ * ~

 


Calvin knew he would have to change clothes
afterword, but his suit needed to go to the cleaners anyway. He
guided his beloved Bonneville into the driveway and parked beside
Johnny's battered pick up. The outside of the truck was a disguise.
The thirty year old body was functional and not too dented, but
under the hood was over four hundred horsepower tuned to purr like
a well fed mountain lion. Johnny Bonner, Calvin Livingston's
partner on the state cops and his friend since day one at the
academy, had been a juvenile delinquent, a race car driver and a
Georgia cop before moving to Pennsylvania to avoid death from a
gang of crooked fellow cops. Johnny was also hurting right now,
mending from a nine millimeter slug he took to the shoulder just
above the edge of his ballistic vest while chasing a murderer over
the top of a mountain on foot.

Tall, lean and with skin the color of
Columbian coffee with just a splash of Half and Half, Calvin slid
out of the Pontiac and walked to the front of the house. The door
opened and Johnny's wife, Annette, blonde and hiding her age well,
stood there in a cloud of cigarette smoke.

"Hey, handsome. He's grumpy. What say you and
me go get a beer and a motel room?" She was starting to get a
little wide across the boobs but still had the right curves. She
grinned and stood aside as Calvin entered and wrinkled his nose at
the embedded tar and nicotine on the inside.

"I ain't into threesomes, especially when
he's grumpy," Calvin dodged but could not avoid getting pecked on
the check as he passed and scooted his butt out of reach of her as
she tried to grab it.

"Grumpy's not invited," she said and closed
the screen door behind her, "Beer or bourbon?"

"Two bourbons, hon," Johnny shouted from the
downstairs back bedroom. He'd converted the guest room into a half
assed gym to rehab his shoulder and was pretending to exercise his
aching body while watching baseball.

"Not for you, not until the doc clears you.
Fry what brain you got left all the crap they've had you on. You
get ginger ale."

Calvin dropped a package on the small end
table and plopped down in the soft chair next to Johnny's recliner.
Both chairs faced the small flat screen on a bookshelf that had on
the Phillies game, "Your mail."

"How's Sam?" Johnny asked as an Atlanta
batter stroked a picture perfect line drive to left center. "Holy
shit, did you see that? Go for two, baby!" Johnny still had a lot
of Georgia red clay under his fingernails.

"Can't make up his mind if he misses us or if
he's in love, again. Confused. Forgot he was just in love with the
Porter girl, now he's got some chick dick down there he's drooling
over. Man needs to calibrate his testosterone meter."

Johnny looked at Calvin and shook his head,
"Look who's talkin'. How many women you runnin' now, slick?"

Calvin watched the pitching coach lumber out
of the dugout to have a talk with the pitcher.

"Ladies know what they're getting with me.
Least they should. Sam can't pull it off. He needs to focus, can't
multi task like me."

Johnny laughed, "Bullshit, brother. One of
these days you'll get pulled to the curb. Put your black ass in
harness. One of them will slow you down to a standstill."

"You the last one should be givin' romance
advice," Calvin accepted a glass from Annette as she glided into
the room.

"Oh, he's a real romantical type. Took me to
the newest restaurant in town before he got shot. Pulled right up
in the truck and pushed the red button to order. Burgers and fries
in the cab. Lovely," she said as she spun around and went back out
the door, lighting another cigarette.

Calvin was single and had what could be said
to be a very active social calendar. He was fond of female
companionship and actively in search of it. When he wasn't working,
that is. And lately he'd been working way too much. His boss, Sam,
was recovering in Florida at the cozy home of the sheriff's
detective who managed to shoot and kill the bastard that shot Sam,
and Johnny was sitting at home watching baseball and smoking too
many cigarettes. Johnny was on his third marriage, even though the
last two were to Annette. They seemed to have gotten it right the
second time.

"Ozzie's driving me nutty. Man can eat and
shit more than any human being on the planet. Half the day is food
goin' in one end and comin' out the other," Calvin and Johnny
laughed together at that.

Walter Stanislaus Ozliewski, Sr. was Ozzie,
the third member of their squad. Six three and a half and two
hundred fifty five pounds of blonde Polish human garbage disposal.
But a damn good detective; a perfect match for the team.

"I'll be back on Monday; I don't care what
the doc says. Take some of the load off," Johnny said. They sat in
quiet just watching the game for a while. "I got scared. It took a
while but I got scared. It hit me in the chopper on the way to the
ER. Like a cold chill shudder all over. I thought I was gonna puke.
Never been that scared. Never been shot before."

Calvin looked over at Johnny. This tough,
funny, redneck was admitting to something Calvin knew a lot about.
Calvin had been shot seven months before, twice, and Johnny saved
Calvin's life that night, "Yeah, I get it. You gonna be okay?"

Johnny didn't answer right away, like he was
thinking about it, "Yep. Shook it off. Figured we both been shot,
what's the chances it ever happens again?"

 


~ * ~

 


The Boss stood and as he passed, touched the
shoulder of Kostya Tsitov, the broad shouldered man standing next
to the desk, "But without drama, my friend."

Tsitov nodded and then looked at Georgi as
The Boss and several other men left the room. Tsitov though, was
not a Russian. His mother was Georgian and had come pregnant and
alone to work in Moscow and have the baby. After the navy, Kostya
found work in a factory but hated the routine and branched out in
the evenings putting his strong arms and back to better use
twisting necks and taking money from those weaker.

Every once in a while he got some help from
very sharp knives. Probably one of the reasons The Boss seemed to
trust important things to Tsitov's care. Now he lived in a nice
apartment in northeast Philly and drove a Lexus. He still twisted
necks on rare occasions, but most of the time he drank coffee in
diners and took The Boss' money handed over to him by collectors
like Georgi.

The Boss had many business interests. America
was indeed the land of opportunity. Money flowed up from the
streets and down from the government and insurance companies to
those who filled out the proper forms and provided the services
wanted and needed by the masses. That and the heroin that started
as poppies from Afghanistan. The Boss was stunned by the ease of it
all when he first came to America. After a minor misunderstanding
with the state about taxes, The Boss figured out the complexities
of the system and hired a center city lawyer and an accountant, who
worked for a very reasonable fee because he drank too much and
needed a job, settling in to making his first of many millions.

Georgi stood and followed Kostya out of the
building and into the parking lot. The sun was lingering on the
western horizon even though it was after eight and cast a glow over
the black Lexus that clicked, opening the door locks as Kostya
pushed the remote in his hand. The flash of a gold plated Zippo
highlighted the hard lines of Kostya's face as he lit a stubby
black cigarette and hesitated, turning to Georgi, "Go home. Stay
there until I call you," Kostya said, slid easily onto a leather
seat and closed the car door.

The Lexus left the lot and Georgi opened the
door to his Grand Cherokee and moved his bulk inside where he sat
for a moment before putting the key in the ignition. The thought of
the Jeep exploding flashed through his mind but passed. He knew
that he had time left. Time to fix his problem and get back to
work. Kostya would look him in the face to kill him. It was not
Kostya's style to slip a pack of C4 under the driver seat.

 


~ * ~

 


The big black German shepherd looked like he
was smiling around the dirty wet tennis ball in his mouth. He
tossed it to the side then looked back at the small beagle sitting
under the maple at the side of the fenced back yard, ignoring him.
Eileen Matthews watched from the screened back door. Her dark,
shoulder length hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and the tank
top and tight short shorts left little to the imagination of what
was covered on her thirty something body underneath.

"Dutch, Molly! Come in and eat," she called
out. The little beagle sprang up and outran the bigger dog to the
back door, skidding to a stop on the porch as Eileen opened the
door. "Slow down, the food's not going anywhere." Molly clawed
across the tile floor and was face first in her bowl before Dutch
could get past Eileen.

Dutch was hers but Molly was just visiting
until Sam got back from Florida. Sam's eighteen year old son, Ken,
returned after his rescue from kidnappers in Sarasota County and
talked Eileen into dog sitting Molly in her tidy Porter house. Ken
left again to visit with his girlfriend, Grace, in Sarasota before
reporting for his summer basic cadet training at the Air Force
Academy in Colorado Springs.

Sam had taken a 30-30 bullet during Ken and
Grace's rescue, and Molly was not too happy to have to put up with
Dutch's slobbering until Sam mended and came home to Pennsylvania.
But now food was a priority to the beagle right after Sam, Ken and
rabbits.

"Hurry up, Dutch, or she'll eat yours too."
The black and tan shepherd clomped over to his bowl at the other
end of the kitchen and got a few mouthfuls before Molly finished
hers and was halfway across the floor eying his. Eileen scooped her
up and dumped her back out onto the porch before a growling match
started, "Go run it off, Molly. Girl's got to keep her figure."

 


~ * ~

 


The pot smoke was great for getting stoned
but didn't seem to discourage the mosquitoes at all. "Shit!" Dickie
Worthington slapped the buzzing pest against his right cheek and
pitched the roach out of the driver's window before it burned the
ends of the fingers on his left hand.

"Hey dickhead, you forget me, eh?" the
passenger, Ray Combs, bitched. Looking back out of the windshield
of the parked Bronco, Ray said, "Almost dark. We can go in a little
bit, eh?"

Dickie rubbed his scruffy red stubble and
then slid his hand up under his dirty green Eagles hat to dig at a
sore on the top of his head. The pot made the sore itch and tingle,
"Naw, we wait some more. Gotta be able to see if any lights are
on."

Ray thought about that and though his mind
was swirling from dope and years of stuffing any sort of illegal or
legal drug into his body, was able to process the logic and
replied, "Uhh." Profound.

"You got a date or somethin'?" Dickie
snickered. Ray was what you might call mud floor ugly. Dickie was
no prize but still managed to get a girl to screw, if he got her
drunk enough. Ray, on the other hand, had long ago decided girls
held no secret sway over him that dope of any kind didn't do
better. He didn't have to bathe or brush his teeth too often, and
all the money he got from Dickie for the stuff they stole from the
empty hunting cabins went to getting high instead of fancy food or
anything else a girl might want from him. Besides, his cock was
shriveled and didn't work right most of the time anyway. Girls just
made it worse for him. Yeah, he'd take a bag of weed or some
Vicodin any day.

"Car," Dickie said and slid lower in the seat
as a small Dodge passed on the gravel road heading down the
mountain. They were parked in a grass and dirt drive fifty feet off
the country road. There were only a few houses and trailers farther
up the mountain and several hunting camps tucked in next to the
state game lands that covered the top and both sides of Blue
Mountain just east of Hamburg.

They'd been here before and got a nice rifle
out of one of the cabins. They figured small game hunting season
was not for four months yet and no one would be around most of the
cabins all summer. The Dodge didn't slow down and the brake lights
never came on so they relaxed again.

"We'll go on up about ten. Be good'n dark
about then. And don't ever call me dickhead again," Dickie said as
he pulled rolling papers out of his shirt pocket and rolled another
joint in the last of the daylight.

 


~ * ~

 


Georgi had been lucky. The other Russian thug
who'd been with him when they got arrested last November was still
awaiting trial in the Delaware County Prison. Well, not really
lucky because now he had to deal with Tsitov. Georgi got a lower
bail because he only punched the two cops that night. It was the
other Russian that wrested the gun away from the uniform cop. At
the red light, Georgi reached up and rubbed the back of his head
where the stitches still itched even though they had been out for
months. Damn girl hit him hard with her baseball bat, and he still
had nightmares about waking up in the hospital handcuffed to a
bed.

Their lawyer managed to stall the cases in
county court to give them time to deal with the witnesses. The Boss
did not tolerate his people drawing attention from the police and
decided that his reputation was being damaged by his two collectors
being laid out by a girl and some jerkwater, backwoods, off duty
state cop. No witnesses, no trial, no problem. The uniform cop had
been easy; he had a kid and a wife.

 


~ * ~

 


"Hi, Eileen," Sam was wrapped in a towel with
his cell phone snugged up against his ear and standing in the small
guest bathroom. He looked at himself in the mirror but had to look
away. He didn't like what he saw, "I'm coming home."

"Oh that's wonderful, Sam. How are you doing?
Say hi to Molly, she's right here."

"I'm okay. Hi, Molly, Do you miss me?" Sam
felt a little silly but he missed her and Molly, too.

"When, Sam?" Eileen sounded excited now.

"Soon. I have to work out a flight and maybe
see the doctor down here one more time…" he hesitated. The words
didn't form in his head like they needed to, and he just couldn't
get his mouth to work.

"Oh, okay. You can just call me and I'll pick
you up. Hey, I got your mail today from the farm. You okay on
bills?"

Sam had to process that, "No. But it all can
wait. Most are auto pay anyway. The rest I'll have to beg for
forgiveness."

"There's a letter from your friends up at
State College, Jack and Bea." The gliderport where Sam and Ken kept
their 1-26 sailplane during the fall and winter was tucked in next
to the country's best ridge soaring mountain that ran from Lock
Haven down to Tennessee. Jack Conner and his "lady friend," Bea,
ran it.

"Open it for me, please," Sam said.

Eileen picked through the pile of Sam's mail
on her kitchen counter and pulled open the envelope. "Beautiful
handwriting. Bea says she hopes you're feeling better and misses
you and Ken. She's asking you to go to Harris Hill for the 1-26
National Championships. They need you to be an official for the
contest. She says light duty for you until you go back to work.
It's in a week, one of the regular judges backed out at the last
minute. Two of Jack's 1-26s are in the contest, kids from the
college."

Sam at first dismissed the idea. He wanted to
get back to work. The dizziness and pain from his surgery was still
lingering, and he knew he wasn't ready yet. But he had to get out
of Florida and away from Christie or he was going to do something
stupid. Fun, but stupid.

"Yeah, I still have lots of sick time and the
state docs are not going to let me back on yet. I'll call them.
Ozzie and Junior can watch Molly. Take her off your hands." Junior
was Walter Stanislaus Ozliewski, Jr. and Sam's part time man
servant. Junior was sixteen, starting to drive and saving the money
he made from working for Sam around Sam's "gentleman's" farm and
the big converted barn Sam called home north of Blue Mountain.

"Oh, Sam, I can watch her. She's great
company for Dutch. She's no trouble at all," except for the hole
she was digging at the back fence. Dirt was flying all over Dutch
who was watching and trying to get in on the fun.

Sam saved her, "Okay, I'll call you with the
flight when I get it. Love you…" He swallowed and nearly puked up
the wine. That was the first time he'd said it.

Eileen was stepping around a pile of dog poop
trying to listen as she trotted across the yard to wrench Molly
away from the fence and not yell at her while Sam was on the
phone.

"Well, it's about time, sailor. I love you
too. Gotta go, call me," she clicked the end button and snorted,
"Molly, stop that! You two get up to the house right now. Damn
dogs." But she was grinning widely as she said it.

 


~ * ~

 


Tsitov sat in front of the expensive laptop
on the small desk in the far corner of his apartment. The databases
to which he had access were quite illegal, for him. His lawyer,
Russian military contacts and some well-placed public servants who
had needs, supplied him with the log-ons and passwords. Each
provided a look into the very private lives of people. Even the
cops didn't have a way in to some of them.

Kostya was not a formally educated man, but
he was smart and had an orderly mind. He absorbed knowledge in
great gulps and forgot nothing. The bookshelves behind his couch
were stuffed to overflowing with books and binders. Kostya was
tapping through saved sites he visited on a regular time schedule,
keeping track of business for The Boss.

Leverage. Information was leverage. An
advantage for The Boss in his business. Tonight Kostya was
finishing a project on a doctor from New Jersey. A woman who liked
kinky things and expensive shoes. She also was selling prescription
drugs out of her very shiny Mercedes coupe. The New Jersey narcs
were close to her. Tsitov was reading the cops' latest supplemental
reports online trying to time his offer to the lady doctor to just
before she became a named suspect. The Boss wanted to open another
"clinic" in the suburbs across the river and needed the goofy lady
doctor's license and signature at a very affordable price. She
would be happy to come to work for them after a visit from Kostya.
The report slipped out of his printer and he tucked it into a
folder.

Switching databases, the grainy image of a
dark gravel driveway appeared. The outline of four garage bay doors
formed in the pale glow from an overhead yard light. Tsitov touched
keys and the camera panned back, showing the converted barn home
from what looked like a tree limb. A few leaves swayed in the
evening breeze but did not block the view. The camera moved down
and right to a wooden barrel with a flap covered hole. A dog house,
of sorts. Empty, the chain lying on the ground. He switched to
infrared and panned back up to the large windows on the south side
of the house. No light and no heat signatures. No one home yet.
The cop must still be in Florida.

Changing again, Kostya scanned credit card
statements and phone records. Information even the FBI needed
warrants or court orders to get. All available to Tsitov's touch.
Leverage. Satisfied that he knew what he needed to know, he shut
down the computer and left the apartment.

 


~ * ~

 


Tears were difficult to stop and to hide.
Dabbing her eyes with the sleeve of the soft terry robe, Christie
watched Sam's back as he went into the guest room and shut the
door. She was losing him. Though she never had any clear thought of
where it would go, a girl could hope. Now her nose was running,
too, and she padded into the kitchen, snatching a tissue from the
box on the counter. The digital display on the microwave informed
her that her cup of hot water was waiting for her to extract it and
plunge the tea bag into it. She ignored the scrolling light and
went back out onto the lanai and into the humidity. Maybe the heat
would stop her shivering.

 


~ * ~

 


"I gotta go," Calvin stood and before Annette
could detect him leaving, he went out the front door and was in his
car and moving. Johnny was getting sleepy and the Braves won again,
so his dreams would be sweet. Calvin glanced at the pile of case
folders on the passenger seat next to him. He needed to go home and
work. He was way behind and even if Johnny did come back, he
wouldn't be up to speed for a while and they would still be in the
weeds. Instead, he turned and went the opposite way. Jazz and a
little more whiskey was what he needed right now.

The bar had an entrance from the lobby of the
hotel just off Route 22. In spite of I-78 circling around Allentown
to the south and west, traffic was always thick on 22. It ran a
straight shot west from Phillipsburg, NJ through Easton and
Bethlehem and carried a tremendous load. Troopers were kept busy
untangling crashes, and every afternoon it backed up as if the
faster interstate never existed. Calvin spread out at a small table
and soaked in the piano, drums and bass. The three guys were
regulars during the week, in from New York where they played on the
busier weekends.

"Hey, baby," Calvin smiled at the chunky girl
who brought him his bourbon.

She knew she would give in to his charm one
of these days. She was losing weight trying to get him more
interested, though she didn't want to admit it to herself, but he
usually had a pretty girl sitting with him. Tonight he was alone.
Just maybe.

 


~ * ~

 


Dickie started the Bronco and the springs
creaked a bit as he drove out of the lane and onto the gravel road.
They drove a short ways uphill and Dickie shut off the headlights
and slowed almost to a stop. He fished out a black metal flashlight
and shined it over the roof and into the ditch on Ray's side. He
drove a little farther and spotted the rutted and weed covered
driveway. Shifting the light as he turned in, he drove until the
path curved and the ass of the Bronco could not be seen from the
road.

"Now just listen for a minute," Dickie said
to Ray and shut off the Bronco, dropping the keys to the
floorboard. They could hear the trucks out on I-78 south of them
but nothing else. Taking the flashlight and a carpenter's pry bar
from under the seat, Dickie got out of the Bronco and snapped the
door shut with only a click. Ray picked up a short, fifteen pound
mini sledge hammer and got out on his side. With no thought, he
slammed the door, making a sound like a shotgun blast in the still
dark air.

"You fuckin' idiot asshole," Dickie hissed,
"Shut the fuck up."

"I didn't say nothin', eh?" Ray moaned.

Dickie ground his teeth and started up the
drive, flicking the light on in brief flashes, the lens almost
covered by his fingers to cut the brightness. Dickie stopped about
every ten yards to look and listen. Trying to remember how far up
the hill the opening was where the cars would park in front of the
small cabin, he eased forward. He'd never seen anyone here so far
this summer and kept a close watch on cabins he thought looked
promising, trying to see if anyone used them and what their cars
looked like. This was easy pickings. And with Ray selling the stuff
for him, safe, mostly.

There was just enough residual light in the
western sky that they saw the opening just up ahead. They stopped
and stood there watching. There were no cars, not even recent
tracks in the dirt and no lights on. Up and onto the porch, Dickie
stood next to the door and listened again. Then Dickie put the
heavy flashlight to use, checking for the key.

These cabin people were predictable. They
usually left a key somewhere in case they forgot theirs or a friend
wanted to use the cabin. Mats, door jambs, flower pots, it had to
be somewhere. If they didn't find it, their universal keys, the pry
bar and sledge, would admit them. They didn't like to use them if
they didn't have to. Sometimes the cabin owners didn't even know
they had been victimized until days into their stay.

Nothing. Dickie jumped down off the porch and
walked around the side of the cabin, looking there. He went right
to the big white propane tank under the window. Under the top lid
of the tank was the meter and sometimes a wasp nest. He lifted up
the top and there, under a sleeping gob of bees, was a small metal
box. Inside the box was a shiny door key.

"Got it," Dickie said and went back around to
the front door, "Now we can take our time."

 


~ * ~

 


Sam knew what he had to do. The airlines
didn't have a direct flight from Sarasota to either Allentown or
Wilkes Barre. He didn't want to change planes and deal with the
hassle his state police Glock .45 would create for him. It didn't
matter what the cost was. After all, he could afford it.

"Hi, Peggy," Sam said into his cell phone.
Peggy ran the air charter service at Allentown that Sam worked for
on his days off. After resigning from flying jets off and onto
carriers for the navy, Sam came home to care for his then two year
old son, Ken. Ken's mom was killed in a crash by a drunken and
stoned truck driver and Sam dropped his navy career and traded it
for a state police badge. The lawsuit left Sam and Ken with a
substantial retirement fund.

"You okay, Sam?" Peggy was another of Sam's
complications. Younger than Sam's forty two years and a lot
prettier, she accepted Sam's friendship but often her dreams at
night took that friendship a lot further. "You sound hollow."

"Yeah, I'm gonna be fine. I need some more
time to heal up and hair over. Listen, you have anything coming
this way in the next few days? I need a ride home."

"Home? Good, we miss you. Yeah, Hilton Head.
Golf group. Day after tomorrow. You want me to send them down to
you while the boys play?" Peggy was flipping through the flight
schedule while sitting at her kitchen table to make sure the Lear
jet had an empty seat.

Sam knew that would screw up the crew rest
schedule, "No, I'll rent a car and drive up there. Give me the
numbers."

 


~ * ~

 


"Night, Daddy, love you," Katie leaned up and
gave Ozzie a wet kiss. The six year old heard her little brother
yelping from the next room, "Vinny's hungry again."

Ozzie's big hands tucked the light blanket up
and around Katie and wrapped her like a cocoon, "Mom's gonna feed
him. You're off duty. Night, baby doll." The big man flipped off
the light and moved down the narrow hallway to peek into the baby's
room. Vincent had stopped squawking and was attached to his mom's
breast in the corner rocker. What a picture.

"He was hungry again," Marie Gianelli
Ozlewski was as dark and Italian as Ozzie was blonde and Polish.
She was a lot smaller and far more beautiful. The rest of the
Ozlewski tribe was a mixed batch. The sounds of girls chattering
and bare feet pounding on the upstairs floors could be heard
filtering in past Ozzie through the open door. The twin thirteen
year old girls and eleven year old Connie mixed into an a cappella
chorus of chatter. Junior was being quiet and out of the way
somewhere downstairs.

"He looks happy. I'm goin' out to the shop,
Katie's tucked." Ozzie caught the air kiss she sent toward him and
was gone. His work day would not end until he had the cabinet doors
on his work stands stained. Ozzie needed the money. His six kids
were growing and consuming all sorts of spendy things. His trooper
pay was fine, but he brought in extra doing remodeling jobs and
from his rental properties. It made for long days and few days off,
except for mass on Sunday morning. Next lifetime.

He found Junior mixing stain in the garage
workshop, "Hey, Dad. I hit them with tack cloth. They're ready for
stain."

Ozzie was not surprised. Junior was stepping
up to help out. Now that school was out for the summer, he had an
almost full time helper. Junior still spent at least a day or two
over the mountain working at Sam's farm. Even though Sam was in
Florida, the grass still needed mowing and there was always a list
of "to dos" that Junior took care of. It paid well and the "first
car" fund was receiving regular deposits plus earning interest at
the bank. Molly was at Eileen's so Junior didn't have to go every
day and spent more time with his dad. "Saw a Ford Ranger online
today. Up in Tamaqua. Might want to go look at it."

Ozzie stopped and looked at Junior, "They get
crappy gas mileage, but at least you can haul stuff. Look it up on
Edmunds and see what a fair price is. Then we'll talk about it."
Ozzie slipped a shop apron over his head and started dusting the
doors with a clean brush.

 


~ * ~

 


As he slid the empty shot glass to the back
of the bar, Raymon Simmons looked right to make sure his path to
the front door was still unobstructed by
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