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Paul Russo Junior sat in a metal chair; a Black sackcloth covered his head. Paul Russo Junior tried to move as he regained consciousness but could not. Paul Russo Jr.’s legs were tied to the legs of the metal chair, and his arms were cuffed behind him. “What the fuck! Hey...!” Paul cried out. “...What the hell is going on?” 

No one answered. 

Paul Russo Junior fought against his restraints, but his attempts to free himself were futile. “Who the hell is behind this? Hey! Get me the hell out of here!” He froze when he heard a door opening. “Who's there?” Paul Russo Junior heard footsteps approaching. “Hey, get me out of this chair, and I'll pay you a thousand dollars.” 

No answer.

“Hey, did you hear me!” Paul Russo Junior felt the barrel of a gun pressing against his temple. “What the fuck is this? What the hell are you doing? Do you know who I am?”

The person holding the gun whispered. “Those three little girls you killed in that drive-by were my heart.... You ripped my heart out.”

“Look, I'll give you anything you want. Just don't hurt me!”

“I don't want your stinking money, coward. We want you and your whole crew to disappear.” 

Click.

When the firing pin hit an empty chamber, Paul Russo Junior pissed in his pants. “For God's sake! I'll give you five thousand dollars if you—”

“No.”

“I'm connected! My father—”

“Fuck you and your father. The lives of those three little girls were worth more than money.”

The killer pulled the trigger again, hitting a live chamber.
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At 8:30 a.m., Detective First Grade Iris Williams and her partner and lover, Detective Annette Toni, entered the studio of Good Morning America in Times Square.

Eighteen months ago, Iris met a woman who worked as an acquisition editor at Penguin Random House. She convinced the detective to write a true crime novel. The acquisition editor, Debra Mills, had wanted Iris to write about the notorious serial killer Alfred Freeman: The Piggyback Killer. Alfred Freeman, who hid in the abandoned subway stations under the city, terrorized Manhattan for weeks before Iris and Toni brought him to justice. Debra Mills thought the story of Alfred Freeman had bestseller written all over it. Iris had talked it over with Toni. Toni thought the story of Stacey and Jannifer McHill would make a better read; she was right. 'The Hunt for Stacey and Jannifer McHill became a runaway bestseller. 

Iris and Toni were escorted to the makeup department. As the makeup artists worked on the detective’s faces, Iris asked: “Where is Jasmine? She looked at Toni.

“I'm texting her now.” Ten seconds later, Jasmine hit Toni back. “She's on her way.” Toni switched off her phone. Afterward, one of the hosts of Good Morning America, Jada Miles, entered the room. “Ladies! Are we excited?”

Iris stared at her favorite actress. “Oh, my God. I can't believe I'm standing this close to you. I love your work; I do...” she said excitedly. Toni placed her hand on Iris’ shoulder.

“It's good to meet you, Mrs. Miles. I'm Annette Toni, and this is my overly excited partner, Iris Williams.”

Jada Miles shook Iris’ hand. “I read you guys' book. The Hunt for Stacey and Jannifer McHill was unbelievable.”

“Thank you,” Iris and Toni said in unison. 

“Listen, we're going to have a great show. Everyone is eager to meet you two.”

“Cool,” Iris said.

The assistant director approached the detectives: “We're on in five.” Jada Miles gave Iris and Toni a few encouraging words before she took her to leave. Just then, Jasmine Williams walked into the green room. At sixteen, Jasmine stood at five feet four and weighed one hundred and twenty-two pounds; she was the spitting image of her mother. A few years back, Iris had Jasmine's IQ taken; Jasmine scored 150 on the test. Iris and Toni had high hopes for their daughter. Iris dreamt of Jasmine becoming a computer engineer, while Toni felt the medical field would better suit Jasmine. But Jasmine Williams had made up her mind years ago. She wanted to become a detective like her parents. 

“Hey,” she said to her mothers. She kissed them both on the cheek.

“Did you finish your paper?” Toni asked. Jasmine was a senior at John Jay College of Criminal Justice; her GPA was 4.0. 

“And you know this,” she said with a finger snap. 

Iris’ phone buzzed in her pocket; she checked the number: “It's the lieutenant,” she said to her partner. 

Toni exhaled through clenched teeth. “Damnit!”

Jasmine stared at her mother. “Noo. Not now.”

“Yes, lieutenant ... we're on our way.” Iris placed her phone back in her pocket and looked at Toni. “We're going to have to reschedule.”

“I'm on it,” Toni exited the green room.”

“I told all my friends that my parents would be on Good Morning America...”

“That's still going to happen, but not today.” Iris hugged her daughter. “This is part of the job.”

“Yeah, I know.” 

Toni reentered the green room. “I just spoke with the producer. Let’s go.” The detectives hugged their daughter. “And if you have your boyfriend over, remember, living room only, young lady.”

“I know, Mother.”
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Iris parked her vehicle on 126th Street, right off Saint Nicholas Avenue. The bus from the medical examiner's office was already at the scene. Scores of onlookers stood on the opposite side of the block. Covid-19 was in high swing, so they all wore masks,

At 9:10 a.m., the temperature was sixty-six degrees, and the sky was blue. Iris made sure her shield was secure to her belt buckle as she took a deep breath of the warm morning air.

Detective Iris Williams has been on the force for eighteen years. She had been awarded the honor of being the youngest person ever to hold the rank of Detective First Grade; her outstanding arrests and convictions were hard to ignore. But through the ranks, Iris faced hostility from her male counterparts, and jealousy was the reason. Her only male friend, Casper, the Friendly Ghost, was more like a brother.

Iris placed her Ray-Bans over her eyes and her mask over her face. Then she stared at the building.

Casper, who was already at the scene, approached Iris. He wore a patriotic face mask that featured an American flag. “This is a nasty one,” he said. Casper’s voice was low and deep. 

“Hi, Casper,” Toni said. She wore a mask with the NYPD logo stamped on it.

“Follow me.”

Iris and Toni followed the big man into the apartment building. “What floor is the victim on?” Iris asked.

“The third.” Detective First Grade Leroy Chalk was a force to be reckoned with. Because of his pleasing personality and extraordinary white skin, his peers had given him the moniker Casper, the friendly ghost. A black albino, Casper stood at six-nine and weighed three hundred pounds. He was a terror on the streets. Casper was in the habit of wearing disguises to scare preps into a confession. The big boys at 1 Police Plaza loved him. His antics worked. The friendly ghost was admired throughout the department.

“How long have you been here, Casper?” Toni asked as the detectives climbed the stairs. 

“Seventeen minutes; watch your footing. These floors are damaged; there're holes everywhere.” Casper led the detectives into the apartment. “The body's in the back room.” 

Iris braced herself for the horror she would see. Detective Iris Williams still gets the chill at the initial sight of a victim's body, something she couldn’t shake. In front of her was the body of a man. He was sitting in a chair that had been pushed over. The victim's legs were cuffed to the legs of the chair; his arms were cuffed behind him. The victim’s head had been blown off completely. Toni passed Iris a pair of latex gloves. “Hi, Iris,” Chief Medical Examiner Raymond Johnson said. He looked at Toni. “Hey, Toni.”

“Whatcha got, Raymond?” Iris asked.

“We got Paul Russo Junior....” Raymond handed Iris a plastic bag that contained the victim's wallet. Iris glanced at it, then looked at the headless body.

“Wasn't he the son of Sammy, the face, Russo? Top dog in the drug trade in Queens?” she asked.

“The one and only. But now Papa Russo is a legitimate businessman; check this out. We found a photo of a woman,” Raymond continued. “Actually, the picture was torn from a magazine and stuffed in the victim's wallet. The woman was holding a sword.”

“We have a witness...” Casper pointed at one of the bedrooms. “... Greg Tillman. He said he saw two people carrying someone or something up the stairs last night. Twenty minutes later, he heard the gunshot.” 

The detectives studied the scene as M.E. Raymond Johnson and his team went to work. “He's homeless and sleeps in this building,” Casper continued.

“Whoever did this had it in for this dude,” Raymond said. “He held the weapon, a 12 gauge Sawed -Off Shotgun, inches from the left side of our victim's face before pulling the trigger.” 

And what was Sammy Russo's son doing up here? Iris asked herself. She looked around. There was nothing in the room but blood splatter.

“This looks like a vendetta,” Casper said. “Little Paul was a member of the street gang, The Romans. They popped up three years ago. Those little cockroaches are everywhere now. Word on the street is that The Romans had something to do with the drive-by shooting that killed those little girls.”

Iris took a breath, and then she exhaled. ‘Okay, why don't you take the witness back to the Double 0 while Toni and I head out to Queens? I need to talk to Sammy, the face, about his boy.”
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Iris grew up in Far Rockaway, Queens. She attended Frederick Douglass High School, where she was a straight-A student. During that time, she fell in love with a handsome loan shark. One evening, on July 4th, Iris wore a new bathing suit she had purchased for that evening's events at the beach. Her mother and father fought that day, and Iris wanted to leave the house immediately. Iris slid from her home and headed for the beach with her girlfriends, something she and her sister had promised never to do when their parents argued. Mr. and Mrs. Williams both had explosive tempers. Upon Iris’s return home, she found the house surrounded by NYPD officers. She was told that her mother had shot and killed her father.

The boy Iris wanted to impress was Sammy, the face Russo.

The next day, Iris searched the neighborhood for people who may have heard or seen something; she found no one. The depression she had fallen into prompted her older sister, Deloris, to seek professional help for Iris. At seventeen, Iris Williams was diagnosed with separation anxiety disorder after her mother had died from a massive heart attack at the sentencing. 

Three of Sammy's men stood in front of the building. Iris double-parked her vehicle in front of the small storefront. “Wait until you see this place, Toni.” The detectives both wore jeans that showed off their figures. The detectives’ badges were displayed when they stepped out of the vehicle. “Look what we have here,” one of the men said. 

“Hi, guys,” Iris said. “We're here to see Sammy Russo. Is he home?”

“Are you now?” the man asked. He had an ugly scar running down the side of his face. He licked his lips. But before the man could utter another word, one of his buddies tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, I think the boss would want to see her,” Iris remembered the man who had spoken up. The last time Iris visited Sammy's hideout, he slapped the man across the face for disrespecting her. “I think you'd better let her in.”

“Yeah, I think so, too,” Iris said.

Toni stood by her partner's side, her hand on the butt of her gun. 

“Let them in, man.” 

The first thing Toni noticed was the sawdust on the floor. The smell of smoked meat filled the air. “This looks like one of those meat markets from the fifties. My mother used to say that these places had the best meat back in the day.

“Check this out,” Iris said. She stood in front of an old-fashioned Coca-Cola machine. “Wow, I wonder if it still works. She reached into her pocket and pulled out some change. 

“It's only five cents,” Toni said. Toni took a nickel from Iris’s hand and placed it into the slot. An original bottle of Coca-Cola slid out from the side. “Wow, it's cold, too.”

Iris walked over to the counter. Sharp implements, taken from a faraway time, hung on the wall. A calendar showed the date to be June 26, 1959. Iris smiled. “Everything's so authentic.” Suddenly, a side door opened, and a man entered the shop. His eyes grew wide when he spotted Iris.

Iris stood in her tracks. The man ducked under the doorway and stood straight up. His six-foot-five, two-hundred-and-thirty-five-pound frame loomed over Iris. Someone brushed against Iris’ right shoulder; it was Toni, her G43 9mm pistol pointed at the man's face. “I don't think that will be necessary, Toni.” 

The last time Iris visited Sammy the face, the same man stood in her way; Iris had broken his jaw in two places back then. “How have you been, buddy? How's the jaw?” At their last encounter, the man disrespected Iris by touching her; he didn't realize that the five-foot-six, one hundred twenty-five-pound beauty was also a Jeet Kune Du expert, Bruce Lee's style of Kung-Fu. Iris has been practicing the Jeet Kune Du discipline since joining the NYPD. 

The man glared at Iris. He lifted the end of the counter. Iris’ brown eyes tore into the man's as she and Toni walked past him and through the door.
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Five men were standing in front of a desk when the detectives entered the room. The men looked in Iris and Toni’s direction. A second later, Sammy, the face Russo, stood up. Toni looked at the man. Sammy, the face Russo was handsome. Toni could see how a young Iris could fall for such a man. He reminded Toni of George Clooney. Toni watched the eye contact between Iris and Sammy Russo; a hint of jealousy washed over her. 

Sammy, the face, pushed past two of his men. “Iris, I knew you would come!” The face made his way toward Iris. He took her hand and kissed it. “This is my partner, Detective Toni. How you've been, Samuel?” Iris looked into Samuel's eyes; he'd been crying.

“That bastard killed my son!”

“Who, Samuel, who killed your son?”

“That son of a bitch did this.”

Iris looked at her partner. “Who, Samuel?”

“This freak, this fuckin’ punk Victor Melino....” Sammy closed his eyes and shook his head. “Excuse me for that. He's paying me back for pushing his operations off 147th Street. That mother fucker is responsible for that drive-by that killed those three little girls....” Sammy paused. Iris could feel his anger. “The bastard was selling dope on a block where a public school was. That crazy mother fucker....”

“Samuel, did you know your son was a member of The Romans?

Sammy cleared his throat. “Yes, I knew.”

“We think this might be a revenge killing,” Toni said. “We're going to check out this Melino character...” 

Suddenly, Sammy, the face, shouted. “48 hours, Iris. I'm giving the NYPD 48 hours to catch this guy. If not...” Sammy, the face, Russo turned and walked towards his chair. “...I'll take care of it myself.” Iris knew Sammy was serious. Sammy, the face, Russo, had some influential politicians and a few top cops over at 1 Police Plaza in his pocket. Iris knew Sammy could get away with murder.

“Just take it easy, Samuel...” Iris walked up to the man she had first given herself to all those years ago. Something moved inside her. “Samuel, please let us handle this, please.” Iris looked deep into his eyes. She rubbed her hand up and down his right arm.

“You're a good cop, Iris; you'll catch this guy...” Emotions hit Sammy Russo again. He tried to fight it. 

Iris hugged him.

Toni watched.

——-

[image: ]


SAMMY RUSSO HAD TOLD Iris where Victor Melino hangs out. On their way uptown, Toni asked, “You guys were close, huh?”

Iris turned her vehicle onto 126th Street. “Yes, we were. He was a good friend.” 

“Okay, we don't know what this guy looks like, but I bet Ulysses S. Grant can find out for us.” Toni reached into her front pocket and removed some cash. She peeled off a fifty. A small group of men stood in front of a subway station. “Let's see if Grant can get these guys to tell us where our boy lives.”

Iris reached into her pocket, also. “Here, take this just in case Grant needs a little backup.” She handed Toni two twenties. 

The detectives exited Iris’s ride and headed toward the group of men. After waving the cash in their faces, Iris and Toni got what they wanted: an address.

Iris parked in front of a five-story walk-up on 148th Street. Two young men were leaning against a parked car, talking. The men looked to be in their early twenties. Iris looked at her partner. “I don't think we're going to need the money.” 

“Yeah, those two aren't in any gang. Look at them.” The young men were dressed in sports jackets. “C'mon. Let's put our sexy on.” The detectives exited Iris’s ride. The young men both did a double-take. “Good God!” One of them said. 

“Hi, guys,” Toni said. She smiled as she did a slow, sexy walk toward one of the men. Iris approached the other. “Hi, handsome. My partner and I are looking for somebody.” Iris stepped into the man's personal space. “You have beautiful eyes; did you know that?”

“Thank you.” The young man blushed. 

“Can you guys tell us where we can find Victor Melino?” Toni asked.

“You just missed him.” The blushing man said. “He left about fifteen minutes ago.”

“Yeah,” the other man said. “About ten, fifteen minutes ago.”

The detectives thanked the young men.
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At the Double 0 precinct, Iris and her partner walked into Lt. Holland's office. Iris brought Holland up to speed. “We believe the killer stuffed a picture, torn from a magazine, into the victim's wallet. For what reason, we don’t know yet.”

“Yeah,” Toni said. “Sammy the face believes that a low-level drug dealer named Victor Melino is responsible for his son's death.”

Iris sat down in one of Holland's wing chairs. “Sammy told us that if we don't find this Victor Melino in forty-eight hours, he would.

“And he'll do it from five thousand miles away, Holland said.”

“Exactly,” Iris stood up. And knowing Samuel, as I do, he’ll have everybody in this guy's family murdered, plus all his associates.

“So, no luck in finding this guy?”

“We're close, lieutenant.”

“Tomorrow, Iris and I are heading back to Victor Melino’s apartment.”

“Good; bring him in and see what he has to say.” Holland looked at Iris. “Did you reschedule the interview?”

Iris looked at her partner. 

“Yes, the people at Good Morning America were great. We're going for Tuesday, the day after tomorrow,” Toni replied.

Holland nodded her head. “Great. Have a good show; I’ll be watching.

Iris and Toni entered their office and took seats at their respective desks. “This thing could easily become a real-life gang war if we don't find this guy,” Toni said.

“A freaking bloodbath.” Iris sat back in her swivel chair. She placed her elbow on the right armrest and ran her index finger across her lips. Someone tapped on the door; Casper walked in.

“Hey, ladies. So you didn't get to do the interview? I was so looking forward to seeing you guys on TV,” Casper said, walking over to the mini-fridge and removing a water bottle. “So, how many books have you guys sold?”

“Casper, please,” Iris said. Detective Leroy Chalk, Casper's real name, loved Iris and Toni as if they were a part of his family. Despite his appearance, Iris was the only person Casper had met who'd liked him enough to let him into her life. And Casper was the only person Iris told, besides her niece, that she was in love with Annette Toni. 

“What, you don't want to tell me?”

“1.3 million copies, Casper, and we received a bonus of $ 1.5 million.” You’re happy now?”

“Damn!

“Okay, that's enough of that. Listen, we're going to need your assistance again tomorrow.”

“No problem.”

“Cool, meet us here tomorrow morning. Then we'll head over to 148th Street and Lexington.”

“That's the Romans' territory,” Casper stated. “This should be interesting. He lowered his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Very interesting.”
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With the money Iris and Toni made from their book, the detectives bought a beautiful four-bedroom home in Garden City, Long Island, an incorporated village in Nassau County, New York.  Despite the detectives’ newfound fame, they never considered leaving the force. 

The house boasted, among other things, a state-of-the-art surveillance system. A large fireplace greeted Iris when she entered her home. She threw her keys into an empty fishbowl. Toni followed and did the same with her keys. “You want a Corona?” she asked, making a beeline for the kitchen.

“Yes, thank you,” Iris sat on a nine-thousand-dollar Fabio Leather Cinema sectional couch, something Jasmine had found in a shop in Soho. Iris had spent Jasmine's entire life teaching her how to be the best woman she could be and how to respect people for who they are, not for the color of their skin. Now, she and Toni's new mission was to get Jasmine to appreciate the value of the dollar.  

Iris removed her Nikes. Life has been good, she thought. The success of The Hunt for Stacey and Jannifer McHill changed the detectives’ lives. The detectives can now afford all the luxuries of life. Penning another true crime novel, Iris and Toni signed an extension to their one-year contract, with an additional $ 1.5 million as a signing bonus. The couple now drives a new Suburban and lives in a two-million-dollar home. 

Iris understood the value of money. She and Toni brought the things they needed. “Here you go, baby,” Toni said as she handed Iris a cold bottle of Corona. Toni sat on the couch next to her partner. 

Back in Montana, Annette Toni never thought about being a cop. Her parents, who were farmers, wanted their only child to make her mark in the world, to be somebody. Annette Toni had an above-average IQ. Her mother wanted her only child to become a movie star because of her looks. Toni's father thought the idea was foolish. Mr. Toni wanted his daughter to become a lawyer. After receiving a full scholarship and graduating from Yale University, young Annette Toni was still unsure what she wanted to do with her life. But one thing she knew - she would not be returning to Hannibal, Missouri, population 17,595.

Annette, Toni's mother, died from breast cancer a year before Toni’s graduation. Annette Toni had no reason to return to Hannibal, Missouri. Living with her strict father was not an option. She found her way to New York City and landed a job at Merrill Lynch, starting salary was 63,200 a year. One evening, while watching the 11 o'clock news, Toni was shocked by a report of a senior citizen brutally beaten in her apartment. Someone with a cell phone had taken a photo of the elderly woman as medical technicians carried her from the building. The following morning, Toni found out which hospital the woman had been taken to.  

Annette Toni took it upon herself to visit the elderly woman, Hellen Hill, during her hour-long lunch break. She told the nurse on staff that she was a close family friend. The sight of the woman's face had drawn out emotions Toni had never felt. Toni wanted to hurt someone; she wanted revenge for the poor woman. The next afternoon, Annette Toni brought her favorite book to read to the elderly lady. Upon her arrival at the hospital, Annette Toni was informed that Mrs. Hill had passed away during the night. Annette Toni quit her job and joined the NYPD the next day, starting salary, 43,000 a year. She and Iris have been partners on and off the field for sixteen years, and the highlight of their relationship was the birth of Jasmine. Toni worshipped them both. She glanced at her partner. She knew what Iris was thinking... “Did you see that tennis bracelet she brought herself?”

“Yeah, she tried to hide it, but I saw it.”

“That's the third piece of jewelry she brought herself.” Toni took a sip of her beer and stared at Iris. “How much do you think that one cost?” she asked. Just then, a voice interrupted the detectives. “I didn't know Jazzy was home,” Iris said. She stood up and called out her daughter's name. Champ, the family’s shepherd and scent hound dog, followed by a young man whom Iris knew was Jasmine’s boyfriend, lumbered down the staircase, followed by Jasmine and another young man. Iris didn't recognize the second guy. She looked at Toni, who shrugged her shoulders. 

Oh, really...” Iris looked at her daughter.

“Mother, please, it's not what you think.”

“Hi, Miss Iris. Hi, Miss Toni,” the young man said.

“And who the hell are you? Iris asked the guy she didn’t know.

“Oh...I'm...” the young man stammered.”

Iris approached the young man. “You forgot your name?”

“Thomas Green, Miss Iris.”

“And what were two doing upstairs with our daughter, Mr. Green? Toni asked.

Thomas Green looked at Jasmine and gave her- the rescue you me face.

“I was just showing them something, Mother, that's all.” Jasmine ushered the young men towards the front door.

“Wait a minute, Jasmine...” Toni walked up to Larry Holmes– Jasmine's boyfriend. How's your mother?” Larry Holmes was a junior at John Jay College of Criminal Justice. 

“She's coming along, Ms. Toni. Thanks for asking.”

––––––––
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“THEY'VE GOT TO GO NOW, Mother.” Jasmine opened the door. She kissed Larry on the cheek, and then she hugged him.

“And thank you for the watch—”

Jasmine closed the door in his face.” She stood in front of the door for a few seconds before turning and facing her parents.

“And what was that all about, young lady?” Iris asked.

“And you brought him a watch?” Toni chimed in.

Jasmine walked over to the couch and flopped down next to Iris. “We were talking about the guy who was killed in that building. Because You guys are working that case.”
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