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Prologue
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On a Wednesday night in mid-September, a scruffy 45-year-old man sat in a wooden chair next to Detective Abraham Gold’s desk at the Towson Police Station. Twenty-five pounds overweight, with receding brown hair going gray and in need of a shave, he looked desperate and exhausted as he handed the detective his phone.

“That’s the most recent picture I’ve got,” he said. “It’s about a year old, so Becca’d be”—he hesitated—“twenty-three.”

“Okay if I text it to myself?” The question was rhetorical, so the detective didn’t wait for an answer, but took the phone, tapped in his number and hit “Send.” Then he took a good look at the photo.

In his mid-30s, bald with uneven teeth and a heavy mustache, Detective Gold set the phone on his desk, where he could see its screen, and began typing into his computer.

Hamilton’s daughter had wide green eyes, neatly trimmed eyebrows, long, fine auburn hair, a slim nose, and a hint of a smile showing subtle dimples on either side.

“When’s the last time you saw her?”

Jason Hamilton’s eyes wandered while he thought. “Last night. We had dinner together.” He gave a faint smile. “Shared a bottle of wine.”

Gold looked at Hamilton and his eyes widened. “Have you been drinking today, Mr. Hamilton?”

Hamilton looked embarrassed and turned away. “I had a beer.” He turned back to the detective. “One beer.” When the detective didn’t look away, he thrust his face toward him. “Hey, my daughter’s missing. Gimme a break.”

Gold asked, “Rebecca lives with you? Is there a Mrs. Hamilton, siblings, or other family there too?”

“Becca lives with me and it’s just the two of us.”

“Young women sometimes stay out all night.”

Hamilton grimaced, then shook his head. “Becca always comes home. Or calls.”

Gold said, “Tell me about her habits, schedule, her friends, other family...”

Hamilton took a breath, shrugged, and shook his head sheepishly. “She’s a young woman. You know how they are.”

“How are they, Mr. Hamilton?”

“Private, that’s how they are. She goes to community college during the day and is out with friends at night.”

“Every night?”

Hamilton nodded.

Gold took a yellow pad from his desk and passed it along with a pen and the man’s phone to Hamilton. “Write down her friends’ names, phones and addresses if you have. Then I want to know where she goes at night.”

Hamilton looked back helplessly. “I don’t know much.”

“Well, write what you do know.”

What Jason Hamilton didn’t know was that his daughter was less than a half mile away. And a quarter of a mile away. And a mile away. They say you can’t be in two places at once, but Rebecca Hamilton was in five, because she was in five suitcases. Four were within the town of Towson. Her torso was beneath the side of the road at a construction site. Her arms were in a rusty green dumpster behind a row of stores. Her legs were in a hole in a strip of lawn that bordered a parking lot in a dangerous part of town, and her head was in a cake box mixed with other garbage behind a bakery.

The person who had killed her and cut her body into pieces was just getting home from spreading her around town. He was exhausted but satisfied. He made himself a cup of peppermint and chamomile tea, and sat back on the couch with the TV turned to a romantic comedy. He loved romantic comedies that ended with happily ever after. He was a big fan of love and was, in fact, in love right now—with the girl he’d just buried all over town.
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Chapter 1
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Sam Sharpe arrived at his office at 10 a.m. on Thursday morning. His assistant, Robin Mendoza, looked up from her computer screen, her eyes scanning his face. He knew that she wanted to see if he was hung over, or worse, drunk.

He gave her a smile that was far cheerier than he felt. He’d been more or less sober for a year and a half—depending on one’s definition of sober and who one asked.

“What’ve you got?” he asked, his tone matching his smile. Maybe he could throw her off. Robin’s scrutiny along with her incessant cheeriness were like looking at the sun. She could be overwhelming, especially early in the morning. But she was good at her job, and she tolerated him, which was saying something.

Sharpe Investigations hadn’t had a new client in weeks. They did have ongoing work provided by lawyers, two of whose companies, Charlson, Bain, & Woods and Marks & Marks, were responsible for more than half of Sharpe’s income. The work was routine and included verifying prospective employees’ backgrounds, tracking down witnesses for lawyers, surveilling disability cheats for the government, and cheating spouses for their soon-to-be exes.

Fewer marital cheating cases had come in recently and Sharpe wondered why that was. Was it a trend? Were people cheating less or were spouses less suspicious? And if spouses were less suspicious, was it because their marriages were better? And if marriages were better, was there less cheating or were the marriages more open and forgiving?

Sharpe’s mind chewed obsessively on these and other questions. He had a mind with a motor, a monkey mind his NA sponsor had told him—a mind that drove him more than a little bit crazy. It sunk its teeth into an idea and wouldn’t let go, keeping him up at night thinking, thinking, thinking.

Which was overrated.

Not thinking was what he was after.

He struggled to find ways to retreat from his thinking.

Drinking had worked, but then he’d had to get away from the drinking. He went too far down and had to come up.

So ... cocaine or crystal. But then, too far up. So, shooting or snorting dope. But all came with obvious drawbacks—financial, physical, emotional and spiritual. And the drawbacks were bottomless.

For a while, those had been the days. His days.

But his days were over. Yes, over.

He was happier now.

He was.

He really was.

Really.

While they paid the bills, the routine work didn’t satisfy Sharpe. He’d been involved in two murder investigations, and those had been the best days of his life. He had felt truly alive in a way he’d never felt before.

The problem with these cases was that they awakened his addiction—which was a beast, a monster, and the monster craved the chase of a murder case. With each case he’d battled not only the challenges of the case itself, but his reawakened addiction. Along with the thrill of the case he’d come to crave both the utter numb oblivion of heroin and the intense drive of crystal—a combination commonly called speed balls.

But all that was in the past. He was doing his best to attend 12-step meetings and follow their instructions—which seemed a bit much. Today, he had bought and nearly finished an enormous coffee on the way to the office from his tiny apartment. He drained the cup, threw it in the office garbage, and walked around Robin’s desk so he could look over her shoulder to see what she was working on.

Her hair smelled nice, some new shampoo or conditioner. Strawberry. He liked looking over her shoulder. She was scanning police and newspaper reports for crimes, with separate windows displaying two paid databases to which Sharpe subscribed. She also had her computer’s photo app open to several dozen images Sharpe had taken and uploaded the day before for one of the lawyers.

He could feel her awareness of him in her sudden tension, and looked toward her face, but her Afro was in the way. She must have been aware of this and turned her head to the left, trying to catch his eye, but Sharpe moved farther behind her, foiling her attempt. Robin was incredibly intuitive and able to anticipate his every action, word and, perhaps, thought.

“Who’s that?”

“Who’s what?” Sharpe peered at her screen, but Robin was looking beyond her computer, at the street-facing window.

“The guy looking through the window, his hand cupped over his eyes. There.” She pointed to the left side of the window. “There.” She pointed to the right, closer to the door. “Here he is now.”

The door had opened and a middle-aged man in a brown corduroy jacket shuffled in. He stopped several feet in front of Sharpe and his tired gray eyes looked at the investigator with despair.

Sharpe strode to the man and put out a hand. “Sam Sharpe. How can I help you?”

He choked on his words. “I need you to find my daughter.”

“Have you been to the police?”

The man gave a faint nod. “Yesterday.” He looked about to cry. “Nothing. I know it’s soon, but...they say after twenty-four hours...” His eyes filled and his breath caught.

“When did you last see her?”

“Tuesday night. She never came home.”

Finally, a possible case.

He said nothing for a moment, and Robin got up and stood between them and the office couch. “Why don’t you have a seat, Mr.—”

“Hamilton. Sorry. Jason Hamilton.”

“Coffee, Mr. Hamilton?”

“That’d be great.” Hamilton gave a grimace for a smile and sat down on the couch.

Robin went to the closet for a third coffee mug, giving Sharpe a severe yet somehow still cheerful look as she went by.

Sharpe sat down on one of the two chairs beside the couch.

“What’s your daughter’s name, Mr. Hamilton?”

“Becca—Rebecca. She’s twenty-three. I have a picture.” He withdrew his phone and showed Sharpe her picture. “I can text it to you.”

Sharpe looked at Robin, who was busy making coffee. “I’ll get it,” she said, without looking back, then dictated a phone number and said, “How do you take your coffee, Mr. Hamilton?”

“Black, please.”

“Coming up.”

Hamilton texted Robin the photo.

“Tell me about Rebecca,” Sharpe said. “Everything you can think of.” He took out his iPhone and held it up, showing the voice recorder. “Do you mind if I record this?” he asked.

“It’s fine,” Hamilton said, holding his own phone up so that Sharpe could see his daughter’s photo. “I wish I knew more. I know so little about her life.” He looked away.

“I take it you’ve tried her cell?”

“At least ten times. That was the first red flag. She always either picks up or calls back. Not this time.” His expression hardened. “Something’s wrong, and the police haven’t done a thing.”

“Does she work?”

“She goes to community college during the day.”

“And at night?”

“She’s out with friends.”

“I’d like to get any contact information you have for the friends.”

“Don’t have.”

“What was she doing when you last saw her?”

“We had dinner together on Tuesday.”

“Did you argue or fight?”

Hamilton huffed a breath. “Not any more than usual.”

Sharpe pursed his lips. “What did you argue about?”

Hamilton blinked and his expression went blank. “I don’t remember. I was probably letting her know I disapprove of the way she lives her life. That’s what we always argue about.”

“What is it you disapprove of?”

Hamilton gave Sharpe a tormented look. “Everything. The hours she keeps. The girls she hangs out with.”

“Please give Robin whatever names and contact information you have for them.”

Hamilton shook his head and shrugged. “Like I said. Don’t have. Sorry.”

“Tell me about these girls.”

“The girls she knows now, they’re a bad influence. When she was in grade school and high school she had nice friends. You gotta understand, Becca’s a quiet girl, a good girl—or, she was. Her friends are loud and wild and I don’t know what else, but it isn’t good.”

“Okay. Who else lives with you?”

“No one. It’s just the two of us.”

“She has no siblings?”

“She has a sister, Mary. Lives in New Jersey. They don’t speak. I don’t know why—some argument I wasn’t privy to.”

“Do you get along with Mary?”

“More or less. I visit.” He suddenly smiled. “She and her husband, Kevin, have a boy—my grandson, Max. Best part of my life, Max is.”

“Tell me more about your relationship with Rebecca. Did whatever conflict you have ever go beyond verbal arguments?”

Hamilton’s expression darkened. “Why would you ask that?”

Keeping his expression blank, Sharpe looked steadily back at him. “Just trying to get as full a picture as I can.”

“The answer is no. Absolutely not. I never put my hands on her in any way. I’m her father. Our relationship is like every father and daughter, where the daughter’s a young woman. She wanders off the right path and I try to steer her back, and she ... resists.” He spread his hands. “She does what she does.” He leaned toward Sharpe. “Gotta say. I’m hiring you here, and you’re kind of insulting, maybe even accusing, me.”

“Just gathering information. No insult intended. I apologize if it seemed that way.”

“All right.”

“Does she have a source of income? You didn’t really answer whether she works or not.”

Hamilton hesitated. “I didn’t answer because I don’t know. She might work part time somewhere—at a store or a coffee shop.”

“So, you don’t know?”

Hamilton shrugged. “Sorry. Like I said, she’s pretty private.”

Robin, who had been standing beside the shelf that held the coffee machine turned toward them. “Coffee’s ready.” She walked over and held a mug out to Hamilton, who rose and took it from her.

“Thanks.” He sipped and gave Robin a grateful look.

She handed another mug to Sharpe, who stood, took the mug and sipped.

“Is there any reason Rebecca would want to avoid coming home?” he asked.

Hamilton’s expression was bleak. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Not on my end. She never tells me anything. I never know what the hell she’s thinking.”

“Does she have a boyfriend?”

Hamilton shrugged. “Not that I’m not aware of. It’s these women she’s out with mostly.”

“Does she drink or use drugs that you know of?”

Hamilton sighed. “She drinks some I guess, but not any more than other girls—women her age.” He looked baffled. “I guess that could mean anything. I don’t know about drugs. None that I know of. A little weed, maybe. But that’s a guess. I think I’ve smelled it on her when she came in a time or two.”

“Does she have a Facebook page, Instagram, an X account?”

Hamilton shook his head. “I don’t know. She might. They all do, don’t they?”

Sharpe gave him an encouraging look. “Robin will figure that out.” He paused. “I’d like to come by and have a look around her room. Do you live in a house or an apartment?”

“A three-bedroom home on Doyle Street. Come by anytime.”

Sharpe stood. “I think I have what I need for now. If you’d like to hire us, Robin has a contract for you. We ask for sixteen hundred down, which is a two-day retainer, and we do pay as you go from there.”

From her desk, Robin held out a clipboard with a multi-page contract. Hamilton took it from her, setting his coffee down on the edge of her desk. He took the pen from the surface of the clipboard and scanned the contract, then signed and handed it back. He took his wallet from a back pocket and slid out a credit card, which he handed to Robin.

He said, “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Sharpe said, “How ’bout we take a look at her room now?”

Robin ran Hamilton’s credit card and handed it back.

Hamilton returned his wallet to his pocket and took out his keys. “Let’s go.” He met Sharpe’s gaze and blinked back tears. “Isn’t it true that if she’s not found in the first day, then....”

“Let’s take a look at her room, Mr. Hamilton, and go from there,” Sharpe advised.

• • •
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REBECCA HAMILTON’S bedroom was painted pink, and Sharpe could see that this had been her bedroom since she was a little girl. Her bed was layered with six pillows and three comforters: one pink, another done in multi-colored stripes, a third displaying peace symbols of various sizes and colors. A dozen picture frames were attached to one another on the wall at the head of her bed. Together they formed a kind of cross, with the frames spreading outward in four directions—upward, downward, to the left and the right.

Sharpe sat on the bed and leaned close, examining the photos. Most featured the same dimpled, green-eyed girl with straight hair of varying lengths. In some, she was with other girls. In one she was with a boy. In another she was with her father. In another she was of grade school age and with both parents.

“Does Rebecca visit her mother?” Sharpe asked.

“When she does, it’s at the cemetery,” Hamilton said. “It’s been three years. Breast cancer.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Just to confirm, you don’t have the names and numbers of any of her friends.”

Hamilton had remained in the doorway, leaning with a shoulder on the door jamb. He looked at the floor and then back up at Sharpe. “I’m sure they’re in her phone, which is with her. Otherwise, no.”

Sharpe nodded and looked through the books, coins, tiny figurines of frogs and swans, and bits of paper on her shelves.

Hamilton had turned and was profiled in the doorway, his back against the jamb, staring at the other side. “I pushed her to get a job to have enough of a career to be self-sufficient. She was studying accounting, getting good grades too.”

On one of the shelves, Sharpe came across a half dozen birthday cards that were standing, half open. He read each one and then stood them up again carefully. He held one open and asked, “Any idea who Maya Louise is?”

Hamilton’s mouth set in a hard line. He shook his head, then paused and said, “There’s a dive downtown called John’s Bar. You might try there.”

• • •
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JOHN’S BARROOM WAS a dive bar between private homes on a side street that looked to Sharpe as though it was not zoned for business. The sign was painted on pine wood and had been faded by decades of sunlight until its once green block letters and red fleur-de-lis were barely visible.

Inside were the bare bones of a tavern that might have existed during the Civil War era. A spare bar featured two taps and a few bottles on shelves in front of a dirty mirror on the wall behind the bar. Simple stools graced the scuffed wooden floor. Two tiny tables, each with a single chair, sat in opposite corners of the back area.

Three men of indeterminate ages were more or less evenly spaced along the bar. Two women sat along the short side of the bar to Sharpe’s right. They watched him approach the bartender, an elderly man with sparse white hair on the sides of his head, small rheumy blue eyes that were lost in his deeply lined face, and a hard mouth above three wrinkled chins.

“You John?” Sharpe asked.

The bartender looked back at him and said nothing.

Sharpe took out his phone and showed the man the photo of Rebecca Hamilton. “Has this woman come in here?”

“Why are you looking for her?” The bartender’s voice was a phlegmy rasp.

“I’m investigating her disappearance.”

The bartender shrugged. “Couldn’t say.”

“Couldn’t, or won’t?” Sharpe didn’t wait for an answer. “What about Maya Louise?” He nodded toward the women at the end of the bar. “Is she one of them?”

“Nobody here by that name,” the bartender answered.

“C’mere Mistah,” one of the women said.

Sharpe walked to the end of the bar. The woman who had spoken was a full-figured Black woman wearing tight black pants, a frilly purple button-down blouse that was open enough to show a deep décolletage.

“Are you Maya Louise?” Sharpe asked.

“We both of ’em. I’m Maya and this”—she nodded toward the other woman—“this Louise.”

The other woman was olive-skinned with long, dark hair and would have been pretty if she didn’t look so severe and weathered. Her hard eyes glared from a bony face. With an annoyed glance at Sharpe, she pushed past him and strode to the center of the bar, where Sharpe had been speaking to the bartender.

The bartender leaned toward Louise, and the two spoke in low tones, glancing distastefully in Sharpe’s direction.

Maya appraised Sharpe. “I take it you not looking for a date?”

“I’m looking for information about a young woman who comes in here sometimes. Name’s Rebecca Hamilton.”

“You a cop?”

“I’m a private investigator.”

The woman grunted and leaned forward, her elbows on the bar. “Leas’ you can buy me a drink.”

“I can do that,” Sharpe said, and signaled to the bartender. “A drink for the lady,” he said, when the bartender arrived. “And ginger ale for me.”

Once Maya had her drink and took a sip from it, she seemed to relax. “Becca be thin, too thin. We met here, and Bec, me, and Lou—that be Louise—hung out at night. She drank rum and cokes and never ate, and I mean never. Well, she ate peanuts, pro’ly ’cause they was free. I swear, she lived on fuckin’ peanuts and vodka.”

“So, the three of you met and just...hit it off?”

“Wasn’t like that. Well, me and Lou did, yeah. Becca show up later. She was just some girl was around. Not in the life then.”

“How’d she get your trust?”

Maya huffed a breath. “She dint at first. She was just this bitch did her best to look scary. But we say a few words ’cause we all be in here anyways. Me and Maya be working and Becca figured that out, you know?”

“By working, you mean...” Sharpe searched for the right word. “Escorting?”

“Hah, escortin’. You want escortin’ you go to the casino lounge. We sex workers, ’kay?” She smiled. “But you can call us ladies.” She sipped her drink, put it down on the bar, then picked it up again and drank half. “Becca, she attract men, but not the right kind. She want to meet men, just to be around. But she also broke.”

“So you suggested she start working with you?”

She gave Sharpe a cold look. “You gon’ let me tell it?”

“Sorry.”

“Well, I did suggest it, and Lou said it was okay. Becca didn’t want to at first. She was scared. But we said we gotchu, girl. We say we keep a eye out, you know? So, she did one guy and said she thought she could do it.”

Sharpe waited.

Maya said, “That was, say, seven month ago. Then I got—well, I got pregnant, and Becca helped me. Lou did too, but Lou got her own problems—problems I ain’t here to discuss.” She glanced toward Louise. “Becca, she stay with me, brung me soup and shit.”

Sharpe said, “Well, now she’s missing and her father hasn’t heard from her. He says she always calls, and she hasn’t, so this is a missing person situation and possibly something worse.”

Maya didn’t answer right away. “Well,” she said finally. “The men we ... see are usually the same men. They regulars. We do this like a business. Was myself and Lou, then got even more organized with Becca. Becca smart. We had routines. We met them at the bar. We used an apartment Lou and me shared. No one ever stay the night. I mean ever. And John’s bartenders kep’ an eye on things and made sure we was safe.”

She paused again and Sharpe waited.

“Becca, she was good for business—attract men like fucking flies. Pretty girl. Not used up, like—” She glanced toward Louise and could see she was listening. “Like me.”

“So, what about Tuesday night? Was she here? Did she meet someone?”

Maya drank the rest of her drink, put her glass down and pointed to it with a long, orange nail. “Refill?”

Sharpe signaled the bartender and pointed to Maya’s glass.

“Becca keep’ a burner phone. Guy call her to meet.”

“A client? Someone she’d seen before?”

Maya shrugged. “Don’t know. She didn’t say. She just say, ‘I gots to go,’ sump’n like that. Maybe she say, ‘I got someone.’ I don’t ’member. I didn’t think much ’bout it, tell the trut’.”

“Is there anything else you remember? Anything about who she was going to meet, or where? Do you know the number of the phone she had?”

Maya shook her head, then held up an orange nail and said, “Know what? I do.” She recited the number, and Sharpe logged it into a Google Doc in his phone. He noticed Louise staring from the center of the bar; her glare’s intensity had increased and was now focused on Maya. The bartender was also watching them with impatient displeasure.

Sharpe took out his wallet, slid a card from it and laid it on the bar. He tapped it with a finger. “If you think of anything, anything at all that would help me find her, give me a call.” 

• • •
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SHARPE AND ROBIN SPENT the next working day searching for any hint of Rebecca Hamilton’s whereabouts.

They scoured social media and Googled her name. Nothing.

Sharpe called her cell, but there was no answer and no message.

While Robin continued the virtual search, Sharpe visited local supermarkets, coffee shops, bars, and restaurants, showing employees Rebecca’s picture. Several people said they thought they had seen her, but none offered any useful information. He visited the bank associated with Rebecca’s credit card but was told that she had not been in for several months.

Her credit cards had not been used that week. Prior usage had been limited to gas and food. 

Robin called the community college, and after explaining the reason for her call, was told that Rebecca Hamilton had withdrawn from her program in June, at the end of the previous semester.

Her father claimed to have no knowledge of any of Rebecca’s childhood friends, with the exception of several first names: Jan, Rhonda, and Judy. Since Rebecca did not have a Facebook page and her bedroom offered no leads, the names were not useful, for now.

Sharpe began to consider the possibility that Rebecca Hamilton did not want to be found. Her relationship with her father was strained, so he thought it logical that she had run off with someone, possibly a client.

And yet, Sharpe had the nagging feeling that her disappearance was something else. Perhaps she was hiding from someone—a violent client, the police, or her father. Perhaps it was something worse.

For the moment, however, Sharpe’s search for Rebecca Hamilton was at a dead end.
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It was Thursday night and Junior was chilling at home with Tim and Tyra, who were cool, easy and fun. Junior was drinking and eating from a plate of boneless wings with the TV on. They were having a good time.

Earlier Mama berated him again about meeting another girl, her tone alternately hopeful and derisive. Her monologue had gone on for some time and grew nastier with every moment.

The pressure began to build behind Junior’s eyes; Mama scared the hell out of Junior to the point that he dared not disobey her.

“Whatcha wanna do?” Tim asked.

“Dunno,” Junior answered, though he knew very well. “You?”

“Party,” Tyra answered, clapping her hands once, then rubbing them together.

“Girls,” Mama reminded him, plain as day, from the next room. “You need to meet a girl. Bring her home.”

“Where?” Tim asked, and Junior knew that the question was meant for him. Tim wanted to cause trouble—break something, start a fire, steal something. All were appealing ideas, but Junior didn’t want to entice Tyra into something that could come back and bite her, though Tyra would probably be up for anything. Junior thought Tyra was sweet and hot and worthy of protecting—from herself as much as from anything else. He had a tendency to fall in love with whatever girl he was around ... until Mama changed things.

“Gotta think on it,” Junior said, stalling.

“And how ’bout making a little money for a change,” Mama yelled from the dining room. “While you’re looking for the right girl to bring home to me.”

Junior rolled his eyes and gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Just ignore her,” he advised.

“You haven’t worked in God knows how long,” Mama continued over the TV. “Not like your daddy. Now there was a man!”

“Maaa!” Junior whined.

“Well, it’s something your friends should know.”

“Fuck,” he muttered. He didn’t want them listening to her.

“Don’t you talk like that to me!” came her bellowing rejoinder.

“But, Ma,” Junior begged.

“It’s cool,” Tim said, beneath hooded eyes. “I get the same shit at my house.”

Junior winced.

“I get it,” Tyra agreed, then perked up and asked, “Got a bottle stashed here somewhere?”

Junior leaned over the side of the bed and withdrew a half-full fifth of whiskey from between the bed and the wall. “You mean ... this?”

“Sweet!” Tim looked impressed.

“I know what you’re doing!” Mama called, in her cut-through-iron screech. “Drinkin’!”

“No,” Junior answered, trying to sound confident.

“Drinkin’! Don’t say you’re not! And don’t you talk back to me!”

“We’re watching TV,” Junior answered, which was true.

“And drinking’. Why doncha go out and earn. Earn! And meet a girl, and bring her home, dammit!”

“Fuckin’ hell.” Junior was breathing hard, a mix of fear and anger roiling in his chest. He feared it would burst through the front of his shirt.

He looked at Tim and Tyra and said, “We gotta get the fuck outta here.” He paused, then said, “Casino.” He took a pull from the bottle and his features clenched from the whiskey’s bite.

His guests looked agreeable.

“Just don’t let Coach see us,” he added.

Tyra brushed the comment off. “Coach wouldn’t be at the casino, silly. He’s home, with Tammi.”

“I know what you’re planning!” Mama accused.

“Yeah,” Junior muttered. “I know you do.”

• • •
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THE DANCE FLOOR AT the Towson Hotel Lounge was lit in soft blue with hints of pink. A band at the front was playing a mix of uptempo rock and roll loud enough so that the people at the round tables beyond the dance floor had to lean close to one another to be heard.

Three women, Jennifer, Sheri and Ruby, were dancing together, and several couples had joined them. The long bar was populated by men in their late twenties and early thirties, and was tended by two dark-haired young women and one bearded man.

A handful of attractive young women in tight dresses sat at two corner tables that were pushed together, and now and then one would catch the eye of a young man at the bar and either she would go to him, or he would come to her. A brief conversation followed and often they would leave together.

The women at the corner tables were escorts, as were Jennifer, Sheri and Ruby. All worked for Judah Hammer, the hotel-casino’s owner and crime boss for the Towson vicinity.

About half of the men at the bar were watching the dancing women. Some watched in the mirror behind the bar; others had turned their seats to face the dance floor.

Three of the men worked for Judah, and each had his own specialty. Lou Fedorov was slender and attractive, with a brown goatee, matching medium-length hair and an aquiline nose. He was an assassin. When someone needed killing, especially with a gun, the job was usually his. Lou was also expert at stealing expensive cars, a lucrative wing of Judah’s business. To Lou, these tasks were not work, they were opportunities, even sport.

Rinny Mallach was a preternaturally gifted fighter, a mixed martial artist with exquisite fighting skills both standing and on the ground. He had been the featured fighter at the weekly “Fight Nights” presented by Wallace North, the local crime boss before Judah. He was the man one had to beat to win the night. No one ever had. Until Judah.

Rinny’s fighting skills were often unnecessary, as his appearance was frequently enough to frighten away the opposition. His face looked like it had been made of wax and held to a flame. The skin on his forehead was melted and sagging, his brows drooped over his eyes, and the skin beneath his eyes crumpled over ruined cheeks in bulging, veined sacks of flesh. His ears looked like halves of yellow Brussels sprouts and his sparse hair stood in sandy tufts amid red welts, wheals, and scars on his head. Everyone gave him a wide berth.

Scurge Granville was more conventional muscle. He, too, was a skilled fighter and trained killer, though perhaps not Rinny’s equal. He often used a weapon—a knife, gun, or sap. Or whatever was handy. He was an integral part of Judah’s loan and collection business, with enforced collections being his specialty. Recently he had developed a fascination with knives. He had taught himself to accurately throw them and he had an affinity for cutting people, beginning with their fingers and progressing to faces, bellies or throats. He was grateful to Judah for allowing him to occasionally indulge his new obsession.

But at the moment Scurge was obsessed with Jennifer, one of the three escorts dancing several feet away. Like the escorts, Judah’s trio of muscle was based at the Towson Hotel Lounge, and fraternizing between the two groups occurred naturally and was permitted, as long as it didn’t get in the way of business.

Scurge had been fascinated with Jennifer for the two months since she had come to work for Judah. She was dark, with enormous brown eyes beneath full dark eyebrows, a strong, prominent nose and a mouth with a narrow upper lip and full lower lip. She had long, sleek, luscious hair that fell nearly to her waist. She was intelligent, well read and had a wicked sense of humor.

Scurge couldn’t take his eyes off her, but despite being a courageous fighter and willing executioner, he couldn’t bring himself to look her in the eye, speak to her or, God forbid, ask her to dance.

Jennifer was aware of Scurge’s fascination with her and flashed him faux shy smiles and occasional furtive glances as she danced.

Rinny Mallach was watching Ruby, who had smooth, dark brown skin that lightened slightly around her features. Her neat black eyebrows arched over warm, caramel eyes, a powerful Nubian nose, and sleek cheekbones that surrounded a generous, well-defined mouth. Her hair was done in flat twists that began high on her forehead and lifted into scalloped edges. She danced with herself and appeared unaware of anyone else in the room. She would feel, rather than see, potential clients, glancing up when she felt their eyes on her. But for now, she danced alone and was the object of Rinny’s fascination.

Sheri was dark-eyed, with brown brows and blonde hair with bright highlights that fell to her eyes and over her ears. Her small mouth was pursed in concentration as she danced, glancing around now and then to catch the eye of any potential clients that might come through the door.

“C’mon, ask her, Scurgie.” It was hard to tell, but Rinny was grinning at him. Rinny’s mouth didn’t curl into anything resembling a smile. His face looked more like an oval bowl of oatmeal that had been dipped with a ladle on one side. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

Embarrassed, Scurge turned from the dance floor, but continued to watch Jennifer with brief sideways glances. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen—not conventionally beautiful, but something more substantial, more real, more present.

“She could say no.” he said softly. “It’d fuckin’ kill me.”

Lou’s shoulders shook with suppressed laughter and Rinny gave a high-pitched titter. Rinny’s voice was unnaturally high—something to do with whatever had befallen his skin. His body, too, had been badly scarred. When shirtless he looked like a biology class model of the human body, his muscles showing raw and red.

“It won’t kill you,” Lou said.

“You’ve been shot in the gut, kicked in the balls and punched in the face,” Rinny whined. “Little girl sayin’ no—what the fuck is that?”

Scurge looked back at Rinny. “Yeah? So go talk to Ruby.” He waited. “Didn’t think so.” He then glanced at Jennifer, then at Lou. Then back at Jennifer.

“He’s gonna do it,” Lou predicted.

Scurge pressed his lips together and started to lean in Jennifer’s direction. Anticipating him, Jennifer turned to face him, her face all innocent expectation.

At that moment, a dark-skinned young man approached and said something to her. He was a shade over six feet tall, had a tight Afro and a focused, confident expression. He wore an expensive navy-blue sport coat, a pink dress shirt with gold onyx cufflinks and neatly pleated slacks that matched his coat.

Scurge looked at the man; he couldn’t hear what was said, but watched Jennifer respond politely and give him a charming smile. The man looked familiar, Scurge thought, as he and Jennifer turned away and walked toward the exit. Just inside the door, the man smiled at Jen and left the bar. Jennifer glanced back in Scurge’s direction, her lips pressed together with what looked like regret, then stepped toward the exit, as if to follow the man. But something momentarily drew her attention toward the hallway leading to the restroom. She paused, then left the lounge.

Scurge turned back to the bar and signaled Scotty, the bartender, for another drink. “Double,” he said.

“That guy”—Rinny was nodding toward the door—“looked just like Frank.”

Lou nodded. “You’re right.”

Scurge was shaking his head and staring into his drink. “She broke my fuckin’ heart.”

“Ah, come on,” Rinny said. “She got a client. Next time. This was an ‘almost.’ Step in the right direction.”

Lou was looking at Scurge with something like compassion. “She’ll be back,” Lou said quietly. He and Scurge were as near to best friends as was possible in their line of work.

“Yeah, well,” Scurge said, then turned back toward Scotty. “Make it two.”

“That must have been Frank’s brother,” Lou said. “Probably looking for Frank.”

“Right,” Scurge breathed. “Where’s he live again
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