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CHAPTER 1 
WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 15 - MID MORNING 

WEST PALM BEACH, FLORIDA 

 

A fat man, sitting in the center of three rows of gray metal folding chairs, raised a pudgy little hand 

to his face and patted his brow with a white cotton handkerchief. He quickly returned the hand to his lap, 

trying desperately to make the movement seem as nonchalant as possible so as not to display any trace of 

the excitement that he actually felt. 

Moving only his eyes, he glanced furtively around at his fellow bidders. All eight were 

Hispanics—Cubans, he surmised, but they could just as well have been Puerto Ricans or Mexicans for all 

he knew. He could see only six of them without turning his head. The remaining two, a slight, bookish 

young man in his early thirties and a severe-looking woman in her mid-forties with her hair pulled back 

and gathered into a bun, sat behind him and off to his right, out of his peripheral vision. 

One of those two, along with the old man in the brown suit in the front row, were the only others 

still in the bidding. 

An attractive young woman, two chairs away on his left, had been the last to fall by the wayside. 

She had just set her paddle, with the numeral five stenciled on it, face down on the chair next to her. Now 

merely a spectator awaiting the outcome of the auction, she folded her arms and crossed her exquisite 

legs, causing the hem of her tangerine-colored dress to ride up past mid-thigh. 
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Are all these people daft? the fat man wondered. Or are they simply rank amateurs? 

Everyone had had ample time to examine the furniture. The bureau, a chest of drawers, a slant-lid 

desk, a linen press, and a blanket chest were all Hepplewhite, circa 1790. Although not in prime condition, 

they were worth considerably more than the current bid. 

My last bid at twenty-five thousand is well below the first price I’d offer someone if they showed 

up on the doorstep of my shop with these pieces. Don’t these spics know what they’ve got here? 

“I have twenty-six thousand,” the auctioneer said with a slight Hispanic accent. “Thank you, 

señora. Do I hear twenty-seven? Twenty-seven?” He paused and looked over the top of his gold-rimmed 

glasses at the man in the brown suit, then at the fat man. “Twenty-seven to you, señor, or to you, señor.” 

So. It’s the woman behind me, the fat man thought as he nervously knotted the handkerchief with 

his right hand and slowly, so as not to appear too anxious, held up his number-three paddle with the other 

hand. 

“I have twenty-seven. Thank you very much, señor. Do I hear twenty-eight? Twenty-eight?” 

Again the auctioneer paused for a moment. He was tall, well dressed, and had an elegant look 

about him that reminded the fat man of the late actor Cesar Romero, especially as he stroked his thin, 

white mustache with the second finger of his left hand, waiting for the next bid. 

“Twenty-eight, señor? Señora?” The auctioneer paused once more then held out his left hand with 

the palm upturned. “Twenty-seven five, then, perhaps?” 

The old man in the brown suit sat motionlessly in the front row. 

The fat man risked a brief glance over his right shoulder. Sitting there with her lips pressed tightly 

together, the severe-looking woman had her number-seven paddle face down in her lap. He could neither 

believe his eyes nor his good fortune, well worth the two-day drive from his antique store in Willoughby, 

Ohio, to West Palm Beach, Florida. 

He would rent a U-Haul trailer and, since it was only a little past eleven on this Wednesday 

morning, he would be on his way by noon. Rather than return to Ohio, though, he decided to drive the 

antiques directly to The Pier in New York City and store them at his assigned booth. From there he would 

take the trailer to Willoughby and pick up the remainder of the items that he planned on displaying at the 

four-day Fall Antiques Show which began on the following Thursday. When he returned to New York 

with those, he would turn in the trailer there. 

In slightly over one-week’s time, he was certain he would be able to resell the individual pieces of 

furniture for a gross profit of at least nineteen thousand dollars. 
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“Twenty-seven thousand going once. Twenty-seven thousand going twice. Twenty-seven 

thousand going three times.” The auctioneer banged his gavel on the podium, then pointed it at the fat 

man and smiled. “Congratulations to you, Señor Kreitter.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 15 - LATE MORNING 

PEEKAMOOSE HEIGHTS, NEW YORK’S CATSKILLS 

 

“Both Mr. Jacobs, in twelve, and Mrs. Cuthbert, in seventeen, are going home tomorrow,” Millie 

Larson informed the others at the table as she ran her finger down the list of names in front of her. As 

Head Nurse at The Poplars, Millie chaired the Wednesday-morning staff meetings. 

“Before or after lunch?” Dave Patterson, Head of Food Services, asked as both he and Sandy 

Hancock from Housekeeping made notations on their clipboards. 

“Don’t know,” Millie replied, jotting down a note of her own. “Plan on lunch and I’ll have Lisa 

give you a call if they check out before then.” 

The Lisa to whom she referred was Lisa Griffin, one of the day-shift duty nurses at the hospital. 

“Then coming in Sunday afternoon,” Millie continued, “we have an Esther Duncan from Mt. 

Tremper, Roman Catholic, and a David Rosenbloom from Long Island, Jewish. Both for rehab.” 

“What kind?” John Desmond asked. 

She riffled through some papers on her clipboard. “Mrs. Duncan has had bypass surgery and Mr. 

Rosenbloom has had a hip replacement.” 

“No, no, Millie. What kind of Jewish, is what I meant?” John Desmond, Rector of St. Mary’s-in-

the-Hills Episcopal Church, was the chaplain at The Poplars. 

“Oh.” She glanced at her list again. “Reformed,” she replied, then looking over at Dave Patterson, 

she added, “Kosher, of course.” 

John Desmond made a note to contact Fr. Jerry Tomlinson at Our Lady of Sorrows in Boiceville 

and Rabbi Jonathon Gold at Temple B’Nai Sholom in Kingston and ask them to add Mrs. Duncan and 
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Mr. Rosenbloom to their respective visitation schedules. Dave Patterson added Mr. Rosenbloom’s name 

to the list of those for whom Kosher meals were already being prepared. 

The Poplars, a private hospital and rehabilitation center, sat nestled among a grove of poplar trees 

on the western slope of Slide Mountain in the Village of Peekamoose Heights in the heart of New York 

State’s Catskills. Catering to a mostly very wealthy clientele, the clinic could, and did, offer their guests 

(they were never referred to as patients) the absolute best and latest in medical, diagnostic, and 

rehabilitation protocols. The combination of superb medical care, exquisite personal service, and beautiful 

surroundings assured The Poplars a reputation that resulted in an almost continuous eighty-five percent 

occupancy rate. 

“Anything else?” Millie asked, now that she had dispensed with the last item on her prepared 

agenda. She made eye contact with each person sitting at the large mahogany conference room table. 

A small, elderly woman in a pink silk suit, sitting at the end of the table, studied the pair of full-

rigged clipper ships and wharf scene scrimshawed on the polymer-ivory handle of her walking cane. She 

had been waiting for this moment and lifted one gnarled hand from the cane to point a bony finger at 

Burtram Kenton, Head of Facilities and Maintenance. 

Fixing her hazel eyes on the black man, she shook the finger at him. “I had a visit from your friend 

Mickey again this morning, Mr. Kenton.” 

Everyone tried their best to suppress smiles and stifle snickers—everyone, that is, except John 

Desmond. John could not contain a laugh that managed to snort its way out through his nose. 

Burt Kenton breathed an audible sigh and let his shoulders sag. His hopes of getting through this 

Wednesday’s staff meeting without hearing about the mouse problem had been dashed. 

“I’ve got traps set throughout the buildings and I’ve got D-Con set out, Mrs. Winthrop,” he said, 

trying to reassure the woman. “It’s just going to take some time.” 

“It’s been three weeks,” she reminded him tersely. “Just how much more time is ‘some time’?” 

Katherine Duffrin Winthrop, widow of the multimillionaire industrialist George Duffrin Winthrop 

III, was both founder and owner of The Poplars. Ever since the debilitating effects of arthritis had made it 

too difficult for her to get around her beloved Winthrop Manor, forcing her to sell the four-story mansion 

some years ago, she had resided at The Poplars as a permanent guest. 

Burt raised his hands in front of him in a gesture of frustration. “However long it takes for them to 

get hungry enough to eat the poison or the trap bait, ma’am.” 

Dave Patterson came to Burt’s rescue. “I’ve mentioned this before and I’ll bring it up again. We 

keep a spotless kitchen. We make sure that the staff dining room is kept clean and that all our foodstuffs 
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are properly stored. We don’t have a rodent problem over in the Service Wing. It’s just in the Guest Wing. 

And as long as the guests insist on squirreling away food in their suites, there will continue to be a rodent 

problem—especially this time of year. It’s getting colder outside and all the forest creatures are looking 

for a nice warm place to spend the winter. Show them someplace with food as well as warmth and they’ll 

be more than happy to move in.” 

“What’s your suggestion?” Millie asked. 

“We’re staffed in the kitchen from five in the morning until ten at night. There’s no reason for the 

guests to keep food in their suites. All they have to do is order up room service and we’ll bring them 

anything they want, as long as their diet sheets allow it.” 

“I’ll include a tactful reminder in tomorrow’s newsletter,” Millie said. “Meanwhile, Burt, since 

traps and D-Con don’t seem to be working, how about getting an exterminator in here?” 

Burt Kenton nodded his agreement. 

“In an unmarked vehicle,” Kate Winthrop interjected. “I don’t want to see a truck pull up to this 

facility with a giant cockroach on the side of it or, for that matter, any other markings that identify it as an 

exterminator’s truck. Understood?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Burt said with a sigh. “I’ll see to it.” 

“This afternoon, please?” Millie asked in a tone of voice that left no doubt about the prescribed 

response. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Burt answered as he peeked at his watch and saw the time to be just slightly after 

eleven. “I’ll call as soon as we’re through here.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 15 - MID AFTERNOON 

WEST PALM BEACH, FLORIDA 

 

At three-forty-five on Wednesday afternoon, John and Hannah Thigpen watched as the four young 

Hispanics loaded the last of the Chippendale antiques into the U-Haul trailer that the couple had just 

rented. 

The Thigpens had been apprehensive at first. After all, they had just paid over thirty-eight thousand 

dollars for the furniture. Their concerns were short lived, however, as the four men expertly padded, 

packed, and strapped the pieces into the trailer within a twenty-minute time-span. 

“Looks like y’all have done this before,” John Thigpen drawled to one of the men who appeared 

to be the leader of the quartet. 

The last two pieces, a mahogany dressing table and a blanket chest, were being secured into place. 

The man smiled at the Thigpens. “Sí, señor. A time or two.” 

Then to the three men who had just finished strapping down the dressing table and were standing 

there admiring their work, he clapped his hands and motioned them out of the trailer, “¡Vamos, vamos! 

¡Rápidamente! These people do not have all day!” 

When the three had exited the trailer and ambled back into the house, the young man made a final 

check of their strapping job, closed the trailer doors, and snapped the padlock shut. 

Mr. Blanco, the auctioneer, approached the threesome from the front door of the aging mansion. 

Tall, elegant, and in his mid-sixties, with a full head of white hair and thin white mustache, he reminded 

Hannah of the late-actor Cesar Romero. 

Addressing the young Hispanic man, he asked, “Everything secure, Jorge?” 
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“All set, jefe,” the boy replied as he handed the padlock keys to John Thigpen. Then, after a slight 

bow, he hurried to join his companions inside the house. 

“It has been a great pleasure, Señor and Señora Thigpen,” Mr. Blanco assured them as he shook 

hands with John and then brushed his lips lightly over the knuckles of Hannah’s outstretched hand. “Are 

you spending the night here in West Palm?” 

“No. We’re going to head on back up homeward, Mr. Blanco,” John answered. “Probably make it 

somewhere around Tifton, Georgia, tonight, then we’ll only have about five and a half hours to Knoxville 

in the morning.” 

“We’ve got so awfully much to do before leaving next Tuesday for the show in New York,” 

Hannah Thigpen added in her Eastern Tennessee twang. “I just don’t know how we’ll get it all done in 

time.” 

Mr. Blanco smiled. “I’m sure you’ll manage in admirable fashion, Señora. Buena suerte with the 

New York show and drive carefully.” 

As the Thigpens climbed into their Chevrolet Tahoe, the auctioneer called out after them, “And 

muchísimas gracias for coming down here on such short notice.” 

“Our pleasure, Mr. Blanco,” John Thigpen replied. “It was definitely our pleasure.” He closed the 

door to the charcoal SUV, started the engine, and patted his wife’s knee. “Definitely our pleasure, wouldn’t 

you say so, Princess?” 

“Drive! Before they realize the screwing they all just got and come after us to take this stuff back.” 

Both she and her husband grinned as he put the vehicle in gear, pulled out of the driveway, and 

headed toward the interstate. Once out of view of the house in which the auction had been held, the couple 

looked at each other and shook their heads in disbelief. 

“Did you ever see anything like it?” John asked. “And we thought we’d make a decent profit at 

fifty. Now it’ll be a bonanza.” 

Hannah removed a pocket calculator from her purse and punched in a series of figures as she 

mumbled through the list of antique furniture stowed away in the trailer. 

“It’s not top of the line as far as condition goes, but definitely authentic and decent quality. I still 

would have been comfortable bidding anywhere up to fifty and I’m sure we’ll gross at least sixty-five on 

it up in New York. We only paid thirty-eight-five so that’s a cool profit of twenty-six-five…minimum.” 

“Then what in tarnation were those other people thinking to quit bidding so soon?” John made his 

turn onto the entrance ramp to northbound I-95. 
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“Maybe Hispanics don’t go in much for Chippendale, Love. Perhaps it ain’t gaudy enough for 

’em.” 

“And why weren’t there any other white folk?” 

“Who knows? And who cares? Let’s just count our blessings and our profits.” She leaned over and 

kissed her husband on the cheek. “Once this show’s over, Hawaii, here we come.” 

*     *     * 

Esteban Blanco waved amiably at the Thigpens and remained standing at the foot of the walkway, 

watching until their Tahoe and its U-Haul trailer had faded from sight. Then, straightening the vest of his 

navy pinstripe suit, he made an about-face and walked back up to the front door of the once-grand mansion. 

As he entered the house, Jorge handed him a cell phone. The other three young Hispanics sat in the front 

row of chairs in the otherwise empty room. 

“Thank you, Jorge,” Esteban said in Spanish. “Let’s get it all set up for tomorrow. Mr. Crosby 

from Baltimore will be here at eight in the morning, looking to make a deal on some beautiful Queen Anne 

antiques.” 

“Same furniture placement as we had today with the Hepplewhite and Chippendale?” Jorge asked. 

“That will be fine. Only, before you bring it all in, take up the chairs and vacuum this floor. Then 

reset the chairs after you’ve placed the furniture.” Including the other men in the conversation, he said, 

“Neatness, gentlemen, neatness. After all, Esteban Blanco and Associates, Estate Agents, is a class act.” 

The four young men began gathering up the folding chairs and stacking them against the one wall 

that would not have furniture displayed against it. 

Esteban dialed a long-distance number on the cell phone and spoke in English to the person who 

answered. “It is Blanco, mi amigo. I am calling to report that the Thigpens of Knoxville, Tennessee, are 

now the proud owners of some very fine Chippendale antiques.” He waited for the short reply, then smiled, 

said, “Muchas gracias,” and pushed the OFF button. 

From across the room to where he had moved the podium and the numbered paddles, Jorge asked 

in Spanish, “Esteban, when you are so fluent in English, why is it that you mix in a little Spanish?” 

“It makes me seem a colorful and charming fellow,” Esteban replied, also in Spanish. “Besides, 

the gringos sort of expect it. It puts them at ease.” He smiled and stroked his mustache with the second 

finger of his left hand. “And we want them to be very much at ease, do we not?” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 15 - LATE AFTERNOON 

PEEKAMOOSE HEIGHTS, NEW YORK’S CATSKILLS 

 

“And if you can’t get a hold of Mr. Kenton and need me for anything, Vito, I’ll be in my office 

over in the Administration Building.” Millie Larson pointed down the enclosed walkway toward the 

building behind the hospital. 

The foursome sitting at one of the eight conversational groupings of furniture in the Reception 

Building of The Poplars that afternoon made quite a colorful and somewhat comical assembly. 

Tall, thin, and taut, Head Nurse Millie Larson, in her pastel-blue uniform, seemed visibly anxious 

to get this meeting over with. Middle-aged, bald, and somewhat portly, Facilities and Maintenance Head 

Burt Kenton, in his brown trousers and shirt, examined the tops of his shoes, much preferring to do his 

job far in the background. Vito Sclafani, from Sclafani Brothers Exterminators, a Danny DeVito look-

alike in a bright-yellow jumpsuit and a faded New York Mets baseball cap, relished being the center of 

attention. Although elderly and slightly stooped, the pink-silk-suited Kate Winthrop’s patrician bearing 

left no doubt as to her ultimate authority. 

Vito took an unlit cigar stub from between his teeth and gestured with it as he rambled on in 

Brooklynese. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Mrs. L., but I probably won’t be needing you. Mr. K., here, 

gave me the rundown, so to speak, on what the problem is. All we have to do now is arrange a time for 

him and me to take the grand tour of the place, then we’ll decide on what needs to be done and when to 

do it. Everything’s, whadaya say, copacetic, like. Yeah, that’s it. Copacetic.” He grinned with pride at his 

use of the word. 

Kate Winthrop suppressed all but a trace of a smile; and Burt Kenton just looked blank, not wanting 

to divulge his ignorance of the word’s meaning. 
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Millie Larson, however, raised a cynical eyebrow and asked, “Copacetic, Vito?” 

“Yeah, Mrs. L. Copacetic. That means ‘excellent’ or ‘first rate,’ y’know?” 

“I am familiar with the word,” she answered, a bit condescendingly, then continued, trying to put 

her thoughts as delicately as possible. “I’m just…well, surprised that you…uh…It’s a word that…” 

“You’re surprised that a guy like me knows a woid like that, ain’t you?” Vito gave Millie a big 

‘gotcha’ grin. 

From her position next to Millie on the small sofa, at the end closest to Vito’s chair, Kate Winthrop 

tried to come to the nurse’s rescue. 

“What I think Mrs. Larson is trying to say, Vito, in her own clumsy way, is that ‘copacetic’ is not 

your ordinary, everyday sort of woid…I mean word.” Kate blinked her eyes in disbelief at having 

duplicated Vito’s accent and hoped the little man wouldn’t be offended. 

He didn’t seem to be. “Ain’t that the truth, Mrs. W. But it’s my woid for the day, it is.” He beamed 

proudly. 

Burt, sitting in the chair opposite Vito on the other side of the coffee table, finally joined in. “I’m 

afraid I don’t understand what you mean.” 

“Ahh, that’s okay,” Vito told him with a wave of the cigar butt. “You see, I’m trying to improve 

my vocabulary.” He looked at each of them in turn and lowered his voice as if to impart some revealing 

information. “I don’t know if any of you noticed it or not, but I don’t talk so good.” 

Kate swallowed another smile. Millie snuck a glance at her watch and saw the time to be slightly 

after four in the afternoon. Burt just scratched his head. 

Vito continued. “So I reads this book on how to improve your vocabulary, see?” The others nodded 

appropriately. “And it says to find new woids and use ’em. So every morning, now, I reads the paper.” 

He pulled out a rolled-up copy of the Daily Racing News from his hip pocket, unrolled it, then 

realized his mistake. “Well, not this paper. I know all the woids in it,” he said, smiling as he returned the 

paper to where he had gotten it, and extracted a copy of the New York Daily News from his other hip 

pocket. “This paper, here.” 

Vito rose slowly from his chair and, with considerable effort, crossed over to the sofa, all the while 

holding the small of his back with the cigar-butt hand. He gingerly squeezed in next to Kate Winthrop, 

and both Kate and Millie had to skootch over to make room for him. Once settled, he smoothed out the 

newspaper on the coffee table. 

“When I comes to the first woid I don’t know, I looks it up in the dictionary and tries to use it 

about a half a dozen times during the day.” With the cigar butt as a pointer, Vito stabbed at a word circled 
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in pencil halfway down the second column. “Today’s woid is ‘copacetic,’ see? I did good with using it 

just now, didn’t I?” He looked around at the other three faces for approval. 

“You certainly did, Vito,” Kate said, talking to him as a mother would a backward child. 

“Yeah, really,” Burt agreed. “But are you always able to use your word for the day?” 

Millie rolled her eyes and snuck another glance at her watch, although this time not as discreetly 

as she had on the previous occasion. 

No one took the hint. 

Vito kept right on going. “To tell you the truth, Mr. K., not always. Take last Monday’s woid, for 

instance,” he said, rerolling the newspaper and putting it back into his pocket. “Monday’s woid was 

‘beldam.’” 

The little man squeezed his eyes shut and spelled the word, then, raising his face toward the ceiling, 

as if the definition were written there, he said, “‘An old woman. Especially one who is loathsome and 

ugly. A witch.’ Now I ax you.” He looked at Kate. “How many times during the day am I gonna get to 

use a woid that means ‘witch,’ huh? Like, hey, as I go about my business doing—” 

With the mention of the word ‘business,’ Millie finally got the opportunity for which she had been 

anxiously waiting. “This is all very amusing,” she said, standing and smoothing out the skirt of her 

uniform. “But may I suggest that those of us with business to attend to, do so? Burt, if you’ll arrange a 

suitable schedule with Mr.…uh…Vito and then let the staff know about it?” She turned on her heel and 

headed for the walkway to the Administration Building. 

Burt stood immediately, simply nodded and muttered a, “Yes, ma’am,” to the back of Nurse 

Larson’s rapidly disappearing pastel-blue uniform. 

Vito struggled to his feet, wincing slightly with pain, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “Hey, 

excuse me.” Then crossing to Burt, he added softly, “I guess if I’da come here last Monday, I’da got to 

use my woid for the day after all, huh?” He snorted and nudged Burt in the ribs with his elbow. 

“Wrong word, Vito,” Kate Winthrop said as she used the arm of the sofa and her scrimshawed-

handled cane to raise herself to her feet. “Your word meant ‘witch.’ That’s with a ‘W,’ not a ‘B.’” She 

winked at him and shuffled off toward her suite in the Guest Wing, leaving the two men standing there—

Burt with his mouth agape and Vito chuckling. 

“Oh, yeah, Mrs. W.,” Vito called out after her. “So it is. So it is.” Then he turned to Burt and said, 

“Let’s sit back down, if you don’t mind, Mr. K. I threw my back out earlier this week moving a washer 

and dryer to get at a cockityroach nest. It’s killing me.” 
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Burt motioned him to the sofa and the two men sat back down and reviewed their respective 

calendars to decide when to schedule Vito’s grand tour of the facility. 

As Kate reached the doorway to the Guest Wing, Fr. John Desmond held the door open for her. 

“See you Friday,” John said as they cheek-kissed each other. 

Kate proceeded to her suite as John crossed to the main entrance and exited into the parking lot, 

having completed one of his thrice-weekly visitations to the hospital. 

The priest had just opened the door to his gray Nissan sedan when he noticed someone sitting in 

the driver’s seat of an old, blue Ford Ranger pickup truck, parked in one of the spaces in the employee lot 

near the Emergency Room entrance. John normally wouldn’t have paid much attention to it except that 

the person sat hunched over the steering wheel with his head in his arms. John closed his car door and 

walked over to see if he could offer any assistance. 

*     *     * 

Craig Burgess sat slumped over in his pickup truck trying very hard not to move. He couldn’t 

remember when he had hurt so badly and tried taking small, shallow panting breaths so as not to expand 

his lungs too far at any one time and aggravate his sore ribs. It had been the worst beating he had ever 

received in his life and, to compound his agony, he had no idea where he would come up with the money 

by next Wednesday. 

He knew he had promised Vinnie Romanelli that he would have the money today, as he had 

promised the previous three weeks in a row. A week ago, when he made that last promise, he fully intended 

to keep it. It should have been a sure thing, but the jockey let himself get boxed in at the rail and finish 

fifth in a race that he should have won by three lengths going away. 

Jesus Christ, he thought. I would have had the twelve grand and then some. Now it’s up to fifteen. 

Where the hell am I going to get that kind of money by next week? 

Craig knew one thing for certain, though. He would never let them beat him that way again. And 

the scene played out again in his mind: 

 

He had begged Vinnie to make Big Frankie Marchetti stop. All Vinnie had done 

was cluck his tongue and shrug his shoulders and tell him that it wasn’t personal, only 

business. 

Big Frankie enjoyed his business. He never touched Craig’s head or arms where 

the results would show. He had concentrated on the body, blow after blow to the stomach 

and rib cage. When Craig had fallen to the ground, Big Frankie had used his thick-soled 
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boots to repeatedly kick the beaten man in the back until Vinnie finally called a halt to the 

object lesson. 

 

As he sat there in his truck, Craig felt every one of those punches and kicks. 

I’ll get their fucking money for them, he swore. Somehow, I’ll get it. But they’ll never beat me 

again. I’ll kill the next son of a bitch who tries to touch me. 

 

After the beating, Craig had dragged himself from the floor of the antique shop in 

front of his house and into the living quarters. He felt somewhat better after kneeling in the 

bathtub under the shower head until all the hot water from the tank had run out, but not by 

much. The skin hadn’t been broken but he feared there might be some internal injuries. 

He’d wait until he got to work that afternoon and check himself over in the lab when no 

one was around. 

*     *     * 

Craig worked the afternoon shift at The Poplars as a radiology technician. To 

supplement his income, he had convinced Head Nurse Millie Larson that, since things were 

relatively slow on afternoons, he could also do the work of an orderly. 

Millie had agreed that he could try it, but only at the technician plus half the orderly 

hourly pay rate, not the double salary Craig had wanted. 

He hoped to God, though, that no heavy lifting was in store for him that evening. If 

so, he’d just tell Deanna Russell, the afternoon-shift nursing supervisor, that he had 

strained his back moving some furniture. She’d buy into that excuse. Everyone knew that 

he was a part-time antique dealer. 

Craig’s small shop on State Route #28, in the town of Shokan, catered to the 

tourists. The antiques he carried weren’t quality pieces, mostly old junk from abandoned 

farms, but the tourists considered the pieces quaint. He managed to turn a profit of between 

ten and fifteen thousand dollars a year from the shop, but he needed his job-and-a-half at 

The Poplars to keep food on the table. Craig also needed the extra money to feed his 

gambling habit—a habit that recently had gotten more and more out of control. 

It was while sitting on the lid of the toilet and shaving, since he had trouble standing 

erect, that Craig Burgess had made his decision not to take any further beatings. He vowed 
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to get the money for Vinnie but he wouldn’t allow Big Frankie to touch him again—not 

ever. 

After dressing in his tan shirt and slacks, he hobbled out through the antique shop 

to his Ford Ranger, stopping just long enough at the sales counter to pick up an Astra A-

70 9mm semiautomatic pistol from beneath the counter. Once in the truck, he checked that 

the magazine contained a full eight rounds and placed the pistol under the passenger seat. 

Then he drove to The Poplars to begin his shift. 

As he pulled into the employee parking area, Craig checked his watch. It read four-

fifteen, fifteen minutes before the start of his shift, so he decided to just sit there in the truck 

for a little while longer and rest. Putting his head down in his arms, he leaned against the 

steering wheel. 

Christ, he thought. I’ll be surprised if I don’t have at least one broken rib. 

 

As Craig Burgess sat there reliving the agony of his encounter with Vinnie and Big Frankie, not 

only his anger rose, but also his fear. He had to get that money somehow. 

A rap on the glass of the driver’s side window sent Craig sprawling across the seat of the truck, 

groping for the pistol and thinking, No! Not again! I won’t take it again! 

Out of breath, his ribs throbbing, he turned his head toward the driver’s window just as he started 

to bring the gun up from beneath the seat. 

A surprised Fr. John Desmond looked in through the glass at him. “Craig? Are…are you all right?” 

Craig quickly shoved the gun back under the seat, hoping that the priest hadn’t noticed it, and 

struggled back up to a sitting position. He fought back tears from the pain in his ribs. 

“It’s…it’s okay, Father,” he panted, rolling down the window. “I was…I was just catching a few 

Zs and you startled me. That’s all.” 

“Sorry, Craig, I didn’t realize it was you. I thought someone had come for emergency care but 

couldn’t make it to the door. I apologize for interrupting your nap.” 

“No problem, Father. I’d better be getting in anyway and see what Deanna’s got lined up for me.” 

He rolled up the window, opened the door, and got out stiffly. 

“Maybe things will be slow tonight and you can find some time to continue that nap,” John said 

as he walked back to his car. “Take care.” 

“You, too, Father.” 
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Craig watched the priest get into the Nissan, then walked slowly up to the emergency entrance. As 

he reached the electric doors, they opened and Vito Sclafani emerged, waving good-bye to Burt Kenton. 

“Hey, Craigie,” Vito said. “How they running for you?” 

“Terrible, Vito. Just terrible.” 

“Don’t worry. It comes in cycles. Every nag has its day, so to speak. Everything’ll be copacetic in 

the long run, huh?” Vito reached up, patted Craig on the shoulder, then started toward his own pickup 

truck. 

“Vito?” Craig called out after the exterminator. “I wouldn’t normally ask this,” he continued once 

the little man had stopped and turned toward him. “But I need a favor. I need it bad.” 

“Hey, Craigie. Neither a borrower or a lender be. You know what the good book says, huh?” 

“I’m not talking money. Just…just maybe a…a tip?” He looked pitiful and desperate. 

Vito walked back to him, looking up directly into Craig’s eyes. “Are you into somebody, Craigie?” 

Breaking eye contact and nodding his head, Craig said softly, “Vinnie.” 

Vito winced, sympathetically, then grabbed him by the shirt lapel and playfully shook him. 

“Craigie, Craigie, Craigie,” he started to admonish him, but when he saw Craig flinch with pain, he 

stopped shaking the man and grew serious. “You had to dance with Big Frankie, didn’t you?” Fear 

registered in Craig’s eyes and Vito shook his head. “You gotta get yourself some help. If you gotta go to 

them guys for gambling money, you got yourself a real problem, here. You know that, don’t you?” 

“I know, Vito. But right now what I need is a way out…a winner. I gotta get even, first.” 

Vito put a hand on Craig’s shoulder and gestured with his cigar butt. “Just this once, Craigie. I’m 

gonna do it just this once. You get even, then you get out, okay?” 

Craig, spirits buoyed somewhat by the prospect of a hot tip, nodded in agreement, and Vito 

continued. “Next Tuesday at Chandler Park? The fourth race, the number six horse. Bell Ringer’s Belle. 

Bet the farm.” 

“Bell Ringer’s Belle?!” Craig blurted out with exasperation as a wave of panic washed over him. 

“Bell Ringer’s Belle ain’t done shit all season. She’ll be lucky to show. Are you sure?” 

“Bell Ringer’s Belle,” Vito reassured him, then winked. “The two better horses are sick. 

Something they ate didn’t agree with ’em, so to speak.” 

“But the race is a week away. They’ll be recovered by then.” 

“Craigie, Craigie, Craigie,” Vito said, patting him three times on the cheek. “Not if they ain’t 

gonna eat what ain’t gonna agree with ’em until Monday night.” He winked again. “Bell Ringer’s Belle. 
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Take it to the bank.” With that, Vito turned and limped over to a dirty-white, beat-up Dodge pickup truck 

with both rear fenders almost completely rusted through. 

“Thanks, Vito,” Craig called out after him. “I owe you one.” 

“You don’t owe me nothing. That’s how you got yourself into this fix, owing people. And, Craigie, 

I’m only gonna do this once. Only this once. Then you either get yourself some help or I’ll start passing 

around the envelope for the flower fund, ’cause sooner or later you’re gonna wind up dead.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 15 - EARLY EVENING 

JACKSONVILLE, FLORIDA 

 

Jerry Crosby looked at the digital clock on the dashboard of his Ford minivan. It read: 7:00. As he 

entered the I-295 bypass around Jacksonville, Florida, He mentally calculated the remaining time until he 

reached West Palm Beach. 

Should be in by eleven-thirty, he thought. Not bad. 

Jerry had left Baltimore the evening before—Tuesday—and had driven as far as Raleigh, North 

Carolina, before stopping for the night. Wednesday’s drive from Raleigh to West Palm Beach would 

amount to a twelve-hour day. To his way of thinking, though, well worth it for a shot at some additional 

Queen Anne pieces to take with him to the big antique show in New York the following week—well worth 

it as long as the prices were reasonable. 

Attendance at the estate auction, scheduled for eight o’clock the next morning, was by invitation 

only. He had no idea how the estate agents had gotten his name, but however they had come up with it, 

Jerry was grateful. If the price were right and the pieces of high enough quality, he’d have them sold in 

New York in a little over a week’s time. 

Not a bad inventory turnover rate, he told himself, and he chuckled out loud. 

Jerry Crosby was a happy man. His wife of twenty-five years still looked almost as vivacious as 

she had on their wedding day, and still loved him very much. His three daughters, two in college and one 

in her senior year of high school, had somehow managed to remain drug free and unpregnant. His antique 

business, after an initial few years of struggle, flourished. 

As he drove down I-295, Jerry thought of his wife, his daughters, his business, and his life. And 

he smiled. 
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The Automobile Club advisory would not be issued for another few weeks. Then, an Associated 

Press account of the advisory would be carried by almost every newspaper east of the Mississippi, 

including Jerry Crosby’s hometown paper, The Baltimore Sun. It would warn motorists to avoid I-295 

bypassing Jacksonville’s downtown area because of the more than two dozen cars which, since June, had 

been hit by rocks or chunks of concrete thrown from overpasses. 

The AP article would go on to say that, in the weeks just prior to the issuance of the advisory, three 

cars had also been hit by bullets. 

Unfortunately, the bullet that hit the second of those three cars—Jerry Crosby’s minivan—also 

struck Jerry in the head. That would be his claim to fame—a mere statistic in a random act of urban 

terrorism. 

Very few people get the opportunity to die happily with smiles on their faces. Given his druthers, 

Jerry Crosby most certainly would have declined the opportunity. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 16 - MID MORNING 

WEST PALM BEACH, FLORIDA 

 

At a quarter to nine on Thursday morning, a slight, bookish young man stood next to a Queen 

Anne highboy, talking with a tall, attractive woman in her mid-thirties. In the first of three rows of gray 

metal folding chairs, an old man in a brown suit sat reading a Spanish-language newspaper. Three other 

men and a woman, who seemed to be related to one of the them, huddled together in quiet conversation 

at the end of the second row. An occasional laugh rose from the foursome. A severe-looking woman in 

her mid-forties with her hair pulled back into a bun stood off by herself, looking out at the street through 

the lace-curtained front window. 

Entering from one of the adjoining rooms, a young man approached an impatient Esteban Blanco, 

standing at the podium rearranging a set of index cards for the fifth time. 

“He’s forty-five minutes late,” Esteban said in Spanish, glancing at the twenty-dollar-gold-piece 

face of his wristwatch. “Any luck, Jorge?” 

“Yes, boss, but not good, I’m afraid,” the young man replied in the same language. “Anita says he 

was to have spent last night at the Jupiter Beach Hilton. She just spoke with the desk clerk. Although he 

had a guaranteed late-arrival reservation, he never checked in.” 

“If you will all be patient for just a little while longer,” Esteban advised the eight persons waiting 

for the auction to begin. Then, to Jorge, he murmured, “I don’t like this,” and exited into the adjoining 

room with the young man at his heels. 

The sparsely furnished temporary office held a bare minimum of utilitarian furniture—a battered 

gray Steelcase desk and chair, two well-worn side chairs and a dented gray steel four-drawer filing cabinet. 
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A pretty young woman with her shiny black hair in a ponytail, dressed in a lime-green suit, sat 

behind the desk. 

Esteban spoke to her and pointed to the cell phone that lay on the desktop. “Anita, please place a 

call to his home. Don’t show any alarm. Just inquire as to his whereabouts.” He extracted a three-by-five 

card from the inside pocket of his suitcoat and handed it to her. 

The young woman dialed the number in Baltimore and waited. Esteban stood and fidgeted at the 

side of the desk, again glancing impatiently at his watch. Jorge sat on the edge of one of the side chairs. 

With the connection made, a smiling and perky-sounding Anita, using her most cultured English 

and identifying herself as representing Esteban Blanco and Associates, asked if she might speak with a 

Mr. Jerry Crosby. 

Suddenly her deep brown eyes widened and the smile vanished from her lips as she listened to the 

person on the other end of the line. She looked anxiously from Esteban to Jorge then abruptly ended the 

conversation with, “Please forgive me for intruding at a time like this and give Señora Crosby our deepest 

sympathies.” 

Anita pushed the END button on the phone, looked at Esteban and said in Spanish, “Mr. Crosby is 

dead, Papa.” Then she added, as both Esteban and Jorge stared at her in disbelief, “Shot last night outside 

of Jacksonville as he was driving down here.” 

“For what reason?” Jorge asked. 

“No reason at all,” the dumfounded young woman replied. “It was a random shooting…like out in 

Los Angeles.” 

Esteban stroked his mustache with the second finger of his left hand. “What is this country coming 

to? Killing with no reason? There is a sickness out there,” he said, shaking his head in sadness. “A 

sickness.” 

“What now?” Jorge asked. 

“Tell them to just sit tight for a few minutes until I sort this out,” Esteban answered, gesturing with 

his thumb toward the adjoining room where the antiques stood ready to be auctioned. 

Jorge nodded, got to his feet, and left the room. 

“Anita,” Esteban directed the young woman. “Please get me the list of dealers who are scheduled 

for that show.” 

“Yes, Papa,” she answered, then stood and crossed to the filing cabinet. 

For the next fifteen minutes, Esteban, Anita, and Jorge studied the list of the one-hundred-ten 

antique dealers from twenty-two states who would be exhibiting at the Fall Antiques Show at The Pier in 
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New York City. Finally, Jorge drew an imaginary circle with his finger on the map of New York State 

that lay beside the list. 

“It has to be either a New York City dealer or one close by. The show opens next Thursday. Even 

if we extend the invitation today, it will still take them two days of driving to get here. If we have the 

auction early Monday morning, they’ll be able to take the rest of Monday and all day Tuesday to get home. 

Then they’ll have Wednesday free to get their wares to The Pier and set up.” 

“If we limit the selection to dealers outside the city itself,” Anita asked, extracting a gold-filled 

ballpoint pen from inside her suitcoat pocket and retracing Jorge’s imaginary circle in ink, “how many do 

we have to choose from?” 

“These,” Esteban answered, taking the pen from her and placing a sequential number next to seven 

names on the list and then marking that same number on the map where each of those dealers was located. 

“Let me make a call and see what our associates have to say.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 16 - MID MORNING 

GREENE COUNTY, NEW YORK 

 

As at least a half-dozen minions scurried around the two-hundred-seventy-five-room French-

Renaissance-style chateau, Mario Gabrielli, the tall, thin maggiordomo stood there with a death-grip on 

the telephone receiver. Nervously checking his watch every fifteen seconds, he wondered what could be 

taking them so long. Normally, he would have told a caller that Salvatore Merlino was out of the office 

and would return the call at a later time, but Mario would never tell that to this particular caller. To this 

caller’s request, one’s only response was, “Sì, Padrone! At once!” 

At the other end of the telephone line, in a plush office in downtown Manhattan, a dark, swarthy 

man in his mid-sixties, dressed in a three-thousand-dollar custom-made gray pinstripe suit, sat at a walnut 

kneehole desk with a telephone receiver to his ear. The desk, as well as the other pieces of furniture in the 

room, were genuine Hepplewhite antiques of the finest condition and quality. As the man waited, he 

lovingly examined a spray of freshly cut white orchids that had been placed in a Waterford crystal Roman 

vase. 

Mario breathed an audible sigh of relief as Sal Merlino rounded a corner. The impeccably dressed 

bald man proceeded down the marble-floored corridor of the chateau in the direction of the reception area 

and gestured to the maggiordomo that he would take the call in his office. 

“Signor Merlino will be with you at once, Padrone,” Mario said, somewhat thankfully, into the 

telephone. “And, again, my sincerest apologies for the delay.” 

“There is no need, Mario,” the swarthy man responded. “It has not been that long. And don’t 

forget, I know how difficult it can be to locate someone at Garibaldi House. You did just fine. Bene. Tante 

grazie.” 
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“Thank you, Padrone,” a relieved Mario answered as he transferred the call. 

*     *     * 

Standing in the center of one-hundred-and-ninety acres of woods and formal gardens on the 

northwestern slope of Balsam Mountain, overlooking Deep Notch, in Greene County, New York, the four-

story, white stone block, European-style, two-hundred-and-seventy-five-room chateau had been 

rechristened Garibaldi House from its original name of Winchester House. 

Only the four five-story turrets poked their blue slate-roofed peaks above the tallest of the pines in 

the surrounding woods. Aside from that, nothing at all could be seen of the complex by the outside world, 

except, of course, for the sixteen-foot high electrified Cyclone security fence topped with razor wire that 

ringed the compound. On rare occasions, a hiker might get a glimpse through the fence of the armed 

guards who patrolled the perimeter with Dobermans and German Shepherds. 

The guests at Garibaldi House, most of them old and retired, or thought by U.S. Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement to be out of the country, fanatically guarded their privacy. 

*     *     * 

Sal picked up the phone in his office on the first buzz. “This is Sal Merlino.” 

“Come sta, Salvatore?” the voice on the other end of the telephone line asked. 

“Bene, Padrone,” Sal answered. “How may I be of service?” 

The swarthy man laughed. “That is what I like about you, mio amico. Right to the point. And in 

this instance, I, too, must be direct. I need a favor and I need it presto.” 

“Our resources are at your disposal, Don Silvio. What is it that you require?” 

“I need for you to check out an antique shop for me that is just to the south of you in a city called 

Peekamoose Heights.” 

Wincing slightly, Sal hesitated for just the briefest of moments, then asked the capo di tutti capi, 

“The…The Then & Now?” 

“You know of it, Salvatore?” 

“Sì, Padrone. I had occasion to visit it a few months ago on some business for Don Vittorio.” 

“I did not realize that Vittorio had an interest in antiques. By the way, how is he doing? I have not 

heard from him since he flew in for those few days to observe that printing demonstration in September. 

Is he well?” 

“He’s doing just fine. Being in Sicily has made a new man out of him. He is even able to walk 

some now. But you are right, Padrone. Don Vittorio is not interested in antiques. Samuel Douglas, the 

antique dealer, had information which was useful in…an inquiry we were making.” 
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“Ahh. Do you remember anything about the shop? The quality and type of merchandise, perhaps?” 

“To my layman’s eye, all the pieces appeared to be first-rate, Padrone. A variety of styles, though 

quite a bit of Queen Anne, I believe.” 

“Queen Anne? You are sure?” 

“I remember one item very well. A very large, mahogany kneehole desk. Yes, definitely the 

majority of the pieces were Queen Anne. Another very nice piece I remember was a tall-case clock. Not 

Queen Anne, though. A Portsmouth, I think. Would you like me to check and see if he has some particular 

item and purchase it for you, Padrone?” 

“That will not be necessary, Salvatore. You have told me all I need to know. I will call again if I 

require more information. Ciao, mio amico.” 

Sal Merlino sat there in the burgundy, button-tufted leather swivel chair behind his gigantic 

mahogany U-style desk and smiled as he looked into the now-dead telephone receiver. His initial 

apprehension had all but dissipated, and he wished that every favor the boss of bosses Silvio Centofonti 

had occasion to ask of him would be as easy to grant. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 16 - MID AFTERNOON 

PEEKAMOOSE HEIGHTS, NEW YORK’S CATSKILLS 

 

Antique dealer Samuel Douglas helped Kate Winthrop down into the pink upholstered Queen 

Anne wing chair in her suite at The Poplars, then hung her coat in the wardrobe. He had just driven her to 

and from an afternoon funeral at Holy Cross Episcopal Church in Kingston—the fourth time in the past 

six months that the elderly woman had been to see an old and dear friend laid to rest. This particular friend 

of fifty years, Evelyn Vandiver, had finally lost a two-year agonizing battle with cancer. 

Kate, silent during the entire ride home, only now, ensconced in her favorite chair, broke her 

silence. “This is the worst part of getting old, Mr. Douglas,” she said, leaning back and letting a small sigh 

escape from her lips. “It’s not the poor health or the slowing down as some would lead you to believe. It’s 

seeing your friends die.…That’s the worst part.” 

“I would think there would be one thing even worse than that,” Sam replied in an attempt to cheer 

up his once full-time employer and now part-time employer and friend. 

“And what might that be?” she asked, turning her head to look up at him. 

Sam stood there for a moment and just smiled, his full set of bright, white teeth a contrast to the 

blackness of his skin. His black eyes twinkled, then he ran his hand through his closely cropped graying 

hair and said, simply, “Having your friends see you die.” He chuckled at his own joke. 

In less than three seconds, Kate joined in with laughter of her own. “Thank you, Mr. Douglas. I 

needed that.” 

“No charge, ma’am. Are you going to be all right?” He crossed over to the Massachusetts tall-case 

clock, opened the bezel and pushed the minute hand forward by seven minutes. 
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“I am now,” she answered with a smile, then, seeing him at the clock, triggered a memory. “Oh, 

by the way, Ginny Bigelow stopped in to see me last week.” 

“And what did she have to report this time?” Sam asked with an even bigger chuckle. “Martians?” 

An elderly widow, Ginny combated her loneliness by periodically calling the police to have them 

check out things she imagined she saw in the woods around her Slide Mountain mansion. The frequency 

of the calls increased as the weather worsened and she became more and more isolated from civilization. 

The police were kind to her, though, and always went through the motions of exorcising whatever 

trolls, goblins, or dwarfs that the old lady envisioned were lurking in the woods around her home. 

Still, Ginny was one of Kate Winthrop’s oldest and dearest friends and Kate took to task anyone 

who made fun of her. Shaking a gnarled finger at Sam, she scolded him with, “You’ll be old, too, someday, 

Mr. Samuel Douglas.” 

Sam put on his best look of contrition, and Kate continued. “While Ginny was here, she was 

admiring that clock. A lady-friend of hers has been trying to find a tall-case clock for a reasonable price. 

I told Ginny I’d ask you about it. Now, maybe, I won’t.” 

Sam shook his head as he pulled up one of the two Queen Anne side chairs that had their seating 

surfaces upholstered with the identical fabric as the wing chair. “I had one up until about three weeks ago. 

A Portsmouth. It wasn’t nearly in as good a condition as your Massachusetts, though. None of the joints 

fit perfectly and the movement needed an overhaul. Even so, some tourist thought it was the nicest thing 

he’d ever seen and bought it as a gift for his mother. I’ll keep an eye open at the show next weekend and, 

if I see anything worthwhile, I’ll let you know.” 

They were doubly interrupted by the ringing of the telephone and the appearance of Gail Simpson 

from Food Services with a trolley containing tea and cakes. Kate instructed Gail on where to place the 

trolley while Sam answered the phone. 

“Mrs. Winthrop’s suite,” he intoned in his deep baritone voice, but was somewhat taken aback to 

discover that the call was for him. “What’s up, honey?” 

He listened as his wife, Emily, told him about an invitation they had just received by fax for an 

estate auction in West Palm Beach, Florida, on the following Monday morning. 

“If it had been a week ago, I might have been interested,” Sam said. “But I’d have to leave Saturday 

morning and I wouldn’t get home until late Tuesday night. That would give us just Wednesday to get all 

our stuff over to The Pier and set up.” 

“They faxed us a description of the items being auctioned,” Emily persisted. “All Queen Anne. A 

bureau, a chest of drawers, a lowboy, highboy, slant-lid desk, blanket chest, and a tall-case clock.” 
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“Hmm,” Sam murmured as he gave the proposal a second thought. 

The Then & Now, Sam and Emily’s antique shop in downtown Peekamoose Heights, specialized 

in Queen Anne furniture. 

“Enough of a description so that you could get some sort of estimate of the value? he asked.” 

Emily was the more experienced of the two when it came to appraising. 

“If it’s average quality, I’d go somewhere between fifty and sixty for the lot. Above average, sixty 

to seventy.” 

“Queen Anne does do well in the city. What do you think?” 

“It’s deserving of a look. If it turns out to be worthwhile, we could clean up next weekend. If not, 

you’ll have wasted four days and we’ll have gotten a write-off.” 

“Okay,” Sam agreed. “I’ll be leaving here in a little bit. Why don’t you call Steve Briers and have 

him draft a letter of guarantee. Make it for up to seventy-five. I’ll stop by the bank and pick it up on my 

way home.” 

Sam recradled the telephone receiver, picked up a raspberry tart and a cup of tea from the trolley, 

and raised the cup toward Kate Winthrop. “We may just have found Mrs. Bigelow’s friend a clock,” he 

said, then winked, popped the bite-size tart into his mouth, and took a sip of Earl Grey. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9 

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 21 - LATE NIGHT 

KINGSTON, NEW YORK 

 

Late on Tuesday night, a smiling Sam Douglas maneuvered his black-and-silver Ford F-350 and 

rented U-Haul trailer off the northbound New York State Thruway at Exit #19 and made the turn westward 

onto State Route #28. Exhausted after four days of driving, he mentally relaxed now that the landmarks 

became more familiar. In about forty-five minutes he would be home with his booty. 

That’s how Sam thought of the forty-two-thousand-dollars worth of Queen Anne antiques padded 

and strapped down in the trailer behind his long-bed pickup truck. The seven pieces bought at auction the 

day before were worth far more than he had paid. While not prime merchandise, six of the seven items 

were slightly above average in condition and quality. The seventh, however, a walnut tall-case clock with 

an eight-day brass movement and moon-phase mechanism, was an outstanding piece of furniture. It had 

been made in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, in the early 1770s and was inscribed with the 

craftsman’s name. 

Sam had been prepared to bid into the mid-fifty-thousand-dollar range for the lot and almost 

fainted when none of the other eight bidders challenged his offer of forty-two. In fact, so stunned was he 

at being the high bidder, Mr. Blanco, the auctioneer, had to confirm it for him a second time. 

Get myself a tricornered hat, a patch over one eye, a parrot, and I could be a regular modern-day 

Captain Kidd, he thought. 

Glancing down at the color of the skin on the backs of his hands, he decided, No, it would be 

Blackbeard. Definitely Blackbeard the Pirate. 

One of those hands he ran over his closely cropped hair as he looked at his reflection in the rear-

view mirror. Well, maybe Graybeard the Pirate. 
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It had been a worthwhile four-day trip for Sam Douglas, although initially, upon his arrival in West 

Palm Beach, he had doubted that it would be: 

*     *     * 

Sam had driven through that particular section of West Palm many times before 

and the area seemed to get seedier and seedier with each trip. Even the last time through, 

six years ago with Emily en route to their honeymoon in Key West, he had seen the area 

becoming trashed out. Now it looked ten times worse. 

Once-grand homes with sparkling glass, freshly painted façades, and manicured 

lawns now looked like Herman Munster’s house. Those few homes that were recently 

painted, sported the most garish of fluorescent oranges, greens, and pinks. Also, Sam had 

never remembered seeing so many small children before, running around in various stages 

of undress and playing in the dirt where once lush green turf had grown. 

All Hispanics, he noted and shook his head and sighed. Is this how they live in their 

own country? Like pigs? 

Suddenly realizing that his thought was, in fact, a racial slur, Sam admonished 

himself. How easily we forget our roots. 

Then he regarded the situation a second time and changed his mind again. No, 

damn it, I won’t feel guilty. I didn’t live like a pig. My parents didn’t live like pigs. And 

these people don’t have to live like pigs either, unless they choose to. Being poor has 

nothing to do with it. 

Being poor, though, was relative. Compared to Microsoft’s chairman, people of 

moderate incomes may consider themselves poor. Compared to families in the squalor of 

a ghetto, people of moderate incomes may consider themselves rich. Although Sam had 

come from a family with a relatively low income, he had been raised in unusually grand 

surroundings. 

*     *     * 

Sam Douglas’ parents, Sara and Nathan, had worked and lived at Winthrop Manor 

in the Village of Peekamoose Heights, where Slide Mountain, Wildcat Mountain, and 

Hemlock Mountain all come together in the Catskills. Winthrop Manor was but one of the 

four permanent homes that Mr. and Mrs. George Duffrin Winthrop III owned—the others 

being the main home on Long Island, a ski chalet in Aspen, and an estate on the island of 

Maui. 
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Sara worked as the cook/housekeeper, Nathan as the grounds-keeper, and Sam 

grew up helping out with whatever chores he could manage. The Douglas family lived in 

one of the two small servants’ cottages near the five-car garage out back of the main house. 

The other kids in school used to tease Sam and refer to it as the ‘slave quarters.’ 

Upon his graduation from high school, and not having an overwhelming desire to 

attend college, Sam asked for and was given a full-time job at Winthrop Manor. His 

primary assignment was as an odd-jobs and maintenance man but he filled in wherever he 

was needed. As he got older, though, Sam began spending more and more time with 

William the chauffeur when the Winthrops were ‘in residence’ at Winthrop Manor. 

Although William was white, he seemed to consider all of the servants as his equals, 

regardless of whether they were black, white, Asian, Hispanic, or whatever. He took young 

Sammy under his wing and taught the boy all he had learned over the years concerning the 

maintenance of the household vehicles and about how to chauffeur. 

To William, chauffeuring meant much more than merely driving. It consisted of 

dress, deportment, manners, and courtesy. In short, a good chauffeur did everything 

possible to make his employer feel good about him or herself and to look good in front of 

his or her peers. 

“Always remember, Sammy,” William used to tell the boy. “There is a vast 

difference between serving and slaving. Don’t ever let anyone confuse the two for you in 

your mind. Serving is an honorable profession and we who do it, do it by choice. And, as 

with every honorable profession, you either do it to the best of your ability or you find 

another line of work. Don’t do it half-assed, Sammy. Don’t ever do anything half-assed.” 

When William finally retired, the only logical choice for a replacement was Sara 

and Nathan’s son, Samuel. In the years that Sam Douglas drove for the Winthrops, then 

for Mrs. Winthrop alone after her husband’s death, he never forgot William’s code of 

conduct—‘Don’t ever do anything half-assed.’ A secondary sub-code of William’s was, 

‘Keep your mouth shut and your eyes and ears open. Observe, listen, and learn.’ 

The Winthrops were antique aficionados, so much so that Winthrop Manor was 

furnished entirely in antiques. Different sections of the house had different themes, and the 

Winthrops continually upgraded their pieces as a better item became available at a 

reasonable price. As wealthy as he was, Mr. Winthrop concerned himself with the 

reasonable price of things. 
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“Sure, I have enough money to buy all sorts of things,” he would tell Sam. “But 

then every time I’d look at those pieces I’d be reminded of how foolish I’d been for buying 

them at too high a price.” 

As the family chauffeur, Sam drove the Winthrops on their frequent foraging trips 

to antique dealers and estate auctions. He observed, listened, paid attention, and learned. 

The main thing he learned was that an enormous amount of money could be made 

in the antique business if someone knew what they were doing, and Sam had developed the 

necessary acumen over the years. In fact, his own quarters, above the garages of the 

various homes, were quite expertly furnished with the finest antiques his salary could 

afford. He had acquired an exquisite collection of African tribal masks, knobkerries, and 

ludziwos that he kept at Winthrop Manor. 

The second thing Sam learned was that Emily Rogers, a graduate of Howard 

University and an appraiser at the Maurice Pemberton Galleries on East 57th Street in 

Manhattan, where the Winthrops did the majority of their buying, was every bit as attracted 

to him as he was to her. 

By then, Mr. Winthrop had died and Mrs. Winthrop resided full-time at Winthrop 

Manor. 

After an eight-month long-distance courtship between Peekamoose Heights and 

Manhattan, Sam and Emily decided to marry and open their own antique shop. For a 

location, they selected downtown Peekamoose Heights itself, in order to serve the wealthy 

part-time residents of the Catskills. 

Sam agonized for weeks over how to tell Mrs. Winthrop that he would be leaving 

her employ. Not only did he feel an obligation toward the elderly woman who, because of 

her worsening arthritic condition, had become more and more dependent upon him, but he 

genuinely liked her and cared about her well-being. 

Kate spared him the ordeal, though, by one day calling all the servants of the manor 

together and announcing that, because of the increasingly debilitating effects of her 

infirmity, she could no longer manage nor enjoy her home. Therefore, she would be putting 

the four-story mansion up for sale and moving to The Poplars, a private hospital and 

rehabilitation center which she had founded years earlier and still owned. 
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The Winthrops had always maintained pension funds for their employees, so those 

of the staff who chose to retire were well-taken care of. Each member also received a 

substantial severance bonus and a glowing letter of recommendation. 

Upon hearing of Sam Douglas’ plans to marry Emily Rogers and open an antique 

shop in the village, Kate let a rare tear escape one of her hazel eyes. 

“Then I shall see you again, after all, Mr. Douglas,” she said, not disguising the 

relief in her voice. “That is wonderful, for I would have missed you dearly.” 

“And I would have missed you, too, ma’am,” Sam replied softly, patting her hand. 

Then, in response to Kate’s inquiry about someone who might serve as a part-time driver, 

he said, “I’ll be less than ten minutes away. You don’t need any driver but me.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Douglas.” The eyes sparkled as she blinked back another tear. 

“No. Thank you, ma’am. For everything you’ve done for me and my family over 

the years and for everything you’ve taught me. I truly appreciate it.” 

Kate Winthrop would do one more thing for Sam Douglas that he would also 

appreciate. Even with his severance pay and the savings that he and Emily had 

accumulated between them, the Douglasses still needed a business loan to start their 

antique shop. Bankers, ever wary about repayment ability, were quite skeptical about 

loaning money to a black couple in the ninety-nine percent WASP enclave of Peekamoose 

Heights. Kate Winthrop had no such qualms. The Then & Now Antique Shoppe was born, 

with Kate as its Godmother. 
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