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‘The strength of a family, like the strength of an army, lies in its loyalty to each other.’

– Mario Puzo




Prologue

Ruby

There’s something wrong with Ruby Johnson.

That’s what her grandma used to say.

These days, Ruby often thought about what her grandmother had said. She wasn’t a little girl any more. She was twenty-two now. Older, definitely wiser and perhaps more self-aware. It often occurred to Ruby that she was not like other people. It happened in moments such as this.

It was coming up on midnight. Ruby was at the counter, stirring a cup of coffee, in a kitchen almost twice the size of her apartment. The kitchen belonged to a thirty-five-million-dollar townhouse on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Chad and Lara Puller were due to return any time now. They were one of Ruby’s newer clients. She’d been sitting for them for just a few months. Upstairs, Clara, six, and Zara, recently turned three, were fast asleep in their large and expensively decorated bedrooms. Babysitting made up about forty percent of Ruby’s little enterprise. Mostly, she worked as a maid and/or cleaner for most of the high-class residents of West 74th Street. To buy a house here you had to be seriously rich. Throw a nickel in any direction and you’ll hit a successful Broadway producer, a plastic surgeon, a CEO of a high-end tech company or anyone on the board of a Fortune 500 behemoth. At any time, there could be between twelve and thirty million dollars’ worth of cars parked by the curbs.

The long-term residents grew up here. Old money from New York real estate, not the two-bit slum lords who pretended to be millionaires – these people were rich.

Crazy rich.

And what allowed Ruby into their homes to look after their children, clean their floors and do their laundry was that some of them remembered that Ruby was one of them.

Or at least she used to be.

She wasn’t an outsider. She was their kind of people.

Or so they thought.

Ruby’s family had money, once.

Or that was what her father would have had people believe.

Ruby certainly thought that she belonged with these people.

Only Ruby’s grandma knew different.

Ruby stirred the coffee and gazed into the dark liquid, her reflection lost in a swirling spiral of foam crema in the center of the cup.

She thought about her grandmother.

As a young child, Ruby would sit on the cold tiles in the grand hallway of her grandparents’ house and eavesdrop as the adults talked in the lounge.

‘There is something wrong with Ruby,’ said her grandmother. Smart lady.

‘What do you mean? She’s quiet. Shy, maybe. But there’s nothing wrong with her,’ said her mother.

Even as she spoke, Ruby could detect the tone of denial in her mother’s voice. A slight quiver in the throat. Ruby knew, deep down, at the age of ten, that Grandma’s statement hit a lot deeper than her mother would ever reveal. Ruby’s memories of her grandmother were probably all mixed up by her youthful gaze and innocent perspective, but they were still clear enough. Grandma always wore fine gold chains that got caught in the sagging folds of skin that hung around her neck. She always dressed in black, as if in mourning for someone, somewhere, all the time. Her false teeth were loose, giving a clacking, hissing and sometimes gummy sound to her words.

But her eyes . . .

Grandma had huge blue eyes that seemed to take up most of her face. They were misty with age, as if they gazed out behind a thick fog, but those eyes saw everything. And they always seemed to fix on Ruby whenever she entered her grandma’s living room. Those old, dusty sapphire eyes came to life for Ruby. There was no affection in that stare. No curiosity. No love. It was more like – watchfulness. As someone might look upon a stray coyote that had wandered into your back yard.

There’s something wrong with Ruby.

Ruby knew, even then, her grandma was right.

The sound of the front door opening brought Ruby’s mind back to the present.

She took the spoon from the coffee cup, quickly opened the dishwasher and dropped it into the cutlery rack, then closed it and spun round just as Chad and Lara walked in. She flashed a smile.

‘Hi, how was your evening?’ asked Ruby brightly.

‘Insufferable. Bad food, too much small talk. These galas are all the same. But it’s for a good cause,’ said Lara as she held on to the door frame and slipped off her Jimmy Choo heels.

Ruby took a moment to admire Lara’s dress. Sleek, black, cut to fit her slim frame while accentuating everything that could bear it.

‘How are the kids?’ asked Chad, as he took off his bow tie and popped open the top button on his dress shirt.

‘Sound asleep. They’re little angels. I just made you some coffee. You two are always bang on time,’ she said, handing Chad the cup. ‘Lara, can I get you a nightcap?’

‘Just water would be fine. I don’t know how the hell Chad can drink coffee at this hour and still sleep like a log.’

‘Good genes, I guess,’ said Chad.

Ruby got some ice from the dispenser and poured a ten-dollar bottle of Icelandic water into a glass for Lara.

‘Okilly dokilly, well, if that’s everything, I’ll just take off,’ said Ruby.

‘Our driver can take you home,’ said Lara.

‘No, it’s fine. Thank you, Lara. It’s a nice evening. I’m only ten blocks.’

‘Ruby, parts of your neighborhood . . .’ but Lara didn’t finish the sentence. She wanted to say that Ruby lived in a dangerous area. But it would’ve been an unkind reminder that Ruby no longer enjoyed West 74th Street as her address. The Pullers, like everyone else on Ruby’s client list, knew she had once been a resident. Before something bad had happened.

Still, she was one of them. From money. Trustworthy. Reliable.

‘Don’t worry. I’m fine. I’m free tomorrow if you need anything. I do love spending time with those little perfect peach fairies upstairs. They’re sooooo adorable,’ Ruby said.

‘The kids are all good for tomorrow. Chad’s taking them to the park. Just text me and let me know how much for tonight and I’ll send it,’ said Lara.

‘Great, goodnight, you two. Don’t let the beddy bugs bite,’ she said.

As the thick mahogany front door closed behind Ruby, the bubbly expression slid from her face. She skipped down the steps to the street.

Chad wouldn’t be taking the kids anywhere tomorrow.

Ruby took out her phone, pulled up her photo files. She had shots of the diaries of all her clients. Most of them just put the calendars on their fridge, some had them in little notebooks on the hall table, others synced their diaries to their Google Home Hubs or Amazon Echos, which made them easy to access.

Tomorrow, Lara had a nail appointment at eleven, then lunch with the girls.

Chad had racquetball with Jeff at eight thirty in the morning, then he was taking the kids out.

The slow-acting emetic that Ruby had added to his coffee would have Chad puking his guts out within a few hours. She expected to get a text from Lara around nine, saying Chad was ill in bed, and could she take the kids for the day?

Ruby charged extra on Saturdays, and she needed the money.

This little trick could only be pulled once or twice. Chad would blame the food at the gala. Last spring, Ruby had managed to work every Saturday for a month, dosing both parents of four different households. An outbreak of Norovirus in one of the kid’s schools provided great cover.

She stood on the sidewalk and gazed up at the houses lining the street. She knew these people. She had spent time in their homes, unobserved. She knew their bathroom medicine cabinets, their underwear drawers, their email passwords, their internet search history, their diaries and, in some cases, their text messages. She knew their innermost thoughts . . .

Their secrets.

To Ruby, knowledge was power. Something else she had learned from her grandmother. Yet, with all that she knew of the residents and their lives, that knowledge could not seem to help her solve the biggest problem of all.

Ruby was in trouble. She had spent months worrying, thinking, tearing her mind apart at three in the morning, trying desperately to think of a solution.

She’d had various ideas. None of them seemed to suit her purpose. And every night as she paced her little room, unable to sleep, she hated the residents of West 74th Street even more. Yet walking seemed to help. It always did when Ruby was worried. The small effort of physical movement at least gave her the illusion she was getting somewhere.

She inhaled, took in the smell of fresh spring rain on the midnight streets of Manhattan, and took off toward home, letting her mind wander with her feet. As she passed the houses, she glanced up at the bay windows of these old brownstones and counted off her clientele one by one.

Out of all the homes on the street, Ruby worked for almost half. The homes that had not yet sampled her services either had live-in nannies for the kids or used a commercial maid service. But they would come round, eventually. Neighbors talk. There was even a private neighborhood WhatsApp group that included most of the homes and people she worked for. She had been recommended so many times that a friendly client had added her to the chat.

Ruby had walked this street more times than she could remember. When she was young, she’d felt at home here. This was her street, with her people, even though back then she didn’t know all of them. But, still, she belonged here. Those were the early days. The good times.

She also remembered the bad times. That’s what her mother called them.

One night, she had sat Ruby down and told her there would be some changes to their lives. That money was now a problem. Her father had made a mistake. Ruby, like children in most rich families, had never had to think about money. It was always there, like water from the faucet, and there was no reason to question it. In the days and weeks following that conversation, Ruby had walked this same street with a different feeling. She’d gazed through the same windows, wondering why their lives were now so different. What did it feel like to have so much money? What would you do if you didn’t have to worry about money, ever? What would it feel like to be free?

Tonight, the homes on Ruby’s side of the street were in darkness. Only four homes on the opposite side had lights on.

Peter and Petra Schwartzman were having a party. They often held parties, always for residents only, with exceptions made for celebrities. Ruby could hear tasteful jazz and the low buzz of a house filled with people drinking and probably talking about their third and fourth homes, their cars, their boats and their favorite vineyards. Ruby saw that the front door of the Schwarztman’s home was slightly ajar. A narrow strip of light spilled onto the street along with the music. For a second, Ruby longed to be inside that home, rubbing elbows with the neighbors. She wondered what would happen if she walked in through the open door. She knew almost everyone in there.

But she wasn’t one of them any more. Not really. There would be strange looks, perhaps. Questions asked. And the Schwarztmans would be milling around, telling people that Ruby had most definitely not been invited.

Everyone who was anyone in the street was probably there. The Pullers couldn’t have gone because they were at a gala. The only other residents who were not in attendance probably weren’t invited.

The Colchesters had a lamp on in one of the bedrooms, casting a warm red glow from the window. Once the residents had discovered that they’d made a campaign donation to a president who was unpopular in this city, they’d stopped speaking to the Colchesters. Next door’s open-plan lounge area was bathed in cold blue light from the underlit refrigerator and low-level LED strip lighting hitting their black kitchen tiles. Just because the Satrianis were rich didn’t mean that they had any taste, not when it came to interior design, at least. They were seen as a tacky couple. The Satrianis made their money from selling mattresses. Not the kind of people who were invited to the Schwarztmans’ parties.

There were probably one or two other families in the street who weren’t partying with the Schwarztmans that night. But their homes were in darkness.

The last illuminated home belonged to Margaret and Alan Blakemore. They had lived in the street for a long time. More than thirty years at least. In their fifties, married but no kids, Margaret had enjoyed a twenty-year career as a model. Alan didn’t need to work. As a young man he had enjoyed his trust fund, traveling the world. That’s when he’d developed a talent for photography and decided that this would be his career. He’d met Maggs, as she liked to be called, on a shoot for Vogue, and when she learned he was a billionaire the rather plain-looking Alan suddenly became more attractive. Their marriage was happy at first, but soon Maggs embarked on a series of scandalous affairs with musicians, actors and other models, and the couple had grown apart. But she always came back to Alan’s money.

Maggs was definitely not invited to the Schwarztmans. Not after the rumors. Maggs had been romantically linked to a number of men in the street. Some of them married. And Maggs liked to flirt with men who had nine-figure checking accounts. None of the rich wives could stand Maggs. She was not welcome at these kinds of soirées. Perhaps because Maggs was something of an outsider to the reserved residents of the street, she had found a kindred spirit in Ruby. After Ruby cleaned her house, Maggs took the time to sit with her, have some coffee, ask about her life. Get the gossip. It was a small thing, but Ruby had always appreciated and liked Maggs for this kindness. To the rest of the street, Ruby was all but invisible. Maggs tipped well, but giving Ruby her time meant a lot more. Even though she was always entangled with more than one man, Ruby felt Maggs was haunted by a loneliness no affair could banish.

The chandelier in Maggs’s lounge was lit. A harsh, bright, white light. Maggs hated the thing. She lit her living room by antique brass lamps with colored glass shades that she had imported from Hong Kong. Ruby was told to be extra careful when dusting these. Ruby thought it must’ve been Alan who was up late, because Maggs preferred soft lighting now that she was in her fifties, but still carried the vanity of a catwalk queen.

Ruby was wrong.

As she got closer, she saw Maggs from across the street. She had her back to the window and her hands outstretched, palms upwards. Ruby watched Maggs shake her dyed chestnut hair, as if saying ‘no’ or pleading with someone. Then she saw who Maggs was talking to.

It wasn’t Alan. It was another resident. She knew his face. Knew his name.

He pointed a gun at Maggs. She was backing away.

Ruby’s breath caught in her throat and she ducked down behind the hood of a large SUV with gold-plated rims.

She heard the shot, but only just. It was muted, somehow. Maggs disappeared from view – thrown to the floor by the kinetic force of the bullet.

The man pointed the weapon to the floor. Ruby could no longer see Maggs, only the upper half of the man’s body from her position behind the SUV across the street.

He fired twice more, turned and left her view.

The front door to the Blakemore house opened and the man, dressed in black, gun in hand, leapt down the steps to the street. Ruby ducked as he looked left and then right. He walked back up the street in the direction Ruby had just come from. Stopped for a second, then moved on, running now.

Ruby crouched low, holding her breath for fear he would see her.

He ran back to the open front door to the Schwartzman’s party. They were all probably too drunk to notice him leaving and then coming back in.

Ruby could feel her heartbeat in her throat. Still crouched, she moved round the hood of the car, then crossed the street.

The man was gone. The street empty.

There hadn’t been a huge amount of noise from the gun. It must’ve been silenced, but Ruby had definitely heard the crack from that pistol. Like somebody splintering wood.

She gazed up at the house. The front door was wide open.

She quickly moved up the steps, into the hallway and turned left into the living space.

Maggs was dead on the floor. Blood on her face and pooling behind her head. The feeling in Ruby’s stomach reminded her of being on a rollercoaster – it felt as if her insides were doing somersaults and she found it hard to breathe.

She recognized the sensation.

It wasn’t fear.

It wasn’t revulsion.

It wasn’t shock.

It was excitement.

Quickly and quietly, Ruby left the house and followed the path of the killer back up the street.

He had stopped around halfway, she remembered.

Why had he stopped?

Ruby saw a pile of garbage bags leaning against a lamp post. One of the bags was ripped at the side. She peeled back the rip in the bag, saw the matt-black butt of a gun. The gun and the bag would be taken in six hours, heaved into a garbage truck at dawn and lost forever.

Pulling the sleeve of her coat over her hand, Ruby reached into the bag and retrieved the gun, then slipped it into her purse.

There was no one else on the street. No sirens from police cars. No paramedics. She watched the windows of the houses. No one peering out.

Ruby turned back the way she’d come, made her way past the Blakemore’s home, and kept on walking.

She didn’t call the cops. Just walked the ten blocks home on a warm night, her mind alive with possibilities.

Ruby knew who had shot and killed Maggs.

Knowledge is power. She could hear her grandmother saying it now, her watchful eyes mooning at young Ruby from her throne.

The only question on Ruby’s mind was what she was going to do with that power. She was used to keeping secrets. For the years she had worked for the rich families of West 74th Street, knowing their minds, their secret affairs, their hopes and fears, and their crimes . . .

She hated them. She hated the fathers, the mothers and even some of the children.

Now was her chance.

A possible way out of the deep trouble that had agonized her thoughts for the past months.

A chance for a new life.

While thoughts of her terrible situation had kept her from sleep, her choices had not. Ruby had hurt people. She knew that she would have to hurt a lot more of them before the end. She did what she had to do without fear, without mercy, without a second thought for those she would destroy.

Suddenly, Ruby had the solution. It was right there, in her purse. Still warm from firing three rounds into a woman she had fondly known all of her life.

Ruby felt nothing for Maggs. No sadness. If anything, she was glad. She could now see a way out.

West 74th Street would wake in the morning to the shocking murder of one of their own.

It would not be the last.

Because, right now, Ruby Johnson had a plan.




PART ONE




1

Eddie

In the beginning, and in the end, it all comes down to money.

New York City runs on the stuff like no other place on earth. Everything is about the green. What you can make. How you can get over. Kickbacks and greenbacks. Everything. And everyone.

All the damn time.

Before I became a lawyer, I was a con artist. When I worked the bars, the hotels, the businesses, seeking out my targets for short-cons, I looked for men who wanted to make a fast buck and didn’t care who they hurt in the process. I went after those who had taken a wrong turn in life and never looked back. As a lawyer, I was on the lookout for the same kind of people.

Once you realize that cash is king in this city, things get a lot easier and much clearer.

The case in front of me right now had to be looked at through the lens of this city. My client Jayden Carter and his pal Smokehouse had been driving through the Bronx late one night in Jayden’s brand-new Lexus. Unsurprisingly, they hadn’t gotten very far before they saw the flashing berries and cherries of a cop car behind them. A single whoop of the siren was all it took for Jayden to pull over. The cops said the rear of his Lexus was dirty, obscuring the license plate. A valid reason for a stop. Jayden had washed the car that morning. Far as he was concerned, this was bullshit.

Officers Ben Gray and Linton Coffee, already pissed off that they were on the lobster shift at their precinct, searched the vehicle and found an unlicensed firearm in Jayden’s car. He was arrested, charged and, after being stupid enough to carry an illegal weapon, even if it was just for protection, he made the right decision.

He called me.

That was six weeks ago.

Jayden sat beside me at the defense table in a brand-new navy suit, white button-down shirt and a navy tie. He was twenty-six. Single. Ran his own business – a furniture store in East Tremont. Smokehouse, Jayden’s childhood friend, sat in the gallery beside my assistant, and secretary, Denise. He wore his best Canadian tuxedo – a baggy denim jacket and matching oversized blue jeans with a white tee beneath. His real name was Philip Martin, but he preferred Smokehouse, on account of his burgeoning hip-hop career. Both Jayden and Smokehouse were college graduates, well read, smart. And they had both done the right thing during the traffic stop – they complied with the NYPD instructions and let their lawyer do the fighting later.

Denise was in her black pant suit and white blouse. She dressed up whenever I needed her to come help me in court. Always professional, smarter than me and most lawyers.

‘Mr. Flynn, you have a motion before the court?’ said the judge.

His Honor Judge Leonard Hightower was one of the best judges in the city. He wasn’t a genius. He didn’t even have a particularly brilliant mind. The respect he had among the defense attorneys of the New York legal profession stemmed from two factors.

His interpretation of the law was accurate.

He wasn’t biased in favor of the district attorney.

Not much to ask from a judge, really. But the fact that he fulfilled these basic requirements put Judge Hightower in the top rank of the judiciary in New York City.

‘I do have a motion, Your Honor,’ I said, getting to my feet.

At this point, the assistant district attorney, Thomas Baker, broke from the prosecution table and came over to see me.

‘If we could have just one moment, please, Your Honor,’ he said.

Baker was a young, hungry ADA, with three years in the office and a thousand convictions under his belt. His fresh face and brassy blues eyes were zeroed in on a senior position.

He didn’t want to try this case. Didn’t want me to make this motion. Baker wanted to settle.

‘Last chance, Flynn,’ he whispered. ‘Two-hundred-dollar fine, two years’ parole, no jail time.’

Criminal possession of a firearm without a license is a felony in New York. If Jayden was convicted, he would go to prison. This was a sweet deal. The last offer I got from Baker was a five-hundred-dollar fine, ninety days’ prison time and two years’ parole, but this was the best deal I’d ever been offered by a prosecutor.

A small fine. No prison time. Two years’ parole.

It wasn’t a get-out-of-jail-free card, but it was the next best thing. Baker had two cops waiting in the wings to testify that the license plate was muddy, obscuring some of the lettering. If they could prove the stop was legal, Jayden was going to jail.

Easy. Two veteran cops. Their word against the word of Jayden and Smokehouse who said the plate was clean. You didn’t need to be a legal expert to know which way this was going to play out.

Only problem was the offer.

Baker didn’t want this case to settle. He really wanted it to settle.

That was what made me uneasy about the case right away. My suspicions were confirmed once I’d gotten all the paperwork from Jayden – his arrest sheet and all the legal docs that come with it – property seizure of the firearm and towing receipt.

That was all I needed.

‘Hey, man,’ said Jayden, ‘that’s not a bad deal. No jail time?’

‘It’s your call,’ I said. I looked over at Baker. He was talking to his first witness. Officer Ben Gray. Only, he was no longer patrolman Gray. The three blue stripes on the arm of his uniform meant he had gone up in the world since this stop.

That clinched it.

‘If you want my advice, we fight. You won’t do time with this deal, but you’ll be a convicted felon. That brings a ton of shit that you have to carry around. You can’t ever legally possess a firearm, you won’t get a loan or credit card, you won’t get a mortgage, you’ll lose your driver’s license and that’s just the beginning.’

He nodded, said, ‘I hear you, man, but this white judge is never going to believe that license plate was clean. Not when there’s two white cops saying my plate was dirty.’

‘I agree,’ I said.

‘You what?’

‘You’re right. He won’t believe you over two white cops.’

‘So why are we fighting this?’

‘Because I’m not going to call you as a witness to testify that your license plate was clean. We’re going to get one of the cops to do it for us.’

Jayden looked at me like I’d just told him I’d bought the Brooklyn Bridge for a nickel.

I asked him to trust me. He nodded.

‘Mr. Baker, Mr. Flynn,’ said the judge. ‘Are you ready to proceed?’

‘I am, Your Honor, Mr. Baker has agreed to call Officer Ben Gray to speak to the single issue in this case. I will have questions for the officer afterwards.’

‘Proceed,’ said Judge Hightower.

The tall cop in the new sergeant’s stripes came forward, took the oath, sat down and gave fast, clean answers to Baker’s questions. Gray and his partner were on the night shift, they saw a Lexus drive past with mud on the license plate, obscuring the lettering. They stopped the car, informed the driver why he’d been pulled over. Got his license and registration and ran a check on both.

‘During the stop, Sergeant Gray, was there anything else suspicious about Mr. Carter or his vehicle?’ asked Baker.

‘Yes, I could smell marijuana. It was a pungent smell coming out of the car. While it’s legal to carry it for personal use, I suspected, given how strong the smell was, that there may be a large quantity of marijuana in the vehicle – enough for illegal distribution of narcotics.’

Since the legalization of marijuana, cops looking for an excuse to search a vehicle will either say they thought they saw a gun on the back seat, or say they caught an immensely strong smell of dope from the car. Needless to say, there were no drugs in Jayden’s car. Didn’t matter that they didn’t find any – they did find a gun.

‘I see, and having formed a reasonable suspicion, did you then search the vehicle?’

‘We both did. I found the pistol in the glove box. Mr. Carter did not have a license to carry that firearm and he was given his rights and arrested. I called in the arrest, arranged for a truck to tow the defendant’s vehicle.’

‘Thank you, Sergeant Gray. Mr. Flynn will have some questions.’

I could have a dozen questions now. The truth is I already knew exactly what had happened.

Gray and Coffee had made a racially motivated traffic stop. Simple as that. There was no mud on the license plate when they stopped the car, but while Gray talked to Jayden, I guessed his partner could smear all the mud and dirt he wanted onto the license plate. There was no smell of drugs. They were looking for a reason to arrest Jayden. If they hadn’t found a gun, I suspected both cops would’ve gotten physical with him and said Jayden struggled, then he would’ve been arrested for resisting a police officer.

Street cops live and die by their arrest record. They need to keep those numbers high. And what started as racial profiling quickly turned into an opportunity to make some money. There are five tow companies who have contracts with the city. Once the cops arrest a driver at a traffic stop the car can’t be left on the street – it has to be towed. There’s a randomizer on their cruiser’s computer – so once they input that a car needs a tow, the program randomly selects one of the five towing companies. That’s who they’re supposed to call for the tow. Only some cops forget to press the button, or ignore the result. They call their guy in the towing company who will kick back fifty bucks to the cop for the call-out – usually, the same company who keeps a lot in Long Island, or Jamaica, or Bed Stuy, so they can charge the extra mileage for towing and are likely to keep the car longer because it will make it hard for the owner to get a ride out there.

Greenbacks and kickbacks.

Even those sergeant’s stripes.

The officers who are under investigation, or have a large number of citizen complaints against them, normally get a promotion instead of booted off the force. The police commission and the union don’t want cops prosecuted nor any successful complaints from the public, because they hate cops getting fired. Gives the boys in blue a bad name. Instead, it’s easier to take problematic cops off the street by putting them behind a sergeant’s desk. A rotten NYPD cop is far more likely to get a promotion, and the pay rise and pension benefits that come with it, than get fired.

I wasn’t going to ask Sergeant Gray about any of this. Not the complaints against him, not the promotion.

I was going to focus on the illegal stop and tow.

I had no proof of any of Gray’s criminal activity, other than his promotion, and the fact that on the face of it this was a slam dunk case for a prosecutor, but Baker didn’t want to be in court. He was offering me the shirt off his back just to plead this case out.

I guessed he suspected I knew what had really happened.

And they knew I must’ve had a good reason to throw away the plea deal of a lifetime. Baker suspected I had evidence that would blow them away.

I stood, picked up a folder off the desk and took out the thick wad of documents inside. About a hundred pages. Stapled together. I flicked through them, studying the pages, then found what I was looking for, ran my finger along a line of text, then gave Sergeant Gray a big smile.

‘Sergeant, when you make an arrest from a traffic stop and the vehicle has to be towed, what is standard NYPD protocol?’

‘You secure the vehicle, hit the randomizer on the cruiser and call the tow company that comes up onscreen. Then I make sure the vehicle is transferred into their custody.’

I turned, nodded to Denise. She got up, left the court. I could have done this sooner, but I wanted to make sure Sergeant Gray saw me signal to Denise. And that he saw Denise leave.

‘So the tow company who comes to collect the vehicle, that’s always chosen at random by the computer?’

‘Not necessarily. We have a duty to convey the suspect to central booking as soon as possible. If we happen to see an unloaded tow truck passing by, we can flag it down.’

‘Does that happen often?’

‘Sometimes.’

The courtroom doors opened and Denise led in four men. Two wore dirt- and grease-strained gray overalls. The other two blue overalls were in roughly the same state. All four wore work boots, their hands dark with traces of oil, and were between forty and fifty years old. They could all have been from the same industrial rock band, but a distinctive individual logo on their overalls, and the same logo on a ball cap that one of them wore, spelled out exactly where they were from – they wore the insignia of the other four city-approved towing companies.

‘Is there a record of the randomizer results?’

‘Mr. Flynn, is this relevant to your client’s case?’ asked the judge. Hightower was listening, but he liked things to move swiftly in court.

‘If you allow me a few more questions, I believe this will be crucial.’

‘Go on, but bring this to a point soon,’ said the judge.

‘Sergeant Gray, is there a record of the randomizer results?’

Gray, keeping his lips tight, smiled and locked his fingers together before saying, ‘There are no records of randomizer results.’

‘But we do have your arrest records,’ I said, holding up the heavy bundle of documents in my right hand. I reached over, took another pile of pages from the table with my left, held those up too, and said, ‘And we have the towing records for the other four towing companies approved by the city. What would happen if we matched up those records, Sergeant Gray?’

I couldn’t resist glancing behind me at the gallery. One of the men in overalls was smiling and nodding. All four of them stared intensely at Gray – like he was juicy prime rib and they were getting ready to devour him.

‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ said Gray, his eyes furtively moving between the bundle of documents in my hand and the four tow-truck drivers in the gallery beside Denise. He sat up in his chair and his eyes grew wider as I let the silence, and his anxiety, build.

‘I mean, what are the odds the randomizer gives you the name of the same tow company for every single one of your arrests?’

Sergeant Gray grew very pale. Then his skin color changed again. He looked almost green, like he was about to throw up.

‘Before we get into these records in detail, Sergeant Gray, I’m going to ask you once more, and for the final time – is it possible that my client’s license plate was a little dirty, but that the plate numbers were not fully obscured?’

I could hear the pine bench creaking as all four men in overalls leaned forward. Their gaze locked on Gray.

Sweat broke out on his forehead. He started chewing on his lip, then swallowed, took a sip of water. I was giving him a way out. A path that would cause some immediate embarrassment, but it was better than facing another internal-affairs investigation.

‘Now that I think of it,’ he said, and then coughed and sat up straighter in his chair. ‘Now that I have had time to properly consider it, maybe my recollection of that license plate was not one hundred percent accurate.’

‘What?’ asked Judge Hightower. ‘Speak clearly, Sergeant. Was the defendant’s license plate obscured by dirt or not?’

‘I can’t be sure any longer,’ said Gray, shaking his head.

Judge Hightower leaned back in his seat and stared at me.

‘Mr. Flynn, I have no idea what just happened, but this officer has just confirmed your client was illegally stopped. That means the search of your client’s vehicle was also illegal and any items recovered from that search were unlawfully obtained. This prosecution is dismissed,’ said Judge Hightower, and he stood up and left the court.

By the time Sergeant Gray was on his feet, the DA had already angrily stuffed his papers into his faux leather briefcase and was stomping out of the courtroom. Gray looked unsteady on his feet. He joined his partner, they whispered together then followed the DA out of court.

I felt Jayden’s arms round me. They were shaking.

‘It was luck,’ I said. ‘I know you’ve got that weapon for protection, but it’s gone now. Trust me – you’re safer without it.’

‘I know. I’m sorry, Eddie. Thank you for this.’

We hugged it out, and then Jayden and Smokehouse bounced out of the back doors.

I met Denise and our four tow truckers in the lobby.

‘Good job,’ I said, and gave each of them a hundred bucks.

‘Do we get to keep the overalls?’ said Bugs.

Bugs wore one of the gray uniforms. Denise said her sewing skills weren’t what they used to be, and the badge on this pair of overalls was crooked, with black threads trailing from it.

‘Sure. Keep the overalls and the boots. Just don’t go pretending to be tow-truck drivers. And take off the badges.’

Bugs, Karl, Johnny and Little Sacks pulled the badges off the overalls I’d bought on eBay last week. I’d represented Bugs some years back on a breaking-and-entering charge. One in a long line of missteps. He promised if he got another chance he would change. I got him off, didn’t charge him a cent and we became friends. I helped out Bugs and his pals whenever I could. Usually Bugs and the guys hung out at the Bowery Mission in Tribeca, a homeless shelter that was fast becoming a regular home.

‘If you want lunch, you know my tab is always open at Lexi’s Deli on 10th.’

‘I think we might stretch to a grilled cheese today, if that’s alright, Eddie?’

‘Whatever you guys need.’

Being homeless in any city is tough. In New York, it’s hell. But Bugs was proud. Even though I told him he and his pals could eat every day at the deli, on me, they only went occasionally. Didn’t want to exploit any kind of generosity – no matter how small.

‘Thanks, guys. We couldn’t have done it without you,’ said Denise.

We watched Bugs and his pals pocket the cash, and leave the court building with something of a spring in their step.

‘You’re a lousy seamstress,’ I said.

‘You should try my cooking,’ said Denise.

‘No, thanks. You brought me leftover meatloaf last month. Do you remember?’

‘Not my finest piece of cooking.’

‘I disagree. It’s great. It’s still holding open that heavy door to the office storeroom.’

Denise laughed, punched me in the arm. We started to follow Bugs toward the exit.

‘I meant to ask, how did you get Sergeant Gray’s arrest records and towing information?’ she said.

I opened my leather messenger bag, took out the two bundles of documents.

I held both bundles aloft, then dumped them in a garbage basket as we walked past. ‘Two Xeroxed copies of the TV Guide for last December.’

Right then, Denise stopped, reached into her jacket.

Her phone was ringing. Mine was still switched off.

She took the call, listened, hung up and said, ‘Kate needs you back at the office right now. She’s caught a whale.’

A whale, in legal terms, is a client with extremely deep pockets.

‘What’s he on the line for? Divorce?’

Denise shook her head, said, ‘Murder.’
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Eddie

We don’t get many whales as clients.

Flynn and Brooks, Attorneys at Law, does not have the kind of office that normally attracts high-earning clientele. We’re not based on Wall Street. We don’t have glass-walled partitions and five-hundred-dollar chairs. We don’t have little branded titanium cases full of breath mints in reception, we don’t have a logo on free umbrellas, or even a website.

Our law practice is situated in Tribeca, not far from the homeless shelter. We have the upper floor of the building. Below us is a tattoo parlor called Stinkin Ink. Jocko runs the parlor and takes in our mail when we’re out of the office. It’s not a bad arrangement. The only drawback is having a client conference when Jocko is tattooing someone’s ass. It’s an old building and, no matter how tough you are, when you’re getting your ass inked there’s going to be some screaming.

I dumped my bag in my office and allowed myself a moment to take in the scene in our new conference room, which had a long table in the center of the room, with three chairs on each side. Kate Brooks had a yellow legal pad in front of her, a Muji fine liner in her hand and was scrawling notes across the page. She wore a sober black business suit and her hair was up, with another pen lodged in the knot. Harry Ford, former senior judge and now a consultant at the firm, sat beside her. He wore a charcoal tweed jacket over a red wool cardigan with a blue shirt beneath it. The leather patches over his elbows were doing their job this morning. When Harry was thinking, his fingers had a tendency to move. Even when he laced them tight together over his stomach – those thumbs of his would turn over and over like two tombola barrels. Now, his elbows were on the table, fingers steepled together, the pads of each one of them lightly tapping the other. He was my mentor and my best friend. The gray had now consumed his hair and he was more reliant on his glasses. Two pairs were suspended over his chest on fine gold chains: one for reading, one for driving.

I couldn’t see the client’s face, nor the face of the man who sat beside him. Only the backs of their necks were visible. Both wore dark suits. Dark hair.

I pushed open the conference-room door.

Clarence, Harry’s dog, sat by his feet. Like always. He got up as I entered and nuzzled my legs. I bent down to stroke him.

‘Eddie, good to have you,’ said Kate. ‘This is John Jackson and his lawyer, Al Parish.’

I’d heard of Al Parish. Never met him. His face was lined here and there, defiant against the swelling that was evident from Botox injections around the cheeks and lower forehead. The hair color was a dye job. He wore a navy suit with a thick silk tie that probably cost more than the refit of our conference room. Aging senior partners in old Wall Street firms all looked the same. Too many hours on the golf course. Too much plastic surgery. Too much money and no inclination to do anything but earn more. Three ex-wives hadn’t managed to put a dent in his fortune.

‘Eddie,’ said Parish, and held out a tanned hand with a one-hundred-dollar manicure.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ I said. He squeezed my hand hard, the way small men do.

‘This is my client, John Jackson,’ he said.

The man beside him had all the trappings of wealth that Parish had on display. The suit. The shirt. The haircut. And yet none of that seemed to matter to him. He wore the rich clothes lightly. I put him at around thirty-five. Slim. Smelled clean with some hint of chemical alcohol behind the odor. His hand was soft, but his grip was firm. Unlike Parish, he didn’t put the effort into the handshake – he just had powerful hands. I couldn’t recall meeting someone who worked with their hands and didn’t have a single callus.

A familiar look haunted his face. The look of the accused. It’s hard to describe. It’s not terror. It’s not exactly fear – although there would be plenty of that coming down his road. Harry once said being accused of a crime is like having a ghost follow you. You can’t see it. Somehow it remains behind you, or just out of your peripheral vision, but you know it’s there. And it’s always coming for you.

‘Kate and Harry have been looking after us very well,’ said Parish.

‘Well, they’re much better at that than me,’ I said, and took a seat at the end of the table – Harry and Kate on my right, Parish and Jackson on my left.

‘Mr. Jackson has been charged with first-degree murder,’ said Kate. ‘NYPD picked him up two days ago. Mr. Parish—’

‘Please, it’s Al,’ said Parish, brandishing a smile that displayed the bleach job on his teeth that made them look like they would glow in the dark.

‘Al sat in on the police interview and got Mr. Jackson bail,’ said Kate.

‘Bail for murder one is no easy thing,’ I said.

‘It gets easier when you can lay down a two-million-dollar bond,’ said Al, and shot Jackson an admiring look.

Kate continued to bring me up to speed.

‘Victim was a Margaret Blakemore, fifty-nine years old. She lived on the same street as Mr. Jackson. They were neighbors, but they’d never formally met. Mrs. Blakemore was shot dead in her home two weeks ago. Her husband was out of state, solid alibi. The cops ruled him out early. Police did a house-to-house. There was a street party that night and most of the residents were in attendance. The others were all accounted for with alibis. No one heard anything and no one saw anything. Police spoke to Mr. Jackson. On the night of the murder, the rest of the family was away visiting relatives. It was just Mr. Jackson home alone. All night. So no alibi. Things stepped up a gear a couple of days ago. The cops got an anonymous tip that Mr. Jackson was the shooter.’

‘An anonymous tip?’ I asked.

‘They traced the call to a payphone in Midtown. No other information. Whatever was in that tip became enough for a search warrant. Police found a handgun in Mr. Jackson’s home. They took that away for testing together with some clothes. No results have been released, but he’s been charged,’ said Kate with a look.

I knew the look. The cops weren’t going to play their hand just yet. Either they had four aces with forensic evidence linking that gun to the murder or they had Jack high and the murder charge was a bluff to get the press off their backs.

‘I remember hearing about this on the news,’ I said.

Harry nodded, said, ‘First murder in a long time on this part of 74th Street.’

‘Doesn’t the DA live a block away?’ I asked.

Harry nodded.

‘Cops would’ve been under pressure to make an arrest. Could be they’re bluffing. This charge might go away on its own,’ I said.

Soon as I said that, I saw John Jackson’s head roll back on his shoulders, his eyes widened and his mouth opened. Like I had just floated the prospect of taking a boulder the size of a Volkswagen off of his chest.

‘Could that really happen?’ he asked excitedly.

‘This is a murder charge,’ said Harry. ‘Anything is possible.’

Jackson looked at Kate. She nodded, said, ‘Harry and Eddie are right. When something bad happens in a good neighborhood, the NYPD makes arrests and ask questions later. There’s just one thing. Neither Al, nor you, have told us about the gun the police found in your home.’

‘It’s not mine. I don’t own a gun. Never touched one in my life,’ said Jackson. ‘When I was a young resident in Saint Luke’s, I saw what guns can do to people. I must’ve dealt with fifty gunshot wounds. No way in hell I would ever pick up a gun.’

‘John is now a brain surgeon at NYU Hospital,’ said Al.

That explained the hands.

‘So where did the gun come from?’ asked Harry.

It was the question I wanted to ask, but it sounded much better coming from Harry. He had a soft tone that made hard questions land like raindrops on a feather pillow.

‘I have no idea where it came from. All I know is it’s not mine and I have never even seen it before, never mind touched it,’ said Jackson.

‘This is where you come in, Eddie,’ said Al. ‘We have a criminal division in our firm, but as you know, I’m a civil litigator and no one in our team has ever tried a murder case. John here deserves the best, so we came to you. No disrespect, but you’re a small outfit. John would also like you to make use of our considerable resources. With you and your team leading, of course.’

‘And you driving from the back seat?’ I asked.

Al raised his palms, said, ‘No fear of that, I promise. This is your show, and we’ve got the manpower to back your every play – that’s what we bring to the table. Also, we’re going to handle the lawsuit against the city for wrongful arrest. We’re just getting ready to file.’

‘Don’t you think that’s a little too soon?’ asked Kate. ‘We haven’t cleared Mr. Jackson yet.’

‘Never too soon to start a lawsuit,’ said Al, and winked at Kate.

I didn’t like it.

I used to practice alone. I had a partner a long time ago, but that was always destined to fail. In recent years, I’ve loved working with Kate and Harry. She is an incredible lawyer, but more than that, she’s utterly fearless. Harry, well, I just like having him around. He keeps me on the straight and narrow both in and out of the law. And there’s no one alive who knows more about trial law than Harry Ford, one of the first African American senior judges to grace the benches of Manhattan’s courts.

There was one other thing I did like.

John Jackson.

I can usually tell when I see a guilty client. And an innocent one.

‘There’s one question before we go any further,’ I said. ‘Mr. Jackson, John, did you kill Margaret Blakemore?’

The question hit him like a bucket of cold water. That’s the way it is at the beginning. Those who are accused of a crime they didn’t commit, look like they’re drowning. Every accusation is another freezing wave that causes them panic, makes them fight to get to the surface. Until their name is cleared, they spend their lives kicking to get their head above water.

‘I have never killed anyone in my life,’ he said. ‘And I never could.’

Al piped up at this point.

‘Eddie, a week before Margaret Blakemore was killed, this guy spent forty-two hours in the operating theatre taking a tumor the size of an avocado stone out of a fourteen-year-old kid’s brain. He’s a goddamn hero.’

Jackson hung his head, hiding the tears on his face. Fighting down the panic and confusion that overwhelms people in his situation.

I looked at Kate and Harry. They nodded.

We don’t take cases if we don’t believe the client is innocent.

‘Well, John,’ I said, ‘looks like you got yourself some more lawyers. We’ll need to do some digging around the case.’

I turned, glanced through the glass window on the back wall of the conference room. I only saw Denise at her desk.

‘Where’s Bloch?’ I asked.

Kate addressed her answer to the room. ‘Our investigator, Bloch, is currently assisting another private investigator in the search for Dyani Sandoval.’

‘The little girl who was snatched in Saratoga Springs?’ asked Al.

‘Yes, Bloch texted me this morning. She’s been up there all weekend. She thinks they’re close to finding her,’ said Kate.

‘Who is the PI?’ I asked.

‘Our friend, Gabriel Lake, freshly returned from a trip to London. He said he wanted Bloch for a matter of diplomacy.’

‘Diplomacy? Bloch? Our Bloch?’ I asked.

Kate nodded, said, ‘I think his definition of diplomacy is a bit different from ours.’
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Bloch

Bloch had been in upstate New York for three days.

She didn’t like being away from Kate, but right now Dyani Sandoval needed Bloch more than her childhood friend did. Seven days ago, John Sandoval was tending to his horses on his property. His daughter, Dyani, was practicing for the upcoming tryouts for the school cheerleading team about two hundred feet away. He watched her cartwheel and dance in her faded blue jeans. There had never been a school cheerleader of Native American descent on the team before, but John Sandoval just knew his little Dyani was going to make it. She had incredible stamina. The temperature was in the nineties, perspiration had darkened the back of her T-shirt, her dark hair shone with sweat, and still she danced and practiced her cheers. Always moving.

But her movement had brought her further away from the stables, and close to the white picket fence that bordered the road.

John wasn’t concerned when he first saw the white van on the road. He became uneasy as it slowed its approach the closer it got to his fence.

When it stopped and the big man got out of the passenger seat, John was already running for the fence. He watched the man grab Dyani round the waist from behind. Saw him lift her up, her legs kicking in the air. Watched him throw her over the fence like a bag of garbage. Saw him pick her up again, throw her in the back of the van and get in with her. The rear doors closed and the van pulled away at speed as John reached the fence.

This is what he had told the police in the initial report. Amber alerts went up statewide and in neighboring New Hampshire, Connecticut, Massachusetts and Vermont. An unfathomable number of Native American children go missing every year. What made Dyani different was her father. John bred racehorses and he had powerful connections. One friend called another, and called another, and Gabriel Lake was tasked with finding Dyani.

He was a former specialist in the FBI, one of the bright stars of the Behavioral Analysis Unit. Until he was forced to retire early. One of Sandoval’s friends was an ex-Navy Seal who had gone into the security business. He knew about Lake through his connections with former seals who had joined law enforcement.

There was no one better to find Dyani.

Gabriel Lake was the man who hunted monsters.

Right then, at noon on a hot Monday in upstate New York, Lake was hunting for a piece of paper. Bloch drove the Jeep rental she’d picked up at Albany Airport. Lake had taken the bus upstate ahead of time and met Bloch at the airport. He said he preferred riding shotgun with Bloch. It gave him time to think. And time to organize his paperwork.

Lake had a plastic carrier bag on his lap stuffed to the brim with paper – newspaper clippings, pieces of torn maps, notes, police reports, printouts of pictures, napkins filled with scribblings in blue ink and what seemed like hundreds of small Post-It notes that spilled out of the bag like confetti whenever he shoved his hand inside.

‘You find it yet?’ asked Bloch.

‘It’s here. I have a system,’ he said.

‘You have a mess. That’s what you have,’ she said.

‘Don’t bother me when I’m in the system,’ he said.

His right leg bounced up and down on the floor of the Jeep. Maybe it was a nervous thing, or maybe Lake was just one of those guys whose motor was always running.

‘Got it,’ he said, and drew out a napkin.

‘Grady Banks,’ he said, reading the name that had been scrawled there, tearing the fine paper with the pen nib.

‘I’ve heard that name before,’ said Bloch. As well as her private work for Kate and Eddie, Bloch helped out NYPD from time to time with her area of special interest – children who were sex trafficked all over the US. Bloch didn’t have kids, but she had a particular hatred for men who exploited women and children. ‘I didn’t know he operated out here.’

‘His gang is involved in everything else that’s illegal in these parts, may as well be in for human trafficking too. The name of the bar is . . . wait . . .’

‘Can’t you read your own handwriting?’ asked Bloch.

‘The ink has feathered,’ he said, and turned the napkin over in his hands. Held it up to the light from the window. ‘The Twisted Slipper?’

Bloch punched the name into the car’s navigation system.

The predictive program came up with a different name.

‘That’s the one,’ said Lake.

Within forty minutes Bloch pulled into the lot of the Twisted Stripper. A single-story cinderblock building. It was painted gray with a broken neon sign above the double-door entrance. The structure stood alone on a stretch of barren highway.

‘Drive around,’ said Lake.

Bloch did a loop of the perimeter. She knew Lake wanted to get a feel for the size of the place. She checked the odometer on the dash as she drove around, making her own calculations. The lot was almost empty. Some pick-up trucks, Fords mostly, a few Harleys and a single white panel van. Lake noted the registration.

She stopped the car and they got out. Bloch put on her leather jacket over the Magnum slung underneath her left arm. She checked her Doc Marten boots and tied a lace, folded her black jeans over the top of them.

Lake made an attempt to tuck his shirt into his gray pants, pulled on his black suit jacket to hide the Glock he wore on his hip. The jacket had been balled and thrown in the back seat last night. He tried to smooth out the wrinkles. Harry once described Lake as ‘a carefully arranged mess’, and the description stuck with Bloch.
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