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            This is dedicated to my former colleagues at The Star-Ledger and The Washington Post, who nurtured me as a young writer; and to all the journalists across the world who have the courage to find and tell the truth.
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         This is a work of fiction.

         However.

         It is inspired—and loosely informed—by the real-life case of Wachovia Bank. Between 2004 and 2007, the bank failed to apply proper money-laundering controls to at least 378 billion dollars’ worth of transfers to and from Mexican casas de cambio, currency exchange houses.

         In doing so, Wachovia created what federal authorities later described as an open channel between Mexican drug cartels and the US banking system. Wachovia, which has since been acquired by Wells Fargo, collected billions of dollars in fees for this service.

         It is unknown what portion of the casas de cambio money was legitimate and what was illicit drug profits. The US Drug Enforcement Administration only discovered the arrangement by following the paper trail relating to the Sinaloa drug cartel’s purchase of a DC-9 plane that had been seized in Mexico, laden with cocaine. Wachovia eventually paid 160 million dollars to settle a federal investigation into what was then the largest violation of the US Bank Secrecy Act ever uncovered.

         As significant as the fine was, it was only a fraction of what Wachovia made off its casas de cambio business. Then there is the larger context: the so-called war on drugs, which the United States has waged since the 1970s.

         Largely because of this war, a country founded on principles of freedom and democracy now incarcerates its citizens at a higher rate than Russia and China combined. The vast majority of those offenses are petty, street-level crimes that are, monetarily, many orders of magnitude less than the one committed by Wachovia.

         And yet no Wachovia executive faced criminal charges, nor served a single day in prison.

         That’s why this is a work of fiction.

         Because who could believe something so preposterous?

      

   


   
      
         

            ACT ONE

         

         
            Gotta find my corner of the sky.

            —Pippin, from Pippin

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

         

         They confronted him shortly after dark, maybe thirty feet from the safety of his car.

         Kris Langetieg—husband, father, affable redhead—had just emerged from a school-board meeting. He was walking head down alongside the lightly trafficked side street where he had parked, eager to get home to his family, distracted enough that he didn’t notice the two men until they were already bracketing him on the narrow sidewalk. One in front, one behind.

         Langetieg recognized them immediately. The guys from the cartel. His loafers skidded on a fine layer of West Virginia grit as he came to a halt. A thin summer sweat covered his upper lip.

         “Hello again,” one of them said.

         The one in front. The one with the gun.

         “What do you want?” Langetieg asked, sweat now popping on his brow. “I already told you no.”

         “Exactly,” the other one said.

         The one behind. The one closing fast.

         Langetieg braced himself. He was a big man. Big and soft. Panic seized him.

         A man in front. A man behind. A fence to his right. A truck to his left. All the cardinal points blocked, and his car might as well have been in Ohio. Still, if he could get his legs under him, if he could get his arms up, if he could get some breath in his lungs …

         Then the current entered him: twelve hundred volts of brain-jarring juice, delivered through the wispy tendrils of a police-grade Taser. Langetieg dropped to the ground, his muscles locked in contraction.

         The doors of a nearby panel van opened and two more men emerged. Both were Mexican and built like wrestlers, low to the ground and practical. They picked up Langetieg’s helpless bulk and dumped it in the back of the van.

         As the van got under way, the wrestlers blindfolded him, bound his wrists and ankles, and stuffed his mouth with a dish towel, securing it in place with another binding. Each task was accomplished with the ruthless efficiency of men who had done this before.

         Langetieg’s only sustaining hope was that someone saw what had happened; someone who might even recognize that an assistant US attorney for the Northern District of West Virginia was being taken against his will.

         He strained to listen for the blare of sirens, the thump of helicopter rotors, some reassuring sound to tell him his captors hadn’t gotten away clean.

         But it was a hot summer evening, the kind of night when folks in Martinsburg, West Virginia, were still inside, savoring their air-conditioning. So there was nothing. Just the hum of tires on asphalt, the whoosh of air around molded steel, the churn of pistons taking him farther from any chance of rescue.

         For twenty-five minutes, they drove. The ropes bit his skin. The blindfold pressed his eyes. A small corner of the dish towel worked its way farther back in his throat, nauseating him. He willed himself not to puke. He already couldn’t breathe through his mouth; if the vomit plugged his nose, he’d suffocate.

         Lying on the floor of the van, he felt every bounce, jolt, and jerk of the vehicle’s suspension. He could guess where they were traveling, albeit only in vague terms: first city streets, then highway, then country roads.

         Soon the ride got rougher. The relative hush of the asphalt was replaced by the cacophony of gravel, of tires crunching on small stones, spinning them up to ping off the underside of the vehicle. Next came dirt, which was bumpier than gravel or asphalt, but quieter. The loudest sound was the occasional brushing of weeds against the chassis.

         Finally, they stopped. When the doors swung open, Langetieg smelled pine. The wrestlers grabbed him again. No longer paralyzed, Langetieg bucked and thrashed, howling into his muzzle like the wounded animal he was.

         It didn’t accomplish much.

         “You want to get tased again, homie?” one of the men asked in Spanish-accented English.

         Langetieg sagged. They carried him twenty more feet, then up a small set of steps. He was inside now. The pine scent vanished. Mildew and black mold replaced it.

         He was untied one limb at a time, then just as quickly retied, this time to a chair.

         Only then did they remove the blindfold. The lead cartel guy stood in front of him, holding a knife.

         The gag came off next.

         “Wait, wait,” Langetieg said the moment his mouth was free. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll do—”

         “Sorry,” the man said. “Too late.”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

         

         I went to the theater that day telling myself this was it.

         The last rush from hearing the seats fill up before the show. The last time striding out into the lights and losing myself in a character. The last opportunity to romance an audience.

         I had been doing this, at venues both grand and grim, since I was seven years old. It had been a good run. No, a great one: probably better than ninety-nine point nine percent of people who had ever entertained the conceit that they could entertain; certainly better than an undersize, plain-looking, lower-middle-class kid from Hackensack, New Jersey, had a right to hope for.

         But it is the one immortal truth of both life and theater that all runs come an end. Usually before the actor wants them to. Whereas I had once been prized for my precocity and small stature, and the ability to play child roles as a teenager and teenage roles as a young adult, I was now just a cautionary tale: the former child Broadway star who had finally grown up.

         At twenty-seven, I was too old for kid roles (not to mention too broad in the chest and, lately, too thin in the hairline). At the same time, I was too young to play most character roles. And I was definitely too short to be the leading man.

         I could also acknowledge, albeit painfully, that I had taken my talent as far as it could go. Being the pipsqueak who sang his heart out was nice, but it wasn’t the same as possessing the kind of once-in-a-generation gift—Mandy Patinkin’s range, Leslie Odom Jr.’s pipes, Ben Vereen’s feet—that might have kept me perpetually employed on the Great White Way.

         Then there were other professional realities. My legendary agent, Al Martelowitz, had finally died this past spring. A week after his funeral, his agency dropped me, citing my paucity of recent revenue production and dim prospects for improving it.

         From my inquiries elsewhere, I had learned that the number of elite agents willing to represent me was exactly zero. That effectively consigned me to cattle-call auditions, a process as brutal as it was pointless. Every sign seemed to be pointing toward the exit.

         One of my favorite Broadway standards is “Corner of the Sky” from Pippin. It’s about a young prince who laments, “Why do I feel I don’t fit in anywhere I go?” While I had played the role several times—Pippin is short—I had never truly felt his anxiety before now. My corner of the sky had always been under stage lights. I wasn’t sure where I was going to fit in anymore.

         So far, my search for a real job had been limited to one cover letter, sent to a former castmate who was now running a nonprofit theater in Arkansas and needed an assistant managing director. But I knew I was soon going to have to stop rubbernecking at the wreckage of my acting career and start adulting. Amanda, my fiancée, was a painter, and a damn good one. She was angling toward a show at the Van Buren Gallery—yes, that Van Buren Gallery.

         In the meantime, one of us needed to have a job with a steady paycheck and healthcare. And Amanda couldn’t swing that and stay as productive as she needed to be. It was on me to finally put my college degree, paid for by the spoils of a more lucrative time in my life, to some remunerative use.

         So this was it. The final curtain. The last act.

         The Sunday matinee of Labor Day weekend was, for reasons both historical and practical, the end of the season for the Morgenthau Playhouse, a summer stock theater in the Catskills that had been surviving primarily on nostalgia for at least a quarter century. I was one of two Actors’ Equity members in the company, which meant the Morgenthau had splashed “… also featuring Tommy Jump!” across its promotional materials.

         Like our geriatric audiences would remember that Tommy Jump had played Gavroche in the first Broadway revival of Les Misérables; or that he had been nominated for a Tony Award for his role as smart-mouthed Jackson in the short-lived but critically acclaimed Cherokee Purples, which had the misfortune of debuting in the depths of the Great Recession, when the last thing anyone wanted to see was a show about a family who had left the rat race in order to farm and sell the ultimate organic heirloom tomato.

         (Go ahead and laugh. Then remember that the biggest hit of the last decade was a musical about America’s first secretary of the treasury.)

         The irony that my swan song was coming in the Morgenthau’s production of Man of La Mancha was not lost on me. I wasn’t Don Quixote. That would have been a little too on the nose. I was Sancho Panza, because the short guy always gets cast as Sancho. I had been tilting at windmills all the same.

         Once the overture began, the performance seemed to pass in an eyeblink. Time onstage always seemed to go that way for me. I was soon peeling away my costume, scraping off my makeup, and saying good-bye to fast friends I might never see again. Before I knew it, the stage manager, eager to strike the set, was shooing us out. It was time to confront the rest of my life.

         I had just exited the back of the theater, into an afternoon that felt like dog’s breath—the last febrile exhale of a steamy summer—when I heard a man say, “Hey, Tommy.”

         Thinking it was someone who wanted me to sign his Playbill, I turned toward the voice, shielding my eyes from the glare of the setting sun. Through my squint, I realized I recognized his face. It was one I hadn’t seen in a long time, one I certainly didn’t expect to be grinning at me outside the Morgenthau Theater.

         “Danny?” I said. “Danny Ruiz, is that you? Holy crap, Danny Danger!”

         His nickname back in the day. Entirely tongue in cheek.

         He chortled. “Long time since anyone’s called me that. I bet no one calls you Slugbomb anymore.”

         His pet name for me, also a hundred percent facetious. We had been on the same Little League team, or at least we were when my acting schedule allowed me to play. I hit like a Broadway phenom, which is to say I don’t think I ever got the ball out of the infield.

         “No,” I confirmed. “Definitely not.”

         “Though I don’t know, maybe they should,” Danny said, shaking my hand and squeezing my biceps at the same time. “You got pretty jacked. What happened to little Tommy Jump?”

         “He found the weight room,” I said.

         “Damn. What are you benching these days? Like two-fifty?”

         “No, no. I try not to get too big. No one wants to hire an actor who can’t put his arms down.”

         “Still, you look great.”

         “Thanks. You too,” I said. “Damn. How long has it been?”

         “If I’m not mistaken, nine years ago.”

         Which is when we graduated high school. I was so surprised by his mere presence, it hadn’t yet struck me how out of place it was that he was wearing a suit. On a Sunday. When it was at least ninety degrees.

         There was another guy lingering nearby, similarly clad.

         “You’re right, you’re right,” I said. “Geez, I can’t believe it. Danny Danger. What are you up to these days?”

         “Working for the FBI.”

         He delivered the line so straight I laughed. The Danny Ruiz I knew was a slacker who did his homework the period before it was due. He was at least three time zones removed from whatever preconceived notions I had about an FBI agent.

         Then I realized he wasn’t joking. In a practiced motion, he drew a wallet out of his back pocket and opened it up, displaying a gold shield.

         “Wait, you’re serious?” I asked.

         “Gotta grow up sometime,” he said with a small shrug, returning his badge to his pocket. “I am now Special Agent Daniel Ruiz. This is Special Agent Rick Gilmartin.”

         The other man nodded. He was taller than Danny, over six feet. He had blue eyes and a reserved, disapproving air about him—like I had done something wrong, but regulations forbade him from explaining it to me. Which probably made him just about perfect for the federal government. In his right hand, he clutched a metal briefcase.

         “You want to get some coffee or something?” Danny said. “There’s something we’d like to discuss with you.”

         At that moment, I got my first shot of nerves. This wasn’t Danny Ruiz, my onetime classmate, who happened to catch me in a show and now wanted to gab. He was acting as a representative of the United States government’s primary law enforcement agency.

         “What’s this all about?” I asked in a faltering voice.

         “Let’s just get some coffee. There’s a diner up the street.”

         He said it in an open, friendly way. He was still smiling.

         His partner wasn’t. The man hadn’t spoken a single word.

         
            *

         

         I knew the diner well because it was the cheapest place in town.

         As we walked, Danny filled me in on his life since high school. After graduation, he went into the army—I vaguely remembered as much—where he was quickly disabused of his slacker ways. Then he used the GI Bill to attend John Jay College of Criminal Justice. As a senior, he scored high on some test and was soon being recruited by the FBI. He was now with the unit that investigated money laundering, which was considered highly prestigious.

         I listened with half an ear, distracted, nervous, trying to guess which federal statutes I had broken. Had I inadvertently laundered money? What was money laundering anyway?

         Danny was yammering on like we were talking over pigs in a blanket at a class reunion. But I imagined this was what FBI agents did. Lure you in. Relax you. Then spring the trap.

         When we arrived at the diner, it was mostly empty. The theater crowd had gone elsewhere for its evening meal, to places that didn’t have paper place mats containing coupons for oil changes. The waitress signaled for us to sit anywhere we liked, and Danny selected a corner booth, several tables away from any other customers.

         “So if I’ve done the math right you’ve been with the FBI, what, three years now?” I said as we sat down.

         “Yeah. Hard to believe. It’s been a good ride, though. You’ve been acting this whole time?”

         I trotted out my usual line: “Beats having a real job.”

         Danny smiled again. “That’s good. Real good. That’s actually why we wanted to talk to you.”

         And then he said the last thing I expected to fall out of an FBI agent’s mouth: “We have an acting job for you.”

         “An acting job?” I repeated. “So I haven’t done anything wrong?”

         Danny laughed. Gilmartin didn’t even lift the corners of his mouth an infinitesimal fraction of an inch.

         “No, no,” Danny said. “We’d like to hire you.”

         “I’m not sure I understand.”

         “First of all, you need to keep this quiet,” Danny said. “If you choose to move forward with this, we’re going to ask you to sign a nondisclosure agreement. But for now a verbal agreement will do fine. Is that okay? Can you promise not to tell anyone about this conversation?”

         “Uh, yeah, sure.”

         He leaned in closer. “Okay. Good. So this isn’t something we advertise, for obvious reasons, but the FBI sometimes hires actors. Our agents can only go undercover so often before they’re compromised. And then there are cases like this one, where we need … someone whose dramatic abilities exceed those of your typical FBI agent.”

         “What’s the role?” I asked, wondering if this was part of an elaborate joke.

         Danny sat back and nodded at Gilmartin, who opened his briefcase and extracted a mug shot of a middle-aged white man with receded brown hair and a fastidious goatee. His face was fleshy and pallid. His eyes had bruise-dark bags under them. I only needed one glance to see this was one sad character.

         Agent Rick Gilmartin cleared his throat and spoke for the first time.

         “This is Mitchell Dupree, a former executive for Union South Bank,” he said in a nondescript, TV-news-anchor, anywhere-in-America accent. “USB is the fifth-largest bank in America, just behind Citigroup. Dupree worked for the division that dealt with international business in Latin America. To his friends and neighbors, even to his family, he appeared to be very ordinary. But all the while he was leading a double life, working for the New Colima cartel.”

         “New Colima is the latest bad flavor to come out of Mexico,” Danny explained. “Around the time you and I were lining up senior prom dates, they split off from the Sinaloa cartel. Their first big moment was when they killed thirty-eight Zetas and dumped their dismembered bodies in the middle of the Mexican equivalent of I-10 at rush hour. It was like, ‘You think these guys are tough? You don’t know what tough is.’

         “Basically, New Colima is to Mexico what ISIS is to the Middle East. You know how we had Saddam, and we thought he was a pretty bad guy until we got ISIS, which was far worse? It’s the same thing here. The US government went all in to break up Sinaloa and arrest El Chapo. All it did was create a power vacuum that New Colima has only been too happy to fill.”

         Gilmartin took over: “They’re militarized to an extent no cartel has ever been, and they’ve been hugely aggressive when it comes to taking territory, establishing supply lines, bribing officials, and recruiting manpower. Their drug of choice is crystal meth, and they were smart enough to concentrate on markets in Europe and Asia first, so they were able to get strong without the US authorities bothering them too much. Then they made their move here. There are some estimates that a third of all crystal meth in America is produced by New Colima.”

         “But the drugs are only part of the story,” Gilmartin continued. “Money is the gas for a cartel’s engine. It’s what allows them to buy guns, men, and planes, the things they need to keep growing. The DEA likes to seize a few kilos of product, hold a press conference, and declare it’s winning the war on drugs. At the FBI, we realize we’re never going to be able to stop the inflow of drugs. This country is just too huge. It makes more sense to go after the money. One of the biggest logistical issues for cartels is that they’re in a cash business. Cash is big and bulky and vulnerable to seizure, especially when you’re talking about the huge sums the cartels deal with. In the new global economy, cartels want to be able to move money safely and conveniently with the push of a button. But they need people like Mitchell Dupree to do it for them. Dupree laundered more than a billion dollars of cartel money over the course of about four years or so.”

         He paused as the waitress came over and placed waters in front of us. At Danny’s insistence, I ordered a cheeseburger. The agents stuck with black coffee.

         Gilmartin waited until she was gone, then said, “Dupree eventually got sloppy. By the time we caught him, we were able to tie him to an offshore account that had several million dollars in it. We think there might be others, but we never could find them. The US Attorneys Office convicted him for money laundering, racketeering, wire fraud, pretty much everything it could get to stick on him. He’s now six months into a nine-year sentence at FCI Morgantown in West Virginia.”

         “FCI stands for Federal Corrections Institute, but don’t let that scare you,” Danny interjected. “It’s minimum security, mostly white-collar types, strictly nonviolent offenders. The place looks like a college campus—no bars, no razor wire. We’re talking about Club Fed here, not some hard-ass place where you have to become someone’s bitch if you want to survive.”

         Gilmartin went on: “For our purposes, Dupree is now a small means to a much bigger end. We have him on wiretaps talking about a trove of documents that he secretly kept as insurance. We believe he’s told the cartel that if anything happens to him or his family, he’ll release the documents. They could be used to prosecute the entire top echelon of New Colima, including El Vio himself.”

         “That’s the boss of New Colima,” Danny said. “It translates loosely as ‘the seer,’ because supposedly he’s the guy who sees everything. It’s kind of an ironic name, because he’s only got one good eye. The other is all weird and white. So the seer is actually half-blind.”

         “When we confronted Dupree about the documents and offered him a deal, he refused to tell us where they were,” Gilmartin said. “No matter how much pressure we applied, he kept his mouth shut, which was great for the cartel, but very frustrating for us.”

         Danny’s turn: “We looked everywhere for those damn documents. We executed warrants on his home, his office, his social club. We had agents follow him to see if he had a hidden storage unit. We plowed through his financials looking for signs he was renting another office or house. We got nothing.”

         Back to Gilmartin: “Dupree made an offhand comment on one of the wiretaps about a remote cabin he or someone in his family owns. It’s his getaway. But we couldn’t find any record of it. We think that’s where he stashed the documents. So, really, it’s pretty simple. We want you to go into the prison under an alias, posing as an inmate. You’ll become friendly with Dupree, earn his trust, and then get him to tell you where that cabin is.”

         “And how am I going to do that?” I asked.

         “That’s the challenge, Slugbomb,” Danny said. “If we thought this was easy, we wouldn’t need to hire you. Obviously, you can’t let on you know about him, the bank, or the cartel. It would make him suspicious. You’re just another inmate, there to serve your time. If he wants to confide in you about what he’s done, great. But we’re not looking to prosecute Dupree for anything else. All we want is the location of those documents.”

         “What if he won’t tell me anything?”

         “We think he will,” Gilmartin said. “We’ve talked to some counselors at the BOP, the Bureau of Prisons, and they tell us that their minimum-security facilities allow for quite a bit of inmate interaction. Friendships form quickly. Based on this, our SAC—sorry, special agent in charge—has approved a six-month operation, starting from when you enter Morgantown. Obviously, if we’re able to secure the documents, we’ll pull you out immediately. But if after the end of six months you still don’t have anything, the operation ends all the same. The psychologists say it’ll either happen by then or it won’t happen at all.”

         Six months. I’d be out by March. The waitress appeared with the coffee. She slid the check, facedown, on the side of the table with the guys in the suits.

         “And what happens to this guy, this Dupree, when I find the documents?” I asked.

         “It depends if he cooperates or not,” Gilmartin said. “If he doesn’t, there’s nothing we can do for him. If he does, he and his family get WITSEC—federal witness protection. We’ve offered it before. He’s refused, because he thinks he can’t trust us. Once we have the documents, he won’t have a choice.”

         I looked back and forth between the two agents for a moment. Danny was taking a tentative sip of his coffee. Gilmartin hadn’t touched his.

         “I don’t know,” I said. “I … I do musical theater. We can’t go more than three sentences without bursting into song, and even then we follow a score. What you’re talking about here is more like improv. I took a class on that once, but this is … This is improv on steroids.”

         “Don’t sell yourself short,” Danny said. “You’re smart, likeable. You’re from Hackensack—the Sack, baby! You got the gift of gab. You’re also a guy he won’t see coming. FBI agents, we’re cut from the same cloth. The way you talk, the way you think, you’re a creative type. He’ll never suspect you’re working for us. And, no offense, you’re, what, five-two?”

         “Five-four,” I said defensively.

         “Whatever. Point is, you’re no one’s image of an FBI agent. You’ll probably crack him in three days.”

         Before I could think to voice any of the other myriad questions that were starting to form, Danny leaned in again.

         “Plus, we’ll pay you a hundred grand, minimum.”

         “Seriously?”

         “Fifty when you go in. Fifty when you come out, whether you succeed or not. Plus, there’s a hundred-thousand-dollar bonus if we’re able to secure indictments based on information you provide us.”

         Two hundred thousand dollars. It was a dizzying amount of money. A sleep-better-at-night amount of money. A look-at-yourself-differently-in-the-mirror amount of money. And for six months’ work. I couldn’t imagine the job in Arkansas was going to pay more than thirty a year.

         “We’ll put this all in writing, of course,” Danny continued. “It’ll be in a contract you’ll sign with the bureau where you agree to be an informant for us and you understand there are inherent risks and blah-blah-blah. Right now all you have to do is say, ‘Yes.’”

         Say yes. The word would come a lot easier if he wasn’t talking about prison.

         “I have to talk it over with my fiancée,” I said. “You said I can’t tell anyone, but—”

         “Of course, of course,” Danny said. “The nondisclosure agreement is really for things like social media or press interviews. You can definitely talk it over with your fiancée. I think I saw her on Facebook. Amanda, right?”

         “Right.”

         “Our offices are technically closed for the holiday anyway. Take tonight and tomorrow, talk it over, think about it. Come Tuesday, our SAC is going to want an answer. If it’s not you, we need to hire someone else. But you were my first choice. I vouched for you.”

         “Thanks,” I said.

         “I know we’ve given you a lot to think about. Once you sign the agreement, we can help you craft a backstory and talk you through some of the other details.”

         He reached for his wallet and produced a twenty, placing it on the table as he pocketed the check. Then he pulled out a business card, which he handed to me.

         “This has my office number and cell number,” he said. “Don’t bother with the office number. You’ll just get shunted to my voice mail. Call the cell if you have any questions.”

         “Right,” I said.

         Danny nodded at Gilmartin, who stood. Danny slid out of the booth behind him.

         “We’ll let you eat in peace,” he said. “Good seeing you, Tommy.”

         “You too, Danny.”

         Gilmartin nodded curtly. Danny knocked twice on the table, then led their exit.

         I ran my fingers across the embossed lettering on the business card. My erstwhile Little League teammate Danny was now Daniel R. Ruiz, Special Agent, Federal Bureau of Investigation, New York Field Office.

         The waitress set down my cheeseburger just as a Chevy Caprice whipped past the diner. It was, technically, unmarked. But only to someone unfamiliar with vehicles built to law enforcement specifications: the dual exhaust pipes, the reinforced suspension, the souped-up engine.

         Danny was driving. He had taken his suit jacket off. His service weapon was in a holster, snug against his left shoulder.

         I stared at the top of the burger like the answers to all of life’s riddles were hidden amidst the sesame seeds.

         A hundred thousand dollars. Maybe two hundred, depending on how persuasive I could be. And I could be, if it mattered that much. Right?

         I went to the theater that day telling myself this was it.

         But maybe the Morgenthau wasn’t the last act after all.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

         

         Herrera saw them from a distance, three Range Rovers, all black and bulletproof, ripping along in a lopsided V formation, kicking up plumes of dust that stretched for half a mile behind them like long, billowing snakes.

         El Vio might have been in any of the three. Or none of them. You never knew for sure.

         You never knew anything with El Vio.

         As the vehicles closed in, their windshields glinting in the bright sun, Herrera could already hear the General’s voice barking orders in excited, high-pitched Spanish. The General was chief of security for the cartel. He did not sound very secure.

         These inspections were never announced. Nor did they conform to any pattern, at least not that Herrera was aware of. There might be three in one month, nothing for an entire year, then two on consecutive days.

         Be unpredictable. That was El Vio’s first rule, both for his generals and for himself. Change everything, all the time: the places you stay, the restaurants you frequent, the women you sleep with. It was impossible to ambush a man who never kept a set schedule.

         Rule number two: Don’t drink, take drugs, or do anything to dull your wits. Even for a moment. Because that could be the moment you’d miss something that could cost you your life—whether it was the drone flying overhead, the snick of a safety coming off a gun, or the subtle shift in a man’s eyes as he lied to you.

         Three, be daring—atrevido, in Spanish. Atrevido was one of El Vio’s favorite words. Timidity was for shy woodland creatures. Running a cartel required bold action. Hit your enemies hard enough, fast enough, and they’ll be too stunned to hit back.

         Four, and most important, make sure the Americans never had anything concrete on you. Mexican police could be bribed or intimidated into not arresting you. Mexican judges could be bribed or intimidated into not convicting you. Mexican jailors could be bribed or intimidated into letting you go free. Not so with the United States. Therefore, extradition was the worst of all possible outcomes. El Vio dreaded extradition more than death.

         Four rules. Followed with unerring constancy. Herrera had been told El Vio developed them by studying those who had come before him, from El Patrón to El Padrino, from El Lazca to El Chapo. He had learned from their rise and, more important, their fall.

         Herrera had heard the General say that El Vio needed to relax more. Surely, El Vio—who had become the richest, most feared man in Mexico, the master of an empire forged by his cunning and brutality—could relax and enjoy what his labors had brought him.

         But as far Herrera knew, El Vio never let up. That was part of his legend. El Vio, the fifth son of a poor avocado farmer. El Vio, who spent his teens learning the trade from the original Colima cartel. El Vio, who taught himself three languages by watching foreign television shows. El Vio, who rose to become chief enforcer for the Sinaloa cartel before deciding he could do better on his own.

         And now look at him. As Sinaloa stumbled, he surged. He commanded an army of five thousand, roughly equal to the entire US Drug Enforcement Agency. He had entrenched supply lines to the wealthiest markets in North America, Europe, and Asia.

         All this, and the Americans still had virtually nothing on him. They couldn’t directly tie him to a single ounce of methamphetamine, much less the tons he shipped across their border every year.

         El Vio had only one vulnerability, and that was the banker.

         Herrera had heard all about this from the General, usually when he was drunk. There was a banker in America who had helped launder a portion of El Vio’s vast fortune. He was caught, but before El Vio could get rid of him, the banker made it known he had hidden documents. They could be used to implicate at least a dozen top leaders, including El Vio himself. He would be extradited for sure.

         If anything happened to the banker or his family, these documents would be turned over to American authorities. It was a gaping liability. The General, as chief of security, had not yet found a way to close it.

         Which was the main reason Herrera heard panic in the General’s voice when those speeding vehicles were spotted.

         The compound the General commanded was known as Rosario No. 2. There was no point in giving it a more clever or inspiring name. There were others like it. El Vio would insist it be dismantled and moved elsewhere soon enough. It consisted of seven buildings, surrounded by a twelve-foot razor-wire fence that kept workers in as much as it kept intruders out.

         Five of the buildings were flimsy metal warehouses with ventilation fans on both ends. They were spaced out, because methamphetamine had an unfortunate propensity to explode during production. But that was really the only downside of it. Whereas cocaine and heroin required huge acreage for growing plants—which could easily be spotted by the Americans with their satellites—meth was easy to hide.

         The sixth building was a barracks for the General and his lieutenants, who were expected to watch over Rosario No. 2 and protect it from attacks by the Mexican authorities or, just as likely, rival cartels.

         Still, it was the seventh building that mattered most. They called it “the bunker,” because it was made of double-reinforced concrete. It contained a stockpile of weapons and enough ammunition to hold off a Mexican Army battalion for a month. It also served as a nerve center for monitoring a number of highly sensitive security operations.

         Including the one watching the banker.

         The General was outside the bunker when the Range Rovers arrived. He had ordered several of the lieutenants, Herrera among them, to join him.

         “Stand up straight,” the General barked. “El Vio doesn’t like slouching.”

         Herrera straightened. The vehicles stopped.

         El Vio climbed out of the first one. He was five foot seven and built like a welterweight. His thick dark hair was combed back from his forehead and held in place by gel. His face was partially covered by mirrored sunglasses, which he kept on even when indoors, so people wouldn’t be able to stare at his right eye, the one that was said to have been injured in a childhood accident.

         He wore black cargo pants with a gray T-shirt made of some kind of breathable material. His utility belt contained, among other things, a knife and a pistol.

         “Vio,” the General said, taking a few tentative steps forward. “How good to see you.”

         El Vio froze the General’s momentum with one glance. There was no exchange of handshakes. Herrera had never actually seen El Vio touch anyone.

         “Do you have news for me regarding our friend in West Virginia?” El Vio asked.

         Our friend. That’s how they referred to the banker.

         “Not yet,” the General said. “We’re working on it.”

         “That’s what you told me last time.”

         “Soon. Very soon. I am confident. We have an excellent operation in place.”

         “Also what you told me last time.”

         “I’m doing everything I can,” the General said. His voice trembled.

         “Are you?” El Vio said.

         The way he posed the question did not invite an answer.

         “I just need more time,” the General pleaded. “This will soon be resolved.”

         El Vio received this promise with little emotion.

         “Come closer,” he said softly.

         The General took a few steps forward.

         “Closer,” El Vio said again.

         The General complied. Now the rest of him was trembling.

         “Closer.”

         The General stepped forward again. Behind him, Herrera had also moved forward. But without fear. Something in him wanted to be nearer to El Vio.

         “That’s good,” El Vio said.

         “The Americans are having no more success than I am,” the General said. “They are—”

         The words stopped when, in one swift motion, El Vio removed his knife from its sheath and plunged it into the General’s eye. The right one.

         The General crumpled, bringing both hands to his ruined face, howling as the blood gushed. El Vio watched his agony with mild interest, like he was considering a beetle that had landed on its back and was struggling to right itself. Herrera could see a smaller version of the General’s prostrate shape reflected in the mirrors of El Vio’s sunglasses.

         Then El Vio turned to the uneven line of lieutenants.

         “Who will finish this?” he said.

         None of them moved. Not even Herrera. He wasn’t sure what El Vio meant. Finish the banker? Or finish—

         Then El Vio spoke louder: “Who will finish this?”

         That’s when Herrera understood. And he was ready. Atrevido, be daring. He straightened. El Vio didn’t like slouching.

         The General had grasped the knife handle. He was trying to remove the blade, which had gotten stuck in his eye socket. Herrera walked up, drew his weapon, and shot the General behind the ear. The General collapsed. Herrera fired three more rounds.

         He was repulsed, yet thrilled.

         El Vio walked up to the corpse, turning the body over and pressing his boot against what was left of the General’s skull to get the leverage needed to extract the blade. El Vio wiped each side of the knife on his pants, resheathed it, then looked at Herrera.

         “Congratulations,” El Vio said. “You’ve just been promoted.”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 4

         

         For at least the tenth time in the last twenty minutes, Amanda Porter looked at the clock that hung on the wall of the kitchen—which was also the living room, her studio, and the only room in this shabby, stifling, non-air-conditioned second-floor apartment that wasn’t a bedroom or a bathroom.

         Five fifty-two. Were this an ordinary matinee, Tommy would have been back by now. He was obviously still saying his good-byes.

         The ceiling fan took another spin through the same hot air it had been futilely recycling all afternoon. She sighed, appraising the painting she had been halfheartedly jabbing at, knowing she was too distracted to give it the kind of attention it demanded.

         Was this one headed for the trash? She tossed way more than she kept. For months now she had been sending photos of her completed work to Hudson van Buren, the proprietor of the Van Buren Gallery and one of the most influential voices in the business. He didn’t need to see the bottom ninety-eight percent of her work. Only the top two, thank you very much.

         When people met Amanda Porter, they immediately underestimated her, because she had this cute southern twang; because she was five foot two, blue-eyed, and adorable, with her wavy strawberry-blond hair, her button nose, her freckles; because she was twenty-seven but could get carded buying a lottery ticket.

         Those looks belied the fierceness with which she attacked her work. No one looked at her and thought scrappy, but that’s how she thought of herself. She was the scrappy girl who had made it from this little nowhere town in Mississippi to a scholarship at Cooper Union and now to the brink of artistic stardom by outworking everyone and refusing to compromise. She poured her drive for perfection into her art. It was excellence or nothing.

         And this piece in front of her was … maybe okay? She was in no state of mind to decide. She put down her brush, ran the back of her hand across her damp brow, then subconsciously tucked a curl behind her left ear.

         She thought about Tommy, about this next step in their lives. Her concern for at least the last year—if not the entire time they had known each other—was that their relationship had never really been tested. It had all been too easy, like a canvas that practically painted itself. And what good was that? What was art without struggle? What was life without struggle? If she had learned anything during her escape from Plantersville, Mississippi, it was that anything worth having needed to be earned.

         They had met at one of those strange New York parties for the rich, beautiful, and eclectic, all of whom had been haphazardly tossed together in some rich guy’s Park Avenue penthouse.

         Amanda was there because the host had discovered one of her paintings. She felt very much alone and conspicuously southern, afraid to open her mouth. Her accent marked her as some kind of exotic mutant. She didn’t dare tell anyone she grew up in a small town in Mississippi; or that the biggest, most cosmopolitan place she ever got to visit was Tupelo, where the Elvis Presley Birthplace and Museum was considered the pinnacle of culture.

         Tommy, the former Broadway star, had found Amanda in the corner, her preferred location in a large crowd. As the youngest, poorest, and least-connected guests, they had bonded over how out of place they felt. They had both been raised by single mothers, not quite hand to mouth but also pretty far from the summer-in-the-Hamptons set.

         She liked him immediately. He was a little short, sure. But he had a nice smile and a nicer ass. He was clearly in great shape. And smart. And interesting. And interested. And … well, who could ever really put their finger on human attraction? Amanda later told a friend that the moment she got around Tommy, it was like there was a bowl of Rice Krispies somewhere nearby: Everything went snap, crackle, pop.

         He kept asking her questions, and before she knew it, she was the one dominating the conversation. Even though she frequently chose not to, Amanda Porter could talk. She even liked to talk, especially about art, and especially when she felt like the guy listening was (a) actually listening and (b) understanding what she was saying. Oh, and (c) not just trying to get her into bed.

         At the hostess’s insistence, Tommy sang “Love Changes Everything” from Aspects of Love, which was cheesy and wonderful and brought the house down. His voice was rich, warm, full of life and character.

         Before long, they were discussing the similarities between their seemingly disparate passions.

         “We’re both performers,” he told her at one point. “You just perform on canvas.”

         They talked until two A.M., then he started walking her home when they couldn’t find a cab. By that point, she had moved onto hoping he was trying to get her into bed. Her deepest concern was that this gorgeous, talented guy—who worked out a lot and sang beautifully—had to be gay. Her friends always teased her that growing up in the Bible Belt had endowed her with a deficient gaydar (her defense being that no one was allowed to be gay in Plantersville, Mississippi). Had she spent the evening flirting with a guy who would be more interested in her brother?

         Then she decided not to wait until they reached her place to find out. They ended up making out for two hours on a park bench.

         No, not gay.

         Subsequent explorations of his ardor and stamina only confirmed it.

         They quickly became inseparable. He would spend long hours just watching her paint—“This is better than any show on Broadway,” he insisted—and she became a de facto member of whatever cast he was in.

         Each of them had other friends, but they quickly fell away. Tommy’s were constantly being scattered to the acting winds. Amanda’s came in two groups: her fellow scholarship kids, who had mostly retreated back to their respective Mississippis, Missouris, or Maines to teach art and attempt to sell their paintings locally; and the rich kids who could afford to stay in the New York area, but whom Amanda had never felt especially close to.

         So, really, it was just the two of them. Which was fine as far as both were concerned.

         He proposed after three months, just as he was about to hit the road with a touring company. She made all kinds of rational arguments about why it was too soon. He swatted them away by borrowing a line from one of her favorite movies, When Harry Met Sally: “When you realize you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.”

         She said yes. He suggested they trek down to city hall the next day. She resisted.

         Wait, she said. Just wait. Until the time was right. Until she was more established as an artist. Until they passed over the line—and, surely, it would be a bright, white one—that demarcated the end of extended postcollegiate adolescence and the beginning of stable, stolid, sensible adulthood.

         That was two years ago. Every now and then, he would ask her about setting a date. She always demurred. Her go-to line became, “Honey, if it’s ’til death do us part, what’s the hurry?”

         She couldn’t bring herself to tell him she still had her doubts about them. She wanted to know what they would be like as a couple when the newness wore off, when the real relationship began. It was just difficult to discern because, with Tommy, there was always something new. A new show. A new role. A new city.

         It was like a perpetual honeymoon. They had never even gotten in a serious fight, as ridiculous as that sounded. Even when she was despondent from her failure with another painting, or just plain crabby, Tommy was nothing but sweet, thoughtful, and impossibly good to her. He insisted he had never found it so easy to be nice to someone.

         And in some ways, it was great. A dream. It certainly occurred to her that maybe, just possibly, it always would be like this.

         Except there was that unanswered question about whether Tommy would be like her own father, a man she barely knew because he bolted the second things got difficult.

         And make no mistake: Things were about to get difficult.

         
            *

         

         At quarter after six, the door downstairs opened. Then she heard the stairs creaking gently, which immediately told her something was up.

         When Tommy was being Tommy—flush from a great performance, filled with the energetic joy that gave him—he charged up the steps and burst through the door, primed to share his triumph; or to see the progress she had made on her latest attempt at a painting; or, if nothing else, to lure her into bed.

         When he was off for some reason, he didn’t charge. He crept.

         He once told her that one of the reasons he fell in love with her is that, unlike other women he had dated, he couldn’t hide his feelings from her with his acting ability.

         “You read me like a book,” he always told her.

         It’s not that hard, she often thought.

         Something must have happened during the last show. He flubbed a line. The audience was flat. She’d find out soon enough.

         She quickly picked up her brush and pressed it to her painting, like that’s what she had been doing the whole time he had been gone. She was still sweating. The ceiling fan may have actually been making the room hotter.

         He entered quietly, shutting the door softly behind him.

         “Hey,” he said.

         “Hey. How’d it go?” she asked, already seeing the uncertainty in his eyes.

         “Fine,” he said. Then: “There’s something I need to tell you.”

         “That’s funny, there’s something I need to tell you, too.”

         “You want to go first?” he asked. “Mine’s pretty big.”

         She swirled her brush in a cup of murky liquid, damp-dried it with a rag, and said, “No, you go ahead.”

         They sat in plastic chairs, bellied up to a circular plastic folding table that had been their one furniture splurge for this apartment. Then Tommy related this bizarre encounter with two FBI agents, one of whom was a childhood friend. Tommy was incapable of telling a story without performing at least a little, though Amanda got the sense he was working very hard to give her the unembellished version of the events.

         She didn’t say a word as he spoke, letting him continue his presentation, which finished with, “So, what do you think?”

         Amanda’s hands were folded in front of her. Theirs had been a peripatetic relationship, with Tommy’s next gig serving as the driver, deciding where they went next. He would just come home and announce, It’s a regional theater in Cincinnati, or It’s a touring company for Phantom of the Opera, or whatever.

         She had never said no. As long as they were together, and as long as she didn’t have to go back to Plantersville, what did it matter? She could paint anywhere.

         This felt immeasurably different.

         “So let me get this right,” she said. “They’re sending you to prison.”

         “Yeah.”

         “Like an actual prison. With bars and skinheads and guys named Bubba.”

         “It’s minimum security. Bubba Lite.”

         “But it’s still prison.”

         “For six months, yeah.”

         She stared down at the hard plastic top of the table, trying to assemble her thoughts.

         “But how does it actually work?” she asked, looking back up. “You knock on the door of a prison and say, ‘Hey, y’all mind if I bunk up here?’ And then after six months, you’re like, ‘Oh, j/k. See y’all later.’”

         “They’re the FBI. I’m sure they can pull some strings.”

         “And they think this guy is going to spill his guts to you? You. Some kid he doesn’t know.”

         “Well, obviously, I’m going to have to find a way to get close to him, earn his confidence. I’m sure the FBI can get me assigned to his work detail or whatever. I don’t know. Maybe I’ll tell him I’m trying to escape and ask him if he knows a place where I can lay low for a while and then he’ll tell me about his cabin.”

         “And if that doesn’t work, they come get you after six months. Win or lose.”

         “Right.”

         “And this is worth a hundred thousand dollars to them.”

         “I guess so, yeah. This guy Dupree is big-time. You know how much the government spends fighting drugs? A hundred grand or two is like tip money.”

         “What if something bad happens? Someone beats you up or, I don’t know, something happens to me or … or your mom.”

         “I don’t know. I assume they’ll just come and get me,” Tommy said. “But if it’s before six months, I forfeit the second fifty thousand.”

         “So you could take the fifty, stay for a day, then come home.”

         “I could, yeah. But then I’d be walking away from a shot at a hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

         It was unnecessary to emphasize the point. Amanda’s mother cleaned houses. Tommy’s mother was a school secretary. They had both worked their entire lives and never seen that number in their bank accounts.

         “And this Danny guy, how well do you really know him?”

         This was another part of growing up poor: natural suspicion of those in power.

         “We go about as far back as you can,” Tommy said. “Kindergarten, I guess? We called him ‘Danny Danger’ because he would blow up Matchbox cars with cherry bombs or wear camo pants. Like that made him a tough guy. But he was basically a good kid, you know?”

         “Would you trust him with your life?”

         Tommy rocked backward, looking like he had just bitten a lemon. “It seems a little melodramatic when you put it that way. This isn’t my life we’re talking about.”

         This only made Amanda more fervent. “Yes, it is. It’s your life and my life. It’s … it’s this family’s life.”

         Tommy paused. Amanda had never referred to them as a family before.

         “Well, yeah, I know him as well as I know anyone,” Tommy said. “And I guess, yeah, I trust him.”

         Amanda let out a long, slow breath. “So you really want to do this?”

         “It’s not that I want to, believe me. I can think of things I’d rather do for the next six months than worrying about what’s going to happen every time I bend over to pick up the soap. But think of it as an acting job that happens to be in, I don’t, Botswana or something. Someplace you can’t go with me. An acting job that’s really, really lucrative.”

         “I’m not with you because I want to be rich,” Amanda said. “I’m with you because I want to be with you.”

         “Of course. But this … This could be a short-term inconvenience that could really set us up long term. If nothing else, it’ll give us some breathing room. You’ll be able to keep painting—”

         “And you’ll be able to keep acting,” she said.

         Busted, she thought. The yearning that immediately came to his face when she said it had been unmistakable. It was like telling a man who had been fasting that there was an all-you-can-eat buffet next door.

         “Don’t tell me that didn’t cross your mind,” she said.

         But it clearly was now. The Amanda Porter who could read Tommy like a book was now seeing whole chapters springing off the page. They could rent an inexpensive place in Jersey, something near his mother. He could keep auditioning. He could do a real agent search instead of just making phone calls. He could find people who remembered him in Cherokee Purples or one of his other triumphs and felt he deserved another shot.

         For that matter, with a hundred grand or more in the bank, he could take a stab at what had always been his most audacious dream: take a year or two off and write his own musical—one where a short guy played the lead.

         “Look, let’s just take this one step at a time,” he said. “Is this something you think I should pursue or not? I’ve got until Tuesday but I can always call him and say, ‘Thanks but no thanks, go find someone else.’”

         “And lose out on a hundred grand,” Amanda said.

         “Right. Though now you’re arguing out of both sides of your mouth.”

         “I’m not fixin’ to argue either side, honey. I just … Going to prison on a wild-goose chase for six months sounds utterly insane. But passing up on all that money is pretty nuts too.”

         She stopped there. They spent a moment just looking at each other, doing one of those couple checks, where you stare at each other for a few quiet seconds and decide everything or nothing—but either way, it happens together.

         The moment lasted longer than usual.

         Finally, he broke the silence. “What do you say we sleep on it and see how we feel in the morning? If we both think it’s something I should pursue, I’ll call Danny and tell him we at least want to see the contract. There’s no harm in looking. Nothing is going to happen until I sign it.”

         “Okay,” she said, releasing a big breath. “I guess that makes sense.”

         “Good,” he said. “Anyhow, you said there was something you wanted to tell me?”

         “Yeah. I’m pregnant.”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 5

         

         For a protracted moment, I gaped at her, stupefied.

         Two words, neither longer than two syllables, and yet I still couldn’t resolve them. I’m pregnant. Preg-nant. That’s … As in … Hang on, I know I can work this out—

         Then? Boom.

         Like a happy grenade went off.

         Clasping both hands to the sides of my face, I yipped, “You’re pregnant?” Suddenly, I was out of my seat. The chair had spilled behind me and my feet were no longer as attached to the ground. I was jumping up and down in the middle of the kitchen, yelling, “We’re pregnant! We’re pregnant! Oh my God, we’re pregnant!”

         This news was so incredible it simply had to be shared. Immediately. With someone. There was a guy trudging along the street outside. I ran over to the open window and shouted, “Hey! We’re pregnant!”

         He gave me a thumbs up and a hearty, “Good job, buddy.”

         Then I started racing around the apartment and—apropos of absolutely nothing—started singing John Philip Sousa’s “Stars and Stripes Forever,” undeterred by its lack of lyrics. I was the brass section. I kept time by banging my hands together.

         On the second lap, I grabbed Amanda from out of her chair and led her in this sloppy promenade that was a mashup of a waltz and square dancing. Tommy Jump wasn’t a triple threat for nothing. She was laughing—I may have been coming off as a bit of a lunatic—which just made me want to twirl her more.

         Then, abruptly, I stopped.

         She wasn’t on the pill. And there had been a night not long ago when her diaphragm slipped. But still—

         “Wait,” I said, “are you sure?”

         Never one for an excess of exposition, Amanda led me into our cramped bathroom, where she had stashed the three at-home pregnancy tests she had taken.

         Still dazed and a little light-headed from my frenetic celebration, I was soon looking at the evidence our lives were about to change drastically, and it came in the form of three pen-sized plastic dipsticks, lined up next to the sink. One had a plus sign on it. Another displayed this thick pink line. The third, the most unambiguous of all, simply read, “YES.”

         Yes.

         Yes!

         I could feel my love for Amanda doubling and tripling. I could feel my love for the baby, this human being I didn’t even know yet, this thing that was no more than a lump of cells in my fiancée’s uterus but suddenly represented everything I ever really wanted from life. Forget the theater. Forget pretending to be someone else.

         Being a dad. Being the father to this child that neither of us ever had. Now that was the role of a lifetime.

         My heart was jackhammering but it was also growing, expanding to make room for a new person in our family. Our family. We weren’t merely a couple anymore. We had become something infinitely greater, something as big as love itself.

         I was about to strike up the band for another stirring rendition of Mr. Sousa’s march when Amanda said, “We don’t have to keep it.”

         Bewildered, I looked at her, standing before me, vulnerable and filled with doubt. I had never fully convinced Amanda to see herself as I did: Gorgeous, brilliant, and on a fast-track toward artistic greatness. Part of her was always this poor girl from Mississippi, the daughter of a woman who cleaned other people’s houses—like that even mattered—who believed anything good that happened to her today was likely to be taken away tomorrow.

         “What do you mean we don’t have to keep it? I thought we wanted kids.”
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