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“A street fight from start to finish!”
—The Sandman, The Black Rock Hotel
“A hold-your-breath page-turner.”
—Patricia White, A Wizard Scorned
“Bigger than life heroes and villains!”
—Tom Madigan, Award-winning Author
This one is for the blue-eyed Indian
Prologue
The heavy hammering sound rolled across the infield and echoed off the concrete pit wall. Andy McGuire turned and watched as Jonathan Flynn’s racing machine glanced off the guard rail in the pouring rain, then catapulted into the air. Fiberglass shards hurtled, propeller-like, away from the car.
The Lola Sports-Prototype landed hard, bounced into the air again, then flopped upright on the track.
McGuire watched as the race car, showering sparks from the undercarriage, spun slowly in a half circle, then ground to a halt. “Oh no, please God!” he cried as he ran toward the car, dreading what he knew he would find there.
~
Jonathan Flynn sat in the cockpit, still gripping the steering wheel. He felt curiously detached as he listened to the rain pound down on his helmet. So loud. How odd I never noticed that before.
He watched raindrops splatter off the shattered windscreen, then instinctively checked his instruments. He laughed at the absurdity, which sent a bolt of pain surging through his chest.
Felicia Martinez ran toward him across the rough, soggy infield. She tripped and fell heavily, but quickly scrambled to her feet and began to run again, her eyes wide with fear.
“Hurry, Felicia,” Flynn said. His voice sounded hollow in the driving rain. His head sagged on his chest. So tired.
He could feel a warm, curious movement in his chest.
Hurry.
Chapter 1
Harry Varchetta leaned back in his deep leather chair, his feet on his desk. As he glanced at a bank of surveillance monitors, something caught his interest. He swung his feet to the floor and leaned forward, concentrating on the craps table action on one of the monitors.
A seven showed on the dice. Varchetta grinned as the craps dealer raked in the stack of pale green $500 chips and the stickman passed the dice to the next shooter.
Varchetta could see beads of sweat on the new shooter’s balding head as the man leaned over the rail and dropped more of the rare green chips on the layout. He was a Texas oil tycoon who made the trip to Las Vegas twice each year.
Varchetta watched as the big man blew on the dice and tossed them to the far end of the table. A six showed, an easy number to make, but he immediately sevened-out again. The Texan shrugged as the craps dealer scooped up his chips.
The stickman passed the dice to the next shooter. Varchetta recognized her, a meek little old woman who was a steady local customer.
~
Thirty floors below, on the casino floor, the woman stared at the dice that the stickman slid toward her. She had been betting five dollars at a time on the pass line, as she did every afternoon. But today there was no joy in the game. The high roller had spooked her with his heavy action; she didn’t want to be responsible for his fate. She had lived in Las Vegas for twenty-five years and had never seen that much money on the layout at one time.
She had been ahead thirty dollars before he had joined the table. Then, “Seven-out, line away!” quickly became a familiar cry from the stickman. She lost her thirty, and ten more, while the high-roller—a “wealthy Texan” she heard someone in the crowd say—dropped at least ninety thousand.
Now her hands were shaking; the game had turned ugly. The old woman threw a four on the come-out, a hard number to make. The Texan immediately “placed” the 5-6-8-9 and 10—but she sevened-out on the following roll.
The man laughed, seemingly unconcerned. He tossed in a generous stack of black $100 chips “for the boys,” then sauntered over to the little old woman. She started to apologize as he approached, but he quieted her with a gentle pat on the shoulder, and handed her a $500 chip.
Dumbfounded, she watched her tormentor-turned-benefactor disappear into the crowd. Then, impulsively, she turned back to the table and placed the precious pale green chip on the pass line.
The stickman slowly shook his head in disbelief and shoved the dice to the next shooter, a beautiful young blond who was accompanied by a doting, much older man.
“Oh, I’ve never done this before!” the young woman squealed. With two long fingernails, she plucked the dice off the green felt and tossed them toward the far end of the table.
The old woman’s shoulders sagged as she heard the stickman cry out, “Three craps, line away!” She watched as the dealer scooped in her lovely $500 chip.
~
In his upstairs office, Varchetta picked up the telephone and punched three digits. A moment later he bellowed, “Tell Anderson he’d better watch what he’s doing!”
His eyes widened. “Anderson, Anderson, Anderson, dammit! He was handling that old broad’s crummy action, and he couldn’t even do that right! He was so busy watching that asshole from Texas that he forgot to take her money when she sevened-out one time!”
Varchetta leaned forward in his chair. “Yes he did! He did too, you moron! I saw it happen twice! And it’s your job to see to it that he doesn’t make mistakes!”
He slammed the phone down, jumped to his feet, and began pacing. He ran his hands through his thinning black hair as he tugged vigorously at his right ear. He stopped for a moment to pour a drink from a crystal decanter. Tossing the liquor down, he quickly poured another.
Once again he felt uneasy about Felicia. She was a potential source of embarrassment—even worse if she talked to the wrong people. He was the butt of too many jokes already, a man who couldn’t hang on to his wife. That didn’t bother him all that much, but the rumors from higher up made him nervous.
He sighed and tried to shrug off the dark thoughts. What the hell! I’m one of the most powerful men in Vegas! Then, aloud, he said, “Yeah, I got nothing to worry about,”
Picking up a TV remote, he clicked impatiently through the channels. Then he saw it. His eyes went wide as he watched the footage of a spectacular car crash. The commentator’s voice over the scene was somber: “Jonathan Flynn, last year’s Formula One champion, was killed late this afternoon while practicing for a race at Las Vegas International Raceway. A favorite with fans and the motoring press alike, Jonathan Flynn will be missed.”
With a harsh laugh, Varchetta tossed the remote into the air the way a winning tennis player tosses his racquet. “So, Flynn finally got his. That sonofabitch finally got his!”
Thinking aloud, he said, “Felicia will be at Flynn’s funeral, which will probably be held in Reno. Perfect!”
Varchetta buzzed his secretary. “Get Benny Florentine in here, right now.”
He slammed the phone down and began pacing his office. After a few moments, he walked to the window and stared down at the Strip, far below. Then he heard the voice behind him: “Boss, it’s me, Benny.”
Varchetta turned to face the huge granite wedge in a rumpled business suit. The man’s eyes were gray and dead behind drooping eyelids. His short blond crew cut glistened with perspiration, and his massive forehead jutted over his eyebrows, adding to his simian appearance. His neck bulged over his collar where the necktie was knotted.
“Sit down, Benny.”
Varchetta felt comfortable when the brute was around. He was a reminder of the Good Old Days, when muscle was the way to get things done: six-seven, three-hundred-forty-five pounds of brute force and solid muscle. Unfortunately, Varchetta thought, a lot of that muscle rested between Benny’s ears—but at least he was reliable.
“I want you to find Felicia and bring her back.”
Benny nodded, concentrating on the boss’s instructions, but the voice in his head distracted him: Mr. Varchetta don’t like screw-ups. The last time, he took away all the girls for two whole weeks! Remember that? He nodded gravely at his unfortunate loss.
“What the hell are you nodding at?” Varchetta barked. The hulk began to mumble an explanation. Varchetta cut him off with a look of disgust. “Christ, Benny, sometimes you give me the creeps!”
Varchetta wrote down an address, then repeated his instructions to Benny several times, slowly and clearly. He took a sheaf of bills from his inside coat pocket. “Here’s enough money to do the job. And Benny, don’t let Jilly catch you or your ass will be in a real sling.”
“Don’t worry about Jilly, boss. He’s old. He won’t give me no trouble.”
Varchetta’s eyes widened and he slammed his fist on the desk. “Jilly’s old, but I pity you if you think he won’t give you trouble! And he’ll probably have help of some kind.”
Ain’t nobody gonna stop you, said the voice in Benny’s head. Jilly won’t be no trouble. Just grab Felicia and bring her back. It’s gonna be easy.
Chapter 2
“He looks so natural.”
I glanced at the old woman, so properly dressed in black lace, and wondered how anyone could think that a man in a casket looks natural.
Flynn looked dead. The undertaker had done his best, I suppose, but makeup can’t capture the look of life, that “natural” look that people like the little old woman in black swear they see.
The heavy smell of flowers permeated the little chapel, adding to the gloom. Mourners filed by the casket. Most of them were business associates of Jilly Evans, Flynn’s foster-father and an old friend of mine. Some I recognized as Jonathan Flynn’s friends and competitors, great and near-great race car drivers. They were a curious bunch. Each man shared an obvious, common trait—a detachment, a denial of the finality of the funeral rites. This was something they had to do now and then when a friend made a mistake, but it did not apply to them. In this instance, it applied to Flynn. Next week or next month perhaps, it would apply to one of the other drivers in their elite circle—but never to Number One.
I sighed and looked around. The church had an odd effect on me. I found myself examining the high beamed ceiling. I noted dust on the pews, and a piece of lint on the collar of an old gentleman who sat in the pew in front of me.
I snapped back to the present when I realized mourners were beginning to leave. At the front of the church, Jilly led Vi, his wife of many years, to the casket. She looked very frail. I quickly walked up next to her.
She never even noticed me. Her eyes were riveted on Jonathan Flynn. Her beautiful seventy-year-old face sagged with a weariness I had never seen before. I watched her go through the pain of saying farewell to her son.
Leaning against Jilly, she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, a wistful smile appeared on her face.
“Oh, Jilly,” she said in a voice so soft I could barely hear her, “I just can’t say good-bye.” Her voice trailed off in a little sob and she stood there with tears streaming down her cheeks.
Jilly wore a dazed expression as he stared at his son’s face with horrible fascination. He patted his wife’s arm, shaking his head in disbelief as he did so.
Finally, Vi leaned over her dead son, her gloved hands resting on the edge of the casket. As she kissed him, tears dropped onto his face and she dabbed them away with her hankie. She straightened, then stood for a moment staring down at the marble face, not wanting to leave.
Jilly swallowed, then touched his son’s cheek. His hand recoiled; he took an involuntary step back from the casket.
I sympathized with him. I knew only too well the eerie feeling of cold flesh.
Vi turned and looked up at me, surprise on her face. “Jack, oh thank you for coming. I . . . we appreciate it very much.”
She turned toward her husband. I caught Jilly’s eye and made a “Come along, please” motion with my head, and with a quiet sigh of relief saw that he comprehended. He straightened, and a bit of color came back into his ashen face. He put his arm around his wife and together we walked away from the casket.
Outside, I accompanied them down the great wide stone steps leading to Jilly’s limousine, which was parked behind a black hearse. The line of cars in the funeral procession stretched two city blocks.
Jilly’s driver opened the door and helped them inside. The blue funeral flag on the car’s antenna popped in the wind. I leaned down and looked into the back seat. Vi sat quietly, her mind elsewhere. “Jilly, I’ll take care of Felicia.”
His face took on a shocked expression, and for a moment I thought he was going to burst into tears. “Oh my God, Jack . . . I forgot about her!”
He was close to losing it. “Just look after Vi, okay?”
My old friend nodded, his face stricken. He took one of Vi’s gloved hands in both of his and began the impossible task of trying to comfort her.
I turned and hurried up the steps. Taking a deep breath, I walked into the church, which was now eerily quiet. Felicia Martinez stood by the casket, a peaceful look on her face. Her fingertips trailed over Flynn’s face. She touched his eyes and traced the bridge of his nose. Her fingertips paused on his lips. She smiled once, then caressed his hair, as if remembering some long-ago act of love. She patted it back into place, then leaned over and kissed him, a gentle good-bye kiss.
She looked up at me. Her eyes were wet, but she was in there. “He’s safe now, until I can be with him again.”
~
We made the somber trip to the quiet little cemetery, just a few miles from Jilly and Vi’s home, and there we buried Jonathan Flynn. Afterward, we drove away, a limousine full of people with nothing to say, each of us lost in our own thoughts.
Chapter 3
As Jilly’s black limo swept us through the streets of Reno, I was filled with misgivings about accepting his invitation to go back to their home for coffee. If it were me, I’d have to be alone. But I had a feeling he wanted to talk about something very important.
Jilly Evans had enrolled in the brutal school of the underworld forty years earlier, a hungry, tough young guy determined to make it to the top. He got there in record time, climbing over God only knows how many dead bodies—figuratively and, perhaps literally—in the process. Somewhere along the line he had gone legitimate, or at least semi-legitimate. Now he lives a safe, comfortable life as a member of The Establishment.
When we got back to Jilly’s mansion, he managed to talk Vi into going to her room to rest. I hugged her and tried to say something meaningful, but couldn’t find the words. She patted my hand, and left the room.
I turned to Jilly. He stood in the middle of his living room, a drink in one trembling hand, eyes brimming with tears. He was a stocky, muscular man with a bulldog look that was emphasized by heavy jowls. His hair had receded long ago, leaving patches of gray on the sides of his head.
The words poured out of him as he paced. “Jonathan and Felicia fell in love years ago. He was one of the top drivers on the Grand Prix circuit . . . and she was a beautiful Puerto Rican entertainer with a great voice. She was making a big name for herself in Vegas. Jonathan loved her . . . God, how he loved that woman.”
He paused and swallowed hard. “She loved Jonathan, too, but his profession just terrified her.”
Telling the story took its toll, but he gamely went on: “Jonathan demolished his car during a practice session several months ago. He wasn’t badly hurt, but for her it was the last straw. She told him she loved him, but couldn’t stand the waiting and wondering. She left him.” Jilly shook his head, “They were both devastated.”
He cleared his throat and stared into the fire, fighting back the tears. I stirred the hell out of my drink as I listened, wishing I were somewhere else.
Jilly’s voice weakened as he spoke. “Jonathan visited us for a few days after they broke up. He had a commercial to shoot, and couldn’t stay long. You met him, Jack, at a little dinner party we had.” He stared at the floor. “That’s the last time we saw him alive.”
My old friend turned to the bar and poured another drink. “Jonathan was the Grand Prix Champion last year, as you know,” he said. “But when Felicia left, it took the heart out of him.”
Jilly gave me a long look, but his mind seemed elsewhere. Finally, he went on: “He decided to retire, but Andy McGuire persuaded him to drive one more season for him. He promised Jonathan a great racing machine, but it just didn’t work out that way. They had a terrible season; I don’t know all the reasons why. Jonathan’s desire to win might have been less intense after losing Felicia . . . but I’ll never know that for sure.
Jilly turned his back to me and stared into the fire again, trying to hide his emotions. He continued, but spoke so softly I had to strain to hear him. “He had to see her again, so he flew to Vegas. What he found wasn’t pretty. Felicia had gone downhill—way downhill.”
Jilly took a deep, ragged breath and turned to face me. “Harry Varchetta, the owner of the hotel she sang for, had set his sights on her.” Jilly’s eyes narrowed, and he clinched his jaw. When he continued, there was bitterness in his voice. “Varchetta ‘befriended’ her, gave her a ‘little something’ to ease her pain, make her forget. She was shaken, sick at heart—and vulnerable.”
Jilly took a long pull at his drink. “Once he had her hooked, he made damn sure he kept her that way. Later, Jonathan discovered that Felicia had married Varchetta, but she had no recollection of the ceremony. She was a shell of the woman he loved, a virtual prisoner in Varchetta’s hotel.”
Muscles twitched in Jilly’s face and his thick, pale lips trembled. “Varchetta discovered the two of them talking, and he went crazy. He ordered one of his goons to work Jonathan over. Fortunately, Jonathan had the presence of mind to warn Varchetta that I wouldn’t want to see him hurt.”
Jilly stood there, drink in hand, looking for all the world like something out of an old Edward G. Robinson movie, a mob leader planning revenge on an enemy—and I suspect that was more-or-less what was running through his mind. But the years had mellowed him. He choked down the rest of his drink and leaned against the fireplace, staring down into the flames. “That saved Jonathan from a beating, maybe worse.”
Jilly cleared his throat; he was determined to finish his story. “Toward the end of the season Jonathan walked into his apartment in Monterey, and there she was, standing in the bedroom door, scared and sick. Somehow she’d found the courage to slip away from Varchetta. When Jonathan called me, he said they would come back to visit after his next race—Las Vegas.”
His face crumpled and for a moment I thought he was going to cry openly. I stood there, feeling totally helpless. The last thing I wanted to do was embarrass him, but I guess I knew in his grief he was beyond that.
He finally went on: “The two of them flew to Las Vegas. Jon checked into a downtown hotel under an assumed name, because he feared for her safety. She still couldn’t stand to watch him drive, so he left her in the hotel room the following morning while he did some tire testing at the track.”
Jilly paused, fighting to control his emotions. “Somehow she gathered her courage and went to the track. Maybe she wanted to surprise him and show him she could make it—on his terms. She stood by the fence, at the end of the pit straight. When Jonathan began braking for the corner, she ran toward the corner, waving at him.”
Jilly swallowed hard, then pressed on: “Jonathan must have caught her out of the corner of his eye and his attention was distracted for one vital moment. We’ll never know for sure exactly what happened. Anyway, he hit the wall.”
The ticking of the clock over the fireplace sounded like Big Ben in the silence of the room. Jilly finally said, “They had to cut him out of the car.”
I wormed the rest of the story out of him a bit at a time. Andy McGuire, Flynn’s team manager and closest friend, had called right after the accident. He told Jilly he would take Felicia to his home in Incline Village, and asked him to have someone come for her.
~
The sun was down by the time I left Jilly’s place. I walked to my vintage Jag XK-120 roadster, parked in the circular driveway. A biting wind added to the natural chill of October. With luck, perhaps it would cleanse the smell of death that surrounded me.
I picked up a large black coffee at a McDonald’s. As I pulled away, I spilled a little in my lap, as I have always done; cursed myself for being a clumsy clod, as I have always done; and promised myself I’d never get another cup of coffee to go . . . as I have always done.
I am a creature of habit, apparently not subject to change.
I set out for my little A-frame, located in Zephyr Cove on Lake Tahoe’s famous south shore. I inserted a CD into the player, then settled back and let Anita Baker sing me on home. I swept on through the darkness, enjoying the solitude of the beautiful 45-minute drive.
~
J.T. Ripper was waiting for me when I let myself into my cabin. Ripper is hell disguised as a Doberman, an aberration, one of Mother Nature’s private jokes. He’s one-hundred-fifty pounds of sinew, bone and muscle—and nasty disposition. He has saved my life several times and I’ve yet to save his even once. I owe him, and he never lets me forget it.
After a long hot shower, I climbed into bed, weary to the bone, emotionally drained. I stared at the ceiling, trying to shut down my runaway brain.
Ripper appeared next to me and stood there for a moment, nearly invisible in the darkness. He stared at me, checking me out for the night, then sauntered away with a loud sigh.
Chapter 4
The day after the funeral I called on Jilly and Vi to see how they were doing. Fred, their ancient butler, met me at the door and showed me in. A smile cracked his leathery face. “Good morning, Mr. Frost. I’m most happy to see you. Perhaps you’ll be able to lift a bit of the gloom around here.”
Fred tottered past me and slowly motored down the hall. He led me into the living room, which was dominated by a large fireplace, then disappeared without announcing my presence.
Jilly sat in a deep leather chair, glasses resting halfway down the bridge of his nose, doing his best to read a report of some kind. He looked old and tired. Vi stared at the blazing logs in the fireplace, her robe wrapped tightly around her, trying to ward off the sort of cold that fire cannot banish.
Fred was right. The gloom was heavy in this house. I walked to where the two sat across from each other, and stood for a moment, waiting to be noticed. I wasn’t.
Vi eventually looked up, a woman coming out of a dream. Her eyes were red from crying. A small smile appeared. “Oh, Jack . . . you’re a welcome sight.”
Jilly stood and offered his hand, a weary smile on his face. Then he sat again and dropped the report on the end table next to his chair. I looked at Vi. She’d already lapsed back into thought.
“How are things going, Jilly?” I said.
He shrugged. “As well as can be expected, I guess. He paused, then said, “Felicia has real problems.” He picked up his report again, hesitated, and then put it down. “Real problems.”
I knew what he was talking about; he had told me about the drug problem she had acquired after leaving Flynn.
As he got slowly to his feet, Jilly glanced at Vi, who was in her own world. He motioned for me to follow him. “Come with me, Jack. I want you to hear something.”
~
As we entered Jilly’s office, he pointed toward a rocking chair. “I know how you like those things, so I bought you one last week when Vi made me take her shopping.”
I settled into the rocker and leaned back. “Well thanks, Jilly. I appreciate that.”
“Yeah, good . . . Jack, I’m worried—no, I’ll admit it, I’m scared shitless. I fully expect Varchetta to send some muscle to grab Felicia. She knows all about his dealings, which goes to show you how stupid he is! I’ve been in this business since I was a punk kid, and Vi knows nothing about mine!”
“But she knows you’re involved—”
“Well, yeah, of course she does; she’s a smart woman, but she doesn’t know anything specific—and she doesn’t want to. Only an idiot would let his wife in on his business dealings, and I don’t care what the hell he does for a living!”
I suppressed a smile. Jilly had strong feelings about a woman’s role in the world of business.
“Felicia couldn’t care less about Varchetta’s dealings,” he said, “but he’s not bright enough to realize that.” He paused. “He’ll want her back.”
“Will she go?”
“Not on her own. Well . . . I don’t think so, anyway. Hell, I don’t know, Jack . . . maybe she would. Maybe if that little bastard sends someone after her, she’ll go back without a whimper.” He ran a hand over his face. “She might even jump at the chance to go back. He’s an easy source for the stuff she needs.”
Jilly shook his head, his face grim. “In Varchetta’s world, loose talk is the kiss of death. He knows if she starts to spill, he’ll be up to his ass in alligators.” He thought about that with some satisfaction before continuing. “He’ll never let that happen. If he can, he’ll grab her and take her back to Vegas. She’ll spend the rest of her life in a velvet prison.”
“How can I help?”
He said nothing for a moment. When he finally spoke, it was with resignation. “I’m not sure you can, in the long run. But I’ve gotta try to protect her. I owe that to Jonathan.”
We sat there in silence for a few moments. Jilly chewed on his thick bottom lip, while he rotated the glass in his fingertips. “You’ll be around if things start going to hell, won’t you?”
“Sure. So will Ripper.”
~
Jilly and I parted at the top of the wide, curving stairway. He gestured toward Vi’s sewing room at the end of the hall, then started down the steps, mumbling something about wanting to have a drink with me before I left.
I tapped on the sewing room door. No answer. The door was ajar, so I pushed it open far enough to step inside. The shades were pulled against the heavy glare of the late afternoon sun.
Felicia sat in faint light in the corner, curled up in an overstuffed chair.
“Do you need anything?” I said.
She did not reply. I waited a few moments. As I started to leave she quietly said, “No.”
She searched my face, possibly trying to match my features with her memories. She studied the scar tissue across the bridge of my nose. Then her eyes traced the long white scar along the bottom edge of my right jaw. For one brief moment I saw a flicker of recognition. Then it was gone.
Felicia Martinez was one of Puerto Rico’s finest exports. Her liquid black eyes always seemed tinged with tears, even, I suspected, when she was happy. Long, shining black hair framed high cheekbones and graceful eyebrows. Her skin was brown and flawless.
Even as she sat in the chair, the long purple robe she wore could not conceal her stunning body. Any man would be happy to have her companionship for an evening—or forever. But Felicia Martinez had already had her one man for a lifetime.
She sat there, puzzled, perhaps wondering why this big stranger was there, and not her Jonathan.
I walked out of the room and down the hallway. I descended the curving stairway, wanting to tell Jilly that nothing was going to happen to Felicia Martinez as long as I was alive.
Chapter 5
Ripper ranged far ahead of me on the deserted shoreline of a fogged-in Lake Tahoe, covering ground with that strange Doberman lope. I jogged behind him through the mist. My hair was already plastered to my head, partly from the drenching mist, but mostly from the last mile of wind sprints.
The dismal fog gave the beach an artificial air, like a movie sound stage. I could see no more than twenty yards or so into the lake. Even Ripper’s occasional deep-throated bark sounded muffled under the low ceiling of fog. Now and then he disappeared into the gray shroud with a burst of speed, then reappeared running straight toward me, belly to the sand.
An animal Ripper’s size requires a lot of exercise. Dobermans are generally even-tempered, despite their unholy reputation. Ripper, unfortunately, was born pissed.
We closed in on a young couple strolling close to the water’s edge, their backs to us. I knew what was coming, but before I could yell, a big black shadow swooped down on them. Ripper flashed by their legs in a high-speed pass, bellowing in his hair-raising bass voice. The woman nearly wet her pants, and the bones went out of the guy’s legs. Having accomplished that, Ripper disappeared into the fog, a happy dog indeed.
Unfortunately, I was on top of them too quickly to give them much warning, and I finished off their day by yelling out my apology, too loud and too close. “He’s harmless!” I lied, as I swept by.
I glanced over my shoulder as I jogged away. They were still standing there in a state of shock when the fog blotted them out. “Dammit, Ripper,” I yelled, as he made another high-speed pass, this time straight at me. I swear there was a grin on his face.
But it had been a funny scene, and I was still chuckling when we got back to the car. As I mopped my face with my sweatshirt, the picture popped into my head again. I buried my face in a towel, trying unsuccessfully to suppress my laughter and get the sillies under control. Finally, the cold breeze off the lake penetrated my sopping wet sweats, which snapped me back to reality.
I was tired, but it felt good. It had been a relief to get Felicia Martinez out of my mind, even for a little while. Jilly had called me several times in the three weeks since the funeral. He was at a loss as to how to help her. She didn’t show any desire to leave, and she went more or less where she was led. Vi looked after her, sitting quietly for hours with Felicia while the broken young woman sat Indian-fashion in her robe, staring into the fire.
Ripper piled into the passenger seat and stared through the windshield, patiently waiting for his housekeeping staff to take him home to lunch. I slipped into a jacket, slid in behind the wheel, and started the engine.
The smell of wet dog filled the interior of the car, and I cracked my window a bit. But well before I got to the main road, I had the window all the way down and was berating my sidekick with, “Gas! Jeez, Ripper, why do you always have gas when we come to this damn lake!”
~
I let myself into the cabin and pushed the door shut behind me with one foot, already peeling off wet clothing with both hands. Ripper flopped in front of the fireplace, knowing full well I’d light it at the first opportunity. I got it going, then adjusted the flame and dropped a couple pieces of wood on the grate. Within seconds they were crackling and burning fiercely. I shut off the gas and walked away, hearing Ripper’s contented sigh as he stretched out on the rug.
Twenty minutes later I stepped out of the shower and groped for a towel. After scrubbing myself dry, I carefully examined the big man who stared back at me from the full-length mirror. He certainly looked fit enough: highly defined muscle structure, clear eyes, steady hands.
But the scars! Both knees were crisscrossed with reminders of several knee injuries (Vikings vs. Bears and Vikings vs. Lions). White scar tissue ran across the bridge of my nose (Vikings vs. Green Bay), and another one ran the length of my right jawbone (shrapnel). My left bicep looked like someone had used an ice cream scoop (made-in-Russia semi-automatic rifle). Finally an ugly white scar meandered across my belly, just above my groin, courtesy of a snake-mean little bastard with a switchblade.
After pulling on a sweatshirt and jeans, I sat down and pulled on sweat socks and deck shoes. I gave my hair a couple of licks with a brush before I walked back into the living room and over to the wet bar.
I mixed a Rusty Nail and settled into my old rocking chair. I bought it at a garage sale about five years ago, and since then the various women who have visited my place have urged me to throw the thing out. Their reasons ranged from vague to totally unreasonable. But I like it, so it stays.
My cell phone rang. I flipped it open, and before I could say anything, Jilly said, “Jack, can you come over?”
“Sure. When?”
“Now, if you don’t mind.”
“I’m on my way.” I snapped the phone shut and swirled the ice in my glass with a fingertip, looking at Ripper without really seeing him.
I had a feeling it was all starting. I felt a strange tingle of apprehension—or perhaps it was anticipation.
~
“What’s going on, Jilly?”
The old man grunted and stirred his drink. He downed half of it without hesitation. “Nothing good, Jack.” He paused, his face bitter. “Nothing good.”
He walked to an entertainment complex, then turned and stared at me with bloodshot eyes. “I record every phone conversation that comes into or goes out of this house. An old habit, and a good one, I think.” He turned to the recorder and pushed a button. His voice was weak. “Listen to this.”
The expensive speaker system filled the room with the sound of the receiver being lifted, and Jilly’s gruff “Hello.”
“You have a cute wife, Jilly,” a man’s hoarse voice said. “Send Felicia Martinez back where she belongs, and she’ll stay cute. If you don’t, you won’t recognize her the next time she comes home.”
The speakers faithfully reproduced the caller’s laughter, and Jilly’s reply: “You sick, depraved bastard!” I listened to the rattle of Jilly’s phone being slammed down on the cradle.
“I know who that is,” Jilly said. “He’s dangerous, and more than willing to do whatever it takes to get Felicia back.”
Varchetta had gone right to Jilly’s soft spot. Only the most ruthless or desperate kind of individual targets a man’s family. “Has Felicia been out of this place since the funeral?” I said. Jilly shook his head without speaking. I went on: “But Vi has?” He nodded. “Has she had any problems with anyone?” I said.
“No, but she left late this afternoon to go shopping. She’s somewhere out there right now.” I could see the fear on his face. He tilted his glass and let the golden liquid run down his throat. He poured another and glanced at me, his eyes hard. The fear was suddenly gone. “If Varchetta harms her, I’ll—”
We were interrupted by the slamming of the front door, downstairs. Jilly rushed to the top of the steps. “Vi, is that you?” he bellowed down the stairway.
A very upset Vi Evans answered: “I’ve never been so angry in my life!” Her voice grew louder as she stomped up the stairs. I stood as she brushed past her husband and into the room, a frightened Jilly on her heels. Her hair was plastered to her head, and the front of her dress stained. “Look at me!”
“What the hell happened?” Jilly said.
She turned to face Jilly. “This ugly man threw some kind of liquid into my face! Then he laughed and walked away!”
Jilly’s face went white and he fought to catch his breath. I put a hand on his shoulder to steady him.
Vi was still angry, but her voice was mixed with fear now. “I was walking to my car, and found this huge man leaning against it. When I asked what he wanted, he threw this liquid into my face! It smells like some kind of soft drink. What kind of person would do something like that?”
Jilly groaned.
Vi brushed at her stained dress, frustrated. She stomped a small foot angrily, then spun on her heel and stormed out of the room.
Jilly sat down and put his hands over his face. “My God,” he said. He looked up at me, a stricken expression on his face. “Are you available, Jack?”
“Damn right, I am!”
“Thank you. You’re hired as of now.”
“Hired! Now don’t piss me off, Jilly.”
“I want to pay you.”
“If you must, okay. My price is a nice dinner out somewhere after we get this settled.”
My old friend gave me a weak smile and just nodded. “Okay, Jack, a dinner it is, then.”
Jilly had a history of heart problems going a long way back. I felt a nagging need to take some of the pressure off his shoulders. “Maybe you should send Vi on a little vacation,” I said. “Say, two or three weeks, enough to buy us some time.”
I had his attention. “You won’t have to worry about her being here at ground zero, and she can get away from this gloomy atmosphere, which will do both of you a world of good.”
“Not a bad idea,” Jilly said. He paced the room, his empty glass clutched in one hand. “But where?”
“Mexico City is beautiful this time of year. Doesn’t Vi have a sister who’s married to an oil company executive down there?”
Jilly nodded, warming up to the idea. “She’s mentioned wanting to visit her, more than once.”
I knew she had, too. Vi briefly spoke of her sister one night over dinner. “Jilly . . . I know you haven’t told Vi about this phone call. If we can get her to go away on her own, there will be no need to tell her about it.”
Jilly nodded without answering. Suddenly, I realized just how tired he really was. “Okay, I’m going to get going,” I said. “Keep me posted.”
I could almost hear his sigh of relief. He walked me to the door. “I’ll call you in the morning, Jack.”
Chapter 6
The ringing of my cell phone pulled me out of a fuzzy sleep. I woke up mumbling while I tried to open the damn thing. Jilly was patient with me. When I finally got myself together, I listened and nodded in agreement, as he spoke. When I realized he couldn’t hear my head rattle, I said “Good plan, Jilly. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
He was a careful old man. Without giving away a thing, he’d let me know Vi would be leaving the next afternoon for Mexico City, and could I please take her to the airport. I assured him I would deliver his package safely.
~
Early the next afternoon, I drove away from a Hertz rental agency in a brown Chevrolet, and headed for Jilly’s place. I was anxious to get Vi out of town.
Felicia was my main worry. How long can you protect someone? I suppose it all depends on how badly someone is wanted by someone else. In this instance, I had the feeling she was wanted very badly indeed.
I pulled into the private entrance behind Jilly’s home. High walls and thick shrubbery blocked viewing from the street.
After coffee, and a few awkward minutes of strained conversation, it was time to leave. I stowed Vi’s bags in the trunk and got her into the car. Jilly stood in the doorway, looking old and shrunken as he waved good-bye to his wife.
~
Jilly insisted, so against my better judgement, I moved into his rambling mansion, bringing Ripper and a few things of my own. But after just two days it became apparent that the arrangement wasn’t going to work. Ripper was miserable, and when he’s miserable, he sees to it that everyone else is, too. He missed the cabin, and he snarled often at Fred, nearly scaring the poor old man to death when his, “Nice doggie, nice doggie!” plea didn’t work.
An equal opportunity employer, Ripper also terrorized the maid, keeping her sitting in Vi’s upstairs sewing room for an hour before I stumbled onto them. She quit on the spot.
While I was quietly trying to figure out how to solve this sticky situation, I heard Jilly’s voice behind me.
“Maybe Felicia should move into your place, Jack.”
When I turned to face him, he caught the look of relief on my face. He laughed, and I did, too. “Good idea, Jilly,” I said. “She’ll be safe there and Ripper can revert back to his old, unlovable self—but at least he’ll be controllable.”
~
An hour later we were headed for my place in Zephyr Cove. I had to admit it felt good to be going home. The drive was beautiful but quiet—exceedingly quiet. Felicia never said a word. She just stared out at the passing scenery, her arms wrapped around the overgrown puppy on her lap. Now and then she hugged Ripper fiercely, her eyes tinged with tears.
I gave a sigh of relief as I drove down the tree-lined lane and pulled up next to my Land Rover, which was parked in front of my lakeside A-frame. I helped Felicia out of the car, then carried her single suitcase up the steps and unlocked the front door of my cabin. Ripper tore through the open door and got busy checking things out. Finally satisfied that everything was in order, he flopped in front of the fireplace with an exaggerated sigh of accomplishment.
Felicia stood just inside the door, looking uncomfortable. I motioned toward my rocking chair. She sat down, hands in her lap, and looked at me with those big black liquid eyes.
Suddenly I was at a loss for words. Finally I said, “I’ll fix some coffee,” and walked quickly into the kitchen.
While I clattered the coffee pot together, I shook my head in wonder at the way she made me feel like a flustered schoolboy. Me, a veteran womanizer who has never been in love—not even close—in my thirty-four years of whoring around.
I finally got the coffee going and walked back into the living room. She still sat in the rocker, staring at the lifeless fireplace. I lit the gas log and threw some wood on the fire. The room immediately became a more cheerful place. Ripper rolled over on his side, and groaned. He stretched, his legs straight out, inches off the floor, pointing toward the fire. Then he relaxed, lowering his legs slowly to the rug. His chest rose and fell with even breathing.
“Be careful around him,” I warned. “He’s arrogant, insolent and temperamental. And as the old joke goes, those are his good points.”
“Ripper and I will get along just fine,” she said quietly.
Relief flooded through me. She was actually engaging in a conversation.
“Well, I hope you’re right, but this dog was born with an innate sense of right and wrong—he’s right and everyone else is wrong. He doesn’t even like me.”
“He likes you,” she said.
“He does?”
She looked around. “Where will I sleep, Jack?”
I pointed toward the bedroom. “In there. I’ll sleep here, on the couch.”
She stood and walked through the bedroom door. She stopped and looked around for a moment. “I’d like to take a bath and get unpacked.”
“Sure thing.” I carried her bag into the bedroom and pointed toward a door, next to the bed. “Bathroom. You’ll find towels and everything else you need. Take as long as you want.”
I left her standing there and walked back into the living room, closing the bedroom door behind me. I could hear the coffee perking. I strolled into the kitchen and turned off the gas under the percolator. I poured two cups and walked into the living room. I stood with my ear to the bedroom door for a moment, and heard nothing.
“You okay?” I called out.
“Yes,” came the muffled reply.
“Would you like a cup of coffee?”
“I’d prefer a glass of wine.”
I stood there with coffee in each hand, my brain racing. Wine? Wine? Somewhere I must have an old bottle of wine stashed away. “I’ll see if I can scare one up,” I said.
“If you can, bring it in please.”
I heard the sloshing of water as she moved in the tub. “How do you know you can trust me?”
“Because Jilly said I could trust you.”
“What a miserable reputation!” I muttered. I sipped coffee from one cup as I walked into the kitchen. I poured the other one down the drain. Eventually I found a half bottle of Chablis. I poured a glass and carried it to the bedroom door and knocked. I could hear splashing.
“I’m coming in,” I said. “I’m coming in now.” I pushed the door open wider and walked into the bedroom, then walked cautiously to the open bathroom door. “Again, I’m coming in, Felicia . . . okay?”
I heard a small, amused laugh. “Yes, it’s okay, Jack.”
I entered, keeping my eyes averted, exaggerating the movement somewhat so she’d know I was trying to live up to my stellar reputation.
One soapy hand reached out for the glass of wine, and I passed it over. “Thank you, Jack. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”
I closed the bathroom door behind me, feeling jangled. I walked into the living room, and found myself looking around with a critical eye. “What a dump!” I said aloud.
I’d never noticed the clutter before. This was the living room of a man who clearly lived alone.
~
“Do you understand, Felicia? Don’t leave this place without Ripper.”
She stood in the open doorway, looking up at my stern face. Then, deadpan, she said “Yes, Jack.”
I know when I’m being humored. She pushed me out the door. “Don’t forget the pork chops.”
I walked to the Jag, shaking my head. I was beginning to feel like a married man. “Don’t forget the pork chops,” I said.
She was a great cook. For the first time in my life I found myself eating at home, a welcome change of pace. I am prone to taking the easy way out. When I’m hungry, McDonald’s and I are old friends. I break up the fast food routine, now and then, with a real dinner at a real restaurant—usually one of the casino places.
I had to admit it was nice coming home and finding the place warm and clean, and the smell of dinner cooking. Even Ripper’s disposition improved.
I shared Jilly’s relief, mixed with apprehension, at the lack of any attempt by Varchetta’s goon to grab Felicia. Vi had called from Mexico City. She was comfortable and having a good time.
It was getting more difficult to keep my defense mechanisms at full alert, thanks to too much home cooking and too many evenings in front of the fireplace listening to music, or watching television together.
I began working out more, jogging more. I wanted to be away from the cabin, but that worried me, even with Ripper there. Thankfully she showed no desire to leave the place. I suspected it was a haven to her.
She usually wandered around the cabin in one of my old Vikings sweatshirts while she fixed dinner, cleaned the place, and rearranged this and that. The woman was blessed with flawless brown skin, fantastic gleaming black hair, and perfect white teeth. And her eyes, my God, they were enormous! While she lived in her own little world, I did not. I always knew where she was in the room, and what she was wearing, try as I might to concentrate on my book, or TV show.
Occasionally, she lapsed into long periods of silence. I never intruded. She was somewhere with Jonathan Flynn. I knew that and respected it. I also knew that the passage of time would eventually make the loss more bearable, would blur the painful, vivid memories until one day she would find that, like it or not, she was actually getting on with her life.
It’s a concept I’m familiar with.
I came home from jogging one afternoon, and found her sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace. She was crying, and obviously had been for a long time.
Ripper’s head rested in her lap. He pawed at her now and then, and whined. An open book lay next to her on the floor. I didn’t have to look to see what it was. I cursed myself for having forgotten it was in the cabin.
I’m an auto racing buff, have been all my life. I subscribe to all the magazines, buy all the yearbooks. She had run across my automotive library and found a picture of Jonathan Flynn, laughing and alive as he stood next to a Grand Prix Lotus, talking to a big man with a shock of red hair, mane-like eyebrows, long mutton chop sideburns and a fantastic flowing red mustache.
I sat down next to her and put my arm around her shoulders. She folded against me, sobbing. Her body shook. After a while she fell asleep.
I felt sorry for her, yet I envied the intense love she and Flynn had experienced, even if it was a tragic, painful affair. Some things are worth whatever they cost.
~
Felicia never got over that unfortunate day. The periods of silence became longer, the gloom in the cabin deeper, as the days dragged on. I’d come home to find her just sitting in the dark. Ripper was her constant companion. Gone was the aroma of dinner cooking, music playing.
I missed it. And I felt more helpless than ever. A cold feeling settled over me. Try as I might, I couldn’t shake it. I wasn’t big on premonitions, but she was. During her brief period of healing, just before things came apart, she told me she was part witch. I can still conjure up her exact words: “I am part witch, you know. Jonathan knew it. He kidded me, but he knew it was true.”
She smiled at the time, but she was serious. As she looked at me, her eyes haunted, it gave me a chill. “I see things, now and then. Numbers, for instance, at a roulette wheel. Not always, of course.” She laughed. “If I saw them all the time, I wouldn’t do anything else but sit at a roulette wheel. But it happens often enough to be spooky.”
~
I walked out of the grocery store in Zephyr Cove and hurried to my car, my arms full of groceries. I fired up the Jag and headed for home, filled with an unexplainable sense of urgency.
A brisk, steady breeze produced a broad sweep of swirling color as the trees gave up their leaves; they fluttered to the ground by the thousands. Today was a beauty: brilliant, cold and clear. Yellow and red leaves covered the ground. An occasional gust of wind blew them into the air. Then they settled to the ground again in ever-tightening circles. Some of the trees stood in naked silence, already stripped of their foliage, preparing for the approaching Lake Tahoe winter.
I patted the Jag’s steering wheel. With the long snow season approaching, it wouldn’t be long before I’d get her ready for hibernation and start driving the Land Rover.
I’m a bit quirky, and even I know it. Every now and then I feel it’s time to take inventory of myself, and this was one of those times. I ran through the little list of my good and bad points—or at least those I was aware of:
1. I’m basically blessed with an irrepressible nature. If all of Al-Qaeda were in Reno, I’d still feel like I would come out on top, even if I had nothing but a handful of rocks. That’s one for me.
2. I am an eternal optimist. Hey, I’m doing okay here.
3. At the same time, I consider myself a hard-core realist, which can be a real downer at times. Good? Bad? Probably fifty-fifty.
4. I have more self-confidence than a man probably should have. However, since I’m doing the judging here, I’m still going to put a check mark on the “Good” side of the ledger.
5. I don’t like to lose—at anything. Good? Bad? I chose fifty-fifty again.
6. If I’m given a “take it or leave it,” I’ll always leave it. Absolutely good.
7. I bore easily. Probably bad.
I suddenly realized I was tired of the game. I laughed. “See Number 7, preceding,” I said aloud.
I was sure it would all work out. “See Number 2, above!”
But I was also sure it was going to be a long, rough road ahead. “Number 3!” I said to the car.
I don’t care who Varchetta sends to grab Felicia, I will kick his ass royally and send him home whimpering.
“Number 4!” I yelled. “Definitely Number 4!”
Nothing is going to happen to her. Nothing, by God!
“Number 1!” I shouted. “Not a doubt . . . Number 1!”
~
I took the steps two at a time and let myself into the cabin. I stood inside the door listening to a deep silence. The ashes in the fireplace looked cold. I shut the door quietly behind me. From the bedroom, Felicia’s voice rose and fell. I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but I did recognize a broken-hearted woman’s desperation and grief.
I eased the bedroom door open and stood there. She was a pathetic sight. She lay on the bed, her naked body gleaming with perspiration. Her long black hair was damp and uncombed, her eyes swollen from crying. She appeared to be in pain, her hands balled up in little fists. Ripper lay on the bed with her, looking as miserable as I’ve ever seen him. His huge head lay between her breasts. He whined, lifted his head and looked at me for help, then lowered his head again.
Occasionally, she hit the brute in the head with a flailing fist. He never flinched, just whimpered and looked even more miserable.
Her eyes opened wide and she stared at the ceiling. Then she turned and looked at me. She didn’t seem to recognize me. Perhaps she didn’t even know I was there. But then anger changed her face, and when she spoke, her voice was filled with rage.
“Damn you, Jonathan Flynn! Why did you have to race cars?” She sat up, spilling Ripper away. He almost fell off the bed, but recovered and sat there on the edge of the bed, staring at her. She continued to rage at me, her face twisted. “Why did you have to drive race cars? To prove you’re a man? You didn’t have to prove it to me!” Tears spilled over her cheeks. Then softly, she said again, “You didn’t have to prove it to me.”
Suddenly aware of my presence, she clambered to her feet and stood on the bed. She backed away as I approached, nearly losing her balance. “Stay away from me!” she screamed.
She stood there, wild-eyed, her fingers spread apart, claw-like. Her full breasts rolled and shook as she tried to balance herself on the bed. She was finely muscled, and they rippled under her wet, brown skin as she moved. The bloody scratches on her breasts, the damp, uncombed black hair, and the hunted look in those big, deep, black eyes combined to form the picture of primitive woman, caged and desperate.
The standoff lasted only a few moments. Ripper whined. At the sound, she looked down at him and her face softened. Her fingers closed into fists again, then opened. With a sigh she settled to her knees and wrapped her arms around him. She held him against her and cried, rocking him back and forth as if holding a baby. The big dog draped his head over her right shoulder.
I didn’t know what to do. Finally I walked into the bathroom, started running a tub of hot water, and returned to the bedroom. I tried to pull her arms from around Ripper. He snarled, showing me a mouthful of teeth any Great White would be proud of.
“Knock it off!” I said. I managed to break her grip on Ripper’s neck. He was still not happy with me. He jumped off the bed, more than a little interested in what I was going to do with her. I carried her into the bathroom and lowered her into the tub of water.
I washed her face with a bath sponge. She sat there, dazed. Then she looked up at me, her eyes comprehending for the first time. She looked down at the water coming up around her breasts. When she looked up at me again, she seemed aware of the situation, but she was too far gone to be embarrassed.
Nevertheless, I quickly got to my feet and walked out. I hurried to the kitchen and poured a glass of wine, then quickly returned to the bathroom. I knocked before I entered, then walked in and placed the glass on the edge of the tub. “Are you okay?”
She nodded, eyes brimming with tears. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay.” I felt suddenly helpless. “If you need anything, I’ll be in the living room.” I walked out, shutting the door behind me.
I mixed myself a Rusty Nail and got a blaze going in the fireplace. I turned on some music, perhaps louder than usual, something up-tempo and light.
She’d gotten something, somewhere. There’s always a creep who’ll sell you death in a capsule for just a few bucks. And there’s always the weak who’ll buy it, not knowing what’s in it, or caring.
This changed everything. I couldn’t trust her.
Chapter 7
The young prostitute walked through the motel door, Benny Florentine close behind. She took a deep breath and turned to face him, trying to think of a way to get out of this frightening situation. She looked up into his gray, hooded eyes, and her words stuck in her throat. She saw the beaded sweat in his blond crew cut, smelled the musty odor of a man who had gone too long without a shower. He was probably over three-hundred pounds, and looked close to seven feet tall.
The cruel look on his face, and the cords in his bull-like neck frightened her. When he approached her on the street she had been afraid to turn him down. He had pushed her into his car, and she knew it was going to turn out all wrong.
He dropped a fifty-dollar bill on the table, then turned his dead eyes on her again. Grabbing the front of her dress, he ripped it from her body with one easy movement.
She stood there, covering her bare breasts with her hands like a virgin schoolgirl. “C’mon, Benny, please. This dress cost me a hundred bucks and . . .”
Further protest died on her lips when he grinned and said, “You’ll be paid for it. I always pay for what I get.” Then he took another fifty-dollar bill, dropped it on the floor, and told her to pick it up.
She hesitated, then bent over to pick it up. He yanked her upright by the hair, and as her face came up, hit her with an open palm. She fell backward onto the bed. He was on her in a moment, stripping her panties off her legs. He slapped her twice, rocking her head from side to side.
He stood next to the bed, looking down at her. He smiled, showing very bad teeth. His voice took on a crooning tone as he leaned over and ran his hands over her small breasts, then down over her stomach. He spread her legs roughly and probed with his fingers. She winced. He laughed and probed harder. She writhed in pain.
“You ain’t very big, honey,” he said and withdrew his fingers. He wiped them across her face and got down on his knees and took a breast in each hand. Laughing, he squeezed until she cried out. Then he pinned her and pulled her legs as far apart as he could. She felt the bones creaking in her hips, as he buried his face in her warm flesh. Without stopping, he reached up and placed one big hand around her throat and squeezed. She gagged. The room began to spin and everything began to go black. She heard her own voice screaming inside her head: I am going to die right now!
But then he stopped. The black went to a mist of red and her vision began to clear. She gagged, then despite herself, vomited. He jumped up, angry, brushing the mess from his suit. He slapped her a dozen times until she blacked out.
When she came to she was on her back, spread-eagled on the bed, cords binding her wrists and ankles to the bedposts. He stood in front of her, naked now, looking down at her with a curious smile. “You shouldn’t have oughta done that to ol’ Benny. He don’t like that.”
He raped her, over and over until she lay spent and shuddering on the bed. Occasionally he smoked and watched television, only to return to the bed, time after time.
The night wore on. He never tired of his game. Her muscles and bones ached, but she did not complain, afraid to open her mouth. She was smeared from head to toe with his body fluids, and her own mess.
She felt sick. She gritted her teeth and prayed for the first time in a very long time. I swear it, God! If I get out of here alive, this will be my last trick. Please!
~
For the next hour or so, Benny sat in front of the television, patting himself on the stomach. The room reeked of him. The young prostitute closed her eyes. How much longer? She heard him move, and her eyes flew open. He stood and turned toward her again. A smile played across his face.
“Wanna do it again, Billy?” He looked hurt. “And can’t you show me a little affection, this time? You’re really a cold bitch, you know that?” He reached for her bruised breasts, but the sound of his cell phone ringing stopped him.
He straightened, a frown on his face. He lumbered over to his clothes, piled in a heap on the floor, and pulled his phone from a pants pocket. He looked at the caller I.D., then reluctantly opened the phone. “Hi, boss, it’s me, Benny.” His face fell at the reply at the other end of the receiver.
The conversation went on for some time, while Billy drifted in and out of consciousness. She did not want him to know she was awake. Please leave when you hang up, Benny. Please.
Benny sat with the phone pressed to his ear, screwing up his face like a little boy being reprimanded by his father. Finally he mumbled, “Okay. Bye.” He snapped the cell phone shut as rage darkened his face.
Billy felt a sinking feeling as he advanced on her. “The boss shouldn’t talk to me like that,” he muttered. “I ain’t no dummy.”
He walked to the bed and looked down at her. “I got another hour or so, Billy. You’re gonna have to show me some affection.”
Chapter 8
I stood in the doorway, looking down at Felicia with as much sternness as I could muster. I was trying, I suppose, to intimidate her with my size—it wasn’t working. “Felicia, it’s dangerous for you to leave this place, do you understand?”
“Yes, Jack.”
“Don’t give me ‘Yes, Jack,’ because this is serious!”
“Yes, Jack.” She was not being coy; I wished she were. She was just telling me what I wanted to hear in order to get me off her back.
“Listen,” I said, frustration heavy in my voice, “If you do have to leave—and I don’t want you to—do not, under any circumstances, I repeat, do not leave without Ripper.”
“Yes, Jack.”
I put my hands on my hips, stared up at the ceiling, and gritted my teeth. “Yes, Jack,” I muttered. I turned away and pulled my sheepskin-lined jacket over the heavy turtleneck sweater I was wearing. I opened the door and was greeted by a cold wind blowing off the glittering Alpine lake.
I walked out on the deck, then stopped and turned to look at her one more time. She was wearing one of my old Vikings sweatshirts, sleeves pushed up to her elbows. The bottom hit her about where a good miniskirt would. I had an overwhelming urge to pick her up and hug her. She was a waif with big eyes and a woeful look. And, she was wearing silly looking pink fuzzy slippers, which for some reason added to her appeal.
“Keep this door locked, and stay with Ripper.”
“Hurry back, Jack,” she said.
I opened my mouth to say something else, but she shut the door in my face. I stood there for a moment, then turned and walked to my car.
The day was magnificent, despite the cold wind. I donned my sunglasses, unlocked the Jag and got in. I gave the surrounding woods a thorough examination. Everything looked normal, but I felt unsettled.
~
Felicia stood at the closed door, listening. Jack was a big man, but he never seemed to make any noise when he walked. In fact, she realized, he never seemed to make any noise at all. She opened the door slightly and peered out. Seeing nothing, she closed it quickly and hurried to the window. She caught a glimpse of the dark green Jaguar as it disappeared around the corner at the end of the lane.
Sighing with relief, she hurried to the bedroom. She kicked the slippers off, stepped into a pair of shoes, and grabbed a long coat. She pulled it on as she walked to the front door, picking up her purse as she went.
Ripper followed on her heels. At the front door, she got down on her knees, put her arms around him and whispered into his ear. “No, Ripper. Stay. I’ll be right back.” He whined and tried to force his face into the doorway as she opened the door, but she blocked his path. Sternly she said, “Stay, Ripper!” Then she left, pulling the door shut behind her. She could hear his scratching high up on the door, as he stood on his hind legs. “Poor Ripper,” she whispered, as she hurried toward the Land Rover.
~
An hour later, Felicia cruised slowly down Reno’s nearly deserted South Virginia Street, eyes searching desperately for the man she had found the last time she slipped away.
She tried to suppress the rising panic. Please be there. She finally spotted him standing in front of a liquor store. She sighed with relief, quickly parked the car, and hurried toward him.
A wry smile appeared on his face as she approached. He opened a grubby hand and showed her a small pile of pills, every color of the rainbow it seemed. He poked them apart with a broken, dirty fingernail and ran through the names and “selling points” of each one.
Felicia held out a handful of cash in her open palm. His face twisted into an amazed smile. Then he took all the cash and pressed the pills into her open hand. His ugly smile made her feel dirty and guilty. She hurried away, as much to escape his watery, accusing stare, as to return to the cabin before Jack got home.
She hurried toward the Land Rover, head down against the cold wind, hands buried in her coat pockets. Suddenly she was aware of the big man walking beside her. She looked up, wide-eyed, not wanting to see the anger on Jack’s face. An explanation was already forming in her mind when she saw the granite-like forehead protruding from beneath the hat, the hooded, dry gray eyes staring at her with amusement. “Benny,” she said, her voice barely audible. “Benny—”
“Mr. Varchetta wants you back, Felicia.” He grabbed her by the elbow and applied enough pressure to make her knees go weak. “We gotta get goin’ now, understand?”
She stumbled along next to him as he led her to a light blue sedan. She was aware of her breasts, moving free and easy under the sweatshirt. He pushed her roughly into the front seat and closed the door. She hurriedly buttoned her long coat as he walked around the car and got in behind the wheel.
“You’ll be back in Vegas tonight, where you belong,” he said, as he started the car. “Don’t give me no trouble, hear? I don’t wanna have to hurt you. The boss wouldn’t like that.”
The thought of Harry Varchetta brought a picture of the man bursting into her brain. She recoiled and felt the sickness in her stomach again. She remembered the long days and nights, the bad breath, the repulsive personal habits, the depraved sexual fantasies he forced her to act out. She squeezed her eyes shut and thought about Ripper, just a few miles away, and the warm, safe cabin. Jack would be home in a few minutes. In her mind she heard her own voice: Yes, Jack.
She pulled the collar up around her neck and leaned against the window, feeling the glass form a small cold spot on her forehead.
Chapter 9
“I was gone a half-hour at the most.” My statement hung in the air, a hollow excuse. I stood there, my cell phone glued to my ear, feeling guilty as hell.
“Don’t beat yourself up, Jack. The mood she was in, she was impossible to protect,” Jilly said. “When are you leaving for Vegas?”
“As soon as I get things together. But it’s a seven or eight-hour drive down 95. I’d sooner go by air. When’s your next freighter heading that way?” One of Jilly’s interests included JL Enterprises, a fleet of air freighters.
“The next one leaves at nine o’clock, with a stop in Vegas,” Jilly said. “Have your car there an hour early, at least. You and Ripper want to ride along, or do you want to go on a commercial flight?”
“We’ll go on the freighter.”
“Get her back, Jack,” he said.
“I will, Jilly. I’ll be in touch.”
I snapped my cell phone shut and got busy. As I packed, I tried to avoid looking at Felicia’s purple bathrobe hanging behind the bathroom door, tried to shut my thoughts off as I moved her cosmetics case and hairbrush to get at my shaving gear, tried to pretend it was just a day like any other day as I lathered and shaved the worried face in the mirror.
But it wasn’t a normal day; she wasn’t there. She was on her way back to Varchetta, in the company of God knows what kind of a creep.
I was in a vile mood by the time I closed the cabin door behind me and hurried down the steps, a sullen Ripper by my side. The look on his face was accusing. He’s casual about obeying ordinary orders, even when he’s having a good day, but there’s never a moment’s hesitation when I give him a serious command. This was one of his bad days so he damn well did what he wanted, ignoring me completely.
~
Shortly before nine o’clock, Ripper and I were in a JL Enterprises jet freighter that was rolling slowly along between two rows of blue lights dotting the edges of the taxi way. The big ship trundled down the tarmac in that curious, bobbing gait common to earthbound jetliners.
I listened to the shrill whine of the engines as we made a one-eighty, and lined up with the main runway. I sat in the observer’s seat, behind the captain, peering over his shoulder through the windshield. Ahead lay the inky blackness of the runway, outlined in white runway lights in the clear night air.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/14044 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!