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On the northwestern slope of Balsam Mountain, overlooking Deep Notch, a two-hundred-seventy-

five-room French-Renaissance-style chateau sat in the center of one-hundred-ninety acres of woods and 

formal gardens surrounded by a sixteen-foot high electrified Cyclone security fence, topped with a coil of 

razor wire. 

In a plush office of the chateau, rechristened Garibaldi House in the 1950s, a set of perfectly 

manicured fingernails drummed out a street-beat on the polished mahogany surface of the desktop—‘Rat-

a-tat tat-tat. Rat-a-tat tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat tat-tat.’ 

Their owner, a heavy-set, middle-aged, impeccably dressed, bald man, held a telephone receiver 

in his other hand, listening patiently to his question being answered by the federal employee in much more 

detail than he had wanted. Finally, he stopped tapping and shifted his bulk in the custom-built, burgundy, 

button-tufted leather swivel chair, and interrupted. 

“I don’t really need to know the history or the nitty-gritty details of the currency redesign plans,” 

the bald man said. “I’m well aware of the watermark, security thread, and color-shifting ink, as well as 



2                                                                                                     STACKHOUSE 

 

 

the background colors on the front, as well as the muted-yellow numbers all over the back to thwart 

counterfeiters with printers. All I want to know is if there are any plans for pulling the old-style bills out 

of circulation.” 

“Oh. I…I’m sorry, Mr. Merlino,” the federal employee said with a bit of a whine. “I…I didn’t 

mean to—” 

“No, no, don’t worry, my friend,” Salvatore Merlino said with a slight laugh, trying to reassure his 

contact. “About the plans for pulling the old-style bills out of circulation?” 

“There…there aren’t any,” came the answer. 

“None at all? Not even long-term?” 

“No, Mr. Merlino. None. Do you have any idea how much money is out there? Worldwide? Most 

third-world countries use the U.S. greenback for everyday transactions. Hell, it’s the common currency of 

the street in Russia. Attrition will take care of things.” 

“How long?” 

“How long what?” the voice on the phone asked. 

“How long for say…a twenty-dollar bill to wear out?” 

“On average, four years or so. But, hell, There are faded, crumpled-up ones being exchanged in 

Moscow that are three or four times that. Maybe even five.” 

Sal Merlino smiled to himself, then softened his tone. The information had been useful—extremely 

so. The time for reciprocity had come, but first the gentle reminder. “How are the children doing in their 

new school?” he asked, getting personal for the first time in the conversation. 

The voice on the other end of the line hesitated briefly, fully understanding the unspoken message 

contained in the innocent-sounding question: 

 

‘Don’t forget. We pay for your children’s private-school education. We are not in 

your debt for the information you provide us. You are in ours. We own you.’ 

 

Besides the money, there were the videotapes. However, the overly polite Salvatore Merlino would 

never be so gauche as to insinuate anything about them during these periodic phone conversations. There 

was no need. In fact, just a simple, ‘Did you receive the home movies I sent you?’ during his first contact 

with the informant had been sufficient. They both knew what would happen if those tapes were ever made 

public. 
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The two underage girls had been so loving, so caring, so giving. But it had all been an illusion—

an act for the camera—a set-up. 

“They…they really like it,” the informant replied to Sal’s question about the children. “Hell, that 

place has got computers and iPads for every kid.” 

“Private schools are so much better for children, I think,” Sal continued. “And, of course, Catholic 

schools also give them a solid moral foundation. That’s what’s lacking in society today. No moral 

foundation. No honor. No respect for family.” 

“I…I appreciate the opportunity you’ve given them. I really do.” 

“And, as always, I appreciate whatever information you’re able to pass along to me. By the way, 

how is your father’s health? Has he improved any since coming to live with you?” 

A sigh of relief came across the telephone line, now that the subject had been broached. 

Sal smiled, glancing at the dossier in front of him, knowing why his source had been extra eager 

to please this time. The folder contained a fax of a recent medical report. 

“He’s not doing all that good,” came the reply. “It’s the climate, the doc says. Too damp and too 

cold in the winter. I mean, here we are, the calendar says ‘September’ but the temperature’s been getting 

down into the low forties at night. There’s…there’s this nice retirement village in Tucson. It’s…it’s not 

real expensive, but…but, hell, you know?” 

“Yes, I know,” Sal answered softly, almost paternally. “A paycheck doesn’t stretch nearly far 

enough to make it possible to care for one’s immediate family, much less give your father the life he 

deserves. Believe me, I understand how important it is to provide for family members in need. What is 

the name of this village?” 

“Casa del Sol. In…in Tucson. Some of his friends that he worked with—” 

“We’ll see if something can be arranged. Meanwhile, please keep me posted on anything you think 

may be of interest.” 

Sal pushed the disconnect button on the telephone, then, when a new dial tone buzzed in his ear, 

he punched in one number. 

At the Garibaldi House switchboard, the call was answered on the second ring. 

“Find the Triano brothers, if you would, please,” Sal said, even before the person who had picked 

up the receiver had identified himself. “Have them in my office within the hour.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 12 - LATE AFTERNOON 

GREENE COUNTY, NEW YORK 

 

Herbie Itkowitz had never been much of an Italian-food fancier. Of course, with Chef Boyardee 

spaghetti out of a can as his only point of reference, that was understandable. Almost three months at 

Garibaldi House, though, had changed his opinion of the cuisine. 

He had all but finished the job that he had been hired to do and would soon leave the luxurious 

surroundings of the French-Renaissance chateau. The only item remaining on the agenda was tonight’s 

big demonstration. Herbie would then eat his last scrumptious meal and check to see that the second half 

of the five-million-dollar payment had been deposited into his numbered account in Zurich. Bright and 

early the next morning, he would be driven to Kennedy Airport. In Miami, the day after, when he boarded 

the cruise ship, Herbie would attempt to forget everything he had heard, seen, or to which he’d been a 

party during his stay in the Catskills. That was the agreed-upon deal and it was a deal he fully intended to 

keep. 

The money would set him up in business for himself and that’s really what drove Dr. Herbert 

Stanley Itkowitz. Although a brilliant graphic artist and computer scientist, Ph.D. and all, Herbie had 

bounced around all the major software firms, usually leaving for the same reason—creative differences. 

In truth, the term ‘creative differences’ meant ‘not being able to get along with people.’ All that would 

soon change, though. 

Two men had approached him the day after he had ‘resigned’ from his last position because of 

creative differences. They had assured Herbie that those differences would not crop up on the assignment 

they were offering him. He would head up the project and have complete creative control. The only rub 
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was that he could never reveal the identity of his employer nor could he ever say anything to anyone about 

the project. In fact, he could tell no one, not even his sister, Nadine, where he was going. 

Five million dollars, half up front, had swept away all Herbie’s misgivings, especially since he 

was unemployed and, just perhaps, due to his reputation, unemployable. 

Now, three months later, Herbie had taken a break from his work on the project and had meandered 

up to the kitchen to snoop into dinner preparations. As he headed back to his laboratory, he could already 

visualize himself arriving at the doors to the dining room later on. 

‘I think I would like to dine on the terrace, this evening,’ Bruno, he mentally told the maitre d’, 

then another thought suddenly came to him. Hey, I know. I’ll even shave and wear a suit for the occasion. 

Shoes and socks, too, being my last night and all. It’ll blow their minds. Yeah. I’ll get all spruced up before 

the demonstration. 

Herbie padded down the hallways on sandaled feet, smiling and waving to everyone he passed. 

Bright-yellow earphones from an ancient Sony Discman stuck out of his ears. The residents and staff of 

Garibaldi House had grown accustomed to seeing the strangely dressed Professore Ebreo-Ragazzo in his 

Cal-Poly T-shirt, torn and faded bluejeans with wide, red Mickey Mouse suspenders, and, of course, the 

sandals. 

After being turned away from the dining room on his first day at Garibaldi House because he had 

not worn the required jacket and tie, Herbie had reappeared at the dining room doors a half hour later. 

This time, he had worn a blue Harris Tweed sport coat over a T-shirt that had a tuxedo shirt, vest, 

cummerbund, and bow-tie imprinted on it. 

Bruno Saracino, the maitre d’, had glanced painfully over at Salvatore Merlino. After receiving a 

barely noticeable nod of Sal’s bald head, Bruno had heaved a gigantic sigh and admitted Herbie, taking 

the precaution, however, of showing him to a table for two in the back corner of the dining room. That 

location had been Herbie’s regular dining spot for his entire stay and, from the second meal on, a three-

panel rattan screen had been set up to shield his odd appearance from the other diners. 

‘Thank you, Bruno,’ Herbie saw himself say to the maitre d’ as he took a place at one of the sixteen 

white wrought iron umbrella tables around the terrace. ‘I believe I’ll start with the Patala Brodo, then the 

Veal with Prosciutto and Peppers, and finish up with the Caramel Walnut Torte. And, perhaps a half 

carafe of Bardolino.’ 

Yeah. I’ll show them that I can be a gentleman when I choose to be, he decided. Then they’ll know 

that all these months, when they thought I wasn’t, it was because I chose not to be. 
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Arriving at his laboratory, a converted storage room in the basement of the chateau, Herbie noticed 

a splash of light on the floor beneath the ill-fitting door. He was certain he had switched everything off 

and locked up when he had left the room earlier. His anger began to rise. He turned off the CD player, 

hung the earphones around his neck, then slowly opened the door. 

Dominic Netto sat facing away from him, typing something into the iMac computer terminal. 

Fucking wop, Herbie thought. 

No one was supposed to be in the lab when Herbie wasn’t there. It was just one of his many pet 

peeves, but a major one. He had made that stipulation early on. Nobody was to be in his laboratory when 

he wasn’t there. And no one was ever supposed to mess with his computer. Never. 

But there Dom sat, dressed, as always, in his red slacks, white knit shirt, and green blazer. He had 

been trying to access the files on the George Jackson project, the undertaking to which Herbie had devoted 

the last three months and for which he was about to receive final payment. 

Why they called it the George Jackson project, Herbie neither knew nor cared. What mattered to 

him was that it was his project and he was in charge. 

“May I help you?” he asked softly, glaring at the green-blazered man at the desk. 

Dom looked up quickly, glanced over his shoulder, then tried to conceal his anxiety with a laugh. 

“You’ve got everything in here password-protected. Who do you think’s gonna try and break in, anyway?” 

“I think it’s sort of obvious, Dom,” Herbie replied, still trying to control his rage. “You!” 

“Hey, man, I’m not breaking in. I’m supposed to be your assistant, remember? When you leave 

tomorrow, I’m gonna have to run this thing.” Dom leaned back in the chair, crossed his legs, and smirked. 

“I’ll admit I’m good but I’ll need some sort of orientation. When’re you gonna clue me in?” 

Herbie tried to stifle a derisive snort. Dom may have been a whiz at playing video games, but what 

he knew about software development could be contained on a DVD label. Instead of a direct confrontation, 

though, Herbie quietly closed the door, then walked over to his ‘assistant.’ 

At about five-foot-nine, one-hundred-fifty-five pounds, and in terrific shape, Dom Netto could 

easily tear Herbie’s head off. But Dr. Herbie, although obnoxious and abrasive, was far from stupid. He 

had both a Phi Beta Kappa key and a Mensa membership card to attest to that, a result of always 

concentrating on improving his mind, though, not his five-foot-four, one-hundred-twenty-five-pound 

scrawny body. 

Using that mind, one that could out-think the likes of four Dom Nettos on any given day of the 

week, Herbie simply flashed a ‘No harm; no foul’ smile, then said, “Let me ask you something, Dom. Do 

I play around with your gun?” 
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Before the other man could say anything, Herbie continued with an answer of his own. “Of course 

not. I realize that part of your job is to provide security here at the estate and specifically for this project. 

So I don’t play around with the tools of your trade…namely, your gun. But you see here?” he said, pointing 

to the iMac and the tables of electronic devices. “These are the tools of my trade. And every time I turn 

around, you’re messing with something. Now, I ask you, is that fair?” 

“I wouldn’t call it mes—” 

“No! It’s not fair, Dom! It’s not fair at all!” Herbie’s voice rose a bit as he became more visibly 

upset. 

“Herbie, look. I’m—” 

“Let me see your gun.” 

“My what?” 

“Your gun. Let me see your gun, Dom. You touched my stuff, now I get to touch your gun. It’s 

only fair.” 

Dom rose from the chair, not knowing whether the little computer nerd was serious or not. “Herbie, 

I can’t just let y—” 

“Give me the gun!” Herbie screamed. His voice bordered on hysteria. “Give me the fucking gun!” 

He grabbed the chair on which Dom had been sitting and flung it across the room. It spun around 

on its five wheels and careened off the back wall before tipping over and sliding under a table. 

Dom backed up against the desk, quickly thought about whether to deck the hysterical dweeb or 

let him touch the pistol. Just as quickly, he decided to avoid a confrontation on Herbie’s last day, and held 

up a hand for calm. “All right. All right. You can touch it. But just for a second, okay?” 

“All right,” Herbie said, somewhat calmer. “Let me hold it.” 

“You said, touch it.” 

“I meant hold it. I just want to hold it for a minute. Then we’re even.” Herbie’s voice began to rise 

again. 

“Okay, okay. Now step back a few feet.” 

When Herbie had complied, Dom removed a Beretta Model 92F from his shoulder holster and 

handed it to the computer scientist butt first. “Keep it pointed at the floor, okay?” 

A smile crept across Herbie’s lips as he took the 9mm semiautomatic in his hand. “Why? Is there 

a bullet in the chamber?” 

“No, but just the same, keep it pointed at the floor.” 
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In a matter of seconds, Herbie had stepped away from Dom and chambered a round in the pistol. 

As Dom attempted to approach him, Herbie fired off two shots in rapid succession at the security man’s 

feet. The bullets ricocheted off the concrete as Dom dove for cover behind the desk. 

“Jesus Christ, Herbie! Are you out of your fucking mind?!” 

In response, Herbie fired off another round just above Dom’s head as the guard peeked over the 

desktop. 

“Are you fucking crazy, Herbie?” Dom shouted, crawling crab-like across the floor to put two 

more tables between him and the man with the gun. 

Herbie lifted the telephone receiver from its cradle, pressed one number, and waited for the 

extension to be picked up in the front lobby. With the exception of a few select phones, all calls from the 

chateau had to go through the switchboard. 

When Mario Gabrielli, the tall, thin maggiordomo answered, Herbie said, “Would you please ask 

Mr. Merlino to come down to the George Jackson lab?” 

“Mr. Merlino is in his office behind closed doors,” Mario replied. “Who is this?” 

“This is Professor Jew-Boy, as you people are so fond of calling me.” 

Mario began a protest but Herbie cut him off. “I grew up in Flushing. You don’t think I’ve heard 

the term Ebreo-Ragazzo before? Tell Mr. Merlino to get down here before I shoot Dominic Netto with his 

own gun.” He punctuated the sentence by firing off another shot in Dom’s direction, then slammed down 

the receiver. 

*     *     * 

When Salvatore Merlino arrived at the lab, accompanied by Antonio Gianelli, he found Herbie 

Itkowitz calmly sitting in front of his computer terminal, seemingly hard at work. The Beretta lay on the 

desk within easy reach. 

“Dom?” Sal called out, tentatively, looking around the lab. 

“Over here, Mr. Merlino,” came a frightened voice from the opposite side of the room. 

Herbie picked up the Beretta and fired off two rounds in the direction of the voice, then swiveled 

toward Sal and Tony. 

“Don’t do it, Tony,” he said, noticing the young man’s hand reaching in under his black Armani 

suit coat. “I’m not all that good of a shot. I might hit you by mistake.” 

Sal put a restraining hand on Tony’s arm. “What seems to be the problem, Dr. Itkowitz?” 

“The problem, Mr. Merlino, is that we had a deal. I’ve kept my end of the deal, and I’ll continue 

to do so. But a portion of your part of the deal was to see that nobody touched my stuff.” 
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“That’s correct, Doctor. And no one will.” 

“Dom touched my stuff,” Herbie said softly. “I don’t like that. I just wanted you to know.” He slid 

the Beretta down the tabletop toward the two men, then swiveled around and went back to work at his 

computer. 

Tony picked up the Beretta, set the safety, and put it into his suit coat pocket. 

“Dominic,” Sal called out. “Come with us, please.” 

As Dom rose from the floor, he was about to say something to Herbie, but a small shake of Sal’s 

head stifled whatever it was. Instead, he simply crossed silently to the two men, giving Herbie a very wide 

berth, and left the room with them. 

When they had gone, Herbie Itkowitz smiled, removed the old Maynard Ferguson CD from his 

Discman and returned it to its jewel case in the storage carousel. He then ejected the blue-and-silver DVD-

R data-storage disc from the computer’s DVD burner, containing all the programs he had developed at 

Garibaldi House, and slipped it into the Sony for safekeeping. 

*     *     * 

Disappointment. That’s what Herbie felt that evening. Sheer disappointment. This was to be his 

moment to shine, and he had hoped for a much larger audience. Besides Sal Merlino, Tony Gianelli, Dom 

Netto, and the Triano Brothers, all of whom he knew, there were only two other men in the room. He had 

never seen the other two before. 

One was dark and swarthy, and appeared to be in his fifties or sixties. A tiny glass vial pinned to 

the lapel of his three-thousand-dollar, custom-made, gray pinstripe suit contained a single white 

cymbidium orchid. The other man, older and seemingly more feeble, sat in a wheelchair. Neither had been 

introduced to Herbie. They sat talking quietly to each other in Italian. 

These two must be the ones that this demonstration is for, Herbie thought, sizing them up. 

The other five men treated the two older ones with deference, but not because of their relative ages. 

At one point, the hair on the back of the computer scientist’s neck stood up when he heard Sal Merlino 

answer one of their questions with the words, ‘Sì, Padrone.’ 

Holy shit! Herbie thought. If one of these guys isn’t the Godfather, I’m a fucking Arab. 

Herbie tried to put the thought out of his mind as he and Dom readied the offset printing press. 

When they had finished, he looked over at Sal and received a go-ahead nod. 

Wetting his lips, he directed his presentation to the two newcomers. “I assume that you gentlemen 

are more interested in what this machine can do than in how it’s done so I’ll be very brief with my 

explanations and show you the results.” He signaled to Dom and the ‘assistant’ powered up the press. 
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“This is a Galaxy 5000 digital, four-color offset printing press,” Herbie continued. “It has the 

ability to print a document with a clarity of detail that cannot be matched by color copiers or regular color 

printers.” 

Herbie picked up two small piles of twenty-dollar bills from the tabletop and started toward the 

two older men, saying, “If you would each—” 

He swallowed the remainder of the sentence as Giancarlo and Giuseppe Triano quickly stepped 

into his path, and Giancarlo put a firm hand on Herbie’s shoulder. “Why don’t you give the bills to Joey, 

here, Doc, heh? He’ll pass ’em out for you. Okay?” 

“O…okay, Carlo.” Herbie replied as, once again, the hair stood up on the back of his neck. “Sure. 

N…no problem.” 

He handed the two packs of bills to Giuseppe Triano, received a wink from Giancarlo, and stepped 

back toward the printing press. 

Once Giuseppe Triano had given one bill from each set to the two older men and to Sal Merlino, 

Herbie said, “I’ve scanned a nineteen-eighty-eight-series twenty-dollar bill for our sample similar to one 

of the ones you’re holding because this was the last series without any security features. If you’ll look at 

the other bill, one from the current series, you’ll see that a polyester strip is imbedded into the paper as 

the first measure introduced to prevent counterfeiting.” 

Sal pointed out the polyester strip in one of the bills that the man in the wheelchair had. The elderly 

man held both bills up to the light, nodded at Sal, and Sal, in turn, nodded to Herbie. 

Herbie picked up a gray plastic box about the size of two cigarette packages side by side and 

approached the printing press. “The other important feature of this press is the computer. With the aid of 

the computer I have been able to enhance the scanned image to assure that all the fine details of the 

scrollwork are clear and crisp. I’ve also developed a subroutine that will print a different serial number 

and Federal Reserve Seal on each bill. And I’ve written the program that will print out either side of the 

bill. I won’t bore you with the process. Instead, let me show you what your money has bought you. We 

have about thirty currency-size pieces of paper in the feed mechanism. Incidentally, since the equipment 

will only be using one size of paper, I’ve modified the paper-feed mechanisms to allow precise positioning 

of that size paper through each station.” 

Taking the end of a small black wire, attached at the other end to the computer’s Thunderbolt port, 

Herbie continued. “All the operator has to do is connect this module, a modified LeMieu portable hard 

drive, to this cable. Then, when he powers up the computer, the program stored in the module will prompt 

him to enter a random number to start the serial-number sequencing. He then elects to print either the front 
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of the bills or the back, simply by clicking the appropriate icon on the screen. The computer does the rest. 

Would one of you gentlemen care to try it?” 

The man in the wheelchair signaled to Tony Gianelli, and the young man stepped forward. 

Following Herbie’s instructions, in less than five minutes—one-and-a-half of those to reload the paper 

into the feeder between running the fronts and backs—Tony had printed thirty brand new twenty-dollar 

bills. 

“There are two potential problem areas,” Herbie said. “The bills must be loaded in exactly the 

same order for both passes. Otherwise the serial numbers, front and back, won’t match up. Also, the press 

must be meticulously maintained so that misfeeds are held to a minimum.” 

Tony took the freshly printed bills to the two seated gentlemen for their inspection. Sal Merlino 

handed the swarthy man a jeweler’s loupe, while Giancarlo Triano held a desk lamp over the man’s left 

shoulder. After examining a half dozen of the bills, the man looked at Sal, rubbed one between his 

forefinger and thumb and, again whispered something to him. 

Sal took the bill and rubbed it himself. 

Herbie didn’t wait for a question. He knew exactly what they had discovered. “The Bureau of 

Printing and Engraving uses an intaglio printing process,” he said. “Engraved plates are inked and the ink 

is forced into the paper under extreme pressure. The resulting impression is sort of three-dimensional with 

the printing on one side of the note raised and the other side indented. You’re not going to duplicate that 

with offset printing.” 

While Herbie had been talking, the swarthy man had motioned for the rest of the thirty test bills 

and had gone through them without the loupe. As he finished with each one, he handed it to the elderly 

man in the wheelchair who also glanced at it as if completing a financial transaction in the grocery store. 

When they had finished, they conferred briefly in Italian. After a few shrugs and nods, the elderly man 

handed the newly counterfeited bills to Sal and motioned with his head in Herbie’s direction. 

“Dr. Itkowitz, thank you for your explanation,” Sal said. “Would you be so kind as to step outside 

for a few minutes?” He gave the thirty counterfeits to Giuseppe Triano who fed them into a paper shredder. 

Giancarlo Triano, who had set the lamp back on the desk, looked over at Herbie and gestured 

toward the door. 

Fighting the urge to be a smartass, Herbie simply said, “Of course,” and accompanied Giancarlo 

into the hallway. 

“I hear you’re going on a Caribbean cruise,” Giancarlo said, once he had closed the door to the 

lab. “How long you gonna be gone?” 
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“It’s two cruises back-to-back, actually,” Herbie replied, seeing no harm in indulging in a little 

small-talk. “Western Caribbean, then Eastern. Twenty-one days in all.” 

Through the closed door, he could hear the printing press cycle. It sounded as if another thirty or 

so bills were being run off, and that puzzled Herbie since he had cut only the original thirty pieces of paper 

he had used for his demonstration. 

“Going to Martinique?” Giancarlo asked. “Some mighty fine pussy on that island. Black and 

French. A good place to get your CPU boosted, if you know what I mean, Doc.” The macho-man playfully 

poked Herbie in the shoulder with his fist. “Get your CPU boosted. Get it, Doc?” 

“Yeah, Carlo. I got it. CPU boosted. That’s a good one,” Herbie replied, faking a smile. You 

Neanderthal, he thought. I wouldn’t doubt that your CPU will eventually rot off from all the indiscriminate 

boosting you do with it. Fucking wop. 

The press cycled again. Herbie assumed that the other side of the bill was being printed. Why the 

second demonstration? he wondered. 

During the next three minutes Herbie patiently listened while Giancarlo bragged about his sexual 

conquests in the islands. Only when the door opened and Giuseppe Triano emerged, followed by the two 

strangers, Sal, Tony, and Dom, did Herbie realize that he hadn’t heard the sound of the paper shredder. 

Tony Gianelli pushed the man in the wheelchair. As the entourage passed, the swarthy man looked 

Herbie’s way, smiled, and winked. 

“Bene, Dr. Itkowitz. Bene.” He kissed the thumb and first two fingers of his right hand for 

emphasis. “You have done well.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Herbie replied. “I hope your foray into the printing business proves to be a 

profitable one for you.” 

The man simply chuckled as he went by, shaking an admonishing finger at the computer genius. 

When the two strangers and Tony Gianelli had disappeared into the elevator, Sal Merlino finally 

spoke. 

“The demonstration was a complete success, Doctor. You are to be congratulated. If you will join 

me for dinner, we can discuss the final phase of your work here.” 

“I’ll be happy to dine with you, Mr. Merlino. But my work here is done.” Herbie pointed to the 

gray module in Dom Netto’s hand. “Everything you need is right there.” 

“But Dom tells me that the master programs in the computer are…password-protected?” He looked 

to Dom for verification of the terminology, received a nod, and then continued. “We most certainly will 
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need those passwords if we are to access the master programs and duplicate the PortaDrive module, will 

we not?” 

“You most certainly would, Mr. Merlino. And the encryption key as well.” 

Again Sal looked at Dom. 

Dom sighed and explained. “Not only are the files password-protected, apparently the programs 

themselves are encrypted. Without the encryption key they would appear jumbled and couldn’t be 

deciphered.” 

“What about the program in the module itself?” Sal asked. 

“A compiled program,” Dom answered. “Without the compiler source code, unreadable. It’s 

probably locked and copy-protected, too.” 

“And you’ll get neither the passwords, source code, nor the encryption key from me,” Herbie said. 

Although trying not to smirk, a slight smile managed to find its way onto his lips, anyhow. 

“I beg your pardon,” Sal said. It was the first time Herbie had heard the bald man use a voice other 

than his usual polite one. Sal’s tone now seemed positively menacing. 

Both the Triano brothers must have thought so, too. They instinctively reached their hands into 

their suit coats in the direction of their left armpits. 

“Mr. Merlino, let me make this short and sweet,” Herbie said, attempting to diffuse the tense 

situation. He had hoped to avoid this conversation until he was ready to leave and then ease into it tactfully, 

but the timing was no longer his to choose. 

“There is no way I will give you the codes nor the encryption key because once I do, I am of no 

further use to you alive.” He waved away a protest. “I know it and now you know that I know it. You have 

one printing press and one module. Should you ever acquire a second press or damage this module, all 

you have to do is call me, and I’ll send you a new PortaDrive. But I’m not giving you the codes so that 

you can duplicate the programs without me. No hard feelings, but that’s the way it is. Consider it as my 

piece of the rock.” 

Sal stood there in silence for about ten seconds, assessing the situation. Finally he gave a 

capitulating nod of his head and turned toward Giancarlo. “Will you and your brother please escort Dr. 

Itkowitz to the dining room? I’ll be along momentarily. I want to make sure that Dom secures the lab.” 

Giancarlo gestured along the hall, and after they had walked about four paces toward the elevator, 

Herbie stopped and turned back to Sal Merlino. “I know the temperature’s dropped a bit, but can I eat out 

on the terrace tonight?” he asked. “I had sort of counted on it. I even got dressed up and everything.” 
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“So you did, Doctor. And I appreciate it. Show Dr. Itkowitz to a table on the terrace, Giancarlo. 

I’ll join you there.” 

Once the elevator door had closed on Herbie Itkowitz and the Trianos, Sal turned to Dom Netto. 

“What do you need besides the access codes?” 

“The encryption key. If I have the codes and the key I can figure out the rest.” 

“Are you certain?” 

“I might not have been bright enough to invent the programs from scratch, but, now that it’s done, 

I can figure out how they work.” 

“And duplicate them?” 

“Yeah. No sweat.” 

“Are you certain?” 

“Why do you keep asking that? Yes, I’m certain. I’d stake my reputation on it.” 

“You’re staking much more than that on it, Dom.” 

“Don’t worry, Mr. Merlino. I can do it. Trust me.” 

*     *     * 

Dinner on the terrace had been as grand as Herbie had imagined it would be. His table, shared with 

Sal and the Triano brothers, sat next to the stone railing overlooking the six sand bocce pitches set into 

the manicured lawn. In the failing light and cool of the evening, two matches were still being played out 

by overcoated old men whose sordid pasts Herbie could only imagine. The table conversation centered on 

his pending Caribbean vacation. No one mentioned the George Jackson project. 

After dinner, Herbie made a final trip down to the lab and verified that the remaining two-and-a-

half million had been wired to his Swiss bank account. He used the computer to transfer all five million 

to his account in the Cayman Islands and, also, to send the account number and a short note to his sister, 

Nadine, in Queens. 

Since Herbie was to have no unauthorized contact with the outside world, Dom Netto had blocked 

access to the fax, internet, and e-mail by requiring a password for their use. It had taken Herbie all of five 

minutes one afternoon to figure out that Dom’s secret password was ITSTAL—short for ‘Italian Stallion.’ 

He resisted the urge to change the password to WOPDONK before leaving Garibaldi House. 

After contacting the switchboard and requesting a wake-up call for six the next morning, Herbie 

turned in early for the night. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 13 - EARLY MORNING 

GREENE COUNTY, NEW YORK 

 

Dressed in his usual bluejeans, tuxedo T-shirt, sport jacket, and sandals, and with the yellow 

earphones of his CD player hanging from his neck, Herbie was shown to his special table behind the rattan 

screen in the main dining room. Breakfast consisted of freshly squeezed orange juice, Frittata alla 

Carmine, Gnocchi alla Romana, and a large glass of milk. 

Leaving a small part of the wedge of omelet uneaten, the computer scientist cleaned up every 

single morsel of the seminola cakes with butter and cheese. He would truly miss the food, but looked 

forward to leaving the chateau, nevertheless, especially after the almost-confrontation of the previous 

evening. 

As Herbie drank the last swallow of milk and patted his lips with the pale-yellow linen napkin, 

Guido Lattanzio came over to inform him that his bags had been collected from his room, and a car to the 

airport awaited him out front. 

Herbie thanked Guido and waved to Bruno, receiving a smile of relief in return. After a final look 

around the dining room, Herbie headed toward the marble staircase that led down to the lobby and 

Garibaldi House’s main entrance. 

A black BMW touring sedan stood at the bottom of the stone steps, engine running. The Triano 

brothers sat in front, Giancarlo behind the wheel and his older, not-very-talkative brother, Giuseppe, 

beside him. The maggiordomo waited at the side of the car, holding the rear door open. 

“Mr. Merlino regrets not being able to see you off himself, Dr. Itkowitz,” Mario Gabrielli said, 

“but he wishes you a pleasant journey.” 
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“Tell him, ‘Thanks,’” Herbie replied, sliding in behind Giancarlo. Before Mario could close the 

door, Herbie added, “And give my compliments to Carmine the chef.” 

As Giancarlo eased the BMW around the circular drive, Mario crossed over to the fountain and 

the statue of Giuseppe Garibaldi in the center of the courtyard. He stood there, watching unemotionally as 

the sedan headed up the long blacktopped driveway that bisected the golf course. “Arrivederci, Professore 

Ebreo-Ragazzo!” he muttered under his breath, then spat on the cobblestones. 

Taking a last look over his shoulder at what had been his home for the past three months, Herbie 

smiled with satisfaction, then the forest engulfed the BMW and Giancarlo reduced his speed for the 

circuitous route to the main gate. 

A few more hours and I’ll be on that plane and finished with this whole business, Herbie thought, 

leaning back in the plush leather seat. The printing’s first rate, if I don’t say so myself. I wonder what 

they’re going to do for paper, though? They’re going to need the right kind of paper or they’ve paid me 

five mil for nothing. Well, it’s not my worry now. I suppose these people have connections everywhere. 

The BMW rounded a curve, and Giancarlo braked it to a stop, bringing the computer scientist out 

of his reverie. A shaft of morning sunlight prying its way through the canopy of tree branches fell directly 

onto a golf cart that blocked the drive. 

Both the Triano brothers exited the sedan and walked over to the two green-blazered guards in the 

cart. A few words were exchanged. Giancarlo looked back at Herbie, returned his attention to the guards, 

and shrugged his shoulders. 

The guards dismounted the golf cart and crossed to the left rear door of the sedan. One was tall, 

heavy-set, and middle-aged, with gorilla-like arms. He even lumbered when he walked. The other 

younger, more pleasant-looking, man appeared to be the gorilla’s keeper. It was he who opened the door, 

bent down, and looked into the back seat. 

“Hey, Dr. Herbie, I’m Claudio,” he said with a smile. “I need for you to get out of the car for a 

minute?” 

Instead of complying, Herbie slid over in his seat to the far side of the automobile. His worst 

nightmare began to take on physical form. “W…why?” he asked. “I have a plane to catch.” 

Herbie knew why, though. He knew exactly why. It had been a calculated risk denying them the 

access codes and encryption key but one he had felt necessary. Had he not, Herbie knew for certain that 

he would be dead already. This had been his only chance, and now it, too, looked to be in vain. 

Claudio Vigliatti raised up and stood aside, making way for his muscle-man, whose huge body 

blocked the entire door opening. The gorilla reached a long, apelike arm into the back seat and grabbed a 
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struggling and kicking Herbie by the ankle. With one powerful tug, he yanked the scrawny Ph.D. from 

the vehicle, propelling him through the air. Herbie landed in a sitting position in the low-growth 

underbrush at the side of the road. 

Turning to look at his attacker, he was greeted by a size-thirteen boot in the face that momentarily 

stunned him. This was followed by repeated kicks to the stomach and back, depending on which way he 

rolled, each one punctuated by a grunt from the gorilla. The beating culminated with the computer genius 

being picked up by the shirt collar and the waistband of his slacks, and thrown face-first into the trunk of 

a large birch tree. 

Herbie Itkowitz slid down the smooth bark into a heap and vomited all over himself. 

Claudio stepped in, grabbed a handful of Herbie’s hair and raised the battered man’s face off the 

ground. “Dr. Herbie? Can you hear me?” he asked, still with the pleasant-sounding voice. “If you can’t 

talk, just nod your head.” 

Herbie gave two jerky nods. I’m a dead man. No matter what they say, he thought. No matter what 

they promise, I’m one dead Professor Jew-Boy. 

“That’s good. I’m gonna ask you some questions, now. If you tell the truth, you can get back in 

the car, and Carlo and Joey’ll drive you to the airport. If you lie, and, believe me, I’ll know if you’re lying, 

Sergio, here, will hurt you some more. Do you understand me?” 

With some difficulty, Herbie nodded again. Make it look good, he told himself. Make them work 

for it or they won’t believe it. 

“That’s good. Now, tell me the access codes and the encryption key to the master programs.” 

An inaudible mutter from Herbie caused Claudio to bend down closer to him. “What’s that? You’re 

gonna have to speak up a little,” he said putting his face inches away from Herbie’s. 

“Fuck you, wop.” 

The voice was weak and strained but Herbie squeezed out the words. He even managed a slight 

smile through his pain. 

Claudio slammed the Ph.D.’s head into the ground, stood up, and motioned to Sergio Grimaldi. 

The gorilla, still sweating profusely from the first round, fell to his task with relish, doling out kick after 

kick. 

After about fifteen seconds, an eternity in hell to Herbie, Sergio was called off. Again the keeper 

raised Herbie’s head by the hair. 

“The codes, Dr. Herbie. What are the codes?” 
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I can’t take any more. Maybe that’s enough to convince them, Herbie hoped, but then thought 

better of it. No, no. Not yet. One more time around the dance floor. “Do you have any naked pictures of 

your mother?” he gasped. 

“What?” 

“Would you like me to show you some?” 

Claudio cracked him across the face with the heel of his hand, breaking Herbie’s nose. “Sergio! 

The dumb Jew-boy, here, wants to play games,” he said, backing up to give his trained gorilla room. 

Just before the big man launched into another assault, though, a voice from the golf cart brought 

him up short. 

“Sergio, wait!” 

Giancarlo Triano crossed over to the three men and stooped down next to Herbie. “Look, Doc. 

Sooner or later you’re gonna tell ’em what they wanna know. Make it sooner, heh? Think of all that pussy 

on Martinique just waiting for you. You ain’t gonna be in no kinda shape to handle any of it if you keep 

this up. Remember what I told you? Black and French? Don’t do this to yourself. You got nothing to 

prove. Tell ’em, Doc. Then Joey and me’ll fix you up and get you to the airport. Save yourself for the 

pussy.” 

“M…m…masada,” Herbie gurgled through the blood that ran down his throat from the broken 

nose. 

“What’s that, Doc?” 

“Th…the code. It’s…‘Masada.’” 

Claudio had taken out his cell phone and rapidly punched in a number. “Yeah, Mario, it’s me. Put 

me through to Mr. Merlino in the lab. Hurry!” 

The connection was made. “Mr. Merlino? The access code is ‘massada.’” He looked over at 

Giancarlo. “Have him spell it.” 

“Doc?” Giancarlo said, shaking Herbie by the shoulder. “The code. ‘Mussadda’? How do you spell 

it?” 

With some difficulty, Herbie spelled the word for him. “M-A-S-A-D-A. Masada.” 

“One ‘S’ and one ‘D,’ Claudio relayed over the phone. M-A-S-A-D-A.” 

In the converted storage room in the basement of Garibaldi House, Sal Merlino passed along the 

information to Dom Netto, sitting in front of the computer terminal. Dom keyed in the code. The words 

ACCESS GRANTED appeared on the computer screen. 
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“I’m in, Mr. Merlino! I’m in! Now we need the passwords to the individual files and the encryption 

key.” So excited was Dom, he never noticed that the light indicating that the hard drive was in use flashed 

almost continuously. 

Claudio repeated Sal’s question to Herbie. 

When Herbie hesitated, Giancarlo again shook him gently by the shoulder. “It ain’t worth it, Doc. 

Don’t clam up now. Give ’em the codes, heh? Just think about all that pussy waiting for you.” 

Herbie smiled a twisted smile, nodded, and patted Giancarlo’s hand. “They’re all together in a 

single file,” he rasped. “Run a file called ‘cavallo.’ C-A-V-A-L-L-O. Everything is there. Run ‘cavallo.’” 

Again Claudio relayed the information, and again, Sal Merlino gave the instructions to Dom. 

As Dom pressed the RETURN key after typing RUN: CAVALLO, the screen came to life with a list of 

file names and passwords and the encryption key for each of the files. 

“It’s all here, Mr. Merlino. I told you I could do it without the Yid. Everything I need is right here. 

Hoo, ha! I’m in!” 

“Are you certain?” 

“Positive! It’s all here! See for yourself. It’s all right here on the screen!” 

“We have what we need, gentleman,” Sal said into the telephone. “Grazie!” 

Claudio Vigliatti pressed the disconnect button on his cell phone and nodded to Sergio Grimaldi. 

The big man put his right hand beneath the lapel of his size fifty-two, extra-long green blazer and reached 

toward his left armpit. 

Giancarlo Triano, who had been propping Herbie up, laid the computer scientist down on the 

ground, setting Herbie’s head on a tuffet of moss. “You did good, Doc,” he told him. “Now just relax and 

think about pussy. Black and French.” 

Instead, though, Dr. Herbert Stanley Itkowitz’s last thoughts as the 9mm bullet entered his skull 

were not of black pussy but of two very diverse items. The first was of his younger sister, Nadine, whom 

he deeply loved and who would say Kaddish for him. Secondly, Herbie’s thoughts were of an Italian 

stallion. He died with a smile on his face. 

As Sal Merlino put down the receiver he couldn’t help but wonder. ‘Masada,’ I understand. A 

Jewish fortress. He meant the program to be impenetrable. But ‘cavallo’? ‘Cavallo’ is the Italian word 

for ‘horse.’ 

Unfortunately for Dom Netto, even though of Italian descent he had only a rudimentary knowledge 

of the mother-tongue at best. His grandparents had spoken it, but neither his mother nor father were fluent. 

He himself knew only the swear words and obscenities. 
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Had he known the English translation of ‘cavallo,’ he might have been suspicious, but it still would 

have been too late. Only when the screen blinked once, then changed from the list of files to a beautifully 

drawn picture of a Trojan Horse did he realize why the hard drive light had been on so much of the time. 

Herbert Stanley Itkowitz, Ph.D., had programmed a virus into his computer, hidden inside a Trojan 

Horse until released by the access code ‘Masada.’ Contrary to what Sal Merlino thought, the selection of 

the code word had not been because Herbie sought to make the program impenetrable but because of the 

historical irony. 

In the year 73 A.D. nine-hundred-and-sixty Jewish rebels had committed suicide at Masada rather 

than subject themselves to Roman rule. The hard drive had been active because the programs in Herbie’s 

computer were, in effect, committing suicide rather than allowing themselves to be subject to Mafia rule. 

Only the ‘cavallo’ file escaped the initial virus. Knowing that Dom would not get the significance 

of the Masada reference, Herbie had programmed the Trojan Horse so that, even in death, he could gloat. 

Now it, too, had emitted a virus of its own. Nothing remained except for the picture. A speech balloon, 

coming from the horse’s mouth contained the words, I TOLD YOU NOT TO TOUCH MY STUFF, DOM. YOU 

DUMB, FUCKING WOP. 

The hard drive light glowed once more and the computer screen went blank. 

“What happened?” Sal Merlino asked. His voice had a hard edge to it. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 14 - LATE MORNING 

NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK 

 

Buried in one of the back sections of The New York Times was a two-column-inch report about the 

harbor patrol pulling two bodies from the Hudson River near the West 30th Street Heliport. They were 

identified as a Herbert Stanley Itkowitz of Redmond, Washington, and a Dominic Joseph Netto of 

Brooklyn. No motive was given for the killings but the paper speculated that drugs were involved because 

of the way in which they had died. 

The newspaper didn’t report that a Sony Discman had been found on one of the victims. That item 

had never made it into the bag with the other personal effects. One of the first officers at the scene was 

now the proud owner of a vintage portable CD player which he hoped to sell on eBay. 

When he first tried the unit with the DVD-R disc it contained, it emitted no sound whatsoever—

no whistles, no static, no anything. Even after he replaced the batteries, the unit still remained silent. He 

was on the verge of tossing the Discman into the trash when a thought struck him. Maybe it’s the disc. 

Replacing the found disc with a music CD did the trick. Taylor Swift’s The Way I Loved You 

spilled out from the yellow earphones. 

The officer beamed with pride. How much will I be able to get for this, he wondered. At least thirty 

bucks, I would think. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 1 - MID AFTERNOON 

TUCSON, ARIZONA 

 

As a white Cadillac limousine turned onto Avenida del Sol, the cactus-lined main boulevard of the 

adult residential community, the guard at the entrance automatically raised the yellow-and-black striped 

pike. Both the gatekeeper and the driver, dressed identically in powder-blue slacks and white golf shirts, 

exchanged smiles and waves. 

Bobby Lopez glanced into the rearview mirror at his passenger. The ashen-faced old man in the 

back seat wore a faded navy-blue baseball cap with the words UNITED MINE WORKERS stitched on it in 

gold. From the way the man looked and sounded, Bobby didn’t think he’d last out the year. The old-timer 

had wheezed and hacked all the way from Tucson International Airport. 

“I’ll take you directly to your new home, Mr. Jablonski,” Bobby said. “Betsy Gilford will meet us 

there and see that you get settled in. She’s sort of like a one-gal welcome wagon. Anything you want to 

know about Casa del Sol, Betsy’s the one to get a hold of. What do you think so far?” 

The limo had been winding its way past pristine streets with Spanish names. All the one-, two-, 

and three-bedroom patio homes looked new. Palms sprouted out of every yard, and each intersection had 

its own fountain. Well-dressed elderly people, with good color in their cheeks, strolled down the sidewalks 

or drove by in special lanes reserved for golf carts. 

“It ain’t New York,” Karl Jablonski remarked in heavily accented English, partly in relief but with 

just a twinge of homesickness. He coughed, then spat a huge gob of blackish-green phlegm into a tissue. 

“Believe me, Mr. Jablonski, come this winter, you’ll be offering plenty of prayers of thanks for 

that. You Catholic?” 

“Yeah. How you know?” He coughed again. 
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“The name. Most polla…Polish people I know are. See San Gabriel’s over there?” The driver 

pointed to a small white church, built in the style of a Spanish mission. “That’s where you’ll be saying 

those prayers.” 

The limousine made a right turn off of Avenida del Sol onto Calle la Paloma and continued through 

the arched entrance way into Aldea Saguaro. Each of the five villages within Casa del Sol had been named 

after a different species of cacti. After another right turn at Camino el Lobo, the limo came to a stop in 

front of a completely furnished, three-bedroom home that backed up onto the fifth green of the Saguaro 

Golf & Country Club. 

The individual villages each had their own executive golf course, but residents of any particular 

village were not confined to just their home course. All home-owners in Casa del Sol could play any of 

the executive courses free of charge. In addition, for a nominal fee, they could also test their skills at the 

challenging La Bella Lago, an Arnold Palmer-designed championship course. 

A perky girl in her mid-twenties, dressed in powder-blue shorts and a white golf shirt, bounced 

down the walk from 214 Camino el Lobo and opened the passenger door of the limousine. 

“Hi, Mr. Jablonski,” she said, flashing a sparkling smile at the old man. “I’m Betsy Gilford. 

Welcome to Casa del Sol. I can’t wait to show you your new home.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 2 - EARLY EVENING 

ULSTER COUNTY, NEW YORK 

 

Homer Duncan awoke from his daydream somewhere on the Onteora Trail between Stony Hollow 

and West Hurley, at the eastern edge of the Ashokan Reservoir in New York’s Catskills. He wondered 

how he had driven this far from Kingston without being aware of anything around him. Although the 

traffic was light for that time of evening, it was by no means nonexistent. 

He shook his head in amazement as two cars passed him. The last thing he remembered was pulling 

out of the parking lot at Stuyvesant Memorial Hospital. From then on, his only thoughts had been of his 

mother. 

Esther Duncan lay in a hospital bed, barely strong enough to move. Quadruple bypass, the doctor 

had informed him. It was the only hope for her. The angioplasty procedure that she had undergone six 

months earlier hadn’t done the trick. Her arteries had renarrowed and the condition was life-threatening. 

She was a prime candidate for a heart attack. 

Quadruple bypass? he thought. Jeez! 

The chief resident at the hospital had made it sound so simple, and maybe the procedure itself was. 

But Homer certainly didn’t want to entrust the life of his mother to some doctor from a third-world country 

who could barely speak English and had gotten his training from God-knows-where. He also had another 

concern. I’ll be making payments for the next ten years on her other operation, he reflected. A quadruple 

bypass is going to cost a fortune. 

Homer had taken out a second mortgage on the small home in Mt. Tremper, where he and his 

mother lived, so that they could pay for a specialist to do the angioplasty, rather than risk having whoever 
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did the procedure for charity cases. The loan had to be in his name. His sick mother, with no income as 

well as no health-care insurance, lacked repayment-ability, so the bank had said. 

The doctors had cautioned both him and his mom at the time that for three out of ten patients who 

undergo angioplasty, restenosis, a renarrowing of the artery, usually occurs. Homer and Esther had decided 

to play the odds. After all, a much lower cost and a seventy-percent chance of avoiding open-heart surgery 

sounded good to them—especially to Esther. 

Unfortunately, Esther turned out to be in the thirty-percent category. Quadruple bypass surgery 

was now her only option. Homer couldn’t see any way to get his mother first-rate care this time around. 

His forty-thousand-dollar annual salary as the head teller at the Peekamoose Heights branch of Mountain 

Valley Bank and Trust certainly wouldn’t provide it. Nor would the profits from his small printing 

business. 

*     *     * 

Homer Duncan hadn’t known what he wanted to do with his life. He had never 

thought much beyond high school, except that he knew he had no interest in college. 

Military service had been out of the question, too. An only child, Homer had been 

inordinately attached to his mother, especially since his father, Walter, had died. His only 

talent seemed to be a natural aptitude for math, so right out of high school he had opted 

for a teller’s job at the Phoenicia branch of Mountain Valley Bank and Trust. 

The ensuing years, though, saw a growth of ambition in Homer, awakened by his 

emerging adult tastes vis-à-vis his income. He had been promoted to head teller and 

transferred to the Peekamoose Heights branch after being with the bank for just three years 

and could have gone higher in banking—administrative assistant or even an assistant 

manager. Four years earlier, however, he had bought a print shop in Boiceville when old-

man Ackerson had retired. With the second job, Homer really couldn’t commit to more 

responsibility at the bank. 

Initially the print-shop investment seemed to be a wise one. The one-man operation 

contained three small copiers for self-serve customers, two high-speed machines for larger 

jobs, and an offset printing press for precision volume work. 

Homer’s mother ran the shop during the day for him, taking care of the self-serve 

customers and operating the two high-speed copiers. After Homer finished up at the bank, 

he would grab a quick bite to eat then work at the shop until late in the evening. During 
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that time he would see to any queue that had accumulated for the high-speed copiers as 

well as handle the offset-printing jobs which had come in during the day. 

Each year, though, the income from the shop, both gross and net, grew less and 

less. Mr. Ackerson had not been the only thing in that print shop to grow old and weary. 

The equipment began to need more frequent servicing, and an increasing portion of the 

income from the business went toward maintenance and replacement parts. 

The equipment problems also began to affect sales. Duncan Printing’s copiers and 

press were out of service so often, due-dates were routinely missed, and some longtime 

customers now took their business elsewhere. 

In an attempt to remedy the situation, Homer tried to get a loan from the bank so 

that he could purchase more up-to-date machines. He knew he couldn’t afford new, state-

of-the-art equipment. All he wanted was a good used press and some rebuilt copiers that 

were better than those he already had. What he received was an initiation into what it’s 

like to sit on the other side of the desk at the bank where he worked. 

Steve Briers, the branch manager, and Jennifer York, the commercial loan officer, 

had both gone over his personal and business financial statements in detail with him. 

Too much leverage, they had pointed out. Way too much. 

He was already making payments for his car and the second mortgage that he had 

taken out to pay for his mother’s angioplasty operation. The print shop building, one-fifth 

of a small strip mall, was leased. The aged equipment in the shop was next to worthless. 

The only collateral he would have for the equipment loan would be the rebuilt machines 

themselves, and the bank would not lend more than fifty percent of the value on used 

equipment. 

“You need to find another investor, Homer,” Jennifer had told him. “That’s the 

only way we can make this deal doable. You need someone to put some money into the 

business. Get that taken care of, then we’ll talk. Sorry.” 

*     *     * 

Where am I going to get that kind of money?! Homer thought, continuing on toward Boiceville. 

And even if I get it, how will I ever pay it back? 

As he drove through the town of Shokan and passed Burgess Antiques & Junque, he half-seriously 

thought about stopping to ask Craig Burgess for a tip on a horse. A CLOSED sign hung crookedly in the 

window of the entrance door, though, and Homer kept on driving. 
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Craig worked his second job as an afternoon-shift radiology technician and orderly at The Poplars, 

a private clinic and rehabilitation center in Peekamoose Heights. 

Homer, realizing his desperation, quickly vetoed that idea, anyway, thinking, That’s all I need is 

a tip from a guy who has to work two jobs just to cover his gambling debts. If he knew that much about 

horse racing, he’d be rich. With tips from Craig, I’d probably end up working a third job myself. 

The small strip mall that housed Duncan Printing sat right on State Route #28, just within the city 

limits of Boiceville. After taking the curve in the road at the western edge of the Ashokan Reservoir, 

Homer spotted his aunt’s light-green Subaru Impreza parked out front. She should have gone home hours 

ago. 

Thank God for Paula, he thought. I don’t know what I’d do without her. 

*     *     * 

Paula Duncan had retired two summers earlier after forty years as a school 

teacher. Her last assignment had been at the Onteora Junior and Senior High School in 

Boiceville, teaching bookkeeping, word processing, and office procedures. 

After Homer’s mom had been taken ill the first time, over six months ago, Paula 

had volunteered to step in and run the print shop during the day in Esther’s absence. 

“I was too young to retire, anyway,” she had told Homer. “I just got sick and tired 

of dealing with smartasses. Each year I seemed to be doing less teaching and more 

refereeing and baby-sitting. I’ll be more than happy to help you out until Esther gets back 

on her feet. My brain was starting to atrophy.” 

A widow for almost twenty years, Paula lived alone in a small house on the banks 

of Stony Clove Creek in Phoenicia. She and her late husband, Bennett, Homer’s father’s 

brother, had had only one child, a girl, but their daughter had been brutally murdered 

some twenty-five years ago. At twenty-seven, Homer didn’t remember Amy and no one in 

the family ever talked much about the incident. 

*     *     * 

Homer parked his white Ford Fiesta next to his aunt’s Impreza and entered the shop. One of the 

high-speed copiers cycled away at ten cents a pop, each ‘kajunk’ sound music to Homer’s ears. The second 

high-speed machine, however, sat idle, all its access doors wide open. 

In response to the loud buzzer that went off whenever the front door opened, Paula Duncan pulled 

her head from inside the dormant copier. She grasped little bits of paper in each hand. 

“Not again?” Homer groaned, shaking his head in despair. 
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“It’s been jamming all day,” Paula said, standing up and tossing the pieces of paper into the waste 

basket. 

Homer looked hopefully at his aunt as he crossed through the opening in the service counter. “The 

paper?” 

She shook her head and wiped her hands on her bluejeans. “I’ve tried different reams from three 

separate lots. Fanned it every which way. It’s the sensors again, I think. I called Hillriegel. He said he’d 

be out tomorrow. But…” She sighed, running the fingers of one hand through her short, gray hair while 

she grimaced. 

“But what?” 

“He wants cash on the barrelhead, Homer. He says no more checks for a while and that you’d 

understand. Nothing personal, he says, but business is business.” 

“Shit!” 

“That doesn’t seem to help any. I’ve tried saying it periodically myself all afternoon. And that’s 

not all. Number three is out of commission as well. And the collator for number five can’t seem to 

recognize pages seven through nine. I managed to switch collators with number four, here, since this one 

was on the fritz anyway.” 

Homer tried to imagine this little fireplug of a woman at five-foot-one and a hundred-sixty pounds 

muscling the two collators around the shop, and he had to smile. The smile faded quickly as he looked 

over to the three self-serve copiers and saw that an OUT OF ORDER sign had been placed on one of them. 

“Toner problem,” Paula said by way of explanation. “Black spots like measles. I haven’t had a 

chance to look into it, yet.” 

“I’ll check everything out tonight and see what I can do,” Homer said. “Why don’t you take off. 

You’ve had a long day.” 

She patted him on the arm. “I’d better stay. With this one out of service, we have nine jobs in the 

queue for the other high-speed, and you’ve got four big offset jobs that have to be run tonight. I’ll phone 

in for a pizza, and you can tell me how Esther’s doing.” 

*     *     * 

Over pizza and Pepsi, Homer explained to Paula about the quadruple bypass the doctors wanted 

to do on his mom, about the loan situation at the bank, and about his general despondency. 

“I’ve got some savings and I can remortgage my home, but even then I couldn’t come up with the 

whole amount,” Paula said. 
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“And even if you could, I don’t know how I’d ever pay you back. You’ve seen the shape this place 

is in, Paula. It’s barely at break-even. I’m either going to have to put a lot of money I don’t have into it or 

dump it.” 

“Let’s not worry about the shop right now. It’ll hold its own for another six months to a year. 

Besides, there’s no doubt that they’ll do the operation. The only question is how we’ll be able to pay for 

top-notch care. Let’s give it some serious prayer. God will show us a way.” 

“It’s too bad God isn’t able to fix printing equipment,” Homer said wryly, leaning back in his chair 

and munching on the last slice of pizza. 

“You never know. You pray, and tomorrow I’ll talk to Mr. Hillriegel again. Maybe when he hears 

about Esther, he’ll be willing to carry us awhile longer.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 3 - LATE AFTERNOON 

GREENE COUNTY, NEW YORK 

 

“Yeah, Mr. Merlino? It’s Carlo,” Giancarlo Triano identified himself. “I talked to a guy named 

Hillriegel this afternoon. He repairs copiers and printing presses. He just got back from a service call in 

Boiceville and, from what he tells me, I think Joey and me found us the print shop you’ve had us looking 

for.” 

Salvatore Merlino swiveled his burgundy, button-tufted leather chair and reached into a side 

drawer of his U-shaped mahogany desk for the Yellow Pages that covered Ulster County. “What’s the 

name?” he asked. 

“Duncan Printing. It’s owned by a Homer Duncan.” 

Sal flipped through the directory until he came to the section-heading for PRINTERS, then scanned 

the ads for Duncan Printing. “I see he does offset as well as copying. Tell me more about him?” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 9 - EARLY EVENING 

SHANDAKEN, NEW YORK 

 

Homer Duncan had never put much stock in the power of prayer. A week ago, when he had 

received the news about his mother’s condition, he had been on the verge of despair. Now, as he sat at the 

table at La Maison Rose in Shandaken, waiting for his dinner companions to arrive, all he could do was 

mentally praise the Lord. 

An 1870 dairy barn that had been renovated several times, La Maison Rose now served as a twelve-

room guest house. Its dining room had a reputation for excellence that rivaled that of The Plough & 

Whistle in Peekamoose Heights, with which Homer was more familiar. While the fare at The Plough was 

a combination British Isles and Continental, La Maison offered only fine Classic French cuisine. 

Gino Acampora and Georgio Iaccarino appeared in the doorway to the dining room within a few 

minutes after the six-thirty dinner bell had been rung. They smiled when they spotted Homer at the quiet 

table for four in the corner, and he stood to greet them. 

The two men made an odd pair. Georgio, short and stocky with graying black hair, and older by 

some fifteen years, Homer thought, was quiet and reserved. He spoke very little. Gino, a tall, dark, well-

muscled Adonis, with a thick mane of jet-black hair and a bright, friendly smile, looked to be what the 

woman with whom Homer worked would call a ‘hunk.’ 

“It’s beautiful up here,” Homer said when his companions reached the table. “I can see why you 

come here often.” 

“Wait until you taste the food,” Georgio replied in a heavy Northern Italian accent. “Squisito!” 

The three men sat, one of the newcomers on either side of Homer. 



32                                                                                                     STACKHOUSE 

 

 

Dinner was superb—Petite Marmite, Oeufs en Gelee, Cailles aux Raisins en Timbale and finished 

off with Bavarois Clermont. 

During the meal, the conversation centered around the beauty of the scenery and the several fine 

restaurants in Little France, the name the Shandaken area had received due to the many residents of French 

descent. 

The older man, Georgio, said very little and when he did offer a comment, it usually had to do 

with the food or wine. Gino, on the other hand, proved to be quite the chatterbox. His interests, though, 

seemed to lie in other areas. At one point, he went into quite a lengthy discourse on the relative bedroom 

skills of French, Italian, and American girls. 

Although Homer politely tried to take part in the conversation, mostly when the topic steered to 

food and wine rather than women, he could hardly contain his anxiety. 

Surely they didn’t invite me up here just to talk about the scenery, the food, and French pussy, he 

worried. But maybe the answer is ‘no.’ If it had been ‘yes,’ then Mr. Jackson would have come himself, 

wouldn’t he? Maybe buying me dinner is just their way of letting me down easy. 

*     *     * 

The men had met with Homer on two previous occasions, both in the late evening 

at his print shop. They represented a Mr. George Jackson, they told him. 

Homer had been led to believe that this Mr. Jackson—he had Anglicized his name 

when he came to America—had been a printer in the Old Country and wished to associate 

himself once again with that type of enterprise. He didn’t want to own a business or even 

run it. He was much too old for the details of management, so the two men said. Mr. 

Jackson just wanted to own a piece of one. 

To Homer Duncan, it seemed as if the two men were angelic messengers, sent from 

Heaven in answer to his Aunt Paula’s prayers. 

*     *     * 

As the dinner progressed and nothing was said about the investment, though, Homer’s anxiety 

grew and his hopes began to fade. However, once the dinner dishes had been cleared and the waitress had 

brought aperitif glasses of B&B, the twosome laid Homer’s fears to rest. 

While the small-talk during dinner had been handled primarily by Gino, now that the conversation 

switched to business, the roles of the two men changed. The normally loquacious Gino fell silent and left 

the talking to the older man. 
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“Gino, if you would be so kind?” Georgio said, patting his lips with the white linen napkin and 

motioning with his head toward Homer. 

The younger man smiled, picked up an attaché case and opened it on his lap, but only just wide 

enough so that he could withdraw a white #10 envelope from it. He set the envelope on the table in front 

of him, resnapped the clasps on the attaché case, and set it on the floor between himself and Homer. The 

unsealed envelope appeared to contain nothing more than one or two pieces of paper. 

“Mr. Jackson, he regrets that he is not able to join us,” Georgio continued. “But he has instructed 

us to convey his hope that our relationship will not only be long, but profitable for everyone.” 

Yes! Yes, yes, yes! Homer thought, barely able to contain himself. They’re going to do it! They’re 

going to invest! Thank you, Lord! Thank you, thank you, thank you! 

Gino shoved the envelope over to Homer while Georgio went on. 

“If you would kindly look at the document in that envelope, Mr. Duncan, it contains the terms of 

your arrangement with Mr. Jackson.” 

Homer couldn’t believe his eyes. He looked up twice while reading the first page but the other two 

men just sat there, gazing impassively at him. 

When he initially had been approached about an investor, Homer hoped that perhaps he could get 

enough money to pay a first-class heart specialist for his mother’s operation, and satisfy Jennifer York 

that the business was no longer over-leveraged. Then, he thought, maybe he could get a loan for some 

rebuilt equipment. But this was unbelievable. 

The first page of the two-page document stated that Mr. George Jackson would arrange and pay 

for the complete renovation of the print shop and install new equipment. An equipment list showed five 

new A. B. Dick state-of-the-art copy machines—three self-serve and two high-speed—a top-of-the-line 

color copier, a plain-paper facsimile machine, and a Galaxy 5000 four-color digital offset printing press. 

The second page contained just two short paragraphs. They outlined what Mr. Jackson would 

require in return for his investment. A second Galaxy 5000 would be installed in a separate room of the 

shop, and Mr. Jackson’s associates would, from time to time, require access to the shop and Homer’s 

assistance in operating the press. 

The room where the second press would be housed was always to remain locked. This second 

press was never to be used for Duncan Printing jobs and never to be operated by Homer except in the 

presence of Mr. Jackson’s associates. Furthermore, its existence was never to be revealed to anyone. 

A chill came over Homer. He looked up once more, then reread the final paragraph. Oh, shit!” he 

thought. Ohhhhh, shit! What have I gotten myself into? His mouth went dry and he took a sip of the B&B 
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before speaking. “I’ll…uh…I’ll have to let my accountant and attorney look this over, of course,” he said, 

waving the two pages. 

The other men smiled slightly, as if a private joke had passed between them. 

Homer paused for a second, then continued. “Also, there doesn’t seem to be any place here for Mr. 

Jackson or me to sign the agreement.” 

Gino reached over and plucked the papers from Homer’s clammy and quivering hand, replaced 

them in the envelope, and tucked the envelope into the right inside pocket of his suit coat. 

“Mr. Jackson, he trusts you completely, Homer,” Georgio said, patting him on the arm and smiling. 

The absence of the heretofore ‘Mr. Duncan’ that the men had used during all of their previous 

discussions was not lost on Homer. 

“Besides,” the older man went on. “Mr. Jackson, he believes that a man’s word is his guarantee. 

There is no need for signatures. And attorneys and accountants, they are unnecessary also. You give your 

word, we keep ours. It is simple, no?” Again he smiled. 

Now it’s ‘we?’ Homer pondered. Oh, shit! Shit, shit, shit! “I’m…I’m…not sure that I should—” 

he began, but Georgio interrupted him. 

“Homer, think of your mama. She needs that operation or she dies, no?” 

“Well, she’s going to have the operation.” 

“Of course she is. But performed by who, Homer? One of the finest cardiologists in New York or 

by someone…oh, how shall I put it? Someone much less expensive…and much less competent.” 

“But this agreement doesn’t talk about any money for Mom’s operation,” Homer said. 

“You accept the terms of the agreement and you are like family. Family members, they do not 

need a piece of paper to help each other out in times of trouble. Family members, they take care of one 

another. Your mama, she becomes our mama. That briefcase at your feet, it contains five-thousand one-

hundred-dollar bills. Think of your mama, Homer. She deserves the best, no? The best chance to live?” 

“B…but what does Mr. Jackson want with the second press?” Homer asked weakly. “I mean, why 

all the secrecy? Is it…is…is it legal?” 

Both men stifled laughs, and Georgio patted Homer’s arm again. “Of course not, Homer. If it was, 

we would not need a reputable print shop like yours now, would we?” 

The man’s honesty shocked him. Homer’s jaw dropped and he looked over at Gino for 

confirmation. 

Gino shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “Your mama, Homer. As she lies dying in that hospital 

bed this very minute, do you think she cares about legal or not? If it makes you feel any better, though, 
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this is what is called white-collar crime. See?” He pointed both index fingers at the collar of his Egyptian-

cotton pinpoint shirt. “Money gets made all around for everybody, but nobody gets hurt. What do you 

think, we’re gangsters? Naw, Homer. Relax. We’re businessmen. Businessmen like yourself. In the 

printing business.” 

Both Gino and Georgio laughed heartily at that last statement. 

Suddenly Homer caught on. The references to making money and being in the printing business 

registered, and his eyes widened to signal that awareness. 

Gino simply winked and nodded. 

“So, Homer,” Georgio said, resuming command of the conversation. “What will it be? Enough 

money for your mama’s operation and new equipment for your business or…” He left the sentence 

unfinished, raising his palms and his dark bushy eyebrows to solicit the answer. 

“Sup…suppose I decide I don’t want Mr. Jackson’s money?” As soon as the words were spoken, 

he regretted asking the question. 

“Then Gino, he puts a bullet in your brain and…” 

Homer’s eyes grew wide with shock, and he almost peed his pants. 

The two men burst out in another jolly laugh, and Georgio again placed a calming hand on Homer’s 

arm. “A joke. A joke, Homer. Nothing more. Like Gino say. We are not gangsters. You decide no, you 

leave the briefcase where it is, Gino, he pays the dinner check, and we part company. Mr. Jackson, he 

finds another down-on-his-luck printer…one with fewer doubts than you. Your mama, maybe she dies. 

That would be sad. Mr. Jackson, Gino, and I, we would send flowers to her funeral and have a Mass said 

for the repose of her soul. It is all up to you.” 

“When…when would all this happen?” Homer heard himself ask. It must have been him who 

asked the question, he thought. The sound came from his mouth and he could feel his lips move. 

“We finish our drinks, we stand up and shake hands, you pick up the briefcase and leave. 

Tomorrow morning you put up a sign that says ‘Closed for Renovations.’ Day after tomorrow, the new 

equipment starts to arrive as well as the carpenters to make the room that we don’t talk about. In two 

weeks’ time, Duncan Printing reopens as the finest print shop in the Catskills.” 

“The money in the briefcase?” Homer asked. “Is it c…count—” 

“No, no, Homer. Not only are we not gangsters, we are also not stupid. It is genuine. And if the 

doctors and hospital require more than that, Mr. Jackson will see that you get it.” 

Gino picked up his glass of B&B. “To your mama, Homer. May she live a long and happy life.” 

“To Homer’s mama,” Georgio echoed, raising his glass. 
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Homer Duncan, glanced down at the attaché case, looked at each of his dinner companions, 

swallowed the knot in his throat, and lifted his glass, also. “To Mom. A long and happy life.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 9 - MID EVENING 

GREENE COUNTY, NEW YORK 

 

The white Chrysler 300 negotiated the final switchback on the road up the northwestern slope of 

Balsam Mountain. The sun had just dipped down behind Halcott Mountain, casting longish shadows into 

Deep Notch. Just before the road crested to begin its winding way down the other side of the mountain, 

the car turned into a gravel driveway, almost hidden from view by the giant hemlocks, cedars, and pines. 

The driveway ran back into the forest for about three-hundred yards and came to an abrupt halt at 

a mammoth iron gate set into a sixteen-foot high, electrified Cyclone fence. A coil of razor wire topped 

the fence. Cameras mounted at regular intervals scanned the areas on both sides of the barrier. Because of 

the denseness of the woods, from outside the perimeter it was impossible to see what merited this amount 

of security. 

In a small stone building, half inside and half outside the fenced compound on the west side of the 

gate, two armed security guards took turns watching either the driveway or the bank of closed-circuit TV 

screens connected to the cameras. The Chrysler braked to a stop about five feet from the gate, and the 

driver lowered the window. Santos Moriello, one of the guards, came out of the building carrying a 

clipboard. He was dressed casually in red slacks, a white knit golf shirt, and a green blazer. In different 

surroundings and without the telltale bulge under his left armpit, he might have been mistaken for an 

assistant manager at a golf resort. 

“Come va, Joey?” he asked with a smile, recognizing the two men from La Maison Rose; however, 

not as Georgio Iaccarino and Gino Acampora. 

“Bene, Santos. We’re here to see Mr. Merlino.” 

“You’re not on the list,” Santos said, indicating the clipboard. “I’ll have to get an authorization.” 
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The driver nodded and smiled, taking no offense. He had been through the drill many times before. 

Looking back at his partner in the gatehouse, the guard shouted, “Giuseppe and Giancarlo Triano. 

For Mr. Merlino.” 

The man in the security building picked up a telephone and, within a half minute, recradled the 

receiver and pushed the button that retracted the iron gate. Santos waved the Chrysler on, and Giuseppe 

nodded an acknowledgment as he drove through the opening. 

The driveway, blacktopped on the inside of the compound, wound its way through a substantial 

amount of forest that comprised the one-hundred-and-ninety-acre estate. At different points along the 

route, the Triano brothers encountered guards, dressed the same as Santos the gatekeeper. These guards, 

however, were accompanied by either Dobermans or German Shepherds. As the car passed each of the 

checkpoints, the guard would wave amiably, then raise a walkie-talkie to his mouth. 

Eventually the driveway burst upon a gigantic clearing and continued across a superbly manicured 

nine-hole executive golf course toward the chateau itself. The reddish glow from the setting sun glistened 

off the white stone block walls of the four-story, European-style building, turning the western side of the 

blue slate-roof and its four five-story turrets a regal purple. 

Garibaldi House, rechristened from its original name of Winchester House, had been built in the 

nineteenth century by a railroad magnate. It no longer belonged to the industrialist’s family, but, now, to 

another ‘family.’ It had been the second owners who had installed the elaborate security systems. 

No matter how many times they made the trip, neither Giuseppe Triano nor Giancarlo, his younger 

brother, had ever gotten used to the magnificence of the scene that greeted them as they breached the 

woods. It reminded them of one of the many Alpine castles near Innsbruck, Austria, just across the border 

from their boyhood home in Vipiteno, Italy. 

In the twilight, a foursome putted out on the ninth hole. They looked up as the car passed. 

It must be all right, one of the old men reasoned, glancing at a metal box secured to the top of a 

nearby utility pole. The alarm didn’t go off. 

That siren performed a double function. It sounded one continuous wail to warn the retirees who 

lived at the chateau to come in from the golf course, tennis courts, bocce pitches, and formal gardens 

because of approaching lightning. Secondarily, but equally as important, it served as an alert for those 

who were thought by Immigration and Customs Enforcement to be out of the country. Short staccato 

bursts warned that a stranger approached so that they could take the necessary precautions against being 

seen. 
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Giuseppe drove around to the back of the chateau, past the pro shop and the tennis courts, and 

beyond the stone staircase to the terrace that overlooked the bocce pitches. He pulled into a cavernous 

underground garage that housed a variety of expensive cars, both foreign and domestic. 

*     *     * 

The Triano brothers sat in burgundy, button-tufted leather wing chairs across the desk from 

Salvatore Merlino in his Garibaldi House office. They each had a glass of Frangelico in their hands as did 

Sal. 

“Do you foresee any problems down the road?” Sal asked, directing his attention to the older of 

the two men—the man whom Homer Duncan knew as Georgio Iaccarino. 

“No, Mr. Merlino,” Giuseppe Triano answered. “Carlo and I, we talked about it on the way back. 

Homer’s mama means everything to him. He will be grateful and in our debt forever.” 

“But it was touch and go there for a while,” Giancarlo added. “At one point I thought I was gonna 

have to off him, but then I gave him the ‘We ain’t gangsters,’ and the ‘White-collar crime’ spiel. That’s 

all he really wanted to hear. Like Joey says, Mr. Merlino, Homer’s mama means everything to him. Except 

for the aunt, I think she’s the only family he’s got.” 

“Good work,” Sal said. “Both Don Vittorio and Don Silvio will be pleased.” 
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