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‘I do solemnly swear that I will support the constitution of the United States, and the constitution of the State of New York, and that I will faithfully discharge the duties of the office of attorney and counselor-at-law, according to the best of my ability.’


Section 1 of Article XIII of the New York State Constitution; oath of office for a new lawyer.


‘A liar is full of oaths.’


From Le Menteur by Pierre Corneille




PART
I


 


 


 


 


August 2nd 2002


Upstate New York


The child had been screaming for twenty minutes. She had been fed, changed, winded, rocked, sung to, even held. Julie had read half a dozen books during the latter stages of her pregnancy and that day she was attempting, for the fifth time, “controlled crying”. The book said to leave the baby to settle down on its own. This was an important part of sleep training, according to the author. It was tough, and Julie hadn’t managed to last the recommended two minutes without going into the nursery and picking up the baby. In the hazy recesses of her memory, Julie could not recall ever being held by her mother. When her baby was born, she’d felt awkward at first; holding that precious life in her hands felt wrong. It felt like she shouldn’t be trusted with something so new, so pure, and so fragile.


Julie pushed open the door to the nursery and began to make “cooing” sounds as she approached the cot. The child settled almost immediately. The blackout blinds were pulled down, and only the night light gave a muted glow to Julie’s face. It was enough for the child to see her mother, and hear her voice. Julie continued to hum, softly, smiling all the while as the baby gently drifted to sleep.


Silently, Julie began retreating from the nursery, first making sure the baby monitor was switched on before she left and closed the door.


The clock hit ten oh five.


Julie made her way to a makeshift studio in what would have been the utility room of the house. A half-finished canvas stood, accusingly, on an easel. Tucking the portable speaker from the baby monitor into her jeans, she looked around for her apron. She found it lying in a corner, put it on and began to work. The first half-hour went well, then, as the shakes began, her brush strokes became stilted, heavy. Where before she could produce smooth, delicate lines, they became jittery and uneven. The tremors got worse and she felt that familiar, guilty hunger. The day before she had painted the red roof tiles in a single, smooth stroke, but now they came pitter patter, awkward and skewed.


Julie needed a fix.


She took off her apron, threw it into the same corner of the studio where she’d found it earlier, and went in search of relief. Down the hallway, opposite the nursery. She reached the den, opened the door, closed and locked it behind her. A switch on the wall ignited the ceiling fan, and she set it to the highest speed and opened the windows. From the desk, she took a glass pipe and filled it with small white rocks that were kept in an old tobacco tin.


She lit the pipe. Inhaled.


Another hit.


That sweet, saccharine ecstasy flowed through Julie’s body. Her heartbeat quickened, and the wave of euphoria brought heat with it – like being smothered in a warm blanket.


The sound of the front door closing startled her. At last, Scott was back. Crack made her sweat, pretty much instantly, and she wiped her forehead. She placed the pipe on the study desk and opened the door to the hallway.


But there was no one there. Her senses were muddled. Noises seemed both louder and muted. As if the source of the sounds were closer to her but she was now underwater and listening through a fog of liquid. She listened, hard. And there it was again. A soft creak from the loose floorboard in the nursery. Julie crossed the hall, and slowly opened the nursery door.


Light from the hallway spilled into the room.


A man stood in the nursery.


A stranger. Dressed in black. Standing over the cot. The room tilted. With the curtains drawn and the blackout blind pulled down for the child’s nap, the man’s features were not clear. The more her eyes became accustomed, the more of him she was able to see.


He wore black gloves. Shiny, leather ones. And his face and head were somehow misshapen. She stepped into the nursery and saw that he was wearing a mask.


The vision before her had been so arresting, so violating, so unreal and yet so visceral, that at first she hadn’t noticed the scent. It came to her now. Strong. Overwhelming. All too familiar.


Gasoline. The entire room had been soaked in gasoline.


Before panic, all of her senses kicked into high gear. And in that same paralyzing moment, she realized that her child’s cries had ceased.


For a moment, Julie thought she was falling. The dark in the room seemed to rush toward her. And then she was falling. Just before she hit the floor the pain in her forehead kicked in. She felt something wet in her eyes. Something stingy. She wiped her face and looked at the blood on her hands. Julie scrambled to her feet and instantly the darkness took her again. Black gloves took her shoulders and pushed her backwards out of the nursery, across the hall.


Julie couldn’t scream. She wanted to scream. She needed to scream. Her throat had closed in panic and her heart was thumping like a football in a washing machine. One of the hands let go, and Julie wriggled, trying to free her other arm.


Something very hard came down fast on top of her head. This time she felt the pain instantly; the fire inside her brain spread over her skull and she felt the pinpricks of agony spilling down her neck and into her shoulders. The figure in black let go of her other arm and for the briefest of moments, she thought it was all over. He was letting her go. She was wrong.


She felt strong hands thump against her chest. Julie catapulted backwards and heard the thump from the side of her head meeting the corner of the desk. The darkness had followed her and all turned black.


Silence. Stillness. Sleep.


Something inside Julie woke up.


It sounded like someone pounding on a door. The noise grew louder. A dull pain began in her head and quickly got worse and worse. It felt like someone turning a dial, increasing intensity until it became ice-hot agony.


Her eyes opened and her body lurched. She didn’t know if she was standing or falling. Dizzy. Julie’s hands found the floor beneath her and she pushed up onto her knees. She tried to take a breath but there was no air. Just thick, black smoke. As the coughing fit took her, Julie used the desk to climb to her feet. Two words were on her lips.


My baby.


She managed to turn around, and saw that the door was closed over, but not fully shut. She opened it to a wall of angry flame. The heat hit her skin with incredible force. It was like running into a flaming brick wall. The fire was roaring out of the nursery. It had taken hold of the hall ceiling and the carpet. Julie held up her hands and pushed into the hallway, but she could not get into the nursery. She couldn’t see inside. The nursery was an inferno. Even with the smoke choking her lungs, and her tears evaporating on her cheek from the heat, Julie screamed. A long, scorching scream.


She didn’t know how long she stood there with her flesh searing and the noise of the burning house drowning her voice. The ceiling let out a fierce crack and plaster, dust and then a heavy beam fell from the floor above and landed on top of Julie.


She lay there, drifting in and out of consciousness. The blood seeping from her scalp cooled her skin. She knew that before the beam fell on her she had a strong desire to go somewhere in the house, to get something, but what that was she couldn’t remember. When the fire truck pulled up outside, Julie knew that she was upset, that she had lost something or someone.


And then Julie fell asleep.




CHAPTER ONE


Past midnight, fairly sober, I stood outside my office building wearing my best black suit, white shirt and green tie, my shoes polished and hair brushed, as I waited for a car to take me into the middle of a living nightmare.


West 46th Street seemed quiet with the bar on the corner already closed up for the night. Any restaurant stragglers that remained were avoiding the outside tables. Instead they stayed inside, praising God for the invention of AC. I’d only been on the street for five minutes and the back of my clean shirt was soaked through. July in New York City meant that everything and everyone on the street was hot and wet.


Crime went up in the summer as people went a little crazy. Usually people who weren’t crazy any other time of the year. The dip in the crime figures for the regular offenders, who were often too damn hot to do themselves or anyone else serious damage, was made up for by the regular men and women who lost it in the terrible heat, their hands wet with blood and sweat. One human being for a flashing red moment does something unthinkable to another. And July was the crazy season.


We were two weeks into a record-breaking heat wave and even the darkness brought no relief.


Unlike most lawyers, I didn’t carry a briefcase. Or a notepad. In fact, I wasn’t even sure I had a pen with me. In my jacket pocket was a single document. Four pages long. Single spaced. My retainer agreement. There was a space at the bottom of the agreement for the signature of my new client. I didn’t need anything else. The benefit of being a one-man law practice was that I didn’t have to keep a lot of notes in case somebody else had to pick up one of my cases. Witness statements, police interviews, court dates, juror selection – apart from the odd scribble, I kept it all in my head. The exceptions were those cases that we all try to forget.


As I sweated it out in my suit, I wondered if the case I was about to take on would be one of those that I’d try to forget in years to come.


The phone call came around twenty minutes ago, direct to the office landline, not my cell phone. So I didn’t pick up at first. Only a select few had my cell. My best clients knew it, together with a couple of friends and the desk sergeants in half a dozen precincts who gave me a heads-up on any juicy arrests that came in.


It was after midnight so I knew it wasn’t my wife or daughter. Whatever the caller wanted, it could wait.


I let the answer machine kick in.


“The office of Eddie Flynn, Attorney at Law, is now closed, please leave a message …”


“Mr Flynn, I know you’re listening to this. Please pick up the phone.” A male voice. Not young, maybe in their forties of fifties. An effort was being made to enunciate properly and hide an old, working class New York brogue; Brooklyn Irish.


A pause while he waited for me to grab the receiver. I poured a little more water into my bourbon and sat on my bed. I slept in a small room in the back of my office. With a couple of recent, really good paychecks I was getting closer to saving enough for a deposit on an apartment. For now, the pull-out bed in the back room sufficed.


“I don’t have much time, Mr Flynn. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’ll tell you my name and you’ll have ten seconds to pick up the phone. If you don’t I’ll hang up and you will never hear from me again.”


From the sounds of it, this guy I could do without. He was messing with my nightcap. One drink a day was all I allowed myself these days. My gut wanted it at six o’clock, but I found that I needed it just before I turned in for the night. A large glass, taken slowly, helped me sleep and sometimes even took the edge off the nightmares. No, I’d decided no matter what this punk said his name was, I would not pick up that phone.


“Leonard Howell,” said the voice.


The name was instantly familiar but at that time of night I wasn’t thinking straight. A long day in arraignment court, client meetings, and not much to eat in between meant I was punchy at this hour. I might not remember my own name.


After four seconds I remembered how I knew the caller’s name.


“Mr Howell, it’s Eddie Flynn.”


“It’s good to hear your voice. You probably know why I’m calling.”


“I’ve watched the news, and read the papers. I’m so very sorry for …”


“Then you’ll know I don’t want to talk on the phone. I want to know if you might be available later? I think I’m going to need some legal advice. Sorry to be so blunt, I don’t have a lot of time,” he said.


I had a million questions. None I could ask over the phone. An old family friend needed help. That was all I needed to know for now.


“You available at four a.m.?” he said. He didn’t need to spell it out. Something was going down.


“I am. But I’m not coming at four. If there’s something I can do then I’d rather come see you right now. Like I said, I’ve been following the news. I remember you from the old neighborhood, running football bets for my dad. He always liked you. Look, I’m really sorry about your daughter. If it’s any use, I’ve been there. I know what you’re going through.”


He didn’t say anything. He hadn’t been expecting this.


“I remember your dad. And you. That’s kind of why I’m calling. I need someone I can trust. Someone that understands my situ­ation,” he said.


“I understand. I wish I didn’t, but I do. My daughter was ten when she was taken.”


“And you got her back,” said Howell.


“I did. I’ve played this game before. If you want my help, I need to be there, now. Where are you?”


He sighed and said, “I’m at home. I’ll send a car. Where do you want to be picked up?”


“My office. I’ll be waiting out front.”


“Driver will be there in a half hour,” said Howell, and with that, I heard the click as he ended the call. I thought about Lenny Howell. He didn’t like anyone calling him Lenny these days. He was a lot older than me and his reputation was well known in my old neighborhood. He’d been a hoodlum at first. Petty crimes and burglaries. His family were poor and he grew up hard. His old man used to beat him on the front steps of his building. Until my dad saw it happen one day and took Lenny’s father to one side for a man-to-man conversation. Lenny never got hit again. He never committed another burglary either. Instead he worked as a runner for my father’s illegal bookmaking business. Lenny learned how to run a book from my father. I knew him a little; Lenny was the first person to ever teach me a con. One day Lenny got a little too rough with a marine that couldn’t pay his Tuesday blues – the debt from a bad bet on Monday night football. The marine kicked Lenny’s ass, then told him he should join up. The marine liked young Lenny, and took him under his wing. Joining the navy saved Lenny from the life. He’d left his old ways behind. I knew the feeling, I’d been a con artist in my early twenties and gave it up for a career in the law. But what I’d begun to realize in the last few years was that you can never truly leave your past behind.


Three days ago I’d watched Lenny Howell give a press conference. All the major news channels carried the story. The chief of police sat on his left, his new wife, Susan, sat on his right, wearing a wedding ring barely four years old. The rock that she wore below that ring sparkled for the camera flashes and considering the size of the thing, I wondered how she managed to wear it without breaking her slender finger. If I’d been advising Howell I would’ve told him to go on TV alone.


He’d barely spoken. No need, really. When he took off his glasses and looked straight into the camera the ravaged look in his eyes had said it all. When he did speak, his voice was broken and strained. His words had stayed with me, because I’d been in his situation and I knew that pain.


“Whoever has my daughter, my Caroline, please don’t hurt her. Give Caroline back to me and nothing will happen to you. I promise. We just want Caroline back.”


Caroline Howell was seventeen years old. She’d been missing for nineteen days. There had been regular press conferences but this was the first time her father had appeared. Howell knew more about missing people than almost anybody. He’d served in the marines and completed tours of duty in every major conflict for the past twenty years. He’d returned a war hero and switched careers to law enforcement. For the last ten years he’d been making a fortune running Howell’s Risk Management. A security firm that offered personal protection, hostage negotiation, hostile territory evaluation, and threat assessment.


Few people in the country knew more about kidnapping, hostage retrieval and negotiation. Now, his daughter was the victim.


I remembered watching him deliver a plea to whoever had taken Caroline – he said all the right things, stuck to his script word for word. He’d repeated her name, over and over, but I could see it in his eyes. I could hear the echo of loss in his voice. Once, I’d sounded exactly the same. My daughter had been taken a few years before. The ordeal had only lasted for two days, but those days still haunted me. I wouldn’t have gotten her back from the Russian mob if I hadn’t had a lot of help.


Every time I saw Howell’s face on TV, or pictures of him in the paper, it sent a burning, hollow feeling into my chest. It was like looking at an old photograph of myself. I’d been that man.


I had to wipe a fine sheen of condensation off my watch face to check the time. Twenty-four minutes since I got the call. A red Volkswagen Sedan pulled up outside a bar called Brews. The driver leant over the passenger seat and eyeballed me. This wasn’t the kind of ride I was expecting. I’d anticipated a Mercedes, or a high-end BMW to come pick me up. Howell wouldn’t have sent something like this.


The guy got out of the VW and put on a white ball cap. He wore a faded red tee which read “Arnac Deliveries” on the chest. From the back seat he picked up a package wrapped in brown paper and set a white envelope on top. He closed the car door and made his way across the street toward me with the package and envelope under one arm and a clipboard in the other.


“Eddie Flynn?” he said.


I tensed up. It was a little late to be making deliveries, and this guy had nothing to do with Lenny Howell. Looking left and right quickly, I saw there were no pedestrians on the street; so this guy didn’t have any buddies backing him up. He was no delivery boy, I knew that for sure. I turned to my right, giving him less of a target in case he had a knife tucked into the back of his jeans.


He was smiling, but not a real smile. It was for show. My hands were loose and ready to fly into this guy’s face if he made a sudden move.


“I’m Eddie Flynn, I’m not expecting any kind of delivery.”


Setting the package and the clipboard on the sidewalk, he picked up the envelope. As soon as he did that I knew exactly who the guy was.


He held out the envelope. I didn’t take it. He came forward slowly, stood just a few inches from my face, planted the envelope on my chest and said, “You’ve been served.”


I took the envelope.


The guy was a process server. People in that line of work spent their days tracking men and women and when they found them, they handed them envelopes that they didn’t want; so they posed as delivery personnel, tourists looking for directions or new customers or clients. I wasn’t expecting any papers. If he wanted to find me he could’ve come at a sociable hour – like most process servers. No, the timing of service had almost certainly been requested by whoever employed this guy. They wanted me to get this late, so it would keep me up all night. As I ran my hands over the blank envelope I thought that it could only be one thing – divorce papers.


I opened the envelope. It wasn’t from my wife, Christine. It was a subpoena for all of the files and paperwork on someone called Julie Rosen. The subpoena required the files to be deposited at the process server’s office within fourteen days. From what little I could glean from the document, it seemed to relate to an appeal in the matter of The People v. Julie Rosen.


It meant nothing to me. I was pretty sure I’d never represented anyone by that name. The subpoena said it had been prepared by counsel for the appellant, but as usual the subpoena didn’t identify the lawyers acting for Rosen.


“Hey, who are Julie Rosen’s lawyers?” I asked.


He said nothing and simply turned his back to me. An unwise thing to do in the circumstances. I put the subpoena in my jacket pocket and paid attention while the process server bent down and picked up the package and the clipboard.


With his back to me he said, “That was a piece of luck, I was going to call at your office and do the whole delivery routine. You saved me a couple of flight of stairs. Sleep well, pal.”


“Who are her lawyers?” I said.


The process server didn’t turn around, he just started walking to his car and said, “That’s confidential. You know I can’t tell you that.”


“Don’t you want your wallet back, Brad?”


He stopped, felt his hip pocket and spun around.


“How did you …”


I held his open wallet in one hand, his driver’s license in the other.


“You should be careful not to turn your back to strangers. Now I know where you live, Brad,” I said, slotting the license back into the wallet. “You want this back you gotta’ tell me who gave you the subpoena; who’s representing Julie Rosen.”


His face folded into a snarl, he threw aside the dummy package and the clipboard. He drew his hands into fists.


“I’m going to beat the shit out of you,” he said, striding toward me.


He raised his hands, wrists held straight and tucked under his chin like a brawler from an old movie. I knew then that Brad wasn’t a trained fighter. First lesson I learned in Mickey Hooley’s gym, twenty-years ago in the ass-end of Hell’s Kitchen, was how to punch someone without breaking your wrist. Mickey taught us to angle our wrist to about 45 degrees, so the index-finger knuckle is in a straight line to your elbow. That angle engages all the little muscles around your wrist, giving you a solid punching base.


I could’ve demonstrated on Brad. Put my fist through his angry face. In a way, I wanted to. Brad probably thought he was tough. I could teach him otherwise. But I didn’t. I figured he would be easier to talk to if he still had all of his teeth. Instead, I stopped him in his tracks with something a lot more powerful than a straight right hand.


I slid his license back into his wallet, swiped a C note from my billfold and held it up in front of my face.


His pace slowed and his hands began to drop. I took advantage and asked him a couple of questions.

“What’s the going rate for time-specific personal service these days? Two hundred dollars? Two-fifty? When you take out your firm’s cut, taxes, gasoline, insurance, what do you get? I’d say eighty dollars. Am I right?”


He stopped a few feet away. Looked me up and down, then stared at the hundred dollar bill in my hand.


“Eight-nine fifty,” said Brad.


As an attorney I’d used process servers all over Manhattan. I knew the cheapest, I knew the best, and I knew exactly what they charged and how it broke down.


“I can do one of two things, Brad. It’s your decision. Either I can make a call to a friendly court clerk I know, first thing in the morning, and she can tell me who issued the subpoena and all it’ll cost me is a box of donuts next time I’m in court or you can save me the trouble and I’ll put this hundred dollar bill in your wallet before I give it back. Your choice,” I said.


Brad wiped his mouth, stared at the money.


“What if it comes back to me? I could get fired,” he said.


“Look, it won’t come from me. I’m not going to tell anyone I got this from you. They’ll assume I charmed a clerk, is all.”


I prised open the sleeve of the wallet which contained Brad’s cash. He kept a neat wallet. It wasn’t bulked out with old receipts or business cards. His driver’s license and a couple of credit cards poked out of individual pockets that were stacked neatly on top of one another. A hundred and forty-seven dollars in cash was arranged in an orderly fashion in the wallet. The hundred dollar bill at the back, followed by a twenty, a ten, three fives, and two ones. I turned the wallet toward Brad, slid the tip of my hundred in between his hundred and the twenty.


“Last chance,” I said.


“Copeland. The lawyer is Max Copeland,” he said.


An electric chill prickled at my back.


I let Brad see me slip my hundred into his wallet, which I then flipped shut and tossed. Brad caught it, put it in his front pocket. He wouldn’t carry his wallet in his hip pocket again. Not until he bought a chain for it. I watched him pick up the dummy package and clipboard, get back into his car and drive away.


Brad didn’t check his wallet before he left because he saw me take a hundred from my pocket and put it right in there with the rest of his cash. I opened my right hand, unfolded Brad’s hundred dollar bill which I’d swept up with my fingers and expertly palmed only moments ago. Brad didn’t see it because I didn’t want him to see it. My hand was in his wallet to put my money in, but he didn’t see me take his money out. I stared at the hundred, and thought about Max Copeland.


Until three years ago, give or take a few months, very few people outside of the legal profession knew anything about Max Copeland. He didn’t advertise, he wasn’t listed in the yellow pages, he didn’t have a website or even a sign outside his office. Lawyers knew him by reputation only. Max Copeland exclusively represented the worst kind of clients imaginable and he did so with a bloodthirsty relish. Only after an article appeared in the Washington Street Journal did any of the public come to know the name.


The article was entitled, “The Devil’s Advocate.” A pretty accurate summary, despite the cliché. Max represented pedophiles, child murderers, serial killers and rapists. He did this with a single goal in mind – get them off and get them back on the street. I’d never met him, and had no desire ever to do so. Guys with his rep didn’t sit well with me.


In the end, it didn’t matter – I’d never represented Julie Rosen, and I was pretty sure I had none of her files.


A set of headlights came around the corner. They were from a custom built, stretched Lincoln; black, beautiful, nineteen-inch chrome alloys and a polish that made the damn thing gleam like the rock on Susan Howell’s finger.


The car pulled up in front of me. I put the subpoena in my jacket pocket and realized, too late, that I would’ve been better off not answering that call from Leonard Howell. Maybe it was the subpoena, maybe hearing Copeland’s name – I didn’t know exactly what it was, but I had a strong urge to ask the driver of the Lincoln to tell Howell that I was sorry, that I’d changed my mind.


The night had started badly and I knew, somehow, it would only get worse.




CHAPTER TWO


The driver’s door opened and a man got out of the car with some difficulty. He wore a black suit that was a little too big for him. Gray hair, and his heavily lined face contrasted with sharp blue eyes. It was hard to discern his age. Either he was well into his fifties, or he had spent a lot of time on the street. The street does that to people. It ages you like nothing else on earth.


I heard a rasp from a hard-soled shoe scraping along the road. He dragged his right leg with what looked like an awkward and painful limp. Coming around the hood of the car, toward me, I could see that his right foot turned inwards, and bent as he dragged it along the blacktop. His left leg then shot out and stood straight to let him bend his torso and shimmy along. His head was bent down and he leaned on the hood to steady himself. While his head was down I glanced at his foot and saw that he wore a leather brace on his ankle. The strapping led to a steel plate that was probably built into the arch of the shoe, right next to the heel.


“Mr Flynn?” he said, in a light, somewhat sing-song voice.


“Thanks for picking me up,” I said and held out a hand.


He hopped forward a little and took my hand in his. The grip was stronger than I’d expected.


“I-I-I’m G-G-George,” he said. “Mr How-How-Howell sent me to …” His lips froze together and quivered as he tried to bust out a word beginning with p.


My grandfather on my mother’s side had a stutter. When I was six or seven years old, I would go to his house and play with him. He always had candy stashed somewhere in the kitchen and we would play a game where I had to hunt for it. He could shake or nod his head while we looked for the candy, to tell me if I was getting close to the hiding place or further away. It was his favorite game because he didn’t have to talk. If we did talk, my mom constantly scolded me for finishing my grandfather’s sentences. Eventually I stopped, and learned to be patient.


I waited for George to finish, still holding his hand. With every passing second his grip became stronger, and it was beginning to hurt. His face turned a deeper shade of pink and a fine spray of spit machine-gunned from his lips as he got closer to delivering the elusive word. Eventually, he wound back his sentence a little and took another run at it.


“… sent me to PICK you up,” he said.


“Thanks, George,” I said.


He released my hand, shuffled and scraped around the car.


“Let me g-g-get the door,” he said.


“Don’t worry about it, George. I’ve been opening car doors on my own since I was twenty-seven,” I said.


George laughed and wagged a finger at me. He turned, awkwardly, and began loping around the car to get back into the driver’s seat.


I got in the back before George even got as far as the driver’s door. George had the AC on full. It was delicious. Like stepping out of a sauna and being wrapped in chilled silk. Leaning in between the front seats I couldn’t help but take a look at the pedals. The accelerator looked normal but the brake pedal had been lowered and specially adapted with a thick rubber block to make it easier for George.


Lenny Howell was still a good guy.


George got into the driver’s seat, started the motor, and reached into his pocket for a handkerchief. He wiped the sweat from his face and said, “It’s one of those ni-ni-nights.”


He sure got that right.


We drove along the north side of Manhattan on the Henry Hudson Parkway, with the AC blasting and the moon on the river to my left. Past Washington Heights, Harlem and then the freeway moved further inland at Inwood while the city boiled. George took the exit for the Cross Country Parkway headed toward New Rochelle. He didn’t speak, other than to ask if I was comfortable. I was glad to be out of the humidity and my hair was almost dry.


I thought about the name Julie Rosen, and nothing came to mind. My former partner, Jack Halloran, and I had worked closely together. If it had been Jack’s case I would’ve recognized the name. The only other explanation was that it was a dead file sitting in storage from a law firm called Ford and Keating. I got into the law because of a chance meeting with the then part-time judge Harry Ford. We’d become friends, and when I hung out my shingle with Halloran and Flynn, Harry got a full-time judicial position and gave up his partnership in Ford and Keating. Harry’s old partner, Arthur Keating, retired around the same time and Jack and I bought their few remaining live cases. With the twenty or thirty live cases we also got their old files to store. Because we were taking the dead wood we got a discount on the cases that could still make money.


Could Julie Rosen have been an old client of Ford and Keating, attorneys at law? I checked my watch. 12:40 a.m. Far too late to call Harry. Even if it was one of his old files, I didn’t want to call him at this hour. It would wait until the morning. Whatever it was, the fact that Copeland was involved made my gut twitchy.


“I-I sure h-hope you can help Mr Howell,” said George.


“I do too. How’s he holding up?”


George simply shook his head. That was enough.


“And the rest of the family?” I asked.


“Not so bad,” said George, after a pause. “There’s only M-Mrs Howell. And she ain’t the g-g-girl’s blood, you know?”


“I read it in the paper. Mr Howell got remarried.”


When George replied, there was weight in his words, despite the stutter.


“M-Maybe it’s a blessing, you know? The girl’s real mother is in the ground? N-N-No parent should lose a ch-ch-child,” said George.


The Post had mentioned, in one of the first articles, that Caroline Howell’s mother had been deceased for some time.


We came off the freeway and found Main Street quickly. There was little traffic at this hour. We were headed for Premier Point, New Rochelle. A sister community of Premium Point. Whereas Premium Point held fifty of the world’s billionaires in a highly secure, gated community – Premier Point was the poor cousin. It was still a gated living space, with private streets and armed security guards, but you could buy your way onto the bottom rung of the Premier Point property ladder with only seven or eight million dollars. You didn’t get a helicopter pad, or your own private golf course, but Premier Point still had its attractions.


I could tell we were getting close to the entrance by the presence of news channel vans and the assortment of satellite dishes scattered along an open lot opposite the gate. In fine, entrepreneurial tradition a coffee stand and a taco van had decided to pitch on the same open lot to keep the news anchors and reporters wired and fed. Dark figures tossed coffee and scrambled for their cameras. They managed to get a few flashes at the car as we drove into the private lane and pulled up at the gatehouse. A warm glow came from inside the gatehouse, and we sat there waiting for the guard to come out. George put the car in park and folded his arms. I guessed he was used to waiting for the night watch guard to haul his ass away from the TV in the gatehouse. Night watchmen never do anything quickly, that’s why they’re night watchmen.


My cell phone vibrated with a call. It was Harry Ford. The late call could only mean trouble.


“Hi, Harry. I’m kinda glad you called—”


He cut me off, “Eddie, I just got served with a subpoena duces tecum for the file in an old case. I’m just giving you fair warning, you might get handed one of these.” Harry was well into his sixties, one of the first black superior judges in New York’s history and a man who enjoyed half-a-dozen glasses of bourbon before he hit the pillow at the end of the day. I could hear the whiskey in his voice.


“Too late. I already got mine. I was going to call, but I didn’t want to wake you. Is this something to worry about?”


“It’s an old case I dealt with about fifteen years ago. A bad one. Julie Rosen was convicted of murder. She burned down the house with her baby daughter asleep in her cot.”


There was something in his voice. But it wasn’t booze. Regret, guilt maybe.


Most trial lawyers, if you buy them a drink, will tell you all about their greatest victories. War stories. Lawyers love war stories: how they were up against the odds, how they outsmarted their opponent and won. Knowing what I know now, I wouldn’t hire one of those lawyers for my worst enemy. You get a great trial lawyer talking about their career, and they won’t blow smoke up your ass about their wins – they talk about the cases they lost.


Everyone loses, sooner or later. It’s the verdicts that got away that stay with you. Why do the losses mean more for others? Why do they stay with the best lawyers? It’s easy. They give a shit. They care. Give me a lawyer that’s haunted by a guilty verdict on a shoplifting charge that got their client a month in Sing Sing, twenty-five years ago. Those are the lawyers you want in your corner. Harry had been one of those lawyers. And I’d been lucky to learn at his side. I wouldn’t have a career without Harry; he took me on as a clerk and then set me up in practice. Without him I’d still be hustling on the street instead of hustling in the courtroom.


Harry had a few cases turn bad. He told me about most of them. I couldn’t remember him ever discussing a case like this.


“I’m on my way to see a client. Listen, Harry, I don’t want to worry you but the process server was working for Max Copeland.”


He said nothing.


“You took the case all the way to trial?” I said.


“Sure did. Julie told me a man dressed all in black set fire to her house. She said she either didn’t see his face, or he didn’t have a face. She was kind of fuzzy. Had a bad head injury. Jury didn’t believe her.”


“Any trace of the guy?”


“Nothing. Nobody saw him. You think Max Copeland has found the guy?” said Harry.


“I don’t know. He’s got something though. Listen, I have to go, but I’ll call you in the morning.”


“Call me later, I’ll be up reading a case for tomorrow,” he said, and disconnected. Lawyers and judges keep odd hours, but it was a long time since I’d known Harry to stay up all night reading a case. He’d probably read it already or he didn’t need to read it for the morning. I got the impression Harry just wanted something to take the subpoena off his mind.


I knew he was worried about this subpoena. Copeland had a habit of attacking his client’s old attorneys. Whatever new evidence, or maybe new witnesses that Copeland had to launch this appeal didn’t matter much. The target for criticism would be Harry. He would seek to prove the conviction was unsafe because Julie Rosen had a poor lawyer; he always pleaded ineffective counsel. He’d ruined careers to win appeals in the past. Harry would be his target.


That made Copeland my target. I wasn’t about to let Harry get sucked into a shit storm by a low-life like Max Copeland.


George held up a friendly hand at a security guard that eventually emerged from the gatehouse dressed in a dark, short-sleeve button-down shirt. He wore a Glock, and a ball cap with a company logo that read – “Howell’s Security.”


A torch shone on my face briefly, obscuring my view of the guard’s features.


He turned his back, killed the torch and waved us through.


A two-lane road, with tall, white picket fences on either side, took us further into Premier Point. I wound down the window so I could smell the salt from the East River. After ten minutes we turned right into a single-lane private road. A stone wall sat on either side of the mouth of the road, and there was something else. At first I thought it was a sign pointing out the name of the property; I’d seen other signs like it on the private road like “The Manse,” “The Lodgehouse” and “September Rest.” The signpost outside of Howell’s property didn’t bestow a name on the spread. When we got closer I saw the blue lettering on the sign – “For Sale.”


As we drove along the lane I wondered what would break first, the Lincoln’s suspension or my spine. The road was littered with potholes. Some small, some huge and George, despite his best efforts, was hitting every Goddamn one of them. I thought that with the property being up for sale, Leonard Howell didn’t want to start resurfacing the road if he could get the house sold without the added expense. After a minute or so I could see a huge house in the distance. Lights were on in almost every window. It was too big to call a house, and not quite big enough to qualify as a mansion in this part of town.


Maybe a half dozen vans and cars were parked on the gravel drive outside the house. The cars were Fords; all the same make. There were two vans in all. One carried the livery of the NYPD. The other – Federal Bureau of Investigation.


George pulled up outside the house. I could see a figure standing in the open doorway, nothing more than a silhouette. I could tell it was a woman by the shape of her legs and her hair. There were no lights outside, just the warm spill from the windows.


I got out, turned to face the car and closed the door.


A voice said, “Freeze, FBI. Hands on the roof right now!”




CHAPTER THREE


The voice was female. Young. So were the hands that shoved my cheek into the polished roof of the Lincoln.


I heard George grunting and failing to spit out an explanation. A male voice told him to stay back.


“Take it easy, my name’s Eddie Flynn. I’m a lawyer. Leonard Howell invited me …”


“Shut up,” said the male voice. I felt hands searching me. They found the unsigned retainer, the envelope containing the subpoena, my cell phone and wallet.


“What kind of lawyer doesn’t carry a briefcase?” said the female voice, as she released her hands from my skull.


I got my head up but didn’t turn around.


“The kind that’s going to see a new client and doesn’t have a file of papers yet.”


“Face down. Hands on the roof,” came the command from the male and he forced his hands onto my shoulder blades, pinning me.


I put my head down on the cool roof of the Lincoln and kept my hands still. Last thing I needed was some twitchy fed putting a slug through my gut. Whoever stood behind me lit up a flashlight. The beam fell on my face, then moved away as I heard the rustle of paper.


“Those documents are confidential,” I said.


“Let him go,” said the woman. The hands holding me fell away. The first thing I saw was George with a pitiful look on his face. Then I saw the woman. She was just over five feet tall, brunette, short hair, wearing a green shirt tucked into a pair of blue jeans. The lace-up boots on her feet were almost as big her. She read the retainer agreement, the torch light shining through the paper. She muzzled the beam from the torch by tucking it under her arm, then folded the retainer back up and handed it to me. I guessed she was in her early thirties, with a soft, oval face, although her expression was anything but soft. She was pissed.


The guy beside her was my height and wore a suit and tie. His hair was short and razored into a neat line. Another fed. He handed her the envelope and my wallet and said, “ID matches. He’s seems to be who he says he is.”


She ignored the wallet and opened the envelope, bringing the flashlight up to read the subpoena.


“The wallet you can check, but the envelope is confidential.”


“Sure it is,” she said, reading the subpoena. She shook her head, bundled the wallet, envelope and subpoena together and thrust them into my chest.


“You’re not cleared to be here. George knows all visitors come through us. The guard on the gate didn’t mention a passenger name so we had to check you out. Now, you mind telling me why you’re here?” she said. For the first time I noticed the accent. Midwest and educated.


“I mind,” I said.


Hands on her hips, her right little finger stroked the butt of the Glock on her waist. She looked at the other fed. I got the impression she was considering whether to arrest me or play this another way. Her partner swung away to the right and raised a hand.


“Why don’t we start over? I’m Special Agent Joe Washington,” said the fed in the suit, this time holding his large hands across his chest. He twisted to his right and looked at the female agent and said, “This is Special Agent Harper.”


I held out a hand toward her and said, “You got a first name, Agent Harper?”


“Blow me,” she said, and kept her hands by her sides.


“Name like that would’ve made you popular in college,” I said.


She lifted her chin, looked me up and down and said, “At least I got laid in college.”


She backed away and turned toward the house. Washington was trying to stifle his laughter. I could no longer see her in the dark, but I heard the furious thump of her boots on the gravel. I looked at the house and saw that the female silhouette remained standing at the front door, casting a long shadow into the drive.


“Look, I’m sorry, pal. We’re all a little wired. Your driver should have let us know he was bringing you in. Look, we’re here for Mr Howell, we’re not in the habit of interfering in his personal business. You go ahead, and if we need to, we can talk later.”


“Why do I get the impression this isn’t the first time you’ve had to apologize for your partner?” I said.


“It’s part of my job. I’ve got her back. That’s how it works.”


“Is it worth it? Is she good at her job?” I said.


“She’s the best,” he said, like he meant it.


They were tight. It was only natural. The FBI was still overwhelmingly staffed by white males, and an African-American agent and a female agent would naturally bond. The good-old-boys Bureau club would treat them as outsiders, and for that same reason, they’d probably found each other. I was an outsider too. There weren’t too many former con artists from Brooklyn with a license to practice law. So even though they’d crossed the line, I didn’t complain.


It wasn’t the first time I’d been rolled by law enforcement and it probably wouldn’t be the last.


In truth, I was more confused than angry. If Caroline Howell was either a missing person or a person whom they suspected had been abducted, there would be a sole family liaison officer who would visit once a week, and because the Howell’s were millionaires they’d get an occasional visit from a senior officer in the missing persons division. The FBI would not be here. The NYPD wouldn’t have a van here. They wouldn’t be this tight-assed about security and there certainly wouldn’t be FBI agents backed up by tactical officers in full gear with guns in their fists on the front lawn.


Something else was going on here. Something bad.




CHAPTER FOUR


I walked with George toward the house. He’d told me to go on ahead, and not to wait on him, but I didn’t want anyone else jumping out of the dark and pointing a gun in my face. I figured I was safer with George. Besides, I liked him.


He’d produced a foldable cane from a shoulder bag, flicked it and let it clunk out into a solid walking stick. He leant on it heavily as we made our way, slowly, along the gravel driveway. Even with the benefit of the walking aid, George’s foot dug a trench in the loose gravel as we made our way through the dark.


“Don’t they have outside lights?” I said.


“They do,” said George, aiming his cane at an unlit, mock Victorian street lamp. I looked around and saw a few of them, standing dark and unused. “But ss-sss-sssssomebody ka-ka-cut the lines,” he said.


“Who?”


He shrugged his shoulders.


The female figure that had been standing in the doorway was gone. Instead, a very different kind of shadow stood there. It blocked out almost all of the interior light from the entrance hall. I had to do a double take, because at first I thought somebody had closed the damn door.


It was a man, well over six-and-a-half feet tall. We took our time coming up the steps, and the closer we got to the door, the bigger the guy looked. His head was almost square, and sat on what looked like the curves of somebody’s ass, sitting on top of his shoulders. I then saw these were his massively overdeveloped trapezius muscles. His shoulders were well rounded too. This was a guy who spent many hard years in the gym, and probably followed it up with a truckload of steroids. The huge, almost comically overgrown torso led to a narrow waist and legs that looked like they were full of balloons. I nodded at the man. He didn’t move and for a second I wondered if he was real – or some kind of dummy people placed in their window to scare off intruders.


Up close, I could make out a chin like a shelf and a long fat nose, but the man had no discernible eyes. Only small black slits sitting above bloated cheeks.


“Mr Howell is expecting you,” he said, in a voice that was too high for his size. I’d been right about the steroids. He stood aside and let me in.


I took a minute to look around. White marble entrance hall, curved staircase and doors to the left and right. And, of course, a huge chandelier right above us. It was expensive, but somehow lacked taste. I didn’t pay much attention to the furnishings or the rest of the house. There was something that took my mind from it.


Tension.


It was as if the house itself was wound tight. I could practic­ally hear the floorboards above me creak with the atmosphere. It reminded me of going to an Irish wake with my father in the Bronx when I was maybe ten years old. I’d been to plenty of wakes before that one, and they were usually fairly raucous affairs with beer, sandwiches, whisky and poteen flowing along with the heartfelt, often hilarious stories about the recently deceased. An Irish wake wasn’t that dissimilar to a house party on Saint Patrick’s Day. The only real difference was that somebody died before the party started, not during it.


The wake in the Bronx that day was different. The dead man had been in his early twenties, and there were no funny stories. The women and the men had cried into their Bushmills, and the whole house seemed dark and thick with death. Howell’s mansion felt just the same. I sensed the pressure in the air.


The mountain turned and expected me to follow him.


“You go on, Mr Flynn, I-I-I’m go-going to get sss-ssssss …”


“Come on, we don’t have all night,” said the big man. I ignored him and stood beside George, waiting for him to finish.


“… SOME tea. See you … you-later,” he said.


“I’m sure I will. Thanks for everything, George.”


He disappeared through an alcove. The big man stood below the staircase and beckoned me.


I followed him as he broke right and went through a large oak door. Beyond the door was a lounge filled with cops, some in full SWAT gear and others in suits. The suits studied me as I walked by. In the corner I spotted a pair of FBI agents wearing bullet-proof vests over their shirts. Law enforcement were using the lounge as some kind of incident room. They sat in front of open laptops, or stared at a map displayed on a fifty-inch TV screen affixed to the wall and everywhere there were coffee cups and food wrappers. Muted conversation and the tap of fingers on keys punctuated by the occasional metallic slap and click from a SWAT officer loading an AR-15 assault rifle.


They were prepping. Something was about to go down, but I’d no idea what that might be.


The noise level diminished as I followed Bigfoot through the lounge and into the corridor beyond. Just before I left the lounge area I spotted Harper nudging another female officer and looking at me. I ignored them both and turned my attention back to the big guy.


At the end of the corridor he took me through an identical oak door. We were in a large, spacious study. The blinds were pulled shut and a couple of lamps lit the room, but not too brightly. On my left was a brown leather couch and matching armchairs. A small dark-skinned man in a navy suit occupied the chair closest to the window. He didn’t register my arrival.


On my right, behind a mahogany desk, sat Leonard Howell. His head bent low over the desk, his fingers locked behind his head. He sucked in a long breath, unlaced his fingers and sat up. On the desk in front of him was a nine millimeter Beretta and a magazine. Behind him I saw the same figure I’d seen silhouetted in the light of the doorway when I’d pulled up in the town car earlier. She was attractive. She had that poise and the expensive perfume that comes from being married to a guy like Howell. I’d read somewhere that her first husband died of carbon monoxide poisoning, and that she and Howell hooked up after his first wife passed away. Strange how death can bring two people together.


Her ash-blonde hair fell about her shoulders in a carefree manner as she leaned down and kissed Howell on the cheek. There was no tenderness in that kiss. It seemed perfunctory.


“Are you sure about this?” she said.


“It’s the only way,” said Howell.


She nodded and made for the door. As she passed me her gaze lingered. I caught the smell of booze. The big guy closed the door behind her, returned and flapped his big hands underneath my arms.


“Hands in the air, I have to search you,” he said.


I put my hands up and waited while he patted me down.


“I’ve already had the FBI searching me. You’ve got enough law enforcement here to invade a small country. What’s happening?” I asked.


No one responded.


I felt the big man taking my phone and wallet. He placed them on the desk in front of Howell.


“Make sure it’s turned off,” said Howell.


For a second, the big thumbs struggled to find the power switch. Eventually he seemed satisfied and I watched the screen turn black. Howell checked the phone to make sure it was off.


“Thank you for coming, Eddie. I’m afraid I owe you two apologies. First, I insist on security and privacy – so please forgive Marlon here. Second, I will answer all your questions in time, but I’m sorry to tell you it’s going to be a very long night.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Howell looked a lot worse than when I’d last seen him on TV. His skin held a gray tinge, with dark patches around the eyes. The eyes themselves looked strained, raw, and painful. For a guy in his late fifties he looked remarkably thin and yet you could still see the outline of a much younger, and more defined, physique through his white silk shirt. Broad shoulders and chest, well developed arms. Black hair, probably assisted by a two-hundred dollar dye job.


His hands shook just a little, and I put it down to physical and nervous exhaustion.


“The gentleman who escorted you here is Marlon Black. He handles security at the house,” said Howell.


I turned in the direction he pointed and locked eyes with Marlon’s chest.


“He’s not the best at introductions,” said Howell.


I held out a hand. Marlon nodded at it.


“And behind you is Mr McAuley. He’s my associate.”


I didn’t offer a hand to McAuley. The dark-skinned man in the navy suit lit a cigarette and simply smiled at me.


“Please, sit down,” said Howell.


The chair facing Howell looked like an antique. Gingerly, I took a seat.


Elbows on the table and hands beneath his chin, Howell looked me over. The gun on the desk was all for show. For whatever reason, Leonard Howell wanted me to know that he was in charge.


“How was your ride over here? George isn’t much of a driver, or a conversationalist. But he has a good heart and I trust him. You can’t buy that in an employee,” he said.


“The trip was fine. I like George. He seems like a good man.”


“Good men are hard to find. When you get one like George you hold on to him and treat him right. I learned that from your father. I was sorry to hear he passed.”


I nodded.


“Everybody in the neighborhood knew Pat Flynn. Hell of a cannon, and ran a straight book. He worked his crew like a pro. If you were in, you were made, but give Pat one reason to doubt you and you were out. He was big on trust. I respect that. Your father was good to me when I was a kid. I know he would’ve been very proud of who you are now.”


“He never wanted me to go into the life. Didn’t want to teach me the grift. You helped persuade him otherwise,” I said.


I remembered a lazy Tuesday afternoon in the back of the Irish pub my father used to run his book. He was out collecting. The pool table was busted, and I was bored. Lenny passed that afternoon for me by teaching me three-card monte. My first con. My dad came back to the bar around four, and watched me work the cards. Lenny told him I was a natural, I’d already taken twenty bucks off of the regulars. So my dad agreed to teach me. He taught me the cons, the street hustles, the techniques and skills for the life of a cannon.


Lenny smiled, but it didn’t last. I could tell the smile felt unnatural to him. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, then spun the Beretta on the table. It was an idle distraction. I got the impression that the small talk was more for Howell’s benefit than mine. It struck me that he was warming up his voice. I could hear the cracks in his throat. There was a dark pain eating away at Howell and he was doing his best not to let it show.


“What can I do for you, Lenny?” I said.


“I’m going to need a lawyer. I want you.”


“I’m sure a man like you has a long-standing relationship with a law firm. Why do you need me?”
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