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            STEAK 954

          

        

      

    

    
      It was no surprise that he called the meeting at Steak 954 in The W Hotel; it had been my favorite restaurant before I moved away from Fort Lauderdale. I had no idea why my father would ask me to a business meeting when I’d left the family business on no uncertain terms four years ago. I took a deep breath as I pulled up to the valet.

      This place looks the same.

      The beach looked amazing, the palm trees swaying in the light ocean breeze. There were lots of spring-breakers and that meant lots to look at. Not now.

      I entered and approached the table and saw the empty chair between my older brother Randy and my father Tommy.

      Four years is a long time. Long enough that the man sitting at the head of the table didn’t quite match the version I’d been carrying around in my head. Tommy Tyler had always been a big man, broad through the chest and shoulders, the kind of frame that made a room feel smaller when he walked into it. That was still there. But the edges had softened. His dark hair, slicked back the way he’d worn it my entire life, had gone gray at the temples. The skin around his eyes looked thinner, slightly hollowed, and there was a roughness to his face that hadn’t been there before. He’d aged ten years in four. The gold chain still caught the light. The linen shirt was still unbuttoned one button too many. But underneath the old swagger, something was wearing down, and he either didn’t know it or didn’t care.

      He spotted me and his whole face changed. That was the thing about Tommy. When he turned on the charm, you forgot everything else. You forgot the hollowed eyes and the rough skin and the fact that he hadn’t called you in six months. You just saw your father, glad to see you, and for about ten seconds it felt real.

      Randy stood and waved me over.

      My brother had always been the bigger one. Four years older, two inches taller, thirty pounds heavier, and not an ounce of it wasted. Where I could disappear into a room if I wanted to, Randy filled every corner of one. He was wearing a patterned shirt that probably cost more than my rent, sleeves pushed up to show the Rolex he’d bought himself the year I left. His dark hair was styled with the kind of effort that’s supposed to look effortless but never does when you know the person. We had the same coloring, the same brown eyes, the same jaw. People used to say we looked like the same guy drawn by two different artists. Randy was the bolder version. Louder lines, more contrast, everything turned up.

      

      “There he is.” Randy motioned to the nearest waiter. “Get this man a drink.”

      “Some things never change.” I nodded at my brother.

      “Look at you.” Randy shook his head, grinning. “Same haircut, same jeans, same nothing. Four years in Maryland and you still dress like you’re trying not to be noticed.”

      “Maybe I’m not.”

      “That’s the problem, Danny. You’re not bad looking. You clean up fine. But you walk around like you’re auditioning for the role of guy in the background. Meanwhile I’m out here carrying the family’s reputation.” He straightened his shirt collar for emphasis.

      “Welcome back, it’s good to see you. It’s been a long time.” My father stood to embrace me.

      I broke away and spent a few minutes making my way around the table, saying hello to the group, some of whom I hadn’t seen in ages.

      Anthony Jr. was there; he always was when Tommy called a meeting. We’d grown up together, two kids running deliveries for our fathers before we could legally drive. Where Randy was my brother by blood, Anthony was my brother by choice.

      He looked good. Better than good, actually. Anthony had always been handsome in a way that snuck up on you. Not loud about it like Randy. He was my height, maybe an inch shorter, with his father's olive complexion and dark eyes that moved fast and missed nothing. His black hair was cut shorter than I remembered, cleaner, pushed back off his forehead in a way that reminded me of old photos of Uncle Tony in his thirties. He'd filled out since I'd seen him last. Still lean, but there was a solidity to him now, like someone who'd grown into his frame. He was wearing a fitted black shirt, no logo, nice watch that wasn't a Rolex but wasn't cheap either. The kind of thing you'd notice only if you knew what to look for. That was Anthony. He could sit at this table full of guys dripping gold and designer labels and somehow look like the most put-together person in the room without trying. He still had the neighborhood in him, though. You could see it in the way he sat; one arm draped over the back of the empty chair next to him, legs spread wide, taking up space the way guys from Queens do without thinking about it. Half wiseguy, half something else. Something his father was turning him into, whether Anthony realized it yet or not.

      We’d been partners for years, handling logistics and money laundering while our fathers moved product.

      He stood up and pulled me into a hug. “Danny. Been too long, man.”

      “Four years. You look good.”

      “Clean living.” He grinned. We both knew that was bullshit.

      Adam Freeman sat near the end of the table, quiet as always. I’d known Adam since I was a kid; he’d been around Tommy’s operation for as long as I could remember, though his exact role was always unclear. Problem solver, maybe. Or fixer. The guy you called when normal solutions didn’t work.

      Where Tommy was fading, Adam had only gotten sharper. He was lean and trim, the kind of fit that came from discipline rather than any gym. His silver hair was neatly combed, not a strand out of place. Clean-shaven. Angular face. Pale blue eyes that gave you absolutely nothing unless he decided otherwise. He wore a navy sport coat over an open-collared shirt, and I’d have bet everything in my checking account that both cost more than anything else at this table, including Randy’s Rolex. But where Randy wore money like a billboard, Adam wore it like a uniform. Quiet. Precise. Every detail intentional.

      “Adam,” I said, nodding.

      “Danny. Good to have you back.” He stood, shook my hand. His grip was firm but brief. Everything about Adam was economical. No wasted words. No unnecessary gestures.

      “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Your father asked me to sit in.” He said it the way you’d mention the weather. Nobody asked why. He had a reputation for making problems disappear. How he did it, nobody knew.

      “Things are good?”

      “Keeping busy, you know how it is.” He had a way of being present without revealing anything about himself.

      “Good to see you.” I moved on to the next person, filing away the fact that Adam was here. Tommy didn’t bring Adam to meetings unless he was expecting complications. Which meant this pitch, whatever it was, was bigger than I’d thought.

      I moved around the rest of the table. A couple of Tommy’s old partners whose names I’d never bothered to learn. No new faces; that wasn’t surprising. My father liked to keep his group small and tight because any one of them could probably get him sent up for five to ten.

      As I sat down, I noticed Anthony watching me with that look he got when he was trying to figure something out.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Just wondering if you’re really as miserable up there as Randy says you are.”

      “Randy talks too much.”

      “Randy’s usually right.” Anthony took a sip of his drink. “Maryland’s not you, Danny. Never was.”

      “Maybe I’m trying to be someone different.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe you’re just postponing the inevitable.” He raised his glass. “Either way, good to see you.”

      I clinked glasses with him, wondering if he already knew what Tommy and Randy were planning. Probably. Anthony always knew.

      Woody the waiter came to the table; I hadn’t seen him in a while so we bullshitted for a few minutes. I ordered the surf and turf, mid-rare. While we were waiting for our food, we made small talk. The tension was palpable. I didn’t have to wait long to find out why.

      Randy took a sip of his Stoli and grapefruit, turned to me. “So. Look, Dad and I, now that you came back.” He set down his drink. “We need to talk.”

      “I’m not back.”

      “That’s what we need to talk about.” Tommy did his impression of The Godfather. “It’s time you came back to the family.” It had been said to make me laugh, but I knew he wasn’t joking.

      “Do we have to get into this again? I’m not interested. I’m engaged to a very sweet girl and I live in Maryland!”

      “Come on. Don’t.” Randy laughed. “Danny. We talk every couple months. I know you’re miserable.” He leaned closer. “The white picket fence thing? How long before you snap?”

      “Danny. Danny.” Tommy rubbed his face. “Who raised you? Remember the…” He looked at the ceiling. “Larceny in your blood. It’s in there.” He tapped his own chest. “Loyalty, Danny. Where’s your loyalty?”

      Loyalty. Right. This from the man who’d chosen getting high over my safety more times than I could count. The man who’d missed my high school graduation because he was on a three-day bender. The man who’d left twelve-year-old me alone in a car outside a crack house for four hours while he “handled business.”

      But that was the thing about Tommy. He could say the word “loyalty” with a straight face because he’d rewritten history in his head. In his version, he was father of the year. And somehow, even knowing better, part of me still wanted to believe him.

      “This is bullshit. I told you a long time ago, I’m done with the drug thing.”

      “This one isn’t about drugs, but it’s a hell of a game,” said Randy.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Yeah you do. I can see it in your eyes. You’re dying to know what we’re into, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.” Tommy had a big smile on his face, as if this was a tennis match and he had just won a point.

      “Besides,” said Randy, “we need your particular skills for this one.”

      “That means there’s lots of cash and computers involved.”

      “This honest life. The. What is it, five hundred a week? Something like that?” Tommy laughed too loud. “Right?”

      I put my head down, ashamed. “$650.” My voice was low. I missed the things good money could buy. I was miserable. My fiancée could never truly understand where I came from; she could never understand the mentality behind this kind of operation.

      Tommy laughed. “Really? You were making more than that when you were twelve.”

      “How long you gonna…” Randy shook his head. “The straight-edge thing. The boring bullshit.” He gestured vaguely north. “Before you lose it? Before you…” He stopped. “Just be yourself, Danny.”

      I was battling internally, knowing they were right. I wanted to be where the action was. Diana couldn’t give me what I needed. There was no action in Maryland, and eventually the little façade of a life I’d built there would drive me crazy. This was about resisting the danger of my family, but the truth was, no matter how dangerous that life was, I missed it.

      “Let’s talk about this later. I just got here. I’d like to catch up with everyone.” I watched Woody heading toward the table.

      Woody always took care of us. “Hey Danny, you haven’t been around in a while. You wanna make a bet?”

      “Not today, man. I’m just here for the food and the scenery.” A group of bikini-clad college girls walked by.

      “Did you rent a car?” asked Randy.

      “Yeah, Mustang convertible.”

      Woody placed our food on the table.

      “Good. Be at my place at nine-thirty tonight. I got a surprise for you. Meanwhile, let’s eat.”

      “Oh shit, I’m in trouble now,” I said.

      After the meal, Dad left the restaurant. “You boys have fun tonight.”
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      Later, as I was driving across town to Randy’s, I knew they were going to take me out and show me how much fun it would be if I moved back.

      When I pulled the Mustang into Randy’s driveway, the white stretch limo was waiting. Randy was standing by the open door with a bottle of Veuve Clicquot. I took a deep breath and took the bottle from his hand.

      “Took you long enough. Come on, get in,” said Randy.

      Seated inside the limo were my stepbrothers Jake and Colin, Chester and Vick (Randy’s crew), and our longtime family friend Alex. Randy waited while I got into the limo, jumping in after me. Cliff, our regular driver, closed the door.

      “Here…” Alex passed me a joint of high-grade exotics.

      “I heard you were moving back.” Chester passed me the mirror.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself.” I passed the mirror to Colin without sampling its contents. “I haven’t decided anything.”

      “You know you’re gonna move down. Why you fighting it so hard?” Randy smiled.

      “Give the guy a break,” said Jake. “It’s his first night in town. You’ve got all weekend to convince him.”

      “Seriously Randy, you’re way too intense for this early,” said Alex.

      “What’s our first stop anyway?” I asked.

      “I thought we’d have a drink at Pier 66,” said Randy.
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      We got out of the limo and headed to the revolving restaurant at the top of Pier 66 on 17th Street, with its panoramic view of Fort Lauderdale’s famous waterways. In a past life, we boys often came here to talk business. Randy and I went to the bar while the rest of the group checked out the girls on the dance floor.

      “Give me a shot of Louis Tres,” said Randy. “Actually, give him one too.”

      “Moving up in the world, are we?” We clinked glasses.

      “Danny. Listen. Bigger than…” He whistled. “Biggest we’ve ever had.”

      “That’s a bold statement coming from you. We’ve made a shitload of cash together.”

      “This is bigger,” said Randy.

      “No drugs, right?”

      “Dad and I both promised you that we wouldn’t involve you in that. We’ll stick to that.”

      “Okay, you’ve got my attention,” I said. “Tell me.”

      “It’s white collar. Clean. Smart.” Randy paused, watching my face. “Uses your particular skill set.”

      I kept my expression neutral, but my mind was already working. White collar. My skill set. That meant data, systems, something technical. Credit, maybe. Or identity.

      Randy grinned. “There it is.”

      “There’s what?”

      “That look. You’re already running scenarios in your head. I can practically hear the gears turning.” He took another sip. “What are you up to, three possibilities? Four?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Bullshit. You’ve got that look you used to get when we were kids and Dad would describe a job. Half the time you’d figured out the angle before he finished explaining it.” Randy leaned back, enjoying himself. “So what do you think we’re into?”

      “I’m not playing this game.”

      “You’re already playing it. You just don’t want to admit it.” He raised his glass. “Your piece could be as big as twenty-five grand a week.”

      I nearly choked on my $300 shot of cognac. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope.”

      “So what is it? What’s the play? You need something hacked?”

      Randy shook his head. “Not here. Tomorrow. Dad’s place. Dinner.” He raised his glass. “Then we talk.”

      “Come on, Randy. You drag me down here, dangle twenty-five K a week in front of me, and you’re not gonna tell me what the hell this is?”

      “Exactly right.” He set his glass down, turning to face me fully. “This is…look, it’s not street-level, five-minute explanation over drinks. No.” He shook his head. “Sophisticated. Technical. Your wheelhouse.” He paused. “Dad wants to lay it out right.”

      “Why the mystery?”

      “Because we need to know you’re serious first. Tomorrow night. Dad’s place. Eight o’clock. You show up, we’ll lay it all out. But Danny.” He grabbed my shoulder. “If you’re not interested, just fly back to Maryland tomorrow. We’ll never mention it again.”

      “That’s an ultimatum.”

      “That’s a choice.” Randy released my shoulder. “Tonight, enjoy yourself. Think about what you really want. Tomorrow night, we’ll show you how to get it.”

      I could see Jake and the rest of the group heading in our direction.

      “Okay, I want to know more. Let’s talk details tomorrow.”

      “Are you assholes done talking business yet? We want to go out,” said Vick.

      “Damien confirmed for eleven. His new venue. Capacity’s around eight hundred, VIP section holds twelve to fifteen.” Colin looked excited, which was kinda off brand for him.

      Randy dropped a two-hundred-dollar tip on the bar and called Cliff on his phone. “We’re on our way down.”
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      We could see the line wrapped around the building, waiting to get into the club as the limo pulled up to the velvet ropes.

      “Showtime,” said Randy.

      “Let the games begin,” I said.

      As far as the club owners were concerned, we were members of a famous band, complete with an entourage. We had done this before. Everyone had a part to play. Alex was security. As the limo door opened, he was the first one out, a pro. Alex knew exactly how to play his role. He stepped out, did a quick scan of the crowd to make sure it was safe for the rest of us, then a discreet wave letting us know it was okay.

      Next out of the limo was Colin, Randy’s personal assistant. The first thing he did was walk over to the bouncer with a $200 handshake. The bouncer spoke into the microphone on his lapel. Before we knew it, the club owner was at the door greeting Colin with a hug.

      “Hey, there he is. What’s up, my brother?” asked Damien.

      “It’s been a while. Whatcha been up to?” Colin asked as Damien headed toward the car.

      “This place is keeping me on my toes, man. It’s nuts, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Come on, get the rest of the gang. Just wait until you see the room I got set up for you guys.”

      The rest of us got out of the limo. Randy, the lead singer, dressed in a loud red and yellow Versace shirt and dark sunglasses. He walked like the rock star he was portraying. Randy was followed by Jake, Chester, and Vick, all members of the band, all dressed in Bernini shirts and jeans, also with the requisite sunglasses. I was the last out of the limo, dressed in my blue Hugo Boss suit with white silk tee shirt. I was the tour manager.

      The entranceway to the club was wall-to-wall autographed pictures of famous people. The last time we were at one of Damien’s clubs we had all signed one; I saw it on the wall as we passed through. We were led, with bouncers front and rear, and Damien beside us, through the main level of the club. The thumping bass was intense as I noticed the bodies crowded on the dance floor. The lighting seemed to be moving to the music as we turned left and headed up the stairs that led to the club’s second level, alternative music playing, mellower than downstairs. Once we reached the second level, Damien took out a set of keys.

      “Here we go, best VIP room on the planet.” Damien called the bouncer over. “Mike, you are on this door for the rest of the night. No one in unless they’re with one of these guys. I set up the basics for a bar. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      We entered the room. Huge sliding glass windows looked down on the main dance floor. The room was furnished with long soft velvet couches. Two very attractive waitresses were assigned to us for the rest of the evening.

      “This is amazing,” said Chester. “Can we bring some of those girls up here?”

      “Which ones?” asked Damien. Chester pointed. “No problem. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I got myself a Grey Goose and cranberry and sat down to take in the scene. Randy was sitting back on one of the couches. He had this thing he did when he wanted to project an image that had an almost hypnotizing effect on everyone within range of his mojo. In this case, he decided to be a rock star and everything around him transformed to fit that narrative, almost as if he were projecting the image in his mind out onto the world.

      Jake settled onto the couch next to me, watching Randy work the room.

      “You know what I love about Randy?” Jake’s voice was flat. “He actually believes it. Every time. He’s not pretending to be a rock star. In his head, he is one. The rest of us are just living in his reality.”

      “That’s either impressive or insane,” I said.

      “Little of both.” Colin appeared with drinks. “The truly scary part is that it works. Watch those waitresses. They’re not faking it. They genuinely think he’s somebody.”

      “He is somebody,” I said. “Just not who they think.”

      “Story of this whole family,” Jake said.

      “You love this crap, don’t you?” I asked Randy as he came over.

      “So do you. That’s why you’re here.” Randy leaned back, surveying his kingdom. “Look, it’s gonna be different this time. I’m just using the game as a means to go legit.”

      “You, legit. That’s funny.”

      “Ha ha,” he said. “Seriously, I’m using the money from this to finance a record. I’m gonna make this real. I want you to produce it. You know about music, you know about business. I need you. The four brothers united once again, and we just use the game to get us there.”

      Damien arrived with four models, some of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. One of them, a blonde about five-eight with an amazing figure and deep blue eyes, came over and sat on my lap.

      “I know you’re not getting this up in Maryland,” Randy said as he gestured to the room.

      “True that!”
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      I spent the rest of the night dancing and hanging out with Danni, the model who’d been sitting on my lap. We danced and drank and snorted cocaine and disappeared into the limo for several hours. The seduction was at full force now. Randy knew that I was thoroughly bored at home, and broke. For someone with a background like mine, this is a dangerous combination.

      I woke up the next afternoon with searing pain inside my head, and a beautiful blonde lying with her head on my chest. It had been at least five years since I’d partied like that. I swallowed four aspirin with a large glass of Gatorade. I stumbled out of the bed trying to figure out where I was. A boat. A nice one, docked at one of the fancy marinas off 17th Street. And I had no idea how I’d come to be here. No crew around, no captain. Clearly Randy had arranged for privacy.

      I found my clothes and made my way out of the cabin and stood alone in the beautiful Florida sunshine, dark glasses protecting my eyes. I heard footsteps on the deck behind me before a pair of soft arms encircled my waist as lips kissed the nape of my neck.

      “Good morning,” said Danni, in a sexy morning-after voice.

      “Good morning.” I turned to face her. Her arms still encircled my waist, our bodies pressed closely together. I took off my sunglasses, gently took her face in my hands, and kissed her passionately.

      “I was hoping you were a morning person.” She broke the embrace, took me by the hand, and led me back into the cabin.

      “Morning, noon, night. You are absolutely beautiful, how could I resist?”

      I stood with my back facing the bed. I grabbed Danni and kissed her with intensity and passion. I slowly moved my lips to the back of her neck. I could feel the goose bumps appearing on her skin, the pace of her breathing increasing as she let out a soft moan. We found ourselves back in bed doing what came naturally.
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      I kissed Danni goodbye and called Jake to pick me up. I was waiting in the marina office, nursing a bottle of water and trying not to die from my hangover when my phone rang.

      Diana.

      Shit.

      I stared at the screen for three rings, debating whether to answer. If I didn’t, she’d just call back. If I did, I’d have to lie to her. Again.

      I answered. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself.” Her voice was warm, relieved. “I was getting worried. You didn’t call me back last night.”

      “Sorry, it got late. Family stuff ran long.”

      “How’s it going down there? How’s your dad?”

      “He’s good. Same as always.” I watched a boat pull into the marina, its wake gently rocking the other vessels. “How are you? How was school?”

      “Exhausting. Twenty-four second graders on a Friday is basically controlled chaos.” She laughed. That laugh I used to love. Still loved, in a way that made everything more complicated. “I’m just grading papers. Missing you.”

      I could still smell Danni’s perfume on my clothes.

      “Miss you too.”

      “When’s your flight back?”

      “Sunday night. Late.”

      “Danny, is everything okay? You sound weird.”

      “Just hungover. Randy took us out last night.”

      “Of course he did.” She sighed. “Did you at least have fun?”

      “It was fine. You know Randy. Always has to make everything into a production.”

      “Well, try to behave yourself today. And don’t let them talk you into anything crazy.”

      If she only knew.

      “I won’t,” I lied.

      “Promise?”

      “Yeah, promise.”

      Another pause. Longer this time. When she spoke again, her voice was quieter. “Danny, I know your family can be…intense. But you’re coming back, right? I mean, you’re not, you wouldn’t…”

      “Diana, I’m coming back. Sunday, I promise.”

      “Okay. Good.” The relief in her voice made it worse. “I love you.”

      The words stuck in my throat. I’d said them a thousand times. Meant them, even. But sitting here in a marina office, smelling like another woman’s perfume, wearing sunglasses to hide my hangover, they felt like ash in my mouth.

      “Love you too,” I said anyway.

      “See you tomorrow night. Safe flight.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      I hung up and stared at the phone in my hand.

      Tomorrow night I’d be in Maryland. Eating chicken parmesan. Listening to Diana talk about her students. Pretending to be the man she thought I was.

      The man I’d tried to be for four years.

      The man I wasn’t sure I could be anymore.

      My phone buzzed with a text from Jake: Outside.

      I stood, grabbed my things, took one last look at the boats in the marina. Somewhere out there, Danni was probably still asleep on that yacht; Randy had arranged it through one of his contacts. Tomorrow she’d be a memory. A story Randy would tell at parties. A mistake I’d never mention to Diana.

      If I went back to Maryland.

      If I could go back.
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      “Hey,” I said as I got in Jake’s car.

      “How was your night with what’s her name?”

      “Danni. It was amazing, what I can remember anyway. Waking up with her was nice.”

      “Diana. What’s the plan there?” he asked.

      “I don’t even want to think about it yet. I’ve got other things on my mind.”

      “Speaking of which, the old man called looking for you. I told him you were indisposed.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. You’re expected at his place for dinner tonight at eight.”

      “So I guess tonight is the big pitch. He’s gonna do everything in his power to get me to move down here.”

      “Why don’t you just move down?” asked Jake.

      “It sounds so simple when you put it like that.”

      Jake smiled. “You want it to be hard?”

      “This is not as simple as it sounds. We’re talking serious money. It’s a big risk.”

      “I know. He approached me last week. Same pitch, different packaging.”

      “Dad is making some big moves, getting all four of us into it. If we go down, it’s the whole family.”

      Jake tilted his head with a sly grin. “The family that plays together stays together.”

      “Yeah, but with this family we’re likely to stay together in prison.”

      “So…more family time?” We laughed harder than I had in a long time.

      “At least it’ll make a good story for the book.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.”
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      Jake and I arrived at Dad’s house around 8:15. Randy and Colin were already there. Randy was lighting the grill because Dad was terrified to do it. Colin was playing bartender. Rachel was screaming at Dad about something or other. In other words, it was the typical family dinner at the Tyler residence.

      “Hey bro, how you feeling?” asked Randy.

      “I’ve got the hangover from hell, but aside from that, not too bad.”

      “What’s up, Danny?” asked Colin.

      “Chillin,” I said.

      “What happened to you last night? I saw you leave with that model chick, and then we didn’t see you again.” Randy showed his mischievous grin.

      “Hey, you can talk while you work. Grab a knife,” said Tommy.

      “I picked him up at some fancy marina this afternoon,” said Jake.

      I started on the appetizer, sesame-seared tuna over arugula salad with citrus balsamic vinaigrette. I turned to Randy. “I woke up with Danni on some yacht. To be honest, I’m not even sure how we got there.”

      “Awesome. She was hot,” said Colin.

      “Yeah, she was,” said Jake.

      Randy was scoring the Porterhouse steaks and pushing some garlic into them. “I told you life is more fun down here.” He started putting crumbled blue cheese onto portabella mushroom caps. “Where else are you going to party like a rock star and eat like a king?”

      “Besides,” Rachel said as she sat at the kitchen table rolling a joint, “it would be nice to have you in town. You need to get rid of that bitch you call a fiancée and move down.”

      “Don’t hold back, Rachel. Tell me what you really think,” I said. “Subtle as always.”

      “Like a brick through a plate glass window,” said Jake. We both laughed.

      “Let’s talk about this after dinner,” said Tommy. “Hey Danny, open that bottle of wine.”

      “Sure, what’d ya get?” I asked.

      “Jordan, Cab.”

      “Nice.”

      Randy came in from putting the steaks on the grill. “Five minutes on each side and we’re done.”

      “Make sure they’re mid-rare,” said Rachel, “and close the goddamned door.”

      “Let’s smoke that before we eat,” said Tommy.

      Rachel lit the joint, took a hit, and passed it to me. I inhaled deeply and walked it over to my father. “Here.”

      “Thanks. You know, it’s really nice to see you. We’re family. We should be doing this more often. I’ve missed you.” He had that look on his face, the one he got when he was working someone. The same look he used on marks, on cops, on women. The same look he probably used on my mother before she wised up and left.

      The difference was, I could see it. And he knew I could see it. And he did it anyway because that’s who Tommy was. He couldn’t turn it off even if he wanted to.

      “Me too,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “Hey. Hey.” He pointed at me suddenly. “Airplane. Jumping out of one. You and me.” He looked around the table. “None of these…” He waved dismissively. “None of them will do it.”

      “Why the hell would you jump out of a perfectly good plane?” asked Randy, who was training to be a pilot.

      “Because I’ll have a perfectly good parachute,” I answered. “I’m in. When?”

      “When you move down,” Dad said.

      “Again with the subtlety,” I said.

      “Don’t you love how he just sneaks those in there?” asked Jake.

      “Symbolic. You know? Jumping into…” Tommy made a gesture with both hands. “New life. New everything. It’ll be…” He nodded to himself. “It’ll be something.”

      “I haven’t made any decisions. Hell, I still don’t know the details.”

      “You will,” said Randy. “You will.”

      “Steaks have been on for six minutes per side. Should be at optimal temperature now,” said Colin.

      “Let’s eat,” said Rachel.
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      After dinner, Dad came up to me. “Hey, let’s go into my office. I want to talk to you for a few minutes.” He turned to Randy, Jake, and Colin. “Give us ten minutes, then come in.”

      “You got any good cigars?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      We went into the office. Dad sat down behind his mahogany desk and put his feet up. He reached for the humidor on his desk and tossed me a Monte Cristo torpedo. I clipped the cigar, lit it, and sat down on the rust-colored couch across from his desk.

      “Okay,” he said. “What do you know?”

      “Not much, just what Randy told me. White collar, something about credit, needs my computer skills.”

      “And what do you think about that?”

      “I think I don’t have enough information to think anything.”

      Dad leaned back, studying me. “Randy says. You know what Randy says.” He waved his hand. “Smartest with computers. The system you built, you were what, fifteen? Fourteen?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “The thing about computers, Daniel…”

      He paused, and I could see him choosing his angle. This was Tommy in sales mode. Every word calculated, every pause strategic. I’d watched him do it my whole life. The only question was whether I’d let it work on me.

      “Computers, they’re only as good as…” He snapped his fingers, looking for the word. “The data. What you feed them. Garbage in.” He pointed at me. “But the right data? The right data can make anything look…” He stopped, smiled. “You know what I mean.”

      “The right data can make anything look real.”

      “Exactly.” He took a long pull on his cigar. “Randy tells me you understand databases. Credit bureaus, financial records, that kind of thing.”

      “I understand how they work, yeah.”

      “And if someone wanted to create…let’s call them profiles. Digital profiles that looked real enough to pass verification. Could you do that?”

      I felt my mind start working on the problem automatically. “Depends on what kind of verification. Basic checks? Easy. If you’re talking about fooling credit bureaus, that’s more complicated. You’d need social security numbers that weren’t flagged, addresses that checked out, employment history that matched up with…”

      I stopped myself too late.

      Tommy was grinning. “See? This is…” He slapped the desk. “Three steps ahead. Already. That’s why we…” He stood up, paced. “That’s why.”

      “I haven’t said yes to anything.”

      “You don’t have to say yes. You already did. Just now. The way your mind went straight to the solution instead of the problem.” He came around the desk, sat on the edge closer to me. “Danny, I’m not asking you to do something you can’t do. I’m asking you to do something you’re built for. Something that’s been in you since you were a kid taking apart my computers to see how they worked.”

      “That’s not the same thing.”

      “It’s exactly the same thing. Curiosity. Systems. Finding the gaps.” He put a hand on my shoulder. The same gesture he’d used a thousand times. Warmth and pressure, comfort and control. “I’m not going to give you the full picture tonight. You’re not back in the fold yet. But I will tell you this: it’s white collar. It’s technical. It plays to your strengths. And it’s the kind of thing that requires someone who can see patterns, who understands systems.”

      “And it’s illegal.”

      “Very.” He didn’t even pretend otherwise. “But it’s not drugs. I promised you that. This is cleaner. Smarter. The kind of thing where if you’re careful, if you’re smart about it, the risk is minimal.”

      “There’s always risk.”

      “True. But the reward makes it worthwhile.” He opened the door. “That’s all you get tonight. You want to know more? Come back. For real. Not for a visit. Come back and be part of this family again.”

      Randy, Jake, and Colin came in and lit cigars. Dad poured everyone a shot of Grand Marnier 150.

      “So?” Randy asked, looking at me. “You interested?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s the only answer you’re getting tonight.”

      Randy grinned. “Fair enough.” He raised his glass. “To possibilities.”

      “To family,” said Dad.

      “To execution within acceptable risk parameters,” said Colin, always the pragmatist. “To not screwing this up.”

      We drank.

      “One more thing,” I said. “This thing with credit. You said it needs someone who understands systems. What kind of scale are we talking about? Small operation? Or something bigger?”

      Randy and Tommy exchanged a look.

      “If we do this right,” Randy said carefully, “it could be very big. That’s why we need you to build something that can scale up. Something automated. Something that can handle volume.”

      “Volume means databases,” I said. “Multiple data sources. Real-time verification. You’d need to pull from different systems, cross-reference, make sure everything matches up.”

      “Could you build that?” Tommy asked.

      I thought about it. “Theoretically? Yeah. I could build something. But I’d need to know more about what you’re actually trying to accomplish.”

      “Come back to Florida,” Randy said. “Come back for real, and we’ll tell you everything. But Danny,” he leaned forward, “if you come back, you’re all in. No halfway. We’re not going to lay out the whole operation just so you can say no.”

      “So I’m supposed to commit without knowing what I’m committing to?”

      “You know enough,” said Tommy. “White collar. Technical. Needs your database skills. Involves credit systems. Could make you very, very wealthy. That’s all you need to know.”

      He was right. It was enough. My mind was already working on it, puzzle pieces fitting together. Credit systems. Databases. Profiles that look real. Volume operation that could scale.

      I was pretty sure I knew what they were doing. Or at least the general shape of it.

      “I need to think about it.”

      “That’s all we’re asking,” said Tommy. “Think about it. Then decide.”

      We finished our cigars and drinks. Randy drove me back to my hotel.

      “You’re going to say yes,” he said as I got out of the car.

      “You seem pretty confident about that.”

      “I know you. That look.” He pointed at my face. “You’re already building it in your head. The system, the architecture, the whole thing.” He grinned. “You couldn’t stop yourself if you tried.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Get some sleep,” Randy said. “We hit the beach tomorrow. Have a few drinks and…just a little bit of push to get you to move back to Florida.”

      “Only a little,” I rolled my eyes. “Can’t wait.”

      “You say that now. But by the time you get on that plane Sunday, you’re going to be one of us again.”

      I watched him drive away.

      Then I went up to my room and lay awake for hours, my mind running through possibilities.

      Credit systems. Databases. Digital profiles. Volume operations.

      By the time I finally fell asleep, I had a pretty good idea what they were planning.

      And I was pretty sure I could build it.

      The question was: should I?

      The rest of the weekend was much of the same; beach time Saturday afternoon, another night out Saturday, lazy Sunday morning before my afternoon flight. It was a lot of fun, a lot of not-so-subtle pressure. The whole family wanted me to jump in.
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      “I’ll see you next week,” said Randy as I left his place Sunday morning.

      “Don’t push it. I’ll talk to you later.” I got into the Mustang and headed for the airport.

      I boarded the plane, sat down in my seat, and tried to relax. The flight attendant must have seen anxiety on my face and assumed it was fear of flying.

      “Don’t worry sir, it’s a short flight and I’ll make sure you’re okay.”

      “Thanks.” I didn’t see the point in explaining that it wasn’t flying that was making me anxious. I was out of sorts because I knew I had a huge decision to make. I was on my way back to Maryland contemplating a choice that would not only change the course of my life, but Diana’s as well.

      But first, I needed to figure out exactly what I was getting into.

      I pulled out the cocktail napkin where I’d been sketching during the beach days. Randy and Tommy had been careful not to say too much, but they’d given me enough.

      *Credit systems. Digital profiles. Volume operations. Databases that need to scale.*

      I started connecting the dots.

      If you wanted to exploit credit systems at volume, you’d need identities. Not stolen ones; those get flagged immediately when the real person notices fraudulent charges. You’d need identities that no one was watching.

      Identities that looked real but weren’t.

      Synthetic identities.

      My pen moved across the napkin, sketching out the architecture. You’d start with social security numbers, the foundation of any credit identity in America. But where would you get clean SSNs? Stolen ones get flagged.

      Random ones don’t pass verification.

      Unless…

      Unless you used SSNs from people who’d died recently. Recent enough that the death certificate was filed but not yet processed into the system. A window of opportunity where the number existed but wasn’t being watched.

      I wrote: *SSN source: deceased, recent, unprocessed*

      Then you’d build profiles around those numbers. Names pulled from census data. Addresses from public records. Employment histories that looked legitimate. Feed all that data into the credit bureaus, create a credit history going back months or years.

      The bureaus wouldn’t flag it because every individual piece would check out. The SSN would verify. The address would exist. The employment would match public records. It would all look real because the components were real, just assembled into someone who didn’t exist.

      By the time I crossed into Georgia airspace, I’d worked out the entire system architecture.

      Database layer: social security death records, census data, public records, employment databases.

      Processing layer: automated profile generation, credit report filing, verification checking.

      Output layer: complete synthetic identities ready for credit applications.

      And if you automated the whole thing? If you built it right? You could generate identities faster than the credit bureaus could flag them. By the time they realized “John Smith” didn’t exist, you’d already maxed out his credit cards and moved on to the next hundred identities.

      It was elegant.

      It was brilliant.

      It was absolutely illegal.

      And I could build it.

      I’d been building systems like this since I was sixteen. The inventory tracker for Tommy that could show two sets of books. The evidence-wiping tools for Randy’s crew. The fake ID generator that pulled real photos and data to create documents that would pass any scan.

      This was just the next evolution. Bigger scale, higher stakes, but the same principle: find the gap between what’s supposed to happen and what actually happens, then exploit it.

      The flight attendant came by. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Whiskey. Neat.”

      She brought it back, and I stared at my napkin covered in notes and diagrams.

      What the hell am I going to say to Diana?
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      I took another sip of my whiskey and tried to think about something other than my criminal family.

      Diana. I should think about Diana. She’d be waiting for me at the apartment, probably with that nervous smile she got when she was worried about me. I wondered what the hell I was going to tell her.

      I thought back to the day we met. Two and a half years ago, a bookstore in Annapolis. I was in the self-help section, reaching for some book about starting over, when another hand reached for the same book.

      “Oh, sorry,” she said.

      She had freckles
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