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PROLOGUE

Eddie Flynn

The last walk

The best time of your life lasts less than a second.

When you hold your newborn in your arms for the very first time; when you meet the one you know that you will love with your whole heart until the moment you die; when you look around you and realize that everyone you love is happy and well and safe.

It’s a fleeting moment of joy.

The worst times of your life seem to last an age.

Right now, I was having one of those moments.

I’d just woken up in the trunk of a moving car.

My head felt like there was a rusty nail rattling around inside my skull. The cut on the back of my scalp was still bleeding, and I could taste the fumes from the exhaust pipe and hear the rumble of tires on the road and the drone of the engine. I couldn’t see anything, too dark. The only thing in my vision were occasional white stars that penetrated the black, probably the result of the head injury.

My hands weren’t tied. I felt around in my jacket and coat pockets.

No phone. No wallet. No cash. No keys. I put my right hand down, tried to move.

It was too cramped. My feet and legs were tucked up into the corners.

The bed of the trunk felt strange. It wasn’t hard plastic. It wasn’t that rough fiber that lines most trunk beds.

It was thick plastic.

I felt all round the edges of it.

This plastic had been taped to the inside of the trunk, so that I wouldn’t leave any blood, hair, saliva or fibers behind. There would be nothing for forensics to find.

Nothing to prove that this was the car that drove me to my last stop.

Every second in this trunk felt like a hundred years.

This was the moment.

It had been in the mail for a long time.

Some day.

Sometime.

This was always going to happen.

In my life, I’ve hurt a lot of people. Some of those people I loved. Some I hated. It didn’t matter – I always tried to do the right thing, even if it meant killing somebody. I’m a trial lawyer, but I used to be a conman. Some say there’s not a lot of difference between the two jobs.

I felt the car slow and lean left.

We were turning.

No idea how long we’d been on the road.

One thing was for certain, we were no longer on the highway. The suspension now had to work hard, and in the trunk every bump sent a fresh shot of pain through my head. We were on a dirt road, somewhere.

The end was close now.

I’d been in tight spots before.

But not like this.

Not with so many unanswered questions. I had a pretty good idea who had grabbed me off the street, though. My ability to get myself into trouble was kind of a gift. Not that my ex-wife, Christine, saw it that way.

I thought of her, and my daughter, Amy. How would they react when they were told I was missing? Judging by the professional approach of the two guys riding in the front of the car, and it was always two guys in a street grab like this, my body would probably never be found.

It was strange, but right then, that was the thing that pissed me off the most.

My family and my friends not being able to grieve properly. Not knowing where I was, but certain in the knowledge that I was dead. I had known loss and pain, and I’d seen the damage it could do to others – their lives torn to pieces. I didn’t want that. I definitely didn’t want that for my daughter.

Everybody has to go sometime.

And one grave is as cold as the next.

It was the people I would leave behind.

That’s what hurt.

I should have seen this coming sooner.

Sometimes, we are so blinded by what’s right in front of us, that we don’t see the real danger.

The car slowed. The scene that would play out was inevitable.

When the car stopped, the trunk would open. A flashlight would be directed at my face. I would be told to get out and walk. Headed somewhere dark, somewhere quiet. Some deserted patch of old forest, or hillside.

The men would follow me, one of them carrying tools – a shovel and a pick, most likely. The other would have a gun on me. Their flashlights pointed at my back, casting my shadow on the cold ground. And for a while, I would follow my dark shadow.

Then they would tell me to stop. To get on my knees.

To say a prayer.

I will have taken my last walk.

And then I’ll be dead.




FIVE MONTHS EARLIER




THE NIGHT OF THE MURDER

Patrick Vanderpool

As Patrick lay naked in the bed, he gazed at the ceiling fan rotating slowly and wondered why he felt so uneasy.

His fingers lightly touched the scar tissue on his right shoulder. A perfect circle of raised, gnarled, red tissue. When Molly had first seen the scar, she’d asked him if it was from a gunshot. He said it was an old wound, and left it at that. Strangely, he had told his wife the truth. Not all of it, but he’d told her it was a burn.

Even though it had happened a long time ago, the memory of it was still hot in his mind. When he was worried, or anxious, he often found himself rubbing the scar to remind himself that he was a survivor.

No matter what.

His heartbeat was just returning to normal. The young woman who rented this apartment, Molly Green, had taken a robe and left the bedroom. He wasn’t a man who usually enjoyed looking into his lover’s eyes as they caught their breath, or held them close, or kissed them afterwards or whispered sweet things to them in a post coital glow.

But Molly was different. He wanted to feel her next to him. Listen to her heartbeat. Lace his fingers through hers. Smell her hair as she nestled her head against his shoulder. Taste her lips.

And tell her how he felt.

The fan burred as it churned the hot air in the bedroom.

To Patrick, feelings were always complicated, but on those rare occasions when he enjoyed them, he wanted to cherish every moment. When he slept with Molly, Patrick felt like he was making love. That was strange and wonderful.

His father often told him that emotions were weakness. He doubted if his father had ever loved anyone – certainly not any of his wives, and perhaps not even Patrick. When he was a much younger man, he had worried that he would grow up to be just like his father. Ruthless and brilliant, yes, those were qualities that he wanted to emulate. But not the distance and the coldness.

And the cruelty.

Life meant more to him with warmth. Not just from a body beside him, but sharing a connection with a woman that he cared for.

A woman he loved.

But Patrick felt strange. There was no peace. No warmth. Molly wasn’t beside him. She never was. After they made love, she usually left the bed. He hadn’t fully realized this before, but perhaps as his feelings had grown for her it had become more apparent. Now, it stood out. Emotions create vulnerability. His father was right about that.

Now, he had a strong sense that something was wrong.

It wasn’t just his wife Vanessa’s general suspicion of Molly. Vanessa was smart and perceptive. He had hidden his feelings about Molly. He had been careful. Of course, he had dismissed Vanessa’s concerns in order to hide the affair.

Now, he wasn’t so sure.

Perhaps Vanessa had seen something in Molly that he could not.

A clanking sound reverberated throughout the apartment. A noise familiar to all New Yorkers who rented one in an old building with plumbing that sometimes sounded like a marching band playing out of tune. It was the groans of the ancient, cold pipes dealing with a sudden flood of hot water roaring through them.

It wasn’t that annoying sound that made him uneasy – he was sure of that.

And it definitely wasn’t the fact that Molly was much younger than him. That didn’t bother him in the slightest.

Cheating on a spouse had never bothered him before either. He was a rich man, and his father was one of the richest to ever have lived, and with that kind of wealth comes a compromise on morals. His father had cheated on every single wife he’d ever had. When Patrick was a kid, this seemed appalling to him, but now, as an adult, he had inherited much of his old man’s ethical flexibility. At thirty-five years old, and already on his second marriage, Patrick was zero for two on the faithful husband meter.

For his father, it was sex and the thrill of the hunt. His father was considering tying the knot for a seventh time. If he did manage to marry again, even in his advanced age, there was little hope that it would be his last. In fact, it would certainly trigger his father’s interest in another woman almost instantly. It wasn’t love so much as conquest.

Patrick was different. He understood two things.

He was falling in love with Molly.

And he loved his wife.

Perhaps less so now. But he wouldn’t have married her if he didn’t have that connection. It had only been two years. Not even enough time for a callus to develop on the palm beneath the wedding band he wore. Yet, there was love. It wasn’t as hot or as vibrant as he felt toward Molly, but he couldn’t discount it. He still loved Vanessa, and now he also loved Molly.

Those two things could be true at once.

Still, he felt something wasn’t right. Part of his reptilian brain was calling to him. Trying to warn him. It reminded him of those magic-eye pictures he sometimes saw on Facebook. An ordinary glance shows a perfectly normal landscape scene, but if you look closely, or narrow your eyes, or hold the phone at just the right distance, there’s something else in the picture that was previously hidden.

Usually, something sinister.

He sat up, put on his underwear and pants, then his shirt, socks and shoes.

And then it hit him.

Molly. The plumbing.

After they made love, Molly got up right away and went to shower. He racked his brains for an occasion when this hadn’t occurred. He couldn’t think of one. She always showered afterwards.

Always.

She knew he was married. She had met his wife, Vanessa, many times. Molly even worked from his marital home on occasion, when he was planning media strategy for his electoral campaign. Perhaps it was merely a physical manifestation of guilt – Molly had to go and wash away her sin after she had slept with a married man, but when she returned from the shower she was always just as affectionate. There were no other signs of guilt, such as asking him to leave right away, or not being able to meet his eyes.

Something else was off with Molly.

He stared at the window. The drapes were drawn closed. Below them, Molly’s shoes were arranged in a neat row. Two pairs of sneakers, some pumps, some heels of differing heights and a pair of leather Chelsea boots. Something for all weather and most occasions. He opened her wardrobe to reveal her work clothes, mostly blouses and black pants, a few skirts, assorted sweaters and jeans, some sweatpants and leggings.

Her nightstand just had a radio clock on top, and in the single drawer were her contraceptive pills and a bottle of Tylenol. Her phone charger and laptop charger hung from the wall plugs.

There was no personality in this bedroom. No knick-knacks. No photographs. Nothing personal to her life.

He got dressed, listening to the ceiling fan. The constant beat sounded like a clock. A countdown to something.

In the kitchen, he continued to open drawers. Nothing unusual.

Geoff, his campaign manager, probably hired her because she could read and spell, and Geoff wanted to sleep with her. Maybe he should have had her vetted. Patrick wasn’t that interested in politics, really. His father had hired Geoff, and funneled money and donors to him, but Patrick knew none of it was really for his benefit. It was all for his father’s vision of his son.

In the living space, there was a TV and a couch, and a bookshelf filled with paperbacks, their spines hidden so that only a shelf full of yellow and white paper edges faced into the room. What a stupid filing system, thought Patrick. How could you know what books you had, what you wanted to read or even find a book that you knew you already owned? It was for decoration’s sake, and nothing else.

He began to pull the books off the shelf, one by one, checking their covers.

He stopped.

The noise from the plumbing was beginning its death spiral. The water had been shut off. He could hear the drip from the shower head leaking into the tub.

He looked at the book in his hand.

It wasn’t a novel.

It was a journal.

As he opened the journal, he noticed a gym bag tucked behind the bookcase. It was black with a white Nike swoosh on the side.

He began to read the first entry, his heartbeat rising in time with every line he read.

The pages of the journal creased as he gripped it tighter and tighter.

His chest rose and fell.

His heart rate echoed the speed of the bedroom fan, beating quicker and quicker.

His vision blurred and a teardrop spattered the page.

He had only read the first two pages. He knew then he couldn’t read any more.

Too painful.

Patrick moaned softly and wiped his eyes.

Vanessa was right.

The click of the lock on the bathroom door snicked open.

Patrick quickly closed and folded the journal, tucked it into the back of his pants, then rolled his shirt down over it.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Molly.

He didn’t answer. Didn’t want to risk fumbling for a clumsy lie.

‘Is everything alright?’ asked Molly.

She stood in front of him, just a few feet away, toweling her soaking wet hair. Her robe cinched tight at her belly, droplets of water running down her shins and over her toes and into the carpet. A pool rapidly developing around her feet.

‘Everything is just fine,’ said Patrick, his lips drawing into that practiced, winning smile that few women could resist.

He hid the lie behind his eyes, hoping she wouldn’t hear the crackle of pain in his voice.

He gazed at her wily, crooked mouth, her bright thick lips, white teeth, the dimple on her chin when she smiled at him, and her brown eyes, flecked with tiny golden sparkles. Her dark, wet hair dripped onto her shoulders, rivulets of water running down her neck, collecting in the well of her throat, and then tumbling over her chest and down to the floor.

She looked so good. So innocent.

But it was only a look. It was only what she wanted Patrick to see.

Now her lips, her eyes, her beauty, her soft words – it was all a lie.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ she asked.

Patrick said nothing. He merely nodded.

He was definitely not okay.

His tongue was hard against the back of his clenched teeth. He suddenly realized his whole body was as tense as a compressed spring, his breath trapped in his chest, fists clenched. An electric heat spread over him, from his belly up over his neck and down across his back.

In a curious moment, Patrick was suddenly very aware of how he must look. His control was slipping. He had seen the same look on the face of his father, Julian, many times. Usually right before Patrick was beaten, or that one occasion . . .

When his father had slowly put out his cigar on Patrick’s shoulder. The smell, the pain, and the look of satisfaction in his father’s eyes had never left him.

The memory of that scar still burned him, even today. The same scar Molly thought had been a gunshot.

Molly’s gaze never left his as she took a step back, as if she had suddenly found herself face to face with a growling guard dog. He could see the alarm in her beautiful brown eyes. She moved slowly, carefully. Maybe it was instinct, but her hands reached out in front of her as if to placate him. Her chest began to swell and quickly deflate as her breath quickened.

A metallic taste flooded his mouth. His vision seemed to zoom in on Molly, everything else around him blurred.

Something deep and dark inside Patrick had snapped.

Patrick’s life was all about control. That’s what money bought, ultimately. The ability to determine his life in any way that he chose.

He took a step toward her.

In that moment, he knew he no longer had control.

No control over Molly.

No control over his life.

No control of his broken heart.

No control of himself.

Emotions are weakness. And they had overwhelmed him.

Now, there was only pain and anger.

The perfect mix for murder.




THE NIGHT OF THE MURDER

Vanessa Vanderpool

She had been parked in the back of this lot for at least a couple of hours now. She couldn’t risk the heater. The engine coming to life in her Mercedes would automatically turn on the lights, illuminating her face.

She didn’t want anyone to know she was here.

Didn’t want anyone to see the cold tears that had streaked her face.

She pulled down the sun visor, opened the vanity mirror. Instantly, a small light flicked on.

Shit.

The fleeting glance she caught of her reflection was enough to know her tears had ruined her make-up. The mascara had run over her cheeks like warpaint. She flipped the mirror closed and slammed the visor back into the roof.

Shit.

She definitely didn’t want anyone to see her, but least of all the man who exited through the rear emergency door of the building straight ahead. He was maybe a hundred yards away, but the light above the door just caught enough of him to notice that he wore a dark navy suit and thick wool coat, his tie strung loosely around his neck like a scarf. Vanessa thought he looked well in that coat. She had bought it for him for Christmas. A lousy gift for a husband who had everything. He hurried across the lot and Vanessa slunk down into the driver’s seat, fearful that Patrick might catch a glimpse of her in the moonlight, or worse still, maybe he had noticed the light from the vanity mirror.

He glanced in her direction, and she shuffled down further into the driver’s seat. She thought, for just a moment, he might have seen her, but he never broke stride and got into his Mercedes, parked fifty feet to her left beside an old Ford and a brand-new Hyundai. Patrick switched on the engine, then drove out of the lot.

Vanessa replayed the scene in her mind – Patrick striding across the dark parking lot, the look in her direction.

Had he seen her?

She thought not.

She waited.

Sat up straight in the driver’s seat.

And thought about her husband’s tie hanging loose around his neck. When he was getting dressed in a hurry, he would leave their home with his tie loose, slung through his collar, top button open. Just like tonight.

There was no doubting the situation any longer. He was sleeping with Molly.

The affair wasn’t in her imagination. It was real. It was happening.

It was still happening.

She had warned Molly.

Vanessa was only thirty years old, but she had been betrayed many times before. Thinking back on it, each time had been unique. The pain was the only constant. It felt hot, like a burning coal in her stomach. The level of anger varied from partner to partner. For the worst of them, the men who she knew she should never have been with in the first place, the anger was less potent, as if their cheating was an inevitability – just part of who they were. For the better men who had passed through her life, the anger was more profound and targeted inwards toward herself. What had she done to make these men cheat?

Tonight, the pain was a ten-foot-high inferno and the anger was just as white hot.

She had warned Molly to stay away. She had trusted her to do the right thing.

And Molly had betrayed her.

She had to end this, one way or another.

Molly had to leave. She had to disappear out of her life. Out of Patrick’s life. Forever.

And it had to be tonight.

She reached over to the glovebox. Opened it.

Inside was a small red leather Valentino purse. It was expensive, and secret, and the perfect size to snugly hold its contents. No one knew about this purse. Not Patrick, not Molly, not anyone.

She put the purse in her pocket. Felt the weight. It sank deep into her coat.

Tonight could be dangerous. She had learned to recognize those high points of peril. She might need what was in that purse.

She checked her watch, and after a few minutes she got out of the car and made her away across the jagged stones that filled the lot until she reached the steel door.

She pulled the handle on the door, found it open.

Like last night.

She went through the dark hallway, and then up two flights of stairs.

She stood in front of Molly’s apartment door for what felt like a long time, burning in the agony of his lies. Of Molly’s lies.

I warned you.

Those three words echoed in her mind, swirling like smoke from the fire of her anger.

I warned you.

She knocked on the door, waited.

Nothing.

She knocked again, harder this time, but to her surprise the increased force on the door opened it an inch. The door had not been fully closed.

She pushed inside, found the apartment in darkness.

Another few steps, in the dark. An arc of light at her back from the hallway. She didn’t want to put on lights in the apartment.

She took another step and felt her open-toe shoe sink into the carpet and then something cold and wet swill over her toes.

The carpet was wet. But she couldn’t see what was on the floor. Just a dark wet patch.

Maybe water from a leak in the ceiling. Or a spillage.

Or something else.

It was too dark to tell.

She suddenly felt afraid. A creeping dread crawled over her back, making the hairs on her neck stand up.

Even in the faint light, something on the table beside her glinted.

She picked it up, and felt the weight, solid and reassuring. A jewelry box, studded with colored stones.

Vanessa took a breath and went deeper into the dark, the box in her hand.

As she moved, she felt the weight of the red Valentino purse in her coat.

Someone once told her that life can be measured not by what you have gained, but by what you have kept. Most of her life had been loss.

She knew then she couldn’t lose Patrick. Not now.

Not now.

She moved further into the apartment.

Her entire body shook with adrenaline.

I warned you and you betrayed me.

Fear and anger coursed through her like a thousand volts of electricity.

The perfect mix for a murder.




THE NIGHT OF THE MURDER

Sergeant John Hardy

Cops in any major city in the United States quickly grow a thick skin.

Death is a daily companion.

Sergeant John Hardy had seen death in nearly all its guises. Elderly men and women, dead for weeks, rotting in their hallways or in their beds. He could usually give a good estimate of how long the person had been deceased judging by how hard he had to push the front door open. The mail stacked up fast, even in these digital times. Old people still preferred paper. When he had to repeatedly shove the door to push through the three-foot-high pile of mail jamming the door, that was usually a bad sign, normally followed by a smell that would stay on his skin for days.

Car wrecks, gun shots, stabbings, beatings, accidental falls, jumpers, strangulations and those who quietly slipped away on the streets, taken by the city under their cardboard sheets as they slept – the cold, and the loneliness, and the city itself taking her daily quotient of souls. Men and women. And children.

He remembered his first corpse.

A pedestrian mowed down by a bus. He remembered every detail of that young man. The awkward, crooked shape of his back and legs. The look on his dead face. He had a vague recollection of the second body – a stabbing. He remembered the utter stillness of the stairwell and the blood that had run down over the steps like a macabre waterfall. He didn’t remember many after that.

And there had been many. His resistance to the visceral finality and violence of death had only increased with every passing day and every dead body.

The rookies who had called for his assistance that night hadn’t built up their resistance yet. Garcia and Coates were eighteen months on the job. They shouldn’t really be working together, but three cops had called in sick for the shift and it was better than sending them both out alone. One less patrol car, but probably safer for both of them.

He parked behind that patrol car, in front of the apartment building, and got out of the vehicle. The city never sleeps. Even now, the first thing he heard was the rumble from a generator across the street, powering lights and machines run by the five-man road-maintenance crew. They had a dumper truck full of hot tarmac, and were filling in potholes. Road crews in Manhattan tended to do emergency work during the day, and maintenance during the night, to minimize traffic disruption. This was no comfort to the locals, who had to listen to diesel generators in the middle of the night.

As he reached the second floor of the apartment building, Sergeant Hardy noticed he was a little out of breath. He needed to get back in the gym. Warming his ass behind a desk wasn’t good for his health, but he had gone up a couple of paygrades. His wife was happier, but he sometimes missed the buzz of being a cop in New York City.

Coates and Garcia stood toward the end of the hallway, outside an apartment, hands on their belts. The older of the two, Coates, had his back to the wall facing an open door, his pale face dripping in sweat. Garcia, shorter and smarter, was making notes on the memo app to record key information: a cop’s greatest weapon is not their gun, or their pepper spray, it’s their notes. They had moved on from physical notebooks to an app, and those notes put away more perps than anything else.

‘Sarge,’ said Garcia, nodding.

Coates glanced toward the door, covered his mouth with the back of his wrist and then looked away.

‘You got all your notes down?’ asked Hardy.

‘Every detail,’ said Garcia. ‘We arrived at the property at four forty-one. Spoke to the complainant Alison Karim at four forty-six. That’s her apartment up the hall there. She asked what the hell was the point in having a police department if we didn’t respond to calls. I told her it was a busy night, and her call had been logged as a noise complaint. We’d woken her up, and she was pretty pissed. She also said it wasn’t really a noise complaint – she was worried about her neighbor, a Molly Green. Said she’d heard banging and a commotion. She didn’t call on Molly, as she was too afraid. She called us instead.’

‘You got no answer when you knocked the door, you called the building supervisor who didn’t pick up, you were concerned for the occupant’s safety so you forced entry,’ said Hardy, looking at the broken frame on the open apartment door in front of him. He said it as a statement, rather than a question, to make sure that if Coates and Garcia hadn’t followed the exact protocol, they at least knew now what to record in their reports.

‘Correct,’ said Garcia.

‘Who was first in?’ asked Hardy.

Coates held his hand up.

‘You alright?’

‘Not great, Sarge,’ said Coates.

‘Go get some fresh air, and don’t worry about it. The locker room will bust your balls for a while, but everybody’s been there. You’ll toughen up.’

Taking a deep breath, Coates thanked his sergeant and made his way down the hall to the stairwell. Hardy stepped into the apartment. Garcia, coming behind him, flicked on his flashlight and shone it inside.

The light fell over a shape on the floor.

Hardy froze.

Sometimes, it doesn’t matter what you have seen. There are images that will burn themselves into your mind no matter how toughened it has become.

There’s death.

And then there’s the violence of murder.

And then there’s this.

‘My God, turn off the flashlight . . .’ said Hardy.

‘Sarge?’

‘Turn it off!’ he said, spinning and barreling into Garcia, fighting to get out of the apartment, into the hallway.

Hardy didn’t make it outside. He lost his dinner on the stairs.

Leaning against the rail, he caught his breath, heard footsteps coming up the stairs toward him.

‘You okay, Sarge?’ asked Coates.

‘No, I’m not. Are you?’

‘I don’t think I’m going to be okay for a while,’ said Coates.

‘Call homicide. Tell them this is a bad one.’




1

Eddie

Everything changes.

Seasons, global politics, TV shows, sneakers and ice-cream flavors.

Nothing is set.

My father was a con artist who passed the profession on to me. Laws existed, but they only mattered if you got caught. These days, that doesn’t matter so much any more. I moved from hustling insurance companies from the back streets to suing them in the courts. A lawyer is a natural progression from the con game. Those two careers share a lot of common elements – same skill set, similar hours and, at least in my case, either profession was likely to get me killed. Maybe that last part says more about me than anything else.

Laws are supposed to apply to everyone, equally.

But no one believes that any more. I never bought it in the first place.

I’m a New York trial attorney and that gives me a bird’s-eye view of the sewer. Mostly I practice criminal law, but occasionally I step over to the dark side of civil law, where the real hustlers work.

I sat in court, waiting for the judge to begin a three-day civil case for harassment and false arrest against the NYPD. My client, Errol Jackson, sat beside me in a new suit. It was charcoal gray, and it still had the brand label sewn onto the outside of the right cuff. I didn’t know if this was supposed to be a not-so-subtle hint to the jury that Errol had bought a new suit to make a good impression, or, more likely, Errol would take the suit back to the store for a refund after his case was over. His dreadlocks were neat and perfumed, he was freshly shaven and he’d even polished his ten-dollar fake-leather wingtip shoes from Marshalls.

I’d represented him twice before, both times for low-level crime. A year ago, Errol got caught shoplifting a box of baby formula from a CVS, and six months later he was arrested for an alleged assault on his boss – a restaurant manager who had decided to take all of Errol’s waiting tips because he was four minutes late to start his shift. Errol denied hitting the guy, who was uninjured, but he admitted to a heated confrontation. Considering this was an all-night restaurant that served hamburgers, waffles and pancakes to drunk people, a heated confrontation was not the worst thing in the world. Before Errol finished his shift, he routinely had to wash the blood off the restaurant floor.

He was a young man with a family, just trying to make enough to keep a roof over their head and food on the table. His older brother, Maurice, was a different story. He’d fallen in with a gang and got busted regularly. He was currently serving a dime for armed robbery. As well as bringing shame on his family, Maurice also brought a lot of police attention down on them too. When Maurice was put away, that attention shifted to his brother, Errol. Patrolman Fabio Gennaro developed a particular interest. Maurice had assaulted him during one arrest, and Gennaro had taken it personally. Now, the whole Jackson family were on Gennaro’s shit list.

If NYPD got a report of somebody dropping a piece of litter in that neighborhood, Gennaro would use it as an excuse to kick down Errol’s front door. This culminated in an arrest a few months ago when a warehouse was raided ten blocks from Errol’s home. Seventy-five flatscreen TVs and ten washer-dryers were taken in that raid, and the nightwatchman, who had been tied up during the heist, got a pretty good look at one of the perps who had trashed the security footage before they left. The nightwatchman gave a description of one of the perps to officer Gennaro, and sure enough Errol’s home got searched and he was arrested. They found nothing linking him to the raid, and I got the charges dropped when I tracked down the nightwatchman and found out the description he’d given to Gennaro didn’t match Errol.

That was the starting point for today’s court proceedings – a harassment suit and a false-arrest claim against NYPD.

In truth, this is rarely a good idea. Pissing off the police doesn’t normally work out well. It just so happens that as a criminal defense attorney it was part of my job to piss off the cops. This explains some of the trouble I’d had in my life. There was good sense in backing away from a fight with the NYPD, even if you already had a target on your back, because if anything that target was just going to get bigger, unless you win.

And win big.

In order to win a case against the NYPD, or any other law-enforcement agency, you have to prove that the police lied. This is a high bar to clear. How do you convince anybody that your client, the guy with the rap sheet, is the person telling the truth and the decorated public servant is lying?

Most of the time you don’t clear that bar.

Better to settle.

My opponent in this case, representing the city, was Paul Shilton, a career lawyer in a dull suit who took pleasure in denying claims. In Errol Jackson’s civil case, Shilton had one piece of evidence that was crucial to his defense – Patrolman Gennaro’s police notebook.

The most important tool for every serving police officer in the US is their notebook. They are trained to use it at every call-out. They make notes in real time about interactions with suspects, witnesses, time of arrival at call-outs, scene descriptions – everything. It’s much more than an aide-memoir or a diary. Used properly, the notebook becomes a living record, almost like a separate eyewitness providing corroborating evidence. Realizing the persuasive power of this tool, cops regularly abuse it, sometimes leaving blank spaces in the pages so they can fill in a more favorable version of events later. This is a disciplinary offense that could cost them their jobs, but who’s going to find out? Recognizing the potential for abuse of the memo book, a few years ago NYPD developed an app that replaced the leatherbound notebooks so that there was a real time digital record that could not be altered.

But guess what? For the shadier police officers, sometimes the app wasn’t working, or they couldn’t get a signal, so they reverted to their paper notebooks as a back-up. That way, they could tailor the evidence to suit the person they wanted to arrest and fill in the details later.

In Errol’s case, the nightwatchman told me he described a forty-year-old African American with short hair and a facial tattoo to Officer Gennaro. That description didn’t fit the mid-twenties Errol, who didn’t have tattoos and had very real dreads.

This was what I wanted to discuss with the city’s defense lawyer, Shilton. So far, he’d refused all invitations to settlement discussions. I wanted to make one last effort. Before the judge came in.

As I got up, I patted the tall pile of law books I’d arranged on the left side of the defense table and approached Shilton. He was a young guy with a long career screwing people over ahead of him. He stood, with a sour look on his plain face. Tall, slim and pale, I formed the impression he spent his evenings laughing at TikTok videos of law enforcement officers beating up members of the public.

‘You don’t want to try this case – trust me. We can settle now on favorable terms for everyone. Twenty-five grand in damages for Errol, no admission of liability and we seal the agreement so there’s no bad publicity for the city. Oh, and one more thing: Gennaro has to lay off Errol. I want the cops to leave him and his family alone.’

Shilton’s voice was high and shrill, as if he’d skipped puberty. ‘You’re out of your mind, Flynn. I know you’ve got the nightwatchman waiting outside to testify, but you’re forgetting he was held at gunpoint for four hours, he was coming off a fourteen-hour shift and he was too damn tired and traumatized to remember what he told the cops. Gennaro has his notebook entry that corroborates his recollection of the nightwatchman’s description of the perp, and of course that description matched your client. Did the nightwatchman write down the description he gave to officer Gennaro? No. If he didn’t write it down that night, it didn’t happen.’

‘Gennaro altered the description in his notebook to match Errol after he arrested him. We all know what happened after that. He went back to the nightwatchman, said he’d found the robber, a real nasty guy who had to be taken off the streets, and showed the nightwatchman Errol’s picture. But what Gennaro didn’t envisage was the nightwatchman being a stand-up guy and resisting the pressure Gennaro put on him to identify Errol. Look, twenty-five grand won’t break the city’s bank just . . .’

‘Did the nightwatchman write down, at the time, the description he gave to Gennaro? No. I already told you, if he didn’t write it down it didn’t happen. There’s no way to beat that argument in court.’

‘I won’t have to,’ I said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean I won’t have to make any arguments. I don’t need to give an opening statement to the jury, I don’t even have to ask a single question. I’m going to win this case without saying a goddamn word. I’ve got the law on my side,’ I said, and pointed at the tall stack of law books.

‘Good luck with that,’ said Shilton.

I went back to the defense table, sat beside Errol. He had turned around in his seat to talk to his family. His wife, Shavawn, and his grandma, who had simply been introduced to me as ‘Grandma’, like she was everyone’s grandma, sat behind the defense table in the gallery.

Errol looked worried. Grandma gave his hand a reassuring squeeze.

At that moment the judge came into court, we all stood to greet her and then she ushered in the jury as we settled back in our seats.

I opened a page of discovery in the case. A photocopy of Gennaro’s notebook. Of course, the app hadn’t been working, so he reverted to hard copy. The handwriting was neat and unhurried.

The page number of the notebook on the bottom left-hand corner said 59 in bold letters. I’d issued a subpoena for the real notebook to be brought to court. I didn’t have the right to examine it, just for it to be produced in court. Shilton had sent me a copy of the entry relevant to Errol’s case – page 59. I wasn’t entitled to look at anything else in that notebook because it would contain notes on other police calls.

This was a dilemma that the law couldn’t get around. I had a good idea how Gennaro made the false entry recording Errol’s description instead of the real description given by the nightwatchman, but I couldn’t prove it without the notebook.

But I wasn’t entitled to see it, by law.

Shilton rose and made his opening statement to the jury, telling them that if they believed Officer Gennaro, and his contemporaneous note of the description given by the nightwatchman, then this amounted to lawful probable cause for the arrest. He called Patrolman Gennaro to the stand.

The rear doors of the courtroom opened, and a policeman in uniform entered. Gennaro was smaller than Shilton, and much rounder. He was one of those guys who looked like a human bulldog. A ball of muscle and fat, with no neck and a red complexion.

His notebook was clutched tightly in his meaty left hand.

To get to the witness stand, Gennaro had to walk down the central aisle that divided the public seating, go through the pinewood gate that separated the lawyers from the public and then pass between the defense and prosecution tables.

As Gennaro passed by, I leaned back in my chair, stretched out my legs.

My left ankle caught Gennaro’s right foot, and he reached out his hands to save himself as he went down, face first.

‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry,’ I said as I leapt to my feet, maybe too fast, and as I dashed to help Gennaro, I knocked over the fifteen or so law books I had piled on my table.

The heavy books clattered to the floor around Gennaro. I grabbed his left arm, helped him to his feet.

He had turned a brighter red, with embarrassment.

‘Are you okay? God, I’m so sorry,’ I said.

‘Fine,’ he said, shrugging off my helping hand. He bent down and picked up the notebook from the floor, and then took the stand and the witness oath while I retrieved my books and put them on the defense table.

Shilton took a second to let Gennaro get settled in the witness stand, then began.

‘The jury are well aware of the issues in this trial. It is our case that you recorded a description from the nightwatchman, and that description matched the defendant. Let’s get straight to the heart of this matter. Do you have your original contemporaneous note of the description provided to you at the scene of the burglary by the nightwatchman?’

‘I do. It’s in my memo book,’ said Gennaro, holding the leatherbound book aloft.

‘Just for the record, you didn’t record this in the digital app?’ asked Shilton.

‘There was no signal at my location. I keep a standard-issue police notebook in my patrol vehicle in case that happens, and I used that.’

‘And there was no bodycam footage of this conversation?’

‘Not usually, not when I am talking to witnesses. I turned on the bodycam when I arrested the plaintiff, Errol Jackson.’

‘With the court’s permission, please, take your time, and find the relevant entry in your notebook, then read it aloud.’

‘Of course, just a second, and I’ll find it.’

Gennaro opened his notebook.

The surprise and confusion registered on his face.

I knew what he was looking at. The first page. Something written there that he didn’t expect to find. In black marker. Capitals.

DON’T REACT.

I CAN GET YOU OUT OF THIS.

KEEP TURNING THE PAGES.

Gennaro flipped the page.

LOOK UP.

As his head came up, I gave him my best smile.

Then winked and nodded toward the book in front of him.

Gennaro flipped the page.

I’VE GOT YOUR ORIGINAL NOTEBOOK.

When he looked up at me again, he was just in time to see me holding my cell phone over his original notebook, right in front of me on the defense table. After I’d tripped Gennaro, then spilled a pile of books on the floor, I’d switched his notebook for the one he was now reading. I had his notebook open to the page of notes he’d later made. I noticed the tiny scraps of torn paper edges, at the center fold of the notebook. The pages of the book went from 57 to 59. The original description given by the nightwatchman was no doubt on that missing page. I snapped a photo with my cell phone.

Officer Gennaro’s rosy pallor suddenly began to fade into a fearful white as he flipped to the next page.

JURIES DON’T LIKE COINCIDENCES.

THE NYPD LIVE LOG APP WASN’T WORKING . . .

YOUR BODYCAM WASN’T ON . . .

Next page . . .

A PAGE HAS BEEN RIPPED OUT OF YOUR NOTEBOOK?

Gennaro flipped to the next page.

TELL SHILTON YOU’VE BROUGHT THE WRONG MEMO BOOK.

On the next page.

SETTLE AND LEAVE HIM AND HIS FAMILY ALONE.

YOU’LL GET THE BOOK BACK AFTER.

He closed the notebook, glared at me, his eyes bugging out of his big round head. It took a few moments for Gennaro to gather himself enough to start thinking. But it didn’t take him long.

‘Your Honor,’ said Gennaro, addressing the judge, ‘I’m so sorry, but I think I’ve brought the wrong notebook. Could I have some time to go find the correct one?’

The judge rolled her eyes, said, ‘Let’s adjourn for fifteen minutes. Mr. Shilton, by then I want an update on how long it’s going to take for Officer Gennaro to get his original notebook and bring it to this court. Shouldn’t take more than an hour, but I want a firm timeline when we come back.’

With that, the judge stood, and Gennaro almost ran out of the witness stand and grabbed Shilton, taking him to a corner of the courtroom for a hushed and anxious conversation.

‘What’s happening, Eddie?’ asked Errol.

I could only see Shilton’s back, but the way he hung his head, and then slumped his shoulders told me all I needed to know.

‘Looks like justice is happening, Errol.’

Gennaro shook his head, his blood pressure now getting the best of his fear as he turned lobster red and then stormed out of court, Shilton calling after him.

Shilton gestured that we should talk. I took Gennaro’s notebook and put it in my jacket pocket, and joined Shilton.

‘Problem with your star witness?’ I asked.

‘Look, we’ve been thinking. We’re going to take your offer, Flynn. Settled at twenty-five grand, no admission of liability. Settlement agreement to be sealed.’

‘I told you I would win this case without saying a word in court, didn’t I? Look, I can see you’ve got a problem with Gennaro. I’ll agree no admission, and to sealing the agreement. But my offer of settlement was fifty thousand dollars, Shilton, not twenty-five.’

‘What? You told me, not ten minutes ago, you would take twenty-five.’

‘You need to get your hearing checked. I said fifty.’

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘Did you write down my offer settlement in your notes?’

Now it was Shilton’s turn to change his complexion. His neck flushed red.

‘No,’ he said.

‘What did you tell me? If it wasn’t written down at the time it didn’t happen? Fifty. Take it or leave it. And make sure Gennaro leaves Errol and his family alone.’

Shilton stared at the ground. He was out of moves.

‘I’ll take it. Jesus, you’re not a lawyer. You’re a goddamn con artist, Flynn.’

‘Believe it or not, I take that as a compliment.’

Errol’s grandma damn near crushed my ribcage as she took me in a bearhug. I didn’t mind. I was too busy watching Errol and his wife as the dollar signs rolled around in their eyeballs.

Sometimes I really like this job.

My cell phone buzzed, a reminder for an appointment at a white-shoe law firm on Wall Street.

Right then, I got a feeling that my day was about to go downhill rapidly.




2

Eddie

The offices of Buchanan and Duff, attorneys at law, occupied three floors of a skyscraper on Wall Street and even the kid in the back room working the photocopier wore a better suit than me.

I was in a conference room, alone, my hands on a walnut table and a hot cup of coffee in a stainless-steel mug in front of me. It had been poured from a steel coffee pot by an assistant wearing a gold Rolex, before he left me on my own to go fetch the principals I was about to meet. This wasn’t my first experience with the behemoth law firms that occupy this town. I wasn’t impressed and I wasn’t intimidated, despite their best efforts. I knew how to win a trial, and I was damn good at what I did, but I wasn’t in their league. In many ways, I wasn’t even in the same sport. The floor below them was occupied by an oil company. The business that sat below my office in Tribeca was a tattoo parlor. I was pretty sure that was a Picasso on the wall of the conference room. I didn’t have artwork in the office; I was lucky the walls were painted. The only thing that passed for art in my firm was a framed print of four bulldogs playing pool that hung in Harry Ford’s office. He was a former judge, my best friend and a consultant with my firm. He knew his way around the law better than anyone in this building. The difference was Harry billed out to clients at a hundred dollars an hour. In this firm, the janitor probably made more than that.

I wasn’t in Kansas any more.

The door opened and two men entered the room.

One was tall and broad, wearing a blue double-breasted pinstripe suit, and a pink shirt and pink tie. He had a head of thick, curly red hair, swept back over his scalp with either gel, wax or motor oil. Whatever it was, it glistened as he passed underneath the recessed ceiling lights. He walked in with his meaty hand extended in a greeting. I took it, and we shook hands.

‘Glad to meet you, Eddie. I’ve heard a lot about you.’

‘Don’t believe everything you hear,’ I said.

He threw his big red head back on his shoulders and his belly shook with laughter. It was at this point I noticed his companion: a small man who appeared to be wearing the same suit. Blue pinstripe, but with a white shirt and pink, tile-patterned necktie. In contrast to his big friend, this man was pale and thin. There was a mousy aspect to his features – pointed nose, pinhead eyeballs recessed so far into his skull that they looked like they were afraid of everything they saw, and pale lips drawn back over sharp little teeth. I checked his shoes, and saw the lifts in his heels.

‘I’m Rex Buchanan,’ said the big man. ‘This is Ronald Duff.’

Duff stepped forward and nodded. No handshake. No greeting.

I nodded back.

‘Take a seat,’ said Buchanan, and sat down opposite me. Duff pulled out a seat at the head of the table, to my left. As he did so, I noticed there was an extra five inches of padding on the seat of that chair, to make sure Duff got close to eye level with the larger men he sat with at this table. It was a small detail, but it told me a lot. This seat was especially made for him. He didn’t want the indignity of sitting on a cushion, yet the impression of power he wanted to portray was too important to him to be compromised by his diminutive stature.

‘Thanks for coming in, Eddie. I explained on the phone we have a client that we care about very much, but we can’t be on the record for them right now. We want you to come on board and work with us on this. It shouldn’t be anything more than handholding and advice.’

Lawyers hold on to their most important clients like they’re made of gold. It takes a lot to even think about bringing in another lawyer to represent them. It was only done when professional ethics demanded it.

‘I appreciate the call. Who is the client?’

‘Vanessa Vanderpool,’ said Buchanan with some flair, like that name should mean something to me.

I nodded, tried to remember who the hell she was. I’d heard or read the name before, but right then I couldn’t place it.

‘Sorry, you’ll need to remind me . . .’

‘She’s married to Patrick Vanderpool, Julian’s son,’ said Buchanan.

Julian Vanderpool was a name that most people knew. He was a newspaper man who got rich in the seventies trading stocks, and used that windfall to buy up more newspapers, then started his own television network in the eighties. Subsequent ventures included publishing companies and maybe thirty radio stations. In the last twenty years, most of his money has come through his news entertainment channel. It wasn’t really a news channel, because it favored whatever politicians or political parties happened to favor Julian Vanderpool. The fact that Buchanan called him by his first name indicated a long-standing relationship. Julian Vanderpool had been sued more times than any human being alive, largely because of the way his newspapers and TV networks went about covering celebrities and politicians. Journalistic integrity wasn’t high on the agenda. Despite the lawsuits, the divorces, the mergers, the scandals and the pressure traditional media was under from social media and new technology, Julian Vanderpool remained one of the richest people in the world. That meant he had power. Presidents listened to him. Tech moguls still feared him. And his son, Patrick, would one day inherit his empire.

‘So what’s the problem with Vanessa? Why do you need me?’ I asked.

‘It’s a long story. Tragic, really. As you may know, Patrick is running for governor, and last week one of his campaign staff was murdered in her home. A young woman named Molly Green. The police have questioned everyone on the campaign, including Vanessa and Patrick, and some allegations unrelated to the murder have emerged.’

‘What kind of allegations?’

The little guy, Duff, removed a folded document from his suit jacket along with a pen, and placed them in front of me. It was the first time he’d moved for a minute or two. I’d almost forgotten he was there.

I unfolded the document and checked it over. It was a non-disclosure agreement. Everything that I heard in this room was under client confidentiality. Standard practice.

I signed it. Passed it back. Duff took it without a word, leaned forward, his face just inches from the page, to make sure I’d signed and dated correctly. He turned toward Buchanan and something passed between them, silently. Buchanan continued.

‘Thank you for this. Yes, unrelated allegations. It seems there is a spurious lie going around that Patrick was having an affair with Molly. It’s nonsense, and he denies it, but the NYPD are on this like flies. It’s the only lead they have and they’re sniffing around the couple, trying to dig up whatever dirt they can to make a case.’

‘Are they trying to say she was murdered by Patrick Vanderpool?’

‘We don’t know yet, maybe. Obviously, it’s total bullshit. Vanessa is standing by her husband one hundred per cent. The problem we face is more delicate. We don’t want to be in a position of a potential conflict of interest in relation to his wife, Vanessa.’

‘And you can’t tell me what that potential conflict might be, because then I would know and I wouldn’t be able to represent Vanessa either?’

‘We counseled Vanessa and sat with her while she was questioned by the homicide detectives, but we’re in a potentially uncomfortable position.’

‘So Patrick was having an affair?’ I asked.

‘Just take it from us, we don’t want to compromise Vanessa or Patrick. We’ve debated this point a few times, and we’ve decided it would be cleaner, and in Vanessa’s best interests, if she were separately represented. In case the police have more questions . . .’

‘You mean in case the police ask Vanessa if she knew her husband was having an affair with the victim?’

‘Patrick has denied the affair to the police. That brings us to you, Eddie.’

Not exactly an answer to my question. Buchanan was choosing his words carefully.

I leaned forward, said, ‘Rex, there’s about fifty law firms in this city with the necessary criminal experience, some with hundreds of lawyers and almost infinite resources. I’m not one of those firms, to put it mildly. Why’d you come to me?’

‘Don’t sell yourself short, Eddie. We’ve been watching your cases. We know how good you are. As you can imagine, we want nothing but the best for Vanessa. We want to make sure she has the finest representation, and of course we’ll make sure you have all the resources you need.’

Bullshit.

At least most of it. I’d made a reputation for winning tough, high-profile cases, sure. I know my way around a courtroom. But I’m small time. They wanted me because they thought they could control me and more importantly, control the narrative coming from Vanessa.

‘Did she or Patrick have anything to do with this murder?’

‘Asked and answered, Eddie. They’re both clean. We don’t know who the hell murdered Molly Green in that apartment. Could have been an ex-boyfriend, a freak she met on the street or Hannibal Lecter. We have no clue. But the one thing we do know is Patrick and Vanessa had nothing to do with it. Now, compensation—’

‘How do you know she didn’t do it?’

He paused, looked at me. Then said, ‘We know, okay?’

‘Have you asked her?’

‘What are you, a criminal lawyer or a priest?’ said Buchanan, laughing.

‘I’m not much of either,’ I said, ‘but I can usually spot a liar from fifty feet away. It will be a condition on whether I take on her case, that I’m satisfied she’s innocent. Otherwise, no deal.’

Buchanan glanced to his right, to the silent, stone-faced little man in the pinstripe suit sitting on his booster chair.

He nodded.

‘That’s fine with us,’ said Buchanan. ‘Now, as I was saying, compensation. A thousand dollars an hour, plus expenses sound fair to you?’

‘Let’s say fifteen hundred an hour, and I don’t need any of your people or resources, no offense.’

‘Fifteen hundred is fine, but . . . we would really like Vanessa to have a familiar face with you on this one, a consultant, not directly employed by the firm. Someone to help steady the ship, plus half a dozen assistants. They’ll all be officially working with you on secondment from the firm.’

‘One lawyer only. I don’t have a lot of office space.’

‘Deal. I’ll set up a meeting with Vanessa for later today.’

‘What can you tell me about Molly Green’s murder?’

‘I’ll give you a copy of our case file. We don’t have much, got the coroner’s report—’

‘How’d you get a hold of that?’

‘Can’t say. We have contacts, Eddie. It just happened to come to us.’

‘What was the cause of the death?’ I asked.

Buchanan and Duff exchanged looks again.

‘Inconclusive. There was only a probable COD, subject to further investigation,’ said Buchanan.

‘Come on. I’ll read the damn report. Just spit it out,’ I said.

‘Probable cause of Molly Green’s death was decapitation,’ said Buchanan.

‘Jesus, why is that only a probable cause?’

‘Because a full examination was not possible?’ said Buchanan.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

When Duff spoke, he startled me. He had been quiet this whole time. And his voice was dry and cracked, as if it had come through the trunk of a dead tree instead of a throat.

‘A full examination of the body wasn’t possible because her head is still missing,’ he said.


ops/images/Headline_logo.jpg





ops/images/x1.jpg





ops/images/insta.jpg





ops/images/9781035408337_FC.jpg
THE MULTI MILLION COPY BESTSELLER

STEVE
CAVANAGH

ONE OF US
S CGLILLLY

A PERFECT COUPLE.
BUT ONE OF THEM IS A KILLER.

‘This guy is the real deal’
LEE CHILD





ops/images/facebook.jpg





