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Help Me Make It Through The Night

1970 by Kris Kristofferson

I don't care who's right or wrong
I don't try to understand
Let the devil take tomorrow
Lord, tonight, I need a friend
Yesterday is dead and gone
And tomorrow's out of sight
And it's sad to be alone
Help me make it through the night

Lord, it's sad to be alone
Help me make it through the night

Now settle in with a drink and a snack and enjoy,

The Assassin Evolves
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Chapter 1 – Anna's Time
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The intermittent ringing in his head wouldn’t stop even when he squeezed his skull with both hands. Instead, he stopped cursing and tried to relax. Was the noise in his head from the whiskey he drank to carry him to oblivion or was it something from outside his nightmarish dreams? Finally, and mercifully, it ceased. By then he was awake enough to know he needed to stop his drunken escapism and accept as fact his best friend and mentor was dead. Tony, the Italian Bull, was dead, buried, and gone from his life forever. He raised his torso as he swung his legs over the edge of the bed. A groan escaped as the bullet shattered rib caused pain and reminded him of the gunfight he’d barely won. He wondered briefly if it was due to his proficiency or simply luck that he picked the right second to shoot first. He wanted to believe it was because he was the better of the two shooters, but he would never know the truth. The phone beside the bed rang again, and he awkwardly reached out to retrieve the handset.

“Clay, this is Anna. Where the hell are you? Are you alright?”

He slurred a sluggish reply, “Yeah, I guess.”

“You don’t sound like it. You were supposed to meet with me this morning at ten. We have things to discuss, remember?”

“No, I don’t remember.”

“You’ve been drinking, haven’t you?”

He snorted. “Yeah. What day is it?”

“It’s Friday, almost eleven in the morning. How soon can you be here?”

“I’ll need a few hours, three or four at least. See you around four.” While Anna Giliano loudly protested the delay, Clay dropped the receiver in its cradle, closed his eyes momentarily, and shook his throbbing head. With supreme effort, he stood gingerly and staggered toward the shower.

He checked the bandage on his right ribcage and didn’t like the looks of the blood soaked gauze. He’d stop by Doc’s place on the way to meet Anna and have the dressing changed again. Maybe Doc would have a concoction to relieve his headache and make him want to live through the day.

While he navigated the circular driveway in front of Anna’s three-story buff colored brick estate, he thought again of Tony Giliano, his best friend and mentor. What a guy, what a friend. Clay searched his memory of the days prior to his drunken binge after the funeral. Finally, he remembered vaguely why he was supposed to meet Anna. She'd said she wanted to make some ‘minor’ changes to his business arrangement with Tony. It was the same night she'd announced her intent to assume leadership of Tony’s criminal rackets. He'd been surprised the Chicago mob bosses allowed a woman to intrude into the closely guarded male hierarchy. But this wasn’t just any ordinary woman. This was Anna Giliano.

Everyone, including him, assumed she would shed the illegal and legitimate businesses to retire in Florida with other well-off mobsters. Florida, where a substantial fortune would keep her in comfort the rest of her life. But he, of all people, should have known better and should have seen it coming. She was the same Anna who subtly controlled everything and everyone around her. If any woman alive could maintain control of a gang on the southwest side of Chicago, it would be Anna Giliano. The beautiful, tough, controlling bitch Anna Giliano.

Clay shook his head as if to clear the remaining cobwebs from his brain as he approached the house. The early winter wind and gloom were typical for Chicago in December. The stiff breeze ruffled his short brown hair and tugged at his unzipped brown leather jacket. He would need to be sharp and on guard for this confrontation, or Anna would roll over him and impose conditions favorable only to her. Screw her. He smiled smugly as he recalled  that one fantastic memorable night. 

The front door was unlocked. He entered without ringing the bell and checked each room as he walked down the wide, immaculate hallway toward Tony’s office. He saw the maid dusting and waved when she looked up and smiled in recognition. Clay stopped in front of the office. When he looked through the doorway and saw Anna seated at the desk; he had to admit she certainly looked businesslike. One hell of a beautiful businesswoman, and she's tough and savvy. Few onlookers would guess she was fifty-five. While men lusted after her, women hated her for her aloof strengths as well as her Sicilian bred beauty.

She looked up. “You’re late. It’s almost five. What the hell kept you?”

Clay chose to ignore the question. “I’m here. What do you want to talk about? What’s this minor change you’ve got in mind?”

He saw in her pained expression Anna resented her question being brushed aside so casually but let it pass. He sat on a padded chair in front of the desk. 

“Tony felt a great deal of gratitude and respect for you and especially when you saved his life and eliminated the bastards who attacked him. And I feel the same gratitude for the times you have helped my family in the past. However, those things are in the past, and we are in the here and now. I want to discuss future arrangements concerning me being your agent. Tony didn’t take a fee to front your profession, but he should have. Your escapades entail a huge risk to me, and I wish to be compensated for it. I think a twenty-five percent cut isn’t out of line to allow you to continue to operate anonymously.”

Clay bent forward, elbows on his knees. His rib injury made him suck in a breath, but he couldn't show weakness in front of this opponent. Especially this opponent above all others. He stared at the floor for a full minute as he listened to Anna's quick breaths and the impatient thumps her pen made on the desk blotter. Judging from her demeanor Anna assumes she's in control, so I'll have to rattle her. He looked up and shifted his gaze to focus intently on her chiseled, dark Sicilian features.

After long tense seconds, he finally spoke in a low monotone, “When I took my first contract hit, I offered to pay Tony a fee if he would consent to being my front man. At the time, I offered him ten percent, and I’m prepared to extend the same offer to you now. He chose not to take it for the reasons you named, as well as a previous action that apparently was more important to him than to you. If this amount isn’t suitable, I’ll contact Ricarddi and request other arrangements.” 

Anna’s expression hardened, her eyes widened, and her complexion became even darker. She was surprised by his rejection of her proposal and thrown off when his counteroffer was delivered so coolly and with such finality. She knew he would have the balls to approach Chicago's top boss and ask for a new contact. But it was when the full impact of his comment about his having avenged the murder of her son being more important to Tony than to her sank in that she exploded. Anna shot out of the chair and leaned across the desk with her right arm extended. Her index finger jutted toward him, and she shouted above the clatter of the leather swivel chair crashing to the floor. 

“Damn you! Goddamn you to hell, Clayton Albrecht. I loved Jimmy just as much as Tony, even more and in a deeper maternal way. How dare you even insinuate my son meant so little to me?”

Clay wanted to smile but knew better than to gloat in front of her. Anna just let her volatile temper override her good sense, and it was time to give ground ever so slightly. She was still screaming her rant and gesturing at him. He leaned back in the chair, raised his left arm and motioned for her to stop. “You’re right it was insensitive of me, and I’m sorry. I’ll pay you fifteen percent and all other conditions remain the same. The contract fee is fifty thousand minimum, seventy-five thousand for accidental deaths, and I reserve the right to accept or reject all proposals. I don’t do wives or kids for rich bastards too cheap to pay alimony or child support. All jobs are paid for in advance with cash.” Clay slowly stood tall and extended his right hand. “Agreed?"

Anna’s hand trembled visibly as she extended it to seal the deal. Her expression was a hateful scowl and her body tense. She was outfoxed and knew it. The dollar amount wasn’t important. He irritated her on purpose, and she was humiliated that he knew how to upset her and cause her to lose control. No one but Clayton Albrecht would even dare to antagonize her to the degree he just had. She'd been taught a hard lesson from Clay. He was far more devious than she imagined. In him, she recognized a capable opponent over whom she thought she had total control. Anna’s mind raced with thoughts. The arrogant bastard will pay for this, somehow, someday he will pay. But for now, retribution will have to wait. Clayton is vitally important to my future business plan. She wouldn’t, couldn’t trust anyone but him to execute the territorial expansion scheme forming in her mind. But pay he will.

As he left the house, Clay let the smirk he'd held back form on his face. He hadn't dared to gloat in Anna’s presence. That would have gone too far and would ensure swift retaliation. But now he could fully enjoy his small victory. She thought I would cave and give in to her demands. Instead, she learned I can be as tough an adversary as she prides herself on being. We'll continue to work together but in a new relationship. She's no longer in control and able to demand allegiance from a subordinate. She knows I'm her equal and can more than hold my own with her in future deals. At the same time, he knew he had created an enemy. Eventually she would discover a means to even the score or go one up on him.

Anna cursed Clay as she righted the swivel chair and took her place behind Tony’s desk. The maid entered after the ruckus and was waved off. No damn it, not Tony’s desk, it's my desk. I deserve the opportunity handed to me by my husband's death. I understand the inner politics of the criminal hierarchy much clearer than Tony ever did. This is my time and I'm past being ready for it. 

She’d gained the respect of the senior mob bosses when a Russian gang attempted to seize Tony’s territory. Clay performed well in leading the retribution, but she maintained control and oversaw the whole operation. Clay proved he could be cunning and lethal when he extracted retribution from the man who murdered her son, Jimmy. But that wasn't her sole reason for selecting him. She’d chosen Clay because he was green and could be managed. Joey Tadono, Tony's Lieutenant, would never have allowed her to exercise the silent control over the operation like Clay did. Anna silently congratulated herself again on her choice. It was brilliant. 

Ironically, if her youngest son were alive, he would be the heir to Tony’s gang leadership, and she would have been ignored. It took the deaths of her youngest son and her husband to claim the opportunity she'd always longed for, and by God she would make the most of it. She'd prepared herself for just such an opportunity. Finally, it was her time.

John Viscally was involved in gang life before his daughter, Anna, was born. She grew up in it and accepted it. When her family moved from Chicago’s upper north side, she transferred to the assigned high school where she caught the eye of a senior named Tony Giliano. Tony, the toughest and most explosive young man in the whole area. Even in high school, Tony worked as a collector and enforcer for the local mob boss.

Anna was tall, slim, olive-skinned, and the most beautiful and intriguing girl Tony had ever seen. He told her so and immediately claimed her as his. 

Anna enjoyed being in the arms of her big brute who was so gentle and tender with her, but then in an instant he could turn and defend her with a strength and viciousness that left her in awe. 

From the start, John Viscally intended to take control of the gang he worked for. When he was ready, he depended on Tony and a small group of trusted soldiers to kill the boss and his close relatives and loyal followers. Afterward Tony proved much more patient than Anna. He was content to be his father-in-law’s right-hand man while Anna grew impatient with his stagnant career. Luckily for John, he had a severe heart attack and followed his doctor’s advice to retire. Anna was already planning her father’s death and would have killed him herself if he hadn’t developed heart disease. In her eyes, he was old at fifty-five and in her way. To her it made sense for him to be eliminated. After all, he claimed his territory in the same violent manner, and she applied the same logic to him. To hell with family loyalty. 

Clay stopped at Saint Mary’s Hospital to visit Joey Tadono. Joey was shot at the same time Tony and Mickey, the bartender, were killed. Clay was unprepared for Joey's news concerning Anna.

Joey adjusted the bed until his upper body was elevated. “Two days ago, I quit the Black Widow. She came in here spouting crap about not liking the way things were run under Tony. Can you believe her gall? The bitch said I was to get better control over the collections and in general tighten things up. Who the fuck did the arrogant bitch think she was talking to? I would have hit her between the eyes for talking Tony down if I wasn't laid up in this God damned bed.”

“You did the right thing by getting away from her. Where will you go now?”

“I’ve already talked to Guido Costello; I'll work for him. He’s making a spot for me, and I can work my way back up. No way will I work for that cold, conniving bitch.”

Clay pulled a chair close to the bed and sat. “I think you’ll do well with the Costello bunch. I hear old Guido and his oldest boy run a decent operation. Both of them are tough but fair. Congratulations on the move. Did Anna mention who your replacement is?”

Joey grinned and snorted. “Donny Palmotto came by and said she promoted him. Ain’t that a kick in the ass? Donny replacing me! If the kid had the other half of his brain, he would have run when she approached him. He won’t last long under her.”

Clay nodded his agreement but didn't comment directly on Palmotto. “How do you feel? Is everything healing like you expected?”

“The doc says the wound in my chest is okay. Slow, but he’s satisfied. The bullet missed my heart by two inches. The leg is doing good too, but I’ll probably have a gimpy walk to get used to. Good thing the bastard hit me with the .38 instead of the .45 or I’d be dead. I’d have been on a cold slab alongside Tony and Mickey.”

“Yeah, it could have been worse. He was a good marksman, learned to shoot in the Army.”

Joey cocked his head and squinted. “I heard a rumor. Some people think you might have taken care of the shooter and got shot doing it. Any truth there?”

“If it’s just between us, yes, I killed him. He managed to put a .38 slug in my ribcage during a face to face shoot out from eight feet. Did you know he shot all of you because his daughter went to a back-alley abortionist who butchered her after Tony knocked her up?”

Joey shook his head in disgust. "No, and I'm sorry you got shot. Guess you're all right since you're up walking around.” Joey grinned. “You probably know she wasn’t the first young pussy Tony knocked up. He sure liked young stuff.

"Tony never told me this, but I figured out your antique crap is just a cover. I knew you were capable of being a hitter and figured you’d take care of the asshole who shot us. Thanks, I would have liked a shot at the fucker myself, but I’m glad you did him for all of us.”

“You’re welcome but keep my role to yourself; I don’t need anyone else to know what I do.”

Clay bullshitted a few more minutes, shook hands, and wished Joey a speedy recovery, then left the hospital.

Christmas of 1977 slipped up on Clay before he was ready for it. A week before the holiday, he finalized plans for the family’s annual Christmas Eve party at his home. The caterer was retained after the previous year’s party so the only things to be decided were a few changes to the menu. An interior designer decorated the house, set up a large Scotch pine Christmas tree, and supervised the installation of lights on the exterior. Luckily, he'd bought gifts for everyone in the family before being shot. 

Clay's younger half sister, Lizzy, and her partner, Irish, were the first to arrive Christmas Eve. Then his older stepsister, Maria, and her husband, Tom, and their four kids arrived from Wisconsin. Walt Jr. and his wife Hazel picked up his mother on their way over and were late as usual. 

Walt's jealousy of his younger stepbrother hosting the annual party and doing it extravagantly was becoming increasingly obvious. Walt always had a snide remark to make when others were complimentary to Clay or said anything favorable about him or his business. Clay suspected Walt could afford to host the party if he chose to, but he was such a tightwad there was no way the fat fart would part with a large sum of money just to entertain his family members. 

Clay moved away from the other guests long enough to talk privately with Maria and Lizzie about their mother's condition. Margaret accepted the move to a private care facility but was not showing improvement. Her bouts of depression and paranoia became more frequent and severe since the death of her husband, Walt Sr. Over the Christmas holiday season, she looked and sounded better than at Thanksgiving. The Administrator of the nursing home contacted Lizzie and Clay in November, concerned about Margaret’s condition and her lack of response to therapy. Her doctor suggested an increase in her drug dosage and Clay and the three other siblings felt it was the only option available to keep her paranoia under control. Clay wondered what lie ahead if the increased dosage eventually wasn't enough to calm her.

Weeks later he often thought back to the Christmas party. He relished the noise made by Tom and Maria’s kids as they opened the endless number of gifts they received. Their squeals of joy continued to ring in his memory for months when he took time to relax and think of family.

A week into the New Year, Clay drove to the Twelfth Street Saloon to visit for old times’ sake. Mickey’s replacement would be on duty, and he planned to have a few beers and eat lunch. As he pulled into the parking lot behind the bar, he avoided a large metal roll-off trash box partially blocking the alley. A man in work clothes emptied a wheelbarrow of debris into the gaping hole where the back door of the dumpster stood open. What the hell is Anna up to? Even from outside he heard the loud noises of demolition.

Inside the bar, he stood in utter confusion and watched men rip tin panels off the ceiling while others knocked the plaster off the front wall to expose the window frame. Anna stood in the middle of the work area with a man in boots and jeans who held a clipboard.

“Anna, what the hell's going on?” Clay barked out over the noise as he approached the pair. 

“Ben, this is a friend, Clay Albrecht. Excuse me I’ll be back shortly.” She motioned for Clay to follow her to the narrow, steep stairway leading to the office. She spoke loudly over her shoulder, “The old place is being renovated from top to bottom. It’s past due. The atmosphere is dated and needs to be modernized.” Clay stopped to take in the whole room before he ascended the stairs behind her. In the office, Anna closed the door, and the noise level dropped to where they could talk normally.

He tried to restrain the shock he felt. “You aren’t going to paint the bar, are you?” 

“No, it won't get painted.” Anna had a curious expression as she assessed Clay’s demeanor. Then she laughed heartily. "You're upset. You like this shit hole the way it is. What makes men want to congregate in a dirty, smoke-filled room and tell each other how important they are? But back to your question. The bar will be torn out and thrown in the dumpster outside.”

Clay waved both arms outward. “Goddamn it, Anna. How can you trash all memories of Tony and act as if he never existed?”

“Let’s get something straight as of right this minute. This is my property and my business. I’ll run it how I see fit, and what I do with it is none of your or anyone else’s damn concern. Tony’s dead, Clay. He and Mickey died down there. They’re gone, dead and buried. I won't let this place remain a mausoleum in their memory. It’s time for all of us to move on, you included. The business will have a modern look and attract solid couples, not just old drunks and mobsters.”

Clay straightened and let out a deep breath. “You’re right and I apologize. I guess I do need to move on. It's hard to accept Tony died, but I know I have to. I would like to have the old bar, back bar and booths, if they haven’t already been ruined by the demo crew. And the ceiling fans also if they haven't been destroyed.  I’ll pay for the labor to have them removed correctly and the transportation charges. I'll pay you a reasonable amount for it. How much do you want for all of it?”

Anna sat on the couch. “Nothing. I was planning to toss it out. If you want the old stuff, you can have it, but don't delay my schedule. How about the old furniture Tony collected here and in his love nest next door, do you want those too?”

Clay did a quick mental inventory of what was in the building. “Yes, I’ll make arrangements to get the furniture out of here tonight. I’ll give you a thousand dollars for the furniture and the fixtures downstairs.” 

“I’ll take it.” Anna stood and extended her right hand like a man would to finalize the offer. “It’s a thousand more than I planned on because it was all going out as scrap. I know some people like old secondhand junk, but I don’t.”

Clay ignored her crass put down of the articles he sold in his antiques shop. They each had to excuse the other's perceived lack of taste in decorating. “Then it's a deal. Is Ben the General Contractor?” Anna nodded and Clay said, “I’ll pick up the cost to remove the bar set and see if he can add a night crew to keep the job on schedule. I’ll try not to delay your reopening. What’s the bar's new name going to be?”

“The Twelfth Street Bistro. What do you think?”

“I like it.” He shifted his torso and winced.

Anna noticed. “How’s your wound, are you able to get around better?”

“I’m fine, it still hurts some, but it is better. Doc says I'm healing about as fast as he thought the injury would. In a couple months, I’ll be as good as new. I’m even able to work out lightly and swim at the club.”

After Clay left, Anna sat at the desk to make phone calls to three more women she'd met over the years and stayed in contact with. She’d spoken with two others earlier. They had been on the edge of gang activity through their husband’s involvement, but like her they were excluded from the good ole boys club. These three were as bright and tough as the previous two who already agreed to work for her as bartenders and waitresses. Four of the five were divorced or about to leave their husbands. All five relished the chance to pledge their loyalty to their new boss. Anna told them a small part of her plan and knew they would all fit into the future roles she would assign to them. She smiled slyly at her vision of what the future held for her and her lady mobster friends.

Clay made a verbal contract with Ben to have the massive quartersawn red-oak bar, back bar, wood booths and beveled mirrors removed in usable condition and transported to one of his warehouses for storage. He would save them for his future personal use. The ancient ceiling fans would be sent to an electrical shop for reconditioning, and the other furniture from the Twelfth Street Saloon would be sold at his shop. Amid the cloud of dust and scattered debris he took a final look at the remnant of the bar he spent so many hours of his youth in. It saddened him to know within a month, all signs of Tony Giliano’s reign would be removed from the neighborhood he'd controlled for so many years. Clay thought back to an observation Tony made several years before. “You’ve changed. So have I, so has Anna. We all change constantly. Look around you. Neighborhoods change, cities change, societies change, hell, the boundaries of countries around the world change. Everything changes over time. Nothing is permanent and forever."  A truth Clay finally understood and accepted.
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Chapter 2 – Hunting the Hunter

A cool, heavy rain fell as Clay drove his truck down Highway 1 into Fort Lauderdale, Florida. He'd been hired to intervene in a hit on a mob lawyer caught in a stock-market insider trading investigation. To avoid prosecution for his crime, the snitch provided evidence to the FBI about the mob boss he set up fake businesses for, so money could be laundered outside the country.

The mobster hired an unknown young shooter to kill the lawyer, but an unusual twist was dealt into the game. The mobster’s nephew wanted his uncle to take the fall for money laundering and tax evasion, so he could take control of the old man’s rackets. The nephew hired Clay to stop the hit but was only able to provide a few details. The hit was scheduled for the third week of February at the lawyer’s home during his sixtieth birthday party. The date and party time were all the information the nephew could provide. It was left up to Clay to figure out the who, when, where, and how of the scheduled hit. Clay told Anna to bump the price up because of the lack of information, but the client remained steadfast in wanting the job done and agreed to the increase. 

Anna asked Clay why he thought the nephew didn't notify the FBI of the plot instead of hiring him to stop the shooter. He guessed the nephew might be afraid the old uncle would suspect him of screwing up the hit and put a contract on him. If the shooter didn't show up and disappeared, the nephew could feign innocence.

The nephew didn't know the shooter's name or where he was from. The old man apparently didn't trust his nephew for good reason. The nephew learned the shooter was to be on a boat dock across a canal behind the snitch’s house and would make the shot while the birthday party was at its loudest. Clay knew from experience the squad of FBI agents guarding the attorney presented as big a problem to him as stopping the unnamed shooter.

Clay checked into a motel before changing to shorts and a T-shirt to jog. The temperature was near eighty and the sky was clear. He parked the car provided for him four blocks from the lawyer’s posh neighborhood. Two blocks from his destination, he spotted a dark-blue sedan with two men sitting in it and another man on the cross-street fidgeting by himself. The walker’s dress slacks, white shirt, and flattop haircut screamed FBI. Clay was satisfied he wouldn’t get close to the house without being stopped and questioned, so he took a right turn at the corner and jogged back to his car.

That afternoon, he bought six fancy hardcover Merriam Webster dictionaries and a book of standard sales forms at a stationery store. On the street across the canal from the target’s backyard, he posed as a book salesman. He went from house to house for four blocks and sold two lousy books at half the price he'd paid for them. In the last block, he asked questions and learned which houses were vacant because the owners either lived out of state, were on vacation, or were absent for other reasons.

Two nights later Clay anchored a rented boat at the edge of the main channel and entered the water in scuba gear. He figured he was a half mile downstream from his destination. The lawyer's birthday party was scheduled to begin in three hours. He had until then to determine which enclosed dock the shooter would use and stop him before he could hit his mark.

The first dock showed no signs of being occupied. Clay raised his head above the surface and listened intently for five minutes. The dock was completely enclosed on three sides and the overhead door on the canal side was down. Hearing no sound and seeing no movement or out of place shapes, he then swam under the boat to the next dock. 

Clay quietly surfaced and again listened in vain. The boat was out of the water, and he stayed under the decking out of sight as he waited for any sound or movement. The two sides there were canvas that could be rolled up for openness. 

Several minutes passed before he moved on to the third dock. Again, Clay swam under the tethered boat and listened before he swam to open water. 

At the fourth dock, there was still no sign of the shooter. He heard voices and noise from across the canal as he looked at his watch. The party was due to start soon. He surmised the caterers were setting up getting ready for the guests. Distant clanging and metallic rattling merged with the voices as the caterer’s hired help made final preparations for the birthday event. The outdoor temperature was expected to be around seventy-four at midnight, perfect for a patio party. 

Clay needed time to mull over the situation. He left the water to stand inside the dock for a closer look. The dock house had the usual gear, life jackets in a locker, buckets, brushes, rope, etc. He noted the boat was in the water, not in the power hoist above the water for storage. At this house, a lady answered the door and provided information, but the cheap old broad hadn't bought a dictionary.

A smile creased his face in the darkness, secure in the knowledge of where his target waited. The shooter would need a means of escape after he took the shot, and what better vehicle could he want than a speedboat? At Clay's first stop, the boat was in the water but the next-door neighbor at dock number two said the residents were on vacation and would be gone for another week. Replacing his mask, Clay entered the cool water and returned to the second dock. 

As he gently rose to the surface, he heard subdued talking and laughter as the first guests arrived for the party. He quietly climbed onto the enclosed dock where he removed the mask and air tanks. He reentered the water and slowly swam to the first dock. Quietly he maneuvered around the boat while surfacing carefully several times. He saw a movement that caused him to focus intently. A figure lay prone on the deck boards near the open canal end where the overhead door was raised eighteen inches above the decking. It was down when he'd checked thirty minutes or so earlier. The chain and sprocket raising the door was part of the noise he'd heard while at the fourth boat house. He wondered if the shooter was laying in the boat during his first visit. This first boat house added about a hundred feet to the shot the shooter would make as opposed to the numbers two and three boat houses. The total distance would still be under one thousand feet or so. A simple shot for a trained and proficient marksman. 

The shooter was dressed in black and lay on thick maroon seat cushions from the boat. He was absorbed in the antics of guests at the party across the canal as he spied on them through binoculars. Clay noted the thickness of the decking and cushions; it eliminated jabbing his knife up through an opening between the boards of the walkway to stab the man. A more direct and personal attack was required. He would be fully exposed to the shooter during his attack, but it was the only way he saw to execute the man quietly.

With only his face partially above the surface, Clay slowly made his way along the side of the boat until he waited directly below the shooter’s head. Searching beneath the surface with his bare feet he located a cross brace between the vertical pilings. He'd have only one chance to make a surprise attack, only one chance to throttle the man without alerting the FBI across the canal. His attack must be silent and deadly; his victim could not be given the chance to cry out or mount his own attack. Carefully he pushed down hard on the underwater brace to test its integrity. He couldn't afford to have it fail when it was at the heart of his plan.

Clay tensed and listened intently. He'd heard a sound not caused by the shooter or people at the party; something metallic had been rattled. The shooter shifted positions. He'd also heard the faint noise. Someone a short distance away caused the faint rattling sound. Clay moved through the pilings and floated effortlessly under the wood plank walkway. Suddenly the area behind the boathouse was brightly lit like daylight on a cloudy day. Clay heard more movement above him as the shooter again changed his position. Peering out from under the edge of the boathouse Clay saw a lone man walk along the bank in light cast from floodlights on the house behind them. The lone man was walking from boathouse number two toward his location. The man's shoes crunched on gravel, then Clay heard the same rattling noise made earlier, only louder now, as the door handle on the boathouse was tested. The shooter stealthily rose and moved almost silently toward the door. Footsteps outside moved away as the man, likely FBI security, walked back toward the other boathouses.

A mild sigh from above him caused Clay to smile. The young shooter was nervous. Good. Clay listened as the young man lay on the cushions and wiggled to get comfortable. Clay looked at his dive watch; he would wait fifteen minutes for the shooter to  get calm, relaxed, and become complacent.

The dive watch showed it was time. Clay moved to the front of the boat then down the opposite side to check the shooter’s position. The young man lay on his stomach, on the thirty-inch-wide decking, looking through binoculars at the partiers. Perfect.

As Clay moved back to the other side of the boat, his excitement level surged and suddenly he felt too warm even in the wet suit submerged in cool water. Warily he moved into position without making a sound. Slight ripples spread noiselessly away from his movements. His left hand gripped the bottom edge of the deck, and his feet found the cross timber he needed. A slow, deep breath filled his lungs as he kept his face upward, straightened his left arm to submerge his body while his knees bent, and his leg muscles tightened to propel him upward. The honed Gerber combat knife filled his right palm comfortably and felt as if it had a life of its own as his pulse reflected off the firm handle. Suddenly he straightened his legs and pulled his torso upward with all the strength in his left arm. 

Clay exploded out of the water with his right arm raising into position. His head shook water off and he blinked as he cleared the top of the walkway. Two feet away he watched the features of the surprised and terrified young man in the dim light reflected off the water. 

The stranger pivoted away onto his right side to flee from the unexpected disturbance. His left forearm rose to fend off the imagined creature attacking him. 

Clay was aware of water droplets as they splashed away from his ascending body and marveled at how they hung suspended in the air, reduced to slow motion as he concentrated on his target. His knife arm thrust below his target's raised arm then upward. Clay used his left arm for leverage to twist his right side toward the victim and fully extended his right arm. The tip of the deadly, sharp steel blade touched the side of his victim’s neck and plunged forward. The knife encountered resistance, buried in flesh up to the guard before Clay forced it downward to slice through the front of the neck. During the two-second attack, which seemed like long minutes, he'd stared into the terrified eyes of his prey. In the reflected moonlight, he'd watched the startled expression frozen on the young man’s face and heard only the slightest of sounds. The stranger made a final grunting noise as he sucked in air. The blade tore through flesh and caused gurgling and wheezing sounds as the man desperately tried to gulp one more breath of life sustaining oxygen. His legs kicked feebly against the decking for several seconds before his body relaxed in shock and his head and arms collapsed onto the cushions.

In the few seconds it took him to die, the young man appeared to have never grasped what frightful animal attacked him from the depths of the murky canal as its sharp claws slashed and ripped through his throat while he experienced disbelief and horror.

Quickly, Clay rinsed and sheathed the knife, there was more work to do. He tugged and worked the body into the water with minimal splashing and then tied the young man's shoestrings to a support where the corpse could bleed out in the dark water. He grabbed the seat cushions and rinsed them in the canal, rubbing the blood off as best he could before placing them back in the boat. Gradually, he'd come off the adrenaline rush, his pulse slowed, and he felt cool. On the deck, he saw a bucket he could use to pour water on the boards. Inside the bucket, he discovered food wrappers, empty drink containers and used toilet paper. He guessed the shooter snuck into the boathouse during the previous night and spent a full day hiding there. He'd probably lain in the boat during daylight to avoid being seen or heard moving around.

Clay emptied the trash from the bucket into the canal. Several buckets of water and a long-handled brush scrubbed away the shooter's blood. With the cleanup done, he sat on the deck with his feet in the water and breathed deeply. This was his first attack utilizing a wet suit. Emotionally he was still pumped up like a bladder ready to burst. He was always up after a successful kill. His skin felt clammy, and the rubber suit stuck to his skin as if it was glued on with sweat for weeks on end. He noticed a light breeze was blowing. Rain was predicted to fall around midnight. He'd wait until then to leave the area. As he sat, he inspected the stranger's rifle. The youngster was using an XM21 military issue sniper rifle with a five-round magazine and a fiberglass stock. The scope was the standard issue Leatherwood adjustable ranging telescope model. Another military trained sniper trying his luck as a hit man.

He left the boathouse and swam back to the adjacent boathouse to retrieve his air tanks and mask and then returned.

Clay rolled onto his back and stretched out on the wood deck to savor the look he'd witnessed on the young man’s face; he was unaware he'd become the target. Unaware treachery was at play as the black blade tore through his arteries and trachea to take his life and not let him scream even the shortest protest. The boy was a novice who played an amateur’s hand against a professional. Clay felt a twinge of guilt for taking advantage of the boy’s inexperience. And then there was the fact he'd been setup from the start. But the death, added to those preceding it, was what gave Clay his reputation and enabled him to claim a top spot in his profession. Most important, the thrill and danger provided him with the emotional high he still rode and would continue to savor for weeks.

Thirty minutes past midnight, an hour after the last of the guests had left the birthday party, light rain splattered the smooth surface of the canal. Anyone still hovering outside would surely run inside for cover; he chuckled aloud, even the FBI detail had enough sense to get in out of the rain.

In a locker, he found two orange life jackets, one to transport the corpse and another to carry the shooters rifle and binoculars. Both were covered in black plastic trash bags with only the straps exposed. Before leaving, he located the controls for the electric lift. As larger raindrops pelted the metal roofing, he raised the boat back into the storage position. Another control lowered the overhead door to the closed position. Clay donned the air tanks then slipped into the water and started the swim back to his anchored boat. Under the light rain, Clay dragged the two packages behind him with short ropes. When he was a quarter mile away from the attack site, he released the equipment and let it sink. Drawing his knife, he stabbed the corpse low in the stomach and ripped the body cavity open to the chest before the straps on the lifejacket around it were cut. Free of their covers, the orange lifejackets rode with the mild current while the lifeless remnant of a man sank out of sight to feed the alligators, crabs, and fishes. 

Clay opened his eyes and focused on the strange surroundings. He'd forgotten for an instant where he was. His hand moved to the right and caressed Adrianna's smooth firm skin. His beautiful, luscious Adrianna. A short distance away, he heard another person's shallow breathing. Anthony Marshall, his son.

He'd remained in Florida for four days after the hit; until Adrianna could arrange to meet him in Philadelphia. She’d told Marshall she planned to stay with a friend and visit an art museum. The senator was in Washington and couldn’t get home for the weekend. 

Adrianna knew Marshall wouldn't think it strange for his wife and son to visit a friend in his absence. After all, in her opinion Marshall saw himself as being rich, handsome, and a prominent politician from an old wealthy New Hampshire family that traced its ancestry from Plymouth Rock. What woman in her right mind would be unfaithful to him? 

Adrianna moved the arm Clay touched and opened her eyes to look at him. Not a particularly handsome man, not in the movie star leading man category, but interesting in the character actor mold. Six feet tall, stocky, muscular, with light, brown hair, brown eyes and a strong, square jaw. Something in his gaze, the tone of his voice and the confidence he displayed attracted her. She still experienced a thrill as his naked muscular body performed yoga routines as she watched. Always on guard, always in control, stubborn about what he desired, and demanding of her time and attention. But in their lovemaking, he pleased her before he'd take his own release. He pushed her further, guided her to new sexual heights, and drove her to exhaustion only to start the climb up new glorious peaks of lust. 

She tried to break from him after her marriage and the birth of their child, but he would not allow it. He claimed her, even if he wouldn’t marry her. After her father’s death, he made it clear she would continue to meet with him, or he would expose her. He claimed to possess pictures of them that would make a prostitute blush, and she believed he would use them to destroy her marriage to Marshall if she rejected him.

Marshall, her Boy Scout husband popped into her thoughts. If he was even half as attentive and exciting as Clayton, she might challenge Clay's hold on her. But truthfully, she missed Clayton desperately when they were apart, longed to be in his big strong arms, to feel the weight of his hard, muscular body as it pressed against her and into her. She wanted to succumb to his demands, to be protected, abused, loved, and loathed. If only he had accepted her. Instead, he rejected her demands of marriage. Why would he chase her and lay with her but not accept the responsibility of her and their child? How could he reject both of them and deny their relationship? Why did he demand from the start they meet secretly, hiding from their peers the affection they shared? She closed her eyes and dropped her head back to the pillow and listened to the labored breathing of their son. He would wake shortly and end her intimate time with her lover.
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Chapter 3 – On Thin Ice

The second Friday of April 1978, Clay sat on a stool in front of the new marble topped bar of the Twelfth Street Bistro gauging the slick and shiny décor. Mauve, gray, and chrome met his gaze everywhere he looked. Behind the bar, he surveyed the mirrors with acid etchings of men in tuxedos and women in long party gowns as they danced around the stems of giant champagne glasses. When not mentally rejecting the building’s amenities, he gave his attention to the cute blonde behind the bar. He started from her black high heels and sheer nylons, up to the tight and very short white shorts, across the exposed tanned belly, to the sleeveless white blouse knotted below her ample breast, up the firm neck to the facial features. The face was what caught his attention initially, pretty but closed, and soft yet hard. The eyes were especially hard, very hard. This woman had been around and seen it all. She alone didn’t amaze him. The two women who served drinks had the same look. Where did Anna find these women? What transpired, or conspired to bring them together in a small bar that happened to be the headquarters for all the organized crime in the area? What was Anna up to now?

Things were certainly different since Tony passed. When Clay entered the bar and headed for the stairway to see Anna, he was stopped and told to take a seat. The bartender phoned Anna to announce his presence; then he waited and waited. He paid for the drink the same as any other customer. Tony appreciated the services Clay rendered to his family and hadn't charged Clay for anything he wanted. When he asked if any food was served, he was given a small bowl of some greenish nuts mixed with what looked like breakfast cereal. And to add a final insult the bartender charged him a dollar for the bird food like crap. Christ! What I’d give for a bowl of Mickey’s chili or ham and beans or goulash. 

After ordering a second drink at an inflated price, he was visibly irritated before the phone behind the bar rang. The blonde listened then turned and motioned for him to use the stairway. He swallowed the remnant of the weak, single-shot drink, slid off the stool, and left a five when he picked up his change. The blonde flashed a thin smile. “Thanks.” She stared at him with a hard gaze as he left.

The office door was open when he reached the top of the stairs. Anna stood inside. She closed the door behind him, and they remained standing. “I heard from our client in Florida. He was very pleased at your success. He called to say your fee is high, but he's satisfied and will keep you in mind for other important work. Be careful you don’t price yourself out of business.”

“I’m not worried about it. One or two hits a year is all I want, and then only the difficult ones.”

“This is your first visit since the grand opening, isn't it? What do you think of the place now after it's been cleaned up?”

“You know I don’t care for the slick and shiny decor, but it does have a good look for the sophisticated modern design crowd. I prefer the more traditional look, like the antiques I sell.”

“I know you do, and I forgive your lack of taste.” Anna laughed and smiled at him. “Men.” 

Clay chuckled. "Actually, my best clients are women. They outnumber the men ten to one."

Anna took his hand and led him to a black leather couch. “So how are things going?” she asked.

“All is good, both my businesses are lucrative, and the Chicago police and FBI haven't bothered me since Tony died. They don't even harass my friends and family anymore. What more can a man ask for?”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it.”

“And how have things worked out for you?”

“Not perfect but good enough.”

“I don’t mean to alarm you, and I hope this is minor, but I’ve heard rumors. Donny Palmotto has been very mouthy lately. He doesn't like working under a woman.”

“Yes, I know about it. Donny says it demeans his male superiority to work for a woman. He seriously believes he could run the organization better. I’ll deal with Donny when I'm ready.”

“Would it help if I have a talk with him and let him know you’re not alone in this?"

Anna shot up off the couch, leaned toward Clay and raised her voice. “No, I certainly don’t want or need for you or anyone else to run interference for me. As I said, I’ll handle Donny in due time. I mean it. You stay out of this. I don’t need a champion to defend me.”

Clay smiled. “I believe you. I’ll let you prove yourself to Donny.”

She crossed to a sleek brass trimmed mahogany desk and removed a manila envelope from the center drawer. She sat beside Clay and handed him the envelope. “Here’s the money from the Florida job minus my share." Clay nodded as he tossed the envelope on a glass coffee table. Anna instantly said, "Don't you want to count it?” 

“I don’t need to count it. If I thought you’d steal from me, I would have dropped you when you took over. I know you respect the code and will honor it.”

“Stealing. There's something else I need to speak to young Donny about. Since he was promoted, the take has dwindled a little more each week.” She grinned, turned to Clay, and asked, “What do you think I should do about him? Should I reprimand him, spank him, fire him, or just make him disappear?”

Clay shook his head, surprised by the question and the mischievous way it was delivered to him. “As I said earlier, I’ll let you prove yourself to Donny.” He knew from experience Tony would have either killed Donny for stealing, or at the least used a ball bat to put him out of commission for a few months. He doubted Anna would be inclined to show clemency or mercy for someone who broke the unwritten code of honor among thieves. He also knew if Anna had proof of Donny’s indiscretion, he was already as good as dead. Anna would have to act quickly and decisively, or she would be labeled weak and not capable of managing on her own. Then it would be open season on her for control of her territory.

Anna broke the silence. “Clay, this is between us. I shouldn’t have involved you with a joke about my problems. I’ll handle it myself. I expect you to stay out of it and not talk to Donny. You would only alert him and cause him to attack me first."

Clay nodded. “No problem, I don’t know a thing about any of it. I also don’t have a dog in this fight, so Donny is on his own.” He smiled. “Just let me know before it happens so I can have a good alibi. If I ever get tagged, I want it to be for something I actually did and not someone else's work.” Laughing lightly, he picked up the envelope and rose from the couch to leave.

“Sorry, no advance warnings to anyone, not even you.” 

After closing the door, Anna lit a cigarette and poured a drink. She had been concerned about how to ensure Clay wouldn’t approach Donny if he learned Donny was disgruntled. She didn’t need a do-gooder to step in and warn Palmotto to change his ways. Her plan called for his disappearance so other potential ladder climbers wouldn't even consider an attack on her. It also presented the perfect venue to change the leadership and establish her new lieutenants as worthy of the respect inherent in their positions.

Two weeks later, Donny Palmotto walked into 'Zitta's Bar and Grille' and saw Juan and Martin at a booth near the back wall. The waitress met him at the booth to take his order as he slid into the seat next to Juan. “Give me a double Crown on the rocks and hit these two again. Put it on my tab and keep the drinks coming when I motion.” He watched the brunette wiggle away on too high heels and then addressed his cohorts. “You ain’t gonna fuckin believe this! I just left Anna. She wants out of the business and is gonna pass it to me. She'll keep the legit investments Tony had and wants a fifty percent cut of the profits from the other stuff. I told her I’m taking all the risk and I demand eighty percent for me and twenty for her. She bitched about how she was a woman and men took advantage of her because of it.” He paused to toast his partners on their good fortune. “Here I was planning to bump her off to take over and she rolls over and gives it to me. The dumb broad must not realize I’ll count the take and get to decide what the profits are. God Damn, it don’t get any better than this.” 

“I don’t like it." Martin sat stone faced as he took in the news. "I don’t trust the broad. I think she's as tough as her old man was. Why does she want out and why now? Hell, she just took over, what ... four months ago?”

Donny reigned in his exuberance. “I don’t know why she wants out and I didn’t say I'd honor the deal, did I? She's invited us to go out on her boat tonight to finalize the arrangements and set the date for the transfer. She’ll have one of those broads from the bar pick us up with a motor launch at the Burnham Park Harbor at seven. I want you two to get a truck with a boat trailer and find a place at one of the South Shore beaches to leave it. After we get rid of Anna and anyone else on the boat, we burn it and run the motor launch back to the beach. Then we haul it off and scrap it.” Donny raised his drink for another toast and when the three glasses clinked, he said, “Tonight we go big time.” 

Martin joined in the toast, but still didn't smile. "Shouldn't you get Ricarddi's approval before you hit her?"

"No need. She's a broad and shouldn't be in a made man's position anyway. I'll take over then talk to Ricarddi. Relax, I've got it all worked out."
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Chapter 4 – Matthew Goldstein

Clay remembered Anna remarking on how lucky he was to get a job in California in the first week of May while she was stuck in cool and dreary Chicago. He bet she’d change her mind if she was squatted beside him in dry prickly brush peeking into Goldstein's bedroom. He swatted at a fly as it bit his leg, then eluded his hand.

Matthew Goldstein yawned and slowly opened his eyes. He glanced beyond the glass door to see the sun rising above the brush covered hills above Malibu. He felt motion at the other side of his bed under the single sheet. He turned to look at the nude young starlet sleeping on her side. He smirked and gently pulled the sheet from the petite woman and enjoyed the expanding view of the twenty-three-year old's perfect body beside him. He took in the long blonde hair, smooth tanned skin of her neck and shoulder, the curve of her back down to the taut twin cheeks of her ass. He knew an erection had started; it always did when he looked at a beautiful, naked body in his bed. He kicked the sheet off and moved next to the woman to push up against the full length of her body. She murmured and began to awaken as he slid his hand across her hip, down past her stomach, stopped long enough to cup his hand to the bushy mound under it, then slowly teased upward
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