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For Tracy




Tuesday, 17 March

7:58 p.m.

I thought everyone was dead.

I was wrong.

The offices of Harland and Sinton, attorneys-at-law, took up the thirty-seventh floor of the Lightner Building. This was a twenty-four-hour corporate law firm, one of the biggest in New York. Normally the lights stay on around the clock, but the intruders cut the power two minutes ago, maybe more. My back ached and I could taste blood in my mouth, which mixed with the smell of burnt acid rising from the spent cartridges rattling around on the carpet. A fat moon illuminated ghostly trails of smoke that seemed to rise from the floor and evaporate just as I caught sight of them. My left ear felt as though it were filled with water, but I knew I’d merely been deafened from the gunfire. In my right hand I held an empty government-issued Glock 19; the last of the rounds lay buried in the dead man at my feet. His legs fell across the stomach of the corpse next to him and, in a curious moment of realization, I noticed that the bodies on the floor of the conference room all seemed to reach out to one another. I didn’t look at each one; I couldn’t bring my eyes to look at their dead faces.

My breath came in short bursts that had to fight their way through the clamp of adrenaline threatening to crush my chest. The chill wind from the broken window behind me began to dry the sweat on the back of my neck.

The digital clock on the wall hit 20:00 as I saw my killer.

I couldn’t see a face or even a body; it was a shadow taking shelter in a dark corner of the conference room. Green, white, and gold flashes, from the fireworks bursting over Times Square, sent patterns of light into the room at odd angles, which momentarily illuminated a small pistol held by a seemingly disembodied gloved hand. That hand held a Ruger LCP. Even though I couldn’t see a face, the gun told me a lot. The Ruger held six nine-millimeter rounds. It was small enough to fit into the palm of your hand and weighed less than a good steak. While it’s an effective piece, it lacks the stopping power of a full-sized handgun. The only reason anyone would use such a weapon is to disguise the fact that they were carrying at all. This little gun was a popular backup piece for most law-enforcement agencies; it was small enough to be hidden in a compact purse; it could easily be concealed in the pocket of a made-to-measure suit without ruining the line of the jacket.

Three possibilities sprung to mind.

Three possible shooters.

No way to persuade any of them to drop the gun.

Considering the last two days I’d had in court, those three all had a good reason to kill me. I had an idea about which one it might be, but right then it didn’t seem to matter somehow.

Fourteen years ago I gave up being a con man. No longer Eddie Flynn the hustler, I became Eddie Flynn the lawyer. And the skills I’d learned on the street leaped into the courtroom mighty easily. Instead of hustling pit bosses, bookies, insurance companies, and drug dealers, I now plied my trade against judges and juries. But I’d never hustled a client. Until two days ago.

The Ruger’s barrel angled toward my chest.

This last con would cost me my life.

I closed my eyes, feeling strangely calm. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go down. Somehow this last breath of air didn’t feel right. It felt as if I’d been cheated. Even so, I filled my lungs with the smoke and the metallic tang that lingered long after a shooting.

I didn’t hear the shot, didn’t see the muzzle flash or the recoil. I only felt the bullet ripping into my flesh. That fatal shot had become inevitable from the very moment I’d made the deal. How did I end up here? I thought.

What was the deal that led to me taking a bullet?

Like most things, it had small beginnings. It all started forty-eight hours ago with a toothpick and a dime.




CHAPTER ONE

Sunday, 15 March

48 hours until the shot

My key slid into the lock.

I froze.

Something wasn’t right.

The mahogany front door to the four-story sandstone building that housed five offices, including my one-man law practice, looked like any other at this end of West Forty-Sixth Street. The area was a mix of bars, noodle houses, high-class restaurants, accountants’ practices, and private medical consulting rooms, with each set of offices becoming classier the closer you got to Broadway. The paneled front door to my building had been painted blue about a month ago. The reverse side of the door boasted a hand-cut, steel-back plate – a little surprise for anyone who thought they could kick through one of the panels and open the door from the inside.

It was that kind of neighborhood.

When it comes to locks, I don’t have much experience. I don’t carry picks; never had a use for them, even in my former life as a con man. Unlike a lot of grifters, I didn’t target the ordinary inhabitants of New York. I had my sights set on the kind of individual that deserves to get his pocket picked. My favorite marks were insurance companies. The bigger the better. The way I saw it, they were the biggest con operation in the world. Only fair that they get their pocket felt once in a while. And to con an insurance company I didn’t need to break in; I just had to make sure I got invited. My game wasn’t all about the talk. I had the physical moves to back it up. I’d spent years studying sleight of hand. My dad had been quite the artist, a canon who worked the bars and subways. I learned from him, and over time I’d developed a deft touch: a profound sense of weight, feel, and movement. My father called it ‘smart hands.’ It was this finely honed sense that told me something was wrong.

I removed the key from the lock. Slid it back in. Then out. Repeat.

The action was quieter and smoother than I’d remembered. Less clunky, less resistance, less pressure required. My key almost slid in by itself, as if it were moving through cream. I checked the teeth; they were as hard and sharp as freshly cut keys could get. The face of the lock, a standard double-cylinder deadlock, bore scrapes around the keyhole, but then I remembered that the guy who ran the travel agency in the downstairs office liked bourbon in his morning coffee. I’d heard him fumbling with his keys a few times, and on the one morning that I’d passed him in the lobby, his breath had almost knocked me over. A year ago I wouldn’t have noticed. I would’ve been just as drunk as the travel agent.

Scrapes on the lock face aside, there was no denying the drastic change in the key action. If the landlord had changed the lock mechanism, my key wouldn’t have worked. No discernible odor from the lock or the key, which was dry to the touch. If a spray can of WD-40 had been poured in, I would’ve noticed the smell. There was really only one explanation: Somebody had forced the lock since I’d left the office earlier that morning. Sundays in the office were a necessary evil since I’d taken to sleeping in the place. I could no longer afford to keep up the rent on my apartment and an office. A foldout bed in the back room was all I needed.

The landlord couldn’t afford an alarm system. Neither could I, but I still wanted some measure of security. The door opened inward. I cracked it half an inch and saw the dime resting in the hollowed-out section on the right-hand side of the doorframe, the lock side, the door itself covering half the coin, stopping it from falling onto the step. In the evening, when I went out to get food, I slipped a dime into the gap between the frame and the door, slotting it into the dime-shaped hole I’d cut into the frame with a penknife. If somebody broke in and didn’t want me to know, he would hear the dime fall, recognize it as craft, and be careful to replace it. The hope lay in the intruder focusing on the noise and sparkle of the falling dime and failing to notice the toothpick jammed precisely ten inches above the first hinge on the opposite side of the door.

Whoever my intruder was that night, he’d been careful to replace the dime, but had missed the toothpick, which lay on the step.

Of the building’s five offices, three were occupied: a travel agency that was in the throes of liquidation, a financial adviser whom I’d yet to see anywhere near the place, and a shady-looking hypnotist who liked to do home visits. They were mostly nine-to-five operations, or in the case of the travel agent and the hypnotist, eleven-to-three operations. No way they’d come in on a Sunday, and no way they’d bother to replace the dime. If it had been my neighbors, they’d pocket the coin and forget about it.

I dropped my newspaper and bent down to pick it up. While I was resting on my haunches, I decided to retie my shoelaces. No one on my left. Nothing on my right.

Shuffling around to get at my other shoe, I scanned the opposite side of the street. Again, nothing. A few cars way down the street on my left, but they were old imports and the windshields were misted up; no way were they surveillance cars. Across the street to my right, a couple walked arm in arm into the Hourglass Tavern, theater junkies grabbing a bite before the show. Since I’d moved here I’d been in the tavern twice, ate the lobster ravioli both times and managed to avoid the mystery beer and shot special, which changed with the turning of the large hourglass on the wall behind the bar. Abstinence was still a one-day-at-a-time deal for me.

Closing the front door, I retrieved my paper from the steps, hugged my collar around my neck against the lingering winter chill, and started walking. As a con artist I’d made plenty of enemies, and I’d even managed to make a few more in my law career. These days I figured it paid to be cautious. I did a three-block loop using every counter-surveillance technique I knew: turning down random alleyways, bursting into a light jog before I turned a corner, then slowing way down once I was on the other side, picking up my rearview in car windows and Plexiglas bus-stop advertising, stopping short and making quick turns and then retracing my steps. I began to feel a little foolish. There was no tail. I figured either the hypnotist got lucky and brought a client back to his office, or maybe the financial adviser was finally showing up to either empty his overflowing mailbox or to shred his files.

As I caught sight of my building once again, I didn’t feel quite so foolish. My office was on the third floor. The first two floors were in darkness.

A light shined from my window and it wasn’t my desk lamp. The beam of light appeared small, muted, and it tilted and moved.

A flashlight.

My skin prickled and my breath left me in one long, misty exhalation. It crossed my mind that a normal person would call the cops. That wasn’t how I was brought up. When you make your living as a hustler, the cops don’t feature in your thought process. I handled all such business myself, and I needed to see who was in my office. I carried a tire iron in the Mustang’s trunk, but there was no point in going back to the parking lot to fetch it, as I didn’t feel like carrying that on the open street. I don’t own a gun; I don’t like them, but there were some home defense products that I didn’t mind using.

I opened the front door quietly, caught the dime before it hit the tiles, and took off my shoes in the lobby to keep the noise down before moving to the column of mailboxes on the wall.

In the box labeled EDDIE FLYNN, ATTORNEY I had all the backup I would ever need.




CHAPTER TWO

Taking a small key from my chain, I gingerly placed the rest of the keys on top of the mailboxes before opening the new padlock I’d installed. Underneath a pile of thick brown envelopes and junk mail I found a pair of brass knuckles. In my teens I’d boxed for my parish. A lot of poor Catholic kids in New York did the same. It was supposed to instill discipline and sportsmanship – but in my case, my dad had insisted upon it for an entirely different reason. The way he figured it, if I could punch out a guy twice my size, he wouldn’t worry so much about my rookie mistakes when it came time to strike out on my own as a con artist. All I had to do was train hard in the gym, work smart with the grift, and make damn sure my mom didn’t find out about any of it.

The lobby was in darkness, quiet and still except for the odd moan from the heating pipes. The stairs were old and creaked like crazy. Weighing my options, I decided the stairs would carry less noise than the ancient elevator. I kept my steps light and close to the tiled wall. That allowed me to watch the upper levels as I ascended and helped avoid the worst of the groans from the old boards, which barked if you put weight near the center of the stair. The brass knuckles felt cold in my hands. Their icy touch was somehow reassuring. As I neared the top of the third flight of steps, I could hear voices. Muffled, hushed tones.

The door that led to my office was wide open. One man stood in the doorframe with his back to the hallway. Beyond him I could see at least one man with a flashlight craned into the top drawer of my file cabinet. The man with his back to me wore an earpiece. I could see the translucent wire snaking down from his ear to the folds of his black leather jacket. He wore jeans and thick-soled boots. Law enforcement, but certainly not cops. Earpieces are not standard issue for the NYPD, and most didn’t want to cough up the hundred dollars for the privilege of appearing either tactical or cool. The federal law enforcement budget did stretch to an earpiece for each man, but feds would’ve posted a man in the lobby and they wouldn’t care about replacing the dime in the doorframe. If they weren’t feds or PD, then who were they? I thought. The fact that they had coms made me nervous. Coms made them organized. This wasn’t a couple of crackheads looking to make a quick buck.

I crawled up the last few stairs, making sure to keep my belly on the ground. I could hear whispered conversation but couldn’t make it out. The man with the flashlight in the file cabinet wasn’t speaking. There were others in the office who I couldn’t see; they were the ones having the discussion. As I got closer, the voices became clearer.

‘Anything so far?’ said a voice.

The searcher closed the file cabinet drawer and opened the one below it.

‘Nothing relevant to the target,’ said the man as he selected a file, opened it, and began reading with this flashlight.

Target.

That word, like a shock wave, sent boiling adrenaline through my veins. My neck muscles tightened, and my breath quickened.

They hadn’t seen me.

I had two good options: slide out of there, get my car, drive like crazy all night, and then call the cops from the next state. Option number two was to leave, forget the car, jump into the first cab I saw, and head to Judge Harry Ford’s apartment on the Upper East Side and drop a dime to the cops from the safety of Harry’s couch.

Both choices were sound; both were smart; both carried minimal risk.

But that wasn’t me.

I got up without a sound, rolled my neck, tucked my right fist under my chin, and charged the door.




CHAPTER THREE

The man who stood at the door began to turn as I broke into a run. At first he was startled by the sudden, heavy footfalls. When he saw me, his mouth opened, sucking in a huge gulp of air, and his eyes opened wide as his survival instincts hit him before his training. First came shock, and then came the reaction. Even before he could call out, I could see the mental conditioning struggling to take over the panic as his right hand began to fumble toward the gun strapped to his side.

He was too late.

I didn’t want to kill the guy. Someone once told me it was unprofessional to kill a man without knowing exactly who they were. Ordinarily, if I’d hit him in the face or the head, there was a fifty-fifty chance that the blow would prove fatal, either from the force of the brass knuckles cracking his head and causing massive hemorrhaging or from the poor guy breaking his own skull when his unconscious body hit the deck. My momentum easily added an extra thirty or forty pounds of impact pressure to the punch. At that kind of speed, the odds of fatal damage increased, and if I made it a head shot, I would likely put this guy’s lights out permanently.

All I needed to do was disable the man.

He was right-handed.

At the last second I lowered my right fist and adjusted my aim.

The punch hit him bone-deep, right biceps, and the fingers of his hand instantly opened and then relaxed; it was just like cutting down a power line – pulverizing a big muscle like that would mean the man’s arm would be dead and lifeless for hours. My momentum took me past the guy just as the first scream left his throat.

His partner dropped the files he’d been reading and swung the flashlight at me. This man was left-handed, and I met his swing. The two and a half pounds of Cleveland brass wrapped around my left fist met the flashlight and cut it in two. The bulb exploded, and the light died in a shower of sparks. At the point of explosion, the man’s face became momentarily illuminated, and I saw his mouth open, eyes flash wide as shock tore across his face. Only it wasn’t shock. I must have caught part of his hand with the brass knuckles. In the half-light from the streetlamps, I watched the man fall to his knees, cupping his broken fingers.

‘Eddie, stop!’ said a voice from the dark.

The lamp on my desk went on.

‘Ferrar, Weinstein, stand down,’ said the man sitting behind my desk. I’d first met him around six months ago. This was the guy I’d saved when we’d both had a run-in with the Russian Mafia – Special Agent Bill Kennedy of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He was addressing the men I’d assaulted, both of whom were on their knees. The one with a buzz cut gritted his teeth against the pain of his ruined fingers. The other, larger man in the leather jacket rolled around on the floor, holding his arm with his gun still safely holstered.

Kennedy was the last person I’d expected to find in my office. He leaned back in my chair and placed his legs across the desk before crossing his feet. He looked at his men, then looked at me like I’d broken something belonging to him. The navy blue pants of his suit rode up a little, enough for me so see his black silk socks and the backup piece strapped to his left ankle – a Ruger LCP.




CHAPTER FOUR

‘What the hell is this?’ I said.

‘Take it easy. You just assaulted two federal agents. Jesus, Eddie, those are my guys.’

The agent who’d held the flashlight got up slowly, his index finger pointing in an unnatural direction. Baring his teeth, he snapped the digit back into place. I hadn’t broken anything. Just dislocated his finger. His pal looked a lot worse. He was pale and sweaty. Both agents made their way to the couch on the opposite side of the room from the file cabinets.

‘They’ll be okay,’ I said. ‘They might have to wipe their asses with their other hands for a week or so, but they’ll live. Can’t say the same for you unless you tell me what you’re doing breaking into my office. Oh, and by the way, it’s not assault if you’re defending your person or property from a trespasser. Thought they might’ve taught you that in Quantico. You got a warrant?’

I slipped off the brass and let each piece fall onto a stack of documents on my desk. Kennedy shifted his feet to the floor, picked up a set, and slipped them on one hand, feeling the lethal weight against his knuckles.

He drew the brass from his fingers, let it fall onto the pile of pages on my desk, and said, ‘Brass knuckles, Eddie?’

‘Paperweights,’ I said. ‘Where’s your warrant?’

Before he answered, he began to scratch at the back of his hand. That told me all I needed to know; Kennedy worried a lot and took out his anxiety on his body. The skin around both of his thumbnails appeared swollen and red, where he’d worked at his cuticles with his teeth and nails. He hadn’t shaved, and he looked as though he could use a shower, a haircut, and a good night’s sleep. His normally brilliant white shirt had faded to the same color as the bags under his eyes, and the skin on his forty-year-old face had thinned. From the inch of room around his collar, I guessed he’d lost a lot of weight.

When I’d first met Kennedy, I’d been representing the head of the Russian mob, Olek Volchek. The trial went south, big-time. Volchek had taken my ten-year-old daughter, Amy, hostage and threatened to kill her. In the five months that had passed since that trial, I’d tried to forget those desperate hours. But I couldn’t. I remembered it all – my agony at the thought of someone hurting her, taking her young life, and that it would be all my fault. The mere thought of it made my hands sweat.

Kennedy had almost died, but I’d managed to get him to a medic before it was too late. His wounds had healed well, and he’d even helped smooth things out for me when the dust settled on the Volchek case. A lot of what I did over the course of those two days was highly illegal. Kennedy had made it all go away. But in reality, he didn’t know the half of what I’d done, and I hoped he never would.

After he’d recovered from the shooting, he’d invited me and my family to a New Year’s party at his place. My wife, Christine, had said she didn’t want to go; things had been bad between us for a while. I’d been thrown out of our house, deservedly, about eighteen months ago, because I’d spent more time in bars, night courts, and drunk tanks than I had at home. I’d gotten clean and things had calmed between Christine and me, until the Volchek case.

Christine thought I’d put Amy in danger – that our daughter had been taken because of me. She was right. But in the past few weeks her anger had begun to fade. I’d been able to see Amy more often, and last Wednesday when I dropped her off, Christine had invited me inside. We’d split a bottle of wine and even laughed a little. Of course, I messed up when I tried to kiss her on the doorstep before I left. She’d turned away and placed a hand on my chest; it was too soon. I’d thought, on the drive back to my office, that someday it would be okay. Someday I might get my girls back. I thought about them every hour of every day.

I had gone to Kennedy’s party alone, drank Dr Peppers, ate pork and salt beef, and left early. Defense attorneys don’t usually mix well with the law-enforcement crowd, con men even less so. But I actually kind of liked Kennedy. For all his worrying and pigheadedness, he was a straight-up, conscientious agent with a good track record, and he’d put all of that on the line for me. I saw that stone-faced morality in his gaze as he sat on the other side of my desk, in my chair, chewing over my question. In the end I decided to answer it myself.

‘You don’t have a warrant, do you?’

‘All I can say for now is that this little party is for your benefit.’

Scanning the office, I saw four hefty-looking metal suitcases stacked in the corner and, beside them, what looked like sound equipment.

‘Did I interrupt band practice?’ I said.

‘We were doing you a favor, sweeping your office for any listening devices.’

‘Listening devices? In the future, don’t do me any favors without asking me first. Out of interest, did you find any?’

‘No. You’re clean,’ he said, standing and stretching his back. ‘You always carry paperweights around?’

‘Office supplies come in handy from time to time. Why didn’t you call and tell me you were coming?’

‘There wasn’t time. Sorry.’

‘What do you mean there wasn’t time? I heard your buddy over there mention the word “target,” so I want to know what you’re really doing here.’

Before Kennedy could answer, I heard footsteps. The door to my back office opened, and a small man who looked like he was in his fifties, with a gray beard and black-rimmed glasses, stepped into the room. He wore a long black overcoat that stopped at his ankles. Blue shirt, dark pants, graying curly hair swept back over a thin, tanned face.

‘Protection,’ said the small man, answering the question I’d directed at Kennedy.

He stood with his arms buried in his pockets, confident and in charge. He walked casually past Kennedy and sat his butt down on my desk before smiling at me.

‘Mr Flynn, my name is Lester Dell. I’m not FBI. I’m with another agency. The Bureau are here because they’re part of a joint task force that I’m heading up. We have a job for you,’ he said, nodding.

‘Great. So what are you? DEA? ATF? The cable guy?’

‘Oh, I work for the agency that doesn’t officially carry out operations on US soil. That’s why the FBI and the Treasury Department are handling all the manpower. As far as the State Department is concerned, I’m here as a consultant,’ he said, and as he smiled, the brown skin above his beard developed deep lines that tapered toward his eyes. Lines that didn’t quite seem a natural fit for his face, as if smiling were an unusual thing to do. His accent seemed a little off, because his pronunciation was so precise and clean.

I didn’t need to ask where he worked – the smile said it all. He told me anyway. ‘Unofficially, Mr Flynn, this is my operation. And I can tell you’ve already guessed who I work for. You’re correct – I work for the CIA.’

I nodded. Clocked Kennedy. He was watching me closely – judging my reactions carefully.

‘We’re tight for time, so you’ll forgive me if I’m brief and to the point. We’re here to take precautions. To make sure no one but us will hear this conversation. I have a proposition for you. In fact, I have a case for you,’ he said.

‘I don’t do government work. That goes double for the kind of governments that break into my office.’

‘Oh? I thought you might welcome some paid employment. I see you’ve got a sofa bed in back, clothes, TV, a toothbrush in the bathroom, and a stack of paperbacks. But I don’t need to make any assumptions from this: I know all about you. Every little thing. You’re broke. You’re living in your office. In fact, you have twelve hundred dollars in your checking account, your office account is thirty grand in the red, and the work is slow.’

I hit Kennedy with a look. He folded his arms and nodded at Dell, telling me I should listen.

‘Mr Flynn, here’s my situation. I’ve spent five years investigating a group of very bad individuals. To be plain about it, I’ve come up empty-handed. I got nothing. Until yesterday, when all my prayers were answered. It turns out that a friend of those bad individuals got arrested for doing a very bad thing. He will be tried and convicted; it’s an open-and-shut case. I’m hoping this man might be persuaded to make a deal with me, one where he gets to walk out of jail while he’s still young and I get to arrest his friends in exchange. Problem is, this man’s lawyers don’t quite see it that way. I want you to take over his case. I want you to represent this guy, and I want you to persuade him to cut a deal. It’s in his best interests, and yours.’

Checking his watch, he said, ‘You have forty-eight hours, precisely, to get yourself hired by your new client, force him to plead guilty, and we’ll make him a deal. If you do this, the federal government will do two things for you.’

From his coat he produced a hip flask, cranked it open, and poured a measure into the empty coffee cup sitting on my desk. He didn’t ask if I wanted any, just poured and handed me the mug. He sipped lightly from the flask, then continued.

‘First, we will pay you one hundred thousand dollars. Cash. Tax free. Not bad for a morning’s work. Second, and more important for you, do this for me and I won’t send your wife to a federal prison for the rest of her life.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Perched on my office desk, Dell took another sip from his hip flask. I ignored whatever liquor he’d poured into my coffee mug. He smiled again, unnaturally, and I let his words wash over me.

Do this and we won’t send your wife to prison for the rest of her life.

I saw Kennedy tense up. He knew the fate of the last group of hard cases who’d threatened my family, and Kennedy seemed just as surprised as I was.

‘Dell, tell him we’re the good guys here,’ said Kennedy.

‘I’m talking here, Bill,’ said Dell, never taking his fake smile from me.

If Kennedy or Dell were expecting a show, I didn’t give it to them. Instead I leaned back in the chair normally reserved for my clients and folded my hands.

‘Dell, this is all very interesting, but my wife is as straight as they come. She doesn’t even jaywalk. If you think you have something on her? Fine, go ahead and use it and I’ll see you in court. In fact, she won’t need me. Christine is a far better lawyer than I am. That’s why she works at Harland and Sinton, and I … well, I work here. So, thanks for the offer. The money sounds great, but when it comes with a threat I lose interest. I don’t scare easy, Dell. Don’t forget to replace my dime on the way out,’ I said.

The fake smile changed into a real one. At that moment he looked different. Charming. Despite what he said and how he came across, there was an unexpected warmth to the man. He exchanged a look with Kennedy, then bent low and retrieved a green file from a case beside him.

‘You think your wife is safe because she’s an attorney at Harland and Sinton?’ said Dell. ‘The irony is that your wife is in this situation because she’s an attorney at Harland and Sinton.’

‘What?’

‘I brought something for you to see. Actually, you can keep it. I’ve got a copy. So does the federal prosecutor. With the documents in here, we can file thirty-eight RICO charges against your wife and seek a combined total of one hundred and fifteen years’ incarceration. Take a look for yourself.’

The file contained three pages. Neither of them made much sense to me. The first was what looked like a share purchase agreement for a company I’d never heard of. Christine’s signature appeared as a witness to the agreement and sat beside that of the client, the share purchaser.

‘I don’t understand this,’ I said.

‘Let me make it real simple. Your wife signed this document on her first day of employment at Harland and Sinton, Attorneys-at-Law. Every attorney at Harland and Sinton gets the same treatment their first day. You know what it’s like on your first day in a new office; you spend half the time trying to remember everyone’s name, where you’re supposed to sit, where your files are, and trying to memorize all the damn new computer passwords you’ve just been handed. Around four thirty on your first day in Harland and Sinton, one of the senior partners will call you to his office. He’s just completed a share transfer agreement for a client. Due diligence has been done already, but he’s been called to an emergency meeting and the client has just arrived. The senior partner wants you to witness the document for him. All you have to do is watch the client sign the damn piece of paper and put your name beside it. That’s all. Happens all the time. In fact, all two hundred and twenty-three lawyers in there had the very same experience on their first day. But be under no illusions, Mr Flynn. In signing this document, your wife unwittingly became part of one of the largest financial frauds in American history.’

‘Harland and Sinton? Fraud? Pal, you’re badly mistaken. They’re one of the oldest and most respected firms in the city. No way are they up to anything illegal. Why would they? They’ve got more money than they know what to do with.’

‘Oh, they’ve got money, all right. Dirty money.’

‘You’ve got proof?’

‘Some, like the documents you just read. We don’t have it all. Not yet. That’s where you come in. See, Harland and Associates has had its financial ups and downs over the years, but that all changed in 1995 when Gerry Sinton came on board. The newly formed Harland and Sinton scaled down its client list to less than fifty and focused the practice on securities, tax, bonds, wealth management, and estates. Their profits went through the roof. Prior to Sinton coming on board, the firm was clean – and it’s still got the best reputation. It’s the perfect setup for their little operation.’

‘What operation?’

Dell paused, looked at the untouched alcohol in front of me, turned to Kennedy, and said, ‘Get us some coffee, Bill, please.’

Kennedy went in back and tried to bang some life into my old coffee machine.

‘Harland and Sinton is a front. They practice a little law, but really they’re running the largest money-laundering scheme ever conducted on US soil. The firm acts for companies that don’t really exist, except on paper. They get their legitimate clients to buy shares in the companies, and those clients make a guaranteed return of around twenty percent on their investment. What those clients are doing, without knowing it, is handing over clean money, and the dirty money flows back through the dummy company accounts, cleaning it through the books, to pay the investors. The dirty money comes from drug cartels, terrorists, you name it. And your wife countersigned a document deeply implicating her in this fraud.’

‘No way.’

I looked at the documents again. If what Dell said was correct, Christine was in the worst kind of trouble. The fact that she knew nothing about it didn’t matter a damn. It’s a strict liability offense – if you touched the deal in any way and you didn’t perform due diligence – you went down. The fact that you handled the transaction is enough for conviction regardless of your intentions.

‘How do you know all of this?’

‘Because I spoke to a guy who nursed some of the transactions through the banks. He told me the whole setup. He was going to blow the operation wide open.’

‘Then why do you need me?’

‘Honest answer? Because the witness is dead. Your wife’s boss, Gerry Sinton, had him murdered.’




CHAPTER SIX

Kennedy stopped in his tracks. Hot coffee in his hands. The room became still. My eyes closed and I rubbed my forehead. It felt like a torrent of lead building up in my temples.

What the hell had Christine gotten herself into?

She was the only woman I’d ever truly loved. Our wedding had been a small affair. My parents were both dead, and with the exception of Judge Harry Ford and my partner, Jack Halloran, all of my friends were either hustlers, hookers, or mob guys, but still, they were my friends. The church on Freeman Avenue had an unusual congregation that day. Her side of the church was full of upper-class New Yorkers, Manhattan’s elite: newspaper owners, famous chefs, real-estate millionaires, lawyers, models, and socialites – whatever they are. My side had a judge, my mentor Harry Ford; a crooked lawyer in the shape of my then partner Jack Halloran; a six-foot-tall ex-hooker named Boo; four made guys along with their incredible wives and their boss, Jimmy ‘the Hat’ Fellini; a couple of old hustling buddies; and my former landlady, Mrs Wachowski, whom I didn’t particularly like, but she took the bad look off the rest of them. Everyone behaved. Only Mrs Wachowski let me down by falling into the toilet after too many screwdrivers. Christine’s mom had to pull her out.

I didn’t care. I only had eyes for Christine. We were happy.

It didn’t stay that way.

Somewhere between my crazy hours in the courtroom, the Berkley case, and hitting the bottle, Christine had stopped loving me. I could tell by her eyes, she was tired of it. Tired of me. Even though I’d lost my way, I’d never lost my love for my wife. Last Wednesday night, I’d reminded her of Mrs Wachowski’s fall in the toilet and she’d snorted a mouthful of wine out of her nose. And even though she’d turned away from me on the porch, I knew there was a small chance we could be together again someday. The hand she’d placed on my chest was gentle; there was a tenderness to it that gave me some hope.

Blowing the vapor off the mugs of coffee, Kennedy stepped forward and handed me a cup. He stood beside Dell and waited for me to take a sip. It was too hot. I put the mug on my desk and lifted a pen, letting it flow around my fingers, helping me think.

‘Who was the informant?’ I asked.

Stifling a grimace, Dell got off my desk, moved around, and sank into my chair with a sigh as Kennedy handed him the other cup.

‘Thank you, Bill,’ said Dell, adding another dash to the hot mug from his hip flask.

‘Since nine eleven the CIA have been targeting the heart of global terrorism – financing. For the past fifteen years I worked Grand Cayman, which is the Panama Canal for dirty money. We had a guy on our watch list – Farooq. He took orders directly from Gerry Sinton. We found out that Farooq, apart from being a corrupt banker and money launderer, traded in online images of children. He got caught in April last year through an intercontinental police task force. Farooq was traced via a pedophile network, and when the local cops caught him, they found illegal images on his computer. In Grand Cayman that meant serious time, but more than likely he would be killed as soon as he set foot in jail. The firm relied on middlemen like Farooq to move the money, and if he turned snitch he could take them all down.

‘So I decided to go talk to him in the George Town police station. Turn him into an asset. He’d been cut loose by the firm a few weeks earlier because Sinton had some whole new method of moving and cleaning the money; plus he was scared for his skin. He promised us the largest money-laundering operation in the world and even gave us some evidence. Some of the documents were just like the share agreement you’ve already seen, and some were old bank account statements to give us a taste of what he could offer if we gave him a new identity and a life someplace else. He was giving us Harland and Sinton.’

The coffee tasted bitter – old machine and no filters. I tried to focus on the man in front of me and watch for any tells. He looked relaxed, he made and broke eye contact naturally, his gestures were unrestrained, and he didn’t emphasize words or hide his mouth with his fingers.

‘We were ready to deal, so we left the local police headquarters in convoy. Farooq never made it to the embassy. I don’t know who carried out the attack, but whoever it was operated with military tactics – took out the lead vehicle with an RPG, blocked the road behind. My lead analyst died in one of the cars. All I can remember is her screaming as she burned. I couldn’t get to her. Farooq was taken alive; the firm needed to know what he’d told the police.’

His eyes met the desk and stayed there as he said, ‘He told them everything. He wouldn’t have been able to hold out. We found his body – draped over the wall of the embassy. He’d been burned – head to foot – with acid. There were no fatal wounds, no signs of major trauma. We figured that he died of a heart attack or a seizure brought on by the pain of the acid burns. Imagine that – being in so much pain that your body simply dies.

‘When Farooq died, so did the case. All the paper evidence led back to the lawyers who witnessed the agreements, with nothing to link the partners. Gerry Sinton took out the rest of the middlemen, and the firm started cleaning the money some other way. We got zip.

‘We have one chance to get Harland and Sinton and it just fell into our lap yesterday. We think we’ve found a new asset. Your new client.’

‘You haven’t told me who this guy is. Why would he make a deal?’

‘He’ll make a deal. He’s just a kid. A scared kid. Yeah, he’s powerful, in his own way. But he can’t handle the prospect of a life sentence. He has information about the firm – key information. That’s all you need to know, for now. Get him on our side. I’ll make the deal.’

‘What’d the kid do?’

‘Fifteen hours ago he shot and killed his girlfriend. We’ve got the gun, we’ve got witnesses that put him at the crime scene, and we’ve got forensics. The whole package. What you have to do is get him to fire his current lawyers, get hired as his defense counsel, and force him to make a deal with me.’

‘I’ll be disbarred. I have a massive conflict of interest. I can’t persuade a client to take a deal that benefits my wife.’

He acted like he didn’t hear me. ‘We want him to take a plea before the preliminary hearing. He has to be arraigned within twenty-four hours of arrest. He was arrested for murder this morning. He was interviewed, charged, and he’ll be on his way to central booking tonight. He has to be arraigned before midday tomorrow; that’s your clock – fifteen hours to bump the firm and steal their client. If you manage to get hired, the judge will likely set a preliminary hearing for the next day. I want him to plead guilty before the prelim, while the pressure is on and the DA is willing to deal; that’s the time when this man will be most vulnerable. Plus, it’s no good if we just get the evidence from this guy to nail the partners. We want the firm’s money. Take Bernie Madoff – biggest financial fraud bust in history, but it goes down as a failure for law enforcement because they didn’t recover the cash. We want the partners and the money. To get both we have to move fast, before the money disappears. You do this, we make sure Christine walks away.’

I shook my head.

‘I’ll level with you, Eddie. This is how the CIA operates. We obtain an asset, control it, and exploit it. Your new client is that asset. We need to have him under control so we can use him. You’ll be well compensated. We know you can handle the pressure after that thing in Chambers Street. We can always push your buttons if we have to, Eddie Fly.’

The mob referred to me as Eddie Fly, my old pal Jimmy the Hat, in particular. When we were kids, after we were done sparring, we’d play stickball. I couldn’t match Jimmy’s swing – he was a three-sewer hitter – but I had fast hands that never missed a catch. Jimmy gave me the name Eddie Fly. After I went into the confidence game, the name stuck.

I thought of Christine and Amy. Professional oaths and all, I couldn’t let anything jeopardize my family. And from what Dell had told me, the client sounded guilty. Helping a guilty man fess up and make a deal to save my wife didn’t sound so bad after all.

‘I have to tell Christine; she has a right to know.’

Dell shook his head. ‘You say nothing to her. The less she knows the better. What if she panics and lets it slip to one of the partners? She’d be dead and the whole operation would fail. Tell her nothing. You’re going to buy her a ticket out of this. That’s good enough.’

I saw the logic. I had no idea how Christine would react or if she would even believe me. I looked at Dell.

‘Who is the client?’

‘He’s your mark. You catch him as a client and get him to plead to the murder in exchange for a deal with us. He gets a reduced sentence, the firm goes down, we get the money, and you get Christine.’

Dell glanced at Kennedy.

‘I need to stretch my legs,’ said Dell. He got up from the desk, and I noticed a slight limp. He walked it out, rubbed his thigh.

‘I didn’t get out of the hit on Farooq without scars, Mr Flynn. I want that firm. They took my witness, my analyst. I will take them.’

He moved in back, and I heard him close the bathroom door. Kennedy leaned forward so Dell wouldn’t overhear us.

‘The analyst who died in the Farooq hit – her name was Sophie. Dell’s protégé. And his lover. I hear they were a solid item. The real thing. He’s taking this personally. Cut him a break,’ said Kennedy.

‘He’s threatening my wife.’

‘He’s doing his job. He doesn’t want to hurt your family. He’s giving you a get-out-of-jail card for Christine. You know it doesn’t matter if Christine intended to launder money or if it was just an innocent mistake. Fact is she signed the document and she didn’t perform due diligence first; doesn’t matter if the partners lied to her. She has no defense. Dell is giving her a way out of this.’

‘You still haven’t told me who the client is and how he can bring down the firm.’

‘He’s the key, Eddie. Or, rather – he’s got the key. We think it’s probably best at the moment if you don’t know too much about what this man has on the firm. But he’s the only one who can lead us to the money. It’s going to be a high-pressure couple of days. I know you’re good – that’s why we’re here – but we can’t take the risk of you letting something slip, even by accident. If the client thinks you’re playing him against the firm, he might clam up. Tell him you can get him a sweet deal. He just needs to talk to a couple of your contacts. We can take it from there.’

I heard Dell coming around the corner.

‘Okay, how do we do it?’

I saw Kennedy visibly relax. The two agents I’d injured, too. Dell pursed his lips and nodded; a light seemed to ignite in his eyes.

‘We can help you stall his lawyer tomorrow, before he comes to court. Buy you some time. After that, you’re on your own.’

‘And his current lawyers are …?’

‘You bet. Harland and Sinton.’




PART ONE

THE SETUP




CHAPTER SEVEN

Monday, 16 March

36 hours until the shot

My dad once told me that in the con game there are two basic modes of operation: short cons and long cons. The short cons usually happen on the street or in a bar, they take between five minutes and five seconds to complete, and they’re low risk/low payoff. Long cons take time. It’s not unusual for a long con to take six months or even a year to execute. They involve detailed planning, scouting, preparation, lots of financing, and the high risk is balanced by the potential for a big payday.

There is a third type of con: the bullet con. This is a long con that’s condensed into a short time frame, between a week and a couple days. Speed is the key to it, and it’s by far the riskiest method of operation. There’s little time to rehearse, to plan, to prepare. Inevitably, you’re flying by the seat of your pants most of the way. No one chooses to execute a bullet con unless something incredible falls in their lap, something that’s too good to pass up, something irresistible: A rich mark who likes to gamble flies into town, but he’s staying for only a week, or a priceless painting is unexpectedly removed from its normally secure resting place for an emergency cleanup. That type of deal. Fast, complex, dangerous.

I heard old-timers call it a bullet con because it’s launched so quickly – like pulling the trigger. In reality, the name derives from the fact that if the con fails, the hustler can expect to eat a bullet.

On the morning before Saint Patrick’s Day, at eight fifteen, I began the first bullet con of my career. Like most good cons, it started small. At first a series of simple moves and gestures: hustlers’ tools to hook their mark, to make him worry, to make him sweat, before the hustler wades in with a golden ticket that is the answer to all of the mark’s problems.

That morning, as I walked into the basement holding area of the Manhattan District Court, I concealed a folded twenty-dollar bill in my right hand. The note was carefully creased in order to fit snugly into my palm. My footsteps echoed on the polished linoleum floor as I walked past the bars that separated me from the detainees awaiting their court appearance. I picked up my mark in my peripheral vision. He sat far away from the other prisoners, in the corner, head down and hands over his face. I looked directly at the detention officer with the shotgun cradled in his arms. He held the key to the pen that contained my mark and thirty other guys who were waiting for their arraignments.

Most of the men who’d found themselves in the pen that morning were there either because of drugs, alcohol, mental health problems, poverty, or gangs, and some of them no doubt owed their present incarceration to a combination of all of those things. The mark was different. Way different. He was the smallest guy in there by quite some way. He looked reasonably healthy, but just a little too thin. The orange jumpsuit hung off his bones. Somebody had already taken his shoes; I could see his white sweat socks. The guards always take away lace-up shoes just in case one of the prisoners tries to either hang themselves or somebody else with the laces. In place of their Nikes or Converse, they’re given black rubber gym shoes. The mark wore no shoes, so it was obvious that somebody in the pen had taken the shoes he was wearing when he was arrested; nobody in there would want to steal prisoner gym shoes. His unkempt curly caramel hair and wire-rim glasses made him look just a little ridiculous, just a little too far this side of geek to be cool, although I doubted if anyone had ever told him that.

If you’re a billionaire, people get real polite all of a sudden.

Neil, the detention officer known as the pit handler, heard me approaching and shifted the shotgun in his arms. To a defense attorney, the holding cage was an advertising opportunity. Guys watched who made bail, who didn’t, who got their trial date quickly and whether they got off. And guys sitting in that pen have a lot of time on their hands to talk. Neil had been a pit handler for twenty years. My old partner handled Neil’s divorce at a discount in exchange for Neil spreading the word to the regulars in the cage.

Goddamn it, how did that asshole make bail?

Eddie Flynn, that’s how.

The noise from the pen was a deafening cacophony of swearing, screaming, and drunken singing. With the usual commotion, no one would notice my conversation with Neil. I’d told him as much a few hours beforehand, and we’d worked out a little routine for my arrival that morning, something that would catch the mark’s attention.

I stopped in front of Neil and winked at him. He racked a shell into the twelve-gauge. That sound, that unmistakable crack and slide is enough to stop anyone in their tracks. Even with my back to the cage, I could feel the stare from every prisoner. My right hand slid out to shake the officer’s hand. I shifted my stance to the left so the mark could see the move. My fingers opened wide enough for the billionaire to see the money change hands. Neil telegraphed the lift so everybody got a good view of him tucking the bill into his breast pocket. He opened the cage for me, a strictly forbidden practice, and I stepped into the shark tank. The only thing left to do was put my bait in the water.

Popo, pronounced po-po, a junkie client of mine, greeted me with a sullen tilt of his head. Originally, from LA, Popo was a professional snitch, and he’d moved out here when Fresno got too hot for him. He looked pretty good for a guy in his situation. His jeans were ripped up one side and his wifebeater bore a multitude of food stains. He smelled of old shit and cigarettes. A thick glaze of sweat covered his emaciated torso. The sweats marked the early onset of heroin withdrawal. Popo wore cheap, slip-on sneakers so that he could keep his own footwear when he was arrested, which was a regular occurrence. His real name was Dale Barnes. That was the name he always gave to the cops – but he snitched so often that he earned the street name Popo, which stood for ‘police.’ The origin of the word is unclear, but it seems to have started out in California; those beat cops that patrolled side by side on bicycles with ‘PO’ as in ‘Police Officer’ stenciled on the back of their T-shirts. From the back they read PO PO. For a snitch, a name like that wasn’t good for business.

Popo spoke through cracked and bleeding lips. ‘Where you been, lawyer man?’

He sounded a little pissed off with me, just as we’d arranged.

‘Buying you breakfast,’ I said, and I handed him a sack I’d concealed beneath a case file. I sat down on the bench on Popo’s left. Popo was the closest prisoner to the mark, who sat a few feet to Popo’s right, on the end of the bench. After I’d spoken to Neil earlier that morning, he’d put me on the phone with Popo and I’d told my client to get cozy with the geeky-looking white guy. With trembling fingers, he opened the sack and began devouring a burger. I let him eat. He offered the other burger to the man on his right. He declined. I thought then that they made an odd pairing. They were both twenty-two years old, both born in the same city, both lived in the same city, and were both cooling their asses on the same jail bench, and yet they could’ve just as easily come from different planets. One from Planet Rich, one from Planet Poor.

The mark was David Child. He owned the fastest-growing social media network in history – Reeler. In the three years since its launch, it had made David Child a billionaire and made Facebook look like Myspace. Hardly a month went by without some story about Reeler, or David, making the headlines. With his head folded into his chest, his hair slick with sweat, I almost didn’t recognize him. Up close he didn’t strike me as the kind to get involved in anything underhanded. He looked straight. But then again, a lot of straight guys are capable of murder. The kid was a genius, but I couldn’t figure out his connection to Harland and Sinton. He was a client of the firm, but what else connected them? Kennedy said this kid was the only one who could lead them to the money. I couldn’t figure it out, not yet. I looked at David and Popo sitting on the same bench. Crime was a great leveler.

‘So how long dis time, Eddie?’ said Popo.

I sucked air through my teeth. Not something that any client wants to hear.

‘Well, we don’t have a three-strike rule here, but considering you’re on something close to your forty-third strike, I’d say, half hour, forty-five minutes tops. By that time I’ll have persuaded the prosecutor to drop the charges and you’ll walk.’

As I’d told a persistent offender and junkie that I’d have him out within an hour, I heard a snort of laughter. David’s head turned, and he stared at me. I deliberately avoided any eye contact and kept my gaze nonchalantly on my client.

‘I told ya, Eddie’s the man,’ said Popo, turning and sending a friendly jab into David’s shoulder. ‘Better not be longer, Eddie. I got places to be,’ said Popo.

‘I’ll do my best. I’m not a miracle worker. I should have you out before ten thirty, but I’m not promising anything.’

He smiled. The truth of the matter was that Popo got arrested every other Sunday night. That was our arrangement. He got caught a couple months ago for a robbery and was looking at some serious time. His only option was to cooperate with the police, and with my help he made a deal. If you’re a paid informant you have two payment options: sixty-three dollars sixty per week, or the state will pay for a legal representative of your choosing at a maximum of one hundred and fifty dollars an hour. This new pilot scheme, which paid for a private lawyer as opposed to the normal charitable or partially state-funded alternatives, was designed to ease the burden on the public defender and the other, overworked legal-aid schemes and avoid conflicts of interest for the public defender’s office. It was not uncommon for the public defender to simultaneously represent both the snitch and the guy he’d ratted out. While it was a good idea, in practice most guys just took the sixty-three dollars and sixty cents.

Not Popo.

As long as Popo got arrested for possession of narcotics every other Sunday, I could bill six hours for getting him out again the next day. Somehow the fact that he was a paid police informant kept slipping his drug-addled mind, and I would have to attend and sort everything out at court on Monday at one hundred and fifty an hour. You can’t be an inside man in a drug ring without carrying a little product – so getting the charges dropped would be a cinch. Even so, I normally took my time getting Popo released. With Popo’s help, I billed the Justice Department around fifteen hundred a month, kicked back fifty to the desk sergeant at central booking and five hundred to Popo, who in turn paid protection money to the local dealer so he wouldn’t get killed for being a snitch. Guy with a name like Popo needed all the help he could get to stay alive on the street. The dealer gave Popo the names of his employees who were slow on the corners so they got picked up and the dealer could bring in fresh, cheaper talent. After all, anyone who couldn’t sell two thousand dollars’ worth of dope a day on a street corner in New York really shouldn’t be in the business anyway. I’d thought of it as a sweet deal for everybody. Everyone got paid, the crime statistics looked better, and the public defender’s office got themselves some free time. Nobody got hurt, and the city picked up the check.

A nice little racket.

‘Sit tight. I’ve spoken to the prosecutor. She’s a friend of mine. She’ll call your case first so you can get out of here fast,’ I said, and gave Popo a slap on his wet back.

I got up and offered some final advice to my client.

‘Be ready in about ten minutes. Say nothing and leave all the talking to me. Got it?’

He nodded. Satisfied, I turned to leave. I’d expected that I might get to the cage door before David called after me. He called out before I’d taken my third stride.

‘Excuse me, Counselor, do you have a second?’ said David.

I stopped but didn’t turn around.

‘The public defender will be in court later. I don’t do legal aid or pro bono, pal,’ I said.

‘No … no … ah … you don’t understand. I’ve already got a lawyer … It’s just I …’

I half turned and cut him off. ‘Then you don’t need me.’

‘No, wait, please stop. I just need to ask you something, please,’ he said, and laced his fingers together before holding them under his chin. He silently mouthed please, over and over. Although he desperately wanted to speak to me, he didn’t want to get up; his fear of getting up from the bench, and thereby attracting attention from his cell buddies, outweighed his desperation.

‘Take it easy. It’s okay. Say, don’t I know you?’

He seemed to shrink and hugged his body. Last thing he wanted was to be recognized.

‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ he said.

‘What can I do for you?’ I moved over to him.

‘My lawyer, he told me last night that he would be here this morning. He hasn’t shown up, and I’m worried. I’ve … I’m not used to …’

‘You’ve never been arrested before. I get it. Who’s your lawyer?’

‘Gerry Sinton.’

‘From Harland and Sinton?’

‘Yeah. You sound surprised.’

‘Well, a little. My wife’s an attorney at Harland and Sinton. I thought they were strictly corporate.’

‘Gerry and I go way back. I trust him. Have you seen him this morning?’ he said, his voice breaking high and low from a raw throat. Neil had told me that David had been crying most of the night, until Popo managed to calm him down. A wise move; the men in the cage can smell weakness a mile away.

‘No, I don’t believe I’ve seen Gerry this morning, but I’m sure he’ll be here soon.’

I noticed his hands were small and soft. They shook with the same fear threatening to overcome him completely. His jaw worked like a jackhammer, his eyes red and wide. He reached out as I turned to leave and took hold of my wrist.

‘Hey there! Hands off,’ said Neil, the guard.

The mark let go and grimaced.

‘Wait, please. Could you maybe find out if Gerry’s arrived? I can’t call him, and he should be here by now. I’ll pay you for your time. Maybe you could call your wife? See if she’s seen him?’

Popo didn’t have a bank account, didn’t have any money or possessions other than the clothes he wore. Kennedy told me that David’s net worth stood at 1.9 billion dollars, he owned a yacht, a fleet of cars, three properties, and a basketball team. Right then there wasn’t much
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