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I do call the city to be laid out by the name of Philadelphia. Let every house be placed, if the person pleases, in the middle of its plat, so there may be ground on each side for gardens or orchards or fields, that it may be a green country town, which will never be burnt, and always be wholesome.





—WILLIAM PENN,


Instructions to His Commissioners, 1681





Q:  What type of drugs did you deal?


A:  I started out dealing small quantities, then over the years I grew to bigger quantities of drugs.


Q:  And what type of drug was it that you specialized in?


A:  I started out dealing crack cocaine, and I started dealing cocaine, powder cocaine.


Q:  About when was it that you started dealing crack cocaine, about how old were you?


A:  About 13 years old.


Q:  And can you tell me where it swas that you got started?


A:  I got started on the block of Ithan Street, 50th and Market, around West Philadelphia area.





—JAMAL MORRIS,


United States v. Williams, United States District 
Court, Eastern District of Pennsylvania, 
Criminal Docket No. 02–172, February 19, 2004, 
Notes of Testimony at 242–243
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Vicki Allegretti always wondered what it would feel like to look into the barrel of a loaded gun, and now she knew. The gun was a black Glock, nine millimeter, and it was aimed at her right eye. Vicki observed the scene out-of-body, as if it were happening to a girl with a better sense of humor. Wonder if black guns make you look thinner, she thought.


Holding her point-blank was an African-American teenager with cornrows, who looked as terrified as she was. He looked about fourteen years old, showing just a shadow of a mustache, and his brown eyes were jittery with fear. He kept shifting his weight in his big Iversons, standing tall in baggy jeans and a red satin Sixers jacket. He’d frozen in place when he’d come downstairs and found Vicki standing there, his shocked expression suggesting that he hadn’t shot many lawyers. At least not his share.


“You don’t want to do this, pal,” she said, only apparently calmly. The kid’s long fingers trembled on the gun’s cross-hatched grip, and his other hand cradled a bulge underneath his jacket, as if he were hiding something. She had evidently interrupted a burglary by a rookie. Unfortunately, the Glock was an all-star. “I’m an assistant U.S. Attorney.”


“Wha?” The teenager swallowed hard, his eyes flickering with confusion.


“I work for the Justice Department. Killing me is like killing a cop.” Okay, it wasn’t technically true, but it should have been. “If you shoot me, they’ll try you as an adult. They’ll go for the death penalty.”


“Get your hands up!” The teenager’s eyes flared, and he wet his lips with a large, dry tongue.


“Okay, sure. Relax.” Vicki raised her hands slowly, fighting the instinct to run. He’d shoot her in the back if she did; the living room was so small, she’d never make it to the front door. Maybe she could talk her way out of it. “Listen, you don’t want to upgrade a burglary charge to murder. The stuff that’s under your jacket is yours now. Take it and run.”


“Shut up!”


So Vicki did, holding her hands up, her thoughts racing ahead. None of this was supposed to be happening. She had come to the row house tonight to meet a confidential informant in a minor straw purchase case. The meeting was to be so routine that Bob Morton, an ATF case agent, was finishing his cigarette outside by the car. Could she stall until Morty got here? And where was her CI now?


“Jay-Boy!” the kid yelled up the stairwell, panicky. “Jay!”


Vicki noted the nickname. She could identify every zit on the kid’s face. She wasn’t getting out of this alive. She couldn’t wait for Morty. She had to do something.


“Jay! Where you at?” the teenager shouted, half turning away, and Vicki seized her only chance. She grabbed the barrel of the Glock and twisted it upward. At the same instant, Morty walked through the screen door and the whole world exploded.


“Morty, watch out!” Vicki shouted. The Glock fired, jerking convulsively. The barrel seared her palms. The shot split her eardrums. The teenager wrenched the gun back, yanking her off her feet. Simultaneously, another shot rang out. Not from the Glock. Too close to be from Morty’s gun. Vicki’s throat caught and she looked past the teenager. A man in a goatee and a black coat was shooting at Morty from the stairs.


“No!” Vicki screamed, grappling for the Glock. She glimpsed Morty as he fell backward, grimacing with pain. His arms flew open like a marionette’s, throwing the gun from his hand.


“NO!” Vicki screamed louder, as the shooter on the stairs kept firing. A second gunshot, then a third and fourth burst into Morty’s chest, exploding the blue rip-stop of his down jacket, jerking his fallen body on impact.


Vicki’s heart hiccupped with fear and she yanked harder on the gun. The teenager punched her in the stomach, and she doubled over, gasping for breath. She released the Glock and hit back. She connected with his Sixers jacket and held on for dear life.


“Let go!” the teenager shouted, punching Vicki again and again. She flailed and after a solid body blow, crumpled to the floor, the wind sucked out of her. As she fell, she heard the faraway scream of a police siren and the kid shouting, scared, “Jay, we gotta go! Jay!”


Vicki lay doubled over on her side, her body paralyzed with pain. Tears blurred her vision. She couldn’t collect her thoughts. She heard footsteps and panting, then a chamber being ratcheted back. She opened wet eyes into the two bottomless black wells of a sawed-off gun. Hot smoke curled from the barrels, filling her nose with a burning smell. Aiming the weapon was the shooter with the goatee.


My God, no. Vicki rolled over in a last effort to save herself.


“Don’t do it, Jay, she’s a cop!” the teenager screamed. Then, “No! Get it! Hurry!” Suddenly they were scrambling to pick things up off the floor. Whatever they’d stolen must have fallen out of the Sixers coat.


“Leave it go, Teeg! We gotta go!” The shooter was already sprinting away, his hands full. The teenager bolted after him, jumping over Morty and out the front door, leaving the row house suddenly quiet.


Morty. Vicki rolled back over and struggled to her feet, stumbling across the living room to him.


“Morty!” she called, anguished, when she reached his side. He was lying on his back, his arms still flung wide, his blue eyes fluttering. “Morty, can you hear me? Morty?”


He didn’t answer, his gaze barely focused. His neat features had gone slack and a sheen of perspiration coated his forehead and wet his sandy hair. Fresh blood gurgled from his chest and drenched his jacket, soaking its bright blue to slick black, spattering its exposed white stuffing with red flecks.


No, please, God. Vicki choked back tears. She covered the wound with her palm to stanch the flow and reached into her raincoat pocket, grabbed her cell phone, flipped it open, and pressed speed dial for 911. When the dispatcher picked up, she said, “I’m at 483 Maron Street, off of Roosevelt Boulevard! I have an officer down! Officer shot!”


“Excuse me?” the dispatcher answered. “Miss, what did you say your name was?”


“Allegretti! Hurry, I have an ATF agent shot! Send an ambulance! Now!” Vicki tucked the slippery cell phone under an ear and pressed against Morty’s wound with all her might. “What do I do? He’s shot in the chest! I’m trying to stop the blood!”


“Keep it up and don’t move him,” the dispatcher answered. “Stay calm and I’ll get you an ambulance.”


“Thank you! Hurry!” Vicki pressed harder on the wound. Blood pulsed hot and wet between her fingers. Morty’s lips were parting. He was trying to say something.


“Vick?” Morty’s forehead creased. “That . . . you?”


“Yes, I’m here, it’s me!” Vicki felt her heart lift. She kept her palm over the horrific wound. If anybody could survive this, Morty could. He was a fit forty-five-year-old, he worked out religiously, and he’d even run a marathon.


“What the hell . . . happened?” A watery red-pink bubble formed in the corner of Morty’s mouth, and Vicki fought to maintain emotional control.


“Two kids were here when I came in, it was a burglary. The door was open, and I thought I heard somebody say come in—”


“How’s . . . the CI?”


“I don’t know. She may not be home.”


“You’re okay . . . right?”


“I’m fine. You’re gonna be fine, too.” The blood bubble popped, and Vicki watched in horror. If only she’d let him smoke in the car. If only she’d grabbed the gun sooner. The shooter hadn’t killed her because he thought she was a cop, but Morty was the cop. On the cell phone, the emergency dispatcher was saying that an ambulance was ten minutes from the house. Vicki said, “The ambulance is on the way. Just hang in, please, hang in.”


“Funny. You always said . . . cigarettes will . . . kill me.” Morty managed an agonized smile.


“You’re gonna be fine, Morty. You’ll see, you’ll be fine. You have to be fine.”


“You’re bossy for . . . a midget,” Morty whispered, then his smile suddenly relaxed.


And he stopped breathing.


Vicki heard herself scream his name, then dropped the cell phone and tried to resuscitate him until police showed up at the door.


And things got even worse.
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By midnight, the small row house was crammed to bursting with uniformed cops and homicide detectives from the Philadelphia Police Department; crime scene technicians from the city’s Mobile Crime Unit; Vicki’s chief, Howard Bale, from the U.S. Attorney’s Office; and bosses from the FBI and Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives. The only person missing was Morty, whose body had been photographed, placed inside a black nylon bag, and taken away, officially pronounced dead. It left Vicki feeling more alone than was reasonable in such a crowd, as she sat on a patterned couch across from a homicide detective.


“Okay, that’s it for now,” the detective said, flipping his notebook closed and rising from the ottoman.


“Good.” Vicki stayed put on the couch, emotionally numb. She had washed her hands but hadn’t taken off her trench coat. Dried blood stained its lapels, which she realized only when the detective started looking at her funny. “I forget, did I give you my business card?”


“Yes, you did. Thanks.”


“Sure.” Vicki would have used his name but she had forgotten that, too. Her body ached and her heart had gone hollow. She’d given a long statement to ATF, FBI, and finally the homicide detectives, with every detail poured out like murder-scene stream of consciousness. All the time she was thinking of Morty and the CI, who lay upstairs, shot to death. Vicki hadn’t seen the body yet because the cops had wanted her statement first, in order to get the flash on the radio.


She rose from the couch on weak knees and threaded her way through the crowd to the stairs. The house was January cold from the front door being opened so often, and she avoided the curious glances and tuned out the ambient conversation. She wanted to stay mentally within, insulated by her stained Burberry. She had to figure out how tonight had gone so wrong, and why.


She made her way to the stairs, past the numbered yellow cards used to mark where shells had fallen. Her thoughts circled in confusion. This was only a routine straw purchase case; the indictment charged that a woman had bought two Colt .45s at a local gun shop and illegally resold them to someone else, the violent equivalent to buying scotch for a minor. The CI had called to inform on the defendant before Vicki had joined the office, and she had inherited the case because straw cases were dumped on newbies to cut their teeth. One of the most dedicated agents from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives had been assigned to partner with her.


Morty. Please forgive me.


Something brushed Vicki’s shoulder and she jumped. Her boss, Howard Bale, was standing there, all five feet nine of his African-American pin-striped, well-tailored, tassel-loafered self. A cashmere camel-hair coat topped his characteristically GQ look. Bale always joked that he wasn’t black, he was a peacock.


“Oh, Chief.” Bale’s eyes, the rich hue of espresso, were tilted down with strain, and his lips, buried under a mustache that hid an overbite, curved into a fatigued but sympathetic smile.


“You all right?”


“Fine.” Vicki held on to the banister as a crime scene tech wedged by, a quilted vest worn under his navy jumpsuit.


“You drink that water I got you?”


“I forgot.”


“I’m the chief, kid. You’re not allowed to forget.”


“Sorry.” Vicki faked a smile. When Bale first arrived at the scene, he had given her a big hug and a cup of water. The gesture wasn’t lost on anybody; he was saying, I don’t blame the kid, so don’t you. Nor did he yell about what a screw-up this must have been, though she guessed that would come. Not that it mattered any longer. Vicki had wanted to be a federal prosecutor since law school, and now she didn’t care if she got fired.


“Where you going?” Bale asked.


“To see my CI.”


“Wait. Got something I want to show you.” Bale gentled her from the stairs by her elbow and guided her back through the living room. Uniforms and detectives actually parted for him; Bale, as section chief of Major Crimes, was next in line for U.S. Attorney. He led her near the front door of the row house, and Vicki stiffened as she got close to the spot where Morty had been killed. “S’all right,” Bale said softly, but Vicki shook her head.


“No, it isn’t.”


“Look down. Here.” Bale pointed, and Vicki looked. A ring of cops who had been kneeling around something on the rug rose and edged away. On the rug lay a white object the size of a brick, covered several times in clear Saran Wrap and closed with duct tape. A kilogram of cocaine.


“How’d I miss that?” Vicki asked, surprised. She’d practically had to trip over it, but she’d been focused on Morty.


“You said they dropped something from the Sixers coat.” Bale had listened to her statement. “It musta been upstairs, from what you described, with them running down.”


“Yes.” Vicki had assumed the teenagers had stolen normal things, like jewelry or cash. “Cocaine? A kilogram?”


“That’s weight,” Bale said significantly, and Vicki understood. A kilogram of coke was supplier-level weight. It would have a street value of $30,000, called “weight money” as opposed to “headache money,” the money that street dealers made. Bale leaned close. “Obviously, we won’t be releasing this detail to the press. You’ll keep this to yourself.”


“Got it.” Focusing on the cocaine was clearing Vicki’s head. “So my CI was a coke dealer? Why would a dealer volunteer to talk to us?”


“After you look around, tell me what you think. I have a theory and everybody agrees. That tells me I’m in trouble.”


Vicki couldn’t manage a smile because she kept looking at the brick. Morty died for coke.


“No, he didn’t,” Bale said sharply.


Vicki looked up, surprised she had said anything aloud.


“Morty died for his job, and that’s the way he would have wanted it.”


“Maybe,” Vicki said, though she didn’t know if he was right. She couldn’t wrap her mind around it just now.


“Notice anything special about this cocaine, little girl?”


“No. Do I flunk?”


“Look again, in the light.” Bale snagged a Maglite from a uniformed cop, eased onto his haunches, and turned on the flashlight. He aimed it at the cocaine, and Vicki, crouching beside him, saw what he meant. There was a telltale shimmer to the cocaine, like a deadly rainbow.


“Fish-scale cocaine?” Vicki asked, surprised. She’d thought it was urban drug myth, yet here it was; a rainbow shine that looked like fish scales, if only in the vernacular of people who didn’t fish.


“Right. It’s so pure, it increases in volume when they cook it.”


Vicki had learned this somewhere along the line, too. Most cocaine decreased when it was cooked, by mixing it with water, baking soda, and a cutting agent like mannitol, and stirring until oil formed on the water’s surface. The oil would be cooled on ice, so it crystallized to form rocks. The crackling sound the mixture made when it was boiled gave the drug its name. Crack.


“This is quality coke, it’s worth forty grand, maybe more,” Bale added.


“Really?” Vicki couldn’t help but feel a little wide-eyed. It was the reason she had wanted this job, after two years at the D.A.’s office; the chance to prosecute big-time, high-stakes drug trafficking. Only now it had gotten Morty killed. She rose, biting her lip not to lose control, and Bale switched off the Maglite, rising beside her.


“You guys couldn’t have known,” Bale said, an uncharacteristic softness to his tone, and Vicki felt a tear arrive without warning. He pretended not to notice, and she blinked it away.


“I should go see my CI.”


“Name was Jackson, right?”


“Yes. Shayla Jackson.”


“Did you meet with her before tonight?”


“No.” Vicki felt her cheeks grow hot. “I talked to her on the phone to schedule the meeting. I waited to talk to her because I thought she’d speak more freely in person. Obviously, I made a terrible mistake.”


“No, you didn’t. It wasn’t a bad call.”


“Yes, it was. None of this would have happened. I should have known.”


“Stop. Hindsight is twenty-twenty, you know that. I’d have done the same.” Bale put a hand on her shoulder. “What’d Jackson say before the grand jury? That’ll tell you something.”


“I don’t know. The transcript wasn’t in the file.”


Bale frowned. “Now, that shouldn’t be. You gotta keep your files better.”


“I got the file as is, remember? The only background info in the file is a memo from the old AUSA, saying that Shayla Jackson called the office and offered to testify that the defendant bought the guns for resale.” Vicki felt another wave of regret that she’d waited to meet with Jackson. If she had known more, the CI would be alive tonight. And Morty. She pressed the thought away, but she knew it would return. “The coke confuses me. Jackson didn’t sound like the type. I wonder if this has anything to do with the straw case.”


“How?”


“Well, Jackson knew I was coming over tonight. It was risky for her to meet with me here, if she had coke in the house. It doesn’t make sense.” Vicki was thinking out loud, a bad habit in front of a boss. “What if she was killed to prevent her from talking to me tonight? Or from testifying?”


“In a straw purchase case, it’s unlikely. How many counts is it?”


“One.”


“So, five years at most. It’s penny-ante. Who’s the straw?”


“Her name is Reheema Bristow. No priors, held two jobs.”


“So, nothing special. They pick straws who have valid ID, no record, and a steady employment history, in case the gun dealer checks. Straws don’t have the juice to get anybody killed.”


“Maybe whoever she resold the guns to does.” Vicki couldn’t dismiss it so easily. “And the timing’s funny. Bristow’s trial comes up next week, or would have.”


“What’s this do to your case?”


“It’s over.”


“No corroboration for Jackson’s testimony?”


“No.”


Bale frowned again, this time puckering his pinkish lower lip. “Okay, go on up, but you know the drill, don’t touch anything. The locals don’t like you walking over the scene, but they already sketched and took pictures. Just be careful; the techs haven’t finished upstairs. You want company?”


“No thanks,” Vicki answered. Bale was already nodding to a uniformed cop, trying to commandeer him to baby-sit, but turned away before he could see the cop hadn’t budged an inch. No city cop was doing anything for the feds, other than lending him a Maglite.


“We’ll talk later, at the office.” Bale squeezed her shoulder again. “Don’t stay long upstairs. Go home and rest yourself.”


“Sure. Thanks for the water.” Vicki turned to go.


Not knowing what she’d find.
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Vicki lingered at the threshold of the upstairs bedroom. A team of crime techs clustered at the foot of the bed, working around Jackson’s body, obscuring it from view. One tech vacuumed the light blue rug for hair and fiber samples, and another bagged Jackson’s hands to preserve evidence under her fingernails. A police photographer bundled in a dark coat videotaped the crime scene, and another took photographs. Flashes of white strobe rhythmically seared the bedroom.


Vicki told herself that she was waiting for the police personnel to finish their job, but she was getting used to the primal odor of fresh blood and fighting to keep her emotions in check. She had seen three murder scenes at the D.A.’s office, but she had never experienced anything like tonight, in which a federal agent and a witness had been killed. The crime struck at the justice system itself, and Vicki wasn’t the only one feeling its gravity. The crime techs seemed unusually subdued, absorbed in their tasks. Nobody was going to screw this one up.


The police photographer, an older man with bifocals, turned and asked, “Excuse me, am I in your way?”


“No, the investigation comes first,” Vicki answered, and hoped she sounded convincing.


She glanced around the bedroom, sizing it up. Even by city standards, it was small; typical of the two-bedroom brick row houses that lined the blocks around Roosevelt Boulevard. Vicki could see the other bedroom down the hall, at the back of the house and figured she’d use the time to check it out.


She walked down the hall, and the lights were on inside, revealing a spare bedroom full of stacked boxes, gathered evidently from a liquor store. Two crime techs in latex gloves were slitting the neat brown packing tape with boxcutters and searching the boxes. Handwritten in black Sharpie next to the Smirnoff and Tanqueray labels, they read CDS and SUMMER CLOTHES.


“Looks like she was moving,” Vicki said to the techs, then heard herself. “Duh.”


“You must be a detective,” the red-haired tech joked.


“No, an AUSA.”


“Worse.” The tech laughed.


“So what are you finding?”


“It’s fascinating. Inside the box that’s labeled summer clothes, there are summer clothes, and the box that says CDs has CDs.”


“I’ll leave now,” Vicki said with a tight smile, and pondered the discovery as she returned to the master bedroom and stood again at the threshold. The techs were still at work over the body, and she made a mental note that the bedroom hadn’t been packed up yet. If Jackson was leaving, it wasn’t imminent.


Vicki looked around the bedroom. The oak dresser and night table had been ransacked and drawers hung open, and the bed, a king-size, sat opposite the two front windows. It had been covered with a quilted comforter of blue forget-me-nots, which had been yanked off, and even the mattress was off-kilter.


One of the techs muttered, “Sheee. Whole lotta blood.”


“Whaddaya expect?” another asked.


Vicki eyed the messed-up bed. Stuffed plush animals tumbled on the pillows: a pink teddy bear, a fuzzy puppy clutching a white heart, and a greenish snake with black diamonds. There hadn’t been any toys downstairs, so the stuffed animals had to be Jackson’s. Vicki felt a twinge.


Her attention was drawn to the other messy areas in the bedroom; to the left was a closet whose white louvered doors hung open, with clothing spilling out. She walked over, giving the body and the techs wide berth. A stack of sweaters and sweatshirts had been pulled out and onto the rug. Empty Nine West shoe boxes lay scattered and open on the bedroom floor, as if they had been pulled from the closet in haste. The burglars hadn’t stolen Nine West sandals. Had the cocaine been in the shoe boxes?


Vicki turned and scanned the bedroom again. Next to the closet, the dresser, a modern oak one, sat ransacked against the wall. She went over and caught sight of herself in the large attached mirror. Her blue eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, her small nose pink at the tip from crying, and her hair, jet-black and shoulder-length, looked unprofessionally messy. And Morty’s blood was still on her coat lapel. She looked away.


The corners of the mirror were festooned with plastic leis, a multicolored array of Mardi Gras necklaces, and a black foamy cap that read Taj Mahal. Photographs had been stuck inside the mirror’s frame, and Vicki eyed them. There were five pictures, and everybody in them was dressed up. The venues were tony, if the prominent advertising backdrops were any indication: the NBA All-Star game, the BET awards. Three of the photos were of the same young man: an African American about thirty years old, with a broad smile and largish eyes. He had a muscular, compact form, a heavy gold chain around his neck, and his hair was shorn into a close fade, revealing a script tattoo on the side of his neck, indecipherable.


The other photos were also of the young man, but this time he was standing on the boardwalk, the ocean behind him, being hugged by a young woman with an equally broad smile. She looked to be about twentysomething and wore heavy makeup, a white halter top, jeans shorts, and platforms. Lots of gold jewelry but no wedding ring. A sea breeze blew through her straightened hair, and in the last photo she wore a foamy black cap, turned sideways. Taj Mahal. The same hat as on the mirror.


Vicki felt a pang. The woman must be Shayla Jackson. The man must be her boyfriend.


Her gaze fell under the lamplight on the bureau, where an open jewelry box gleamed like a cartoon treasure chest. The trays overflowed with hoop earrings, gold bangles, diamond-studded tennis bracelets, gold chain necklaces; it was several thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry, and amazingly, none of it had been disturbed, much less stolen, by the teenagers. Obviously, Teeg and Jay-Boy were no ordinary burglars.


Clutter around the jewelry box hadn’t been touched either. Bottles of expensive perfume—First, Chanel, Shalimar—lay next to a pen, a pair of Gucci sunglasses, and a few scattered bills for Philadelphia Electric, Verizon, and Philadelphia Gas. Vicki looked closer. They were utilities bills for this house, and the postmark was last month. The bills were addressed to Jackson, but she hadn’t opened them. She had crossed out her own name and address and written in its place “Jamal Browning, 3635 Aspinall Street.”


Assuming it was Jackson’s handwriting, which seemed likely, even Vicki could connect these dots. Jackson was sending Browning the bills for the house. He was keeping her. He had to be the boyfriend in the photos. Vicki hadn’t seen drug paraphernalia anywhere downstairs, much less money counters or digital scales used by big-time dealers. Jackson probably wasn’t a coke dealer, especially of fish-scale coke; more likely, hers was a stash house and she was keeping the drugs for someone else. Someone she would risk her neck for by keeping it on her premises; someone who trusted her with such valuable merchandise. Jamal Browning, her boyfriend. But why was she moving?


“It’s a goddamn shame,” one of the techs said, behind Vicki. She braced herself and turned on her heel. Even so, she was completely unprepared for the awful sight.


Shayla Jackson lay on her back on the blue rug, between her periwinkle-flowered bed and the wall, her slim arms apart and her pink palms skyward. Her brown eyes, the same lovely ones in the photo, lay wide open and staring fixedly at the ceiling. Her legs, slim and long in jeans, lay horribly twisted, and she was barefoot. She was wearing a dark, loose V-neck sweater, now soaked with black blood. Bullet holes strafed the front of her chest, cutting a blood-drenched swath between her breasts. The blasts exposed red muscle and white sternum, and the skin unfurled like common cloth to expose the cruelest blow of all: Jackson’s bloodied midsection puffed high and round.


“She was pregnant?” Vicki asked, appalled, and one of the kneeling techs looked up.


“Eight months,” answered an Indian doctor working on Jackson’s body, his glossy head bent over her chest wounds.


“My God.” Vicki shook her head. Her stomach flipped over. She gritted her teeth to keep queasiness at bay.


“Who are you?” The doctor looked up, his round eyes flickering with annoyance. He wore a maroon sweater vest under his lab coat, which had a black nameplate that read Dr. Mehar Soresh.


Vicki introduced herself and said, “This is my case.”


An African-American tech added: “She’s the AUSA almost got shot with the ATF agent.”


Dr. Soresh returned to his examination. “Then you’re one lucky lady tonight.”


Vicki didn’t reply. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t know where to start. She had gotten her partner killed.


Dr. Soresh continued, “In answer to the question you were about to ask, the child could not have been saved. Mother and child were dead when they hit the floor.”


Vicki wasn’t about to ask.


“Furthermore, my theory is that the first bullet was to the uterine area, so the baby died first.” Dr. Soresh extracted a long silvery probe from his black bag. “Somebody wanted this baby dead, that’s for sure.”


Vicki’s thoughts raced ahead. Was it Browning’s baby? Was it somebody else’s? Who would want a baby killed? And what, if anything, did it have to do with the straw case? The questions forced her to think clearly. “Dr. Soresh, do you know who’s going to identify the body? Who’s next-of-kin, do you know?”


Soresh didn’t look up. “Mom’s coming in from Florida. Tampa, I think. She’ll come to the morgue, look on the TV screen. We make it easy on ’em, not like on CSI. Big dramatic thing, undraping the body, ta-da.”


“No boyfriend is coming?”


“Not that I know of.”


“A baby mama drama,” the black tech said, and Dr. Soresh shot him a dirty look.


“I don’t know, that’s not my bailiwick. I have Mom coming in at noon tomorrow. She’s next-of-kin, and that’s good enough for me.”


“Will you send me a copy of your report, when you’re finished?”


“Sure. What’s your name again?”


“Allegretti. I’m an AUSA.”


“Got it.”


“Thanks,” Vicki said, getting her bearings. Morty was dead and so was a pregnant woman. And a baby, gone. She didn’t know how or whether any of this connected to her straw purchase case, but she intended to find out.


Starting now.
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Downstairs, the crowd in the house had grown, and Vicki made a beeline through the badges for Bale, who was shooting his French cuffs, revealing a flash of gold cuff link as he stood talking to the U.S. Attorney, Ben Strauss. Strauss, a blond six footer gone gray, towered over Bale in a dark blue suit and no topcoat. The first and last time Vicki had seen Strauss was when he addressed her as one of five new assistant U.S. Attorneys, after they’d returned from orientation. Strauss had impressive credentials, almost twenty-five years working for Justice, even if he came off a trifle Aryan, as compared with Bale; standing together, the two men were a twin cone of soft-serve chocolate and vanilla.


Bale spotted Vicki first, as she reached them. “How’s my girl?” he asked, looping an arm around her, pulling her into their circle.


“Hanging in,” Vicki answered, and Strauss nodded somberly.


“I’m sorry about Morty. I know you two were friends.”


“Thanks.”


“He was a great agent, one of the best. I had been meaning to drop you an e-mail about the nice result you two got in Edwards. Good job.”


“Thanks.”


“You were a good pair. I’m sure he taught you everything you know, right?”


“And then some.”


“Morty never liked me, you must know that.”


Maybe he’s not so bland. “He never said anything like that to me,” Vicki said, though it wasn’t true. Morty had disliked the U.S. Attorney for his grandstanding and headline grabbing. Strauss churned out initiatives all the time, press-released and posted on the DOJ website; Project Clean Sweep, Project Clean Schools, Project Clean Block. Morty had nicknamed him, predictably, Mr. Clean.


“Good. Well. Maybe I’m wrong. I’d like to think that.” Strauss patted Vicki’s arm stiffly, his eyes a razor-sharp blue.


“Vicki’s had a rough night,” Bale said, drumming up positive reinforcement.


“She sure has, a rough night,” Strauss repeated, properly cued. “I’d say this is trial by fire, isn’t it? Maybe you should take some time off. Tomorrow, and the weekend.”


“Actually, I’m wondering if this is connected to my straw case. I know we found the coke, but I think this was a stash house. Jackson wasn’t the dealer, not for that kind of weight. I think she was just keeping it for—”


“I drew the same conclusion and so did ATF,” Bale interrupted. Strauss’s pale eyebrows lifted.


“Her boyfriend’s name is Jamal Browning.” Vicki knew she was talking out of turn, but it had never stopped her before. “I think he keeps her, and he may be the father of her baby, because there’s bills on her dresser with his address. Her moving puzzles me, though. They weren’t moving in together or she wouldn’t be forwarding bills to him by mail. If they were breaking up—”


“You did some detective work, huh?” Bale smiled in a way that said shut up, which Vicki ignored.


“I don’t think there was another man in the picture, not yet. First off, she was pregnant, and it’s hard enough to meet anybody. Second, there’s still her boyfriend’s photos on her mirror and—”


“Vick, let’s finish this discussion later,” Bale said, his voice low. He shifted from one fancy loafer to the other. “This isn’t the time or the place.”


“Agreed.” Strauss glanced around to see if anybody had been listening. “We don’t need leaks.”


“But time matters.” Vicki lowered her voice, even though no one was snooping. “Tonight, everything’s fresh, and at bottom, this is a murder case. In the D.A.’s office, we would always—”


“You’re in the bigs now.” Bale frowned. “We’re lawyers, not cops. Morty’s in very good hands, the very best. Philly Homicide’s on it, and the FBI and ATF are breathin’ down their neck. They’ll collect the evidence and run it down.”


“The Mayor’s Office has shown a special interest, too.” Strauss checked his watch. “I’m on my way to see him right now. We’ll press-conference in the morning.” He turned to look out the open front door of the row house. Klieglights shone outside, from the TVs and other press. “They’re swarming out there. A triple homicide, a cop murdered.” He glanced back at Vicki. “I don’t have to tell you, no statements to the press.”


“Of course not.”


“Good.” Strauss clapped her on the shoulder, then nodded to Bale. “How, we’ll talk tomorrow.”


“Whenever you’re ready.” Bale nodded. He and Vicki watched Strauss leave, his silhouette tall and lean in the klieglights, framed by the threshold of the front door. His breath made a puff of smoke in the frigid air, and he didn’t even pause in the spot where Morty had been cut down.


“You like him, Chief?” Vicki asked, watching Strauss go.


“I got a uniform out there, to take you home,” Bale replied, his dark eyes reflecting the white glare of the TV lights, and the moving shadows.


As soon as Vicki reached the pavement, reporters hit her like a blast of cold air. “Vicki, any comment?” “Vicki, can you describe the killer?” “Ms. Allegretti, what were you doing here tonight?” “Where were you when Special Agent Morton got shot?” “Vicki, did the ATF agent have any last words?”


Morty. Vicki kept her head down as she barreled through the crowd, holding up a no-comment hand. She’d run this gauntlet once in the D.A.’s office, but Strauss had been right, this was the bigs. The police presence was double the usual, including dogs and horses, and the media was national, evidently including jackasses.


“Is it true the woman was pregnant?” “Was this a drug bust?” “Why weren’t the Philly cops there?” “Why were you involved?” “Victoria, look this way! Just one picture, please!”


Reporters thronged so close that Vicki almost tripped on a black electrical cable powering the bright klieglights, foam-covered microphones, black cameras with rubbery collapsible shades, and whirring videocameras. She caught sight of herself in a monitor, her head floating, oddly disembodied, in the wintry black sky. On the screen, she looked even shorter than five two, which she hadn’t known was physically possible.


A uniformed cop signaled to her from in front of an idling cruiser. Traffic on the usually busy boulevard had been rerouted to the inner lanes, and behind the cruiser sat a ring of police sawhorses, holding back neighbors and onlookers who were talking, smoking, and calling out questions, despite the frigid temperature. Vicki wished she could find out what they knew about Jackson, Jamal Browning, or comings and goings at the house, but she wasn’t about to canvass the neighborhood within earshot of the media.


She sprinted for the police car, introduced herself to the cop, and slipped into the warmed-up backseat. The car took off, edging through the crowd until they reached open road. Vicki didn’t say anything as the cruiser sped through the darkened streets. She tried not to feel the ache in her ribs. Or, worse, in her heart.


In time, the cruiser took a right onto the drive that snaked along the Wissahickon River: they passed lovely old Tudor homes, and in the next few minutes they arrived at her development, East Falls Mews, which was supposed to blend in, but didn’t. Attached town homes of faux stone with ersatz Tudor touches lined the winding streets, newly paved; it was a lame place to live, but the rent was low and it sat just inside the Philly limits, a job requirement for D.A.’s. Lately Vicki had been talking about moving into Center City, so she had a hope of Meeting Somebody, but her social life was the last thing on her mind tonight. That is, until the squad car pulled up in front of her house.


Because, to her surprise, shivering as he sat on her front step was just the man she wanted to see.
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Once they were inside, Vicki fell into Dan’s embrace, realizing when she was enveloped how much she needed him. She burrowed into the chilled puffiness of his North Face jacket, feeling underneath the hard contours of his chest and the comfort of his strong arms. His open neck smelled of cold air and hard soap, and he was tall and lean, even in the down jacket. She held him as close as was permissible, then pulled away. Theirs was a relationship that drove Vicki crazy, even if it would make Plato himself proud.


Because Dan Malloy was married.


Vicki knew the rules: a hug was allowable, if the duration was brief and there was no contact below the waist. A kiss was kosher, if it was on the forehead and she had won a felony conviction. The word that began with L and rhymed with glove was forbidden, unless they were talking about Sicilian pizza, which they both loved. Of course, explosive sex, hot sex, combustible I-have-denied-myself-for-too-long sex, I’ve-been-thinking-about-this-forever sex had never happened. And it wasn’t ever going to, outside of Vicki’s imagination, where it occurred with great frequency and mutual satisfaction.


“I wanted to make sure you were okay.” Dan held Vicki at arm’s length, searching her face with sky-blue eyes, slightly watery from the cold. His gingery hair, layered with longish sideburns, was a sexy rumple. “You must be dying inside. I always thought Morty was like a father to you.”


Exactly. Vicki had never felt so completely understood by someone who was so completely married.


“Jesus, he’s dead. I can’t believe it.”


“How did you find out?”


“From TV. It’s impossible that he’s gone.” Dan’s eyes went dazed and his voice husky. His eyes clouded with sadness, and the corners of his flattish lips turned unhappily down, his frown so deep that the freckles dotting his forehead clustered together. “He was such a great guy. A hardworking guy, and fun. He could always make me laugh.”


Vicki felt a twinge of fresh grief. Dan had really liked Morty, and Morty liked him, too. Of course, everybody liked Dan; he was the Golden Boy of the office. He’d racked up more convictions than anybody in his class, quarterbacked the AUSA football game against the federal marshals, and bought the vanilla sheet cake for the receptionist’s birthday. At thirty-five years old, Dan Malloy had been anointed, and everybody knew it but him.


“Morty didn’t deserve to die that way,” he said.


“Nobody does. Neither did she.” Vicki blinked her tears back, postponing them. She didn’t know when she’d feel safe enough to cry. She kept getting extensions of time, a lawyer’s habit.


“Mariella says she’s really sorry. She’d be here if she could but she’s on call.”


“Tell her I said thanks.” Vicki hoped this sounded convincing. Dan’s wife, the exotic Dr. Mariella Suarez, was a resident at Hahnemann Hospital; beautiful, willowy, fake-blonde, and constantly on call. She spoke three languages, including her native Portuguese, and was remote even for a surgeon. She was married to the most wonderful man on the planet, to whom she paid no attention, which was why, in the incomprehensible logic of the cosmos, she had him.


Dan was saying, “You must be beat. I brought wine. Come on, it’s medicinal.” He turned and went into the kitchen, sliding out of his jacket on the way, revealing a gray T-shirt in which he’d undoubtedly been playing basketball. He set the coat on a dining room chair, releasing a subtle odor that gave credence to the pheromone thing.


Vicki breathed deeply and followed him into the kitchen. She stopped before she got there, taking off her stained trenchcoat and laying it over another dining room chair. She couldn’t bear to look at it again, much less wear it. She entered the kitchen, flopped into the wooden chair at the round table, and kicked off her pumps. “I hate high heels.”


“Me, too.” Dan set the wine on the tile counter and went into her silverware drawer for the corkscrew. He knew exactly where it was, because he was over so often. They had met a year ago, when she’d become an AUSA and got the office next to him, and they’d become close, sharing gossip at lunch and war stories whenever possible. They had dinner after work, too, when Dr. Bitchy was on call; Dan had probably cooked more meals in this kitchen than Vicki had, which made her feel oddly ashamed. She eyed the room in case there was a pop quiz.


The kitchen measured about twenty feet long and was just wide enough to qualify as a galley. Authentically distressed oak covered the floor, and matching cabinets lined the wall. A halogen light of tangerine Murano glass hung down from the ceiling, casting a soft, if concentrated, glow on the round kitchen table. Dan stood at the indefinite edge of the lamplight in jeans that were too big, which Vicki found secretly charming.


She watched him pour the wine into two glasses, and it washed bubbling against the side. It was a Chardonnay, which Dan knew was her favorite, and his thoughtfulness triggered a wave of longing so powerful that she had to swallow, physically forcing it back down her throat. She wished that she could lose herself in him for just one night, but he didn’t think of her that way. Not that it mattered, for those purposes. He could just lie still.


“Here’s what the doctor ordered.” Dan turned, glasses in hand, and brought them to the table, where he put them down and sat in the other chair. They both lifted their glasses without saying a word, tacitly toasting Morty. Their eyes met, but Vicki broke contact first and took a sip. The cold Chardonnay tingled on her tongue. Cold comfort, but comfort.


“Thanks for doing this,” Vicki said.


“What a guy.”


“Really, it was nice of you. I know you hate Chardonnay.”


“Not true.” Dan took another sip and rallied, putting the moment behind them. “Chardonnay is classy. Even the word is classy. Chardonnay makes me feel almost as classy as you.”


“Don’t start.” Vicki smiled. It was a running joke between them. Her parents were prominent lawyers who ran a prosperous firm in Center City, and Dan had grown up in a working-class city neighborhood, Juniata, and his father was a ne’er-do-well who had served time for petty forgery. Dan had a chip on his shoulder about his family, but it didn’t matter to Vicki, except that it reminded her of her parents. She fleetingly considered calling to tell them she was okay, but they generally went to bed by ten o’clock.


“So, you want to talk about what happened?” Dan looked at her so intensely, it could qualify as foreplay in most jurisdictions. Just not the Platonic jurisdiction.


“In a minute.”


“Fair enough. I was worried about you.”


“You’d better.” Vicki always shrugged off any nice thing Dan said, even borderline flirting. He would never have cheated, and she wouldn’t want an affair with him; frankly, not only because of her morals, which went out the window when he wore those jeans, but because she wanted to be number one. What trial lawyer would settle for number two? The name for number two is loser.


“They said on the TV news that you ‘narrowly escaped with your life.’ ” Dan made quote marks in the air, but didn’t smile. “Is that true?”


Vicki flashed on the guns. It struck her that she had faced two tonight, which should count as narrowly, if not miraculously. “Yes.”


“Were you scared?”


“My underwear is clean.”


Dan laughed. “That was an overshare.”


“I’m proud of that. It wasn’t easy.”


“I try not to think about your underwear.”


Don’t try so hard. Vicki watched him drink his wine, which was almost half gone, and a silence fell between them. She fought her customary urge to entertain him by filling in the conversational gap, but she didn’t want to turn Morty’s death into another war story. And she knew it was a bad habit, her jumping up and down for him. Always reaching for him, inside. Unrequited didn’t begin to describe her feelings for him. Unrequited wasn’t even the warm-up act.


“I switched around the channels, to get the story.” Dan drained his wineglass. “They had video from outside the house, and interviews. Strauss was on, too, before he went in.”


Vicki didn’t comment. Dan liked Strauss.


“Did you see him?”


“The cheese? Yes. Bale was there, too, and he didn’t fire me.”


“How could he? It wasn’t your fault.”


Vicki couldn’t say as much. She took a sip of wine, but it didn’t help.


“On TV, they showed your picture. The one from orientation. You looked great. One of the anchors said you were ‘attractive’ and ‘a rising star.’ ”


“Did they mention I was single?”


“They must have forgotten,” Dan said, slurring his words slightly, and Vicki eyed him, amused.


“Hey, did you have dinner tonight?”


“No. I shot hoops and we went out for a beer after. Why?”


“Your mouth stopped working a few words ago.” Vicki smiled. It was another running joke. “Face it, Malloy. You’re a girl.”


“No! I had a few beers is all. Then I saw the TV, I didn’t wait for the burger.” Dan’s freckled skin flushed pink. “I suck at being Irish.”


“It’s the Jesuit in you.”


“No, it’s all your fault, Vick.”


“Mine?”


“I spend too much time with you.”


“Not possible,” Vicki said, then caught herself. It was the wine talking and it had accidentally said something true. She felt like her slip was showing and she didn’t even wear slips.


Dan looked down for a moment, into his empty glass. Then he looked up, taking her in, but saying nothing.


“What?” Vicki asked.


“I went to the house tonight, but the FBI wouldn’t let me in. That was one mother crime scene. They didn’t honor my ID, the scene was so restricted.”


Dan had been there? “You were at my CI’s house tonight? How’d you know where it was?”


“The street name was on the TV, and you mentioned where you were going, remember? You tell me everything.”


Not everything, handsome.


“I waited outside at the scene for a while. I figured they were taking your statement, so I came here. I knew you had to come home. I picked up the wine on the way. Anyway, I had a lot of time to think about, well, how it would be if you had been killed tonight. I mean, you could have been murdered.”


But Morty was. Morty was the cop.


“It made me think about what my life would be like.” Dan paused, his lips pursed and his gaze unfailingly blue and steady. “If you had, you know. It made me think about some things. Like how I feel about you.”


Huh? Vicki told herself to stay calm. Dan had never said anything about any feelings for her, and she had certainly never told him about her crush on him. Suddenly the moment was upon them, after a year of getting closer and closer.


“So I wanted to tell you tonight, more than anything, how I feel. Because now I know that all that crap they talk about is true.”


Vicki said nothing, but her heartbeat stepped up. Dan had stopped slurring his words, he was concentrating so fiercely.


“You know that crap they say? That you never know when life can be taken or what’s going to happen? That everything you have can be gone in one minute, and it will be too late? That crap?”


Vicki was pretty sure she was breathing but she wouldn’t swear to it.


“Well, it’s true. You can’t take anyone for granted. You have to tell people how you feel about them when they’re alive, because tomorrow’s not guaranteed to anyone.” Dan leaned over and placed his hand on hers.


Oh my God.


“Well, what I realized is that I can’t imagine my life if you weren’t in it.”


Vicki officially stopped breathing.


“You’re my best friend in the world.”


Vicki’s mouth went dry. She waited a minute. She wasn’t sure what she’d heard, then she wasn’t sure whether Dan was finished. But he wasn’t saying anything more. Maybe he wasn’t finished anyway? He couldn’t have been, because he hadn’t said what she needed to hear, which was:


I love you.


“You look weird.” Dan cocked his head. “You think it’s strange to have a best friend who’s a girl?”


“Not at all,” Vicki answered flatly. She slid her hand out from under his and got up for more wine. She would have to start drinking heavily, if they were going to keep being Friends Without Benefits.


Later, before she eased her aching body into bed, Vicki called her parents and left a message on both of their cell phones, because she knew it was the first thing they checked each morning. In the messages she told them not to worry about anything they heard on TV, online, or on the car radio into work, because she was fine.


Vicki didn’t mention that she was hopelessly in love with a very married man or that, first thing in the morning, she was going to investigate a triple homicide.
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The William Green Federal Building was a modern redbrick edifice that anchored Sixth and Arch streets, attached to the United States Courthouse and situated at the center of a new court complex that Vicki thought of as a Justice Mall. The Neiman Marcus of the Justice Mall would be the Constitution Center, a glitzy shrine to sell the Bill of Rights, and the Gap would be the Federal Detention Center, a generic column of gray stone, except for its horizontal window slits. The FDC almost didn’t get built because nobody wanted a federal prison reminding the shoppers—er, tourists—that the City of Brotherly Love was also the City of Brotherly Robbery and Weapons Offenses. But the FDC was ultimately approved because officials agreed to construct a secret underground tunnel from the prison to the federal building, so the shoppers wouldn’t know. It was through this tunnel that defendant Reheema Bristow was being escorted this morning.


Vicki waited in a plastic bucket chair in a proffer room on the secured fourth floor of the federal building. They were called proffer rooms because defendants “proffered” here, i.e., offered to tell the government incriminating information, off the record, in return for immunity or a recommendation to the judge for a downward departure on their sentence. This proffer room was unfortunately identical to the others: white boxes, uniformly windowless and airless, containing brown Formica conference tables and a few mismatched chairs.


Vicki collected her thoughts. The straw purchase case might have collapsed, but she wasn’t dropping the charges until after she had questioned Bristow just one time. Nobody would be the wiser; the defense didn’t know the identity of the confidential informant because Vicki wasn’t required to divulge until right before trial or even before the CI took the stand, if witness intimidation was an issue. She was bending the rules a little, but Morty’s death provided more than enough motivation. She’d thought of the plan last night when she couldn’t sleep, replaying the awful shootings in her mind.


She crossed her legs and willed herself to stay centered; the record showed that Bristow could be provocative. Straws weren’t usually held in custody, but Bristow had turned her temporary detention into an almost year-long stay by mouthing off to the magistrate judge during her hearing. Whatever Bristow brought this morning, Vicki could handle it. She brushed an imaginary hair off her black wool suit, her hair swept back into a black barrette and curling loosely at the nape of her neck. She had picked out the outfit on autopilot, then realized she was dressed in mourning. Only determination held raw grief at bay.


Suddenly, the door to the proffer room opened and the defense lawyer bustled in. “I’m Carlos Melendez,” he said, and extending a hammy hand. “It’s freezing cold, isn’t it? They say snow this afternoon.” He looked about sixty years old, his still-thick hair coiled in tight steel-gray curls, contrasting with his darkish skin and rich brown eyes. He had a cheery demeanor and a short, chubby build in a herringbone topcoat, like SpongeBob SquarePants with a law degree.


“I’m Vicki Allegretti,” she said, liking Melendez immediately, despite the fact that he was technically the enemy.


“Boy, you look too young to be an AUSA.” Melendez smiled.


“No, I’m twenty-eight. I’m just short.”


“Ha! You’re short and young.” Melendez laughed. “Though I gotta admit, I don’t know many AUSAs, I’m court appointed on this case.” He wriggled out of his topcoat, releasing the scent of a strongly spicy aftershave.


“Thanks for coming on such short notice.”


“Not at all, glad you called. Trial’s just around the corner.”


Eek. Not anymore. “Did you get my proffer letter?” This morning, Vicki had re-sent Melendez the proffer letter that the first AUSA had sent, since it had the necessary signature, namely Strauss’s. The letter was a formality, setting forth the government’s request for information and the ground rules for the meeting off the record. She’d had it in the Bristow file and faxed it from home.


“My secretary confirmed that we got it, thanks.” Melendez opened a scratched-up leather briefcase, extracted an accordion file, and closed it again.


“Think Ms. Bristow feels chatty this morning?”


“Reheema? Honestly, no.” Melendez smiled. “You’ll see, Reheema’s not the talkative type, but maybe she’ll listen to reason. I’ll be honest with you, I want her to cooperate, and I told her so.” He pushed his briefcase across the dusty Formica table and eased his girth into his bucket chair. “The first AUSA had no luck with her, but he lacked your youthful enthusiasm. Maybe with you being a woman, too, that’ll help. You’re the same age.”


“Good.”


“Like I told you, I’m court-appointed, so I don’t meet a lot of people like her. She’s a tough nut. But she has a good heart, and I think she’s innocent.”


Vicki knew he’d learn soon enough that Bristow could be behind the murders of three people.


“And five years is five years. I hate to see her get set up for this.”


“What do you mean? You think someone’s setting her up?”


“Somebody’s letting her twist, aren’t they? Whoever she bought those guns for, and like you say, anything is possible.” Melendez shrugged his heavy shoulders. “I don’t know, she won’t talk to me. Like I said, I don’t usually do this kinda work, but I’ve never had a client who was so close-mouthed.”


“Is she frightened?” Vicki was considering the possibilities. “Intimidated by someone?”


“Ha! No way. Reheema doesn’t scare easy.” Melendez mulled it over, looking idly at Vicki. Suddenly, his dark eyes seemed to sharpen and he focused on her face. “You know, you look a lot like that woman on TV last night. With that murder, on the news?”


“Uh, yes, that was me.” Vicki told herself to act natural. It would have been only a matter of time before he recognized her. The story was all over the papers, TV, and radio this morning.


“That was you? An FBI agent killed and a pregnant woman?”


“He was ATF.” Vicki’s chest felt tight.


“Je-sus.” Melendez looked shocked, his lips parting. “That must have been horrible. What the hell happened?”


“I can’t really say,” Vicki answered in her official voice, as a burly ATF agent in a tie and gray blazer appeared at the door to the proffer room.


“Special delivery,” the agent said dryly. Usually, the federal marshals brought up the prisoners, but Vicki had asked the ATF on duty as a favor. He had to know it was related to Morty’s death, but she didn’t tell, to give him deniability.


“Thanks,” Vicki said, and when the agent stepped aside, Vicki did a double take at the sight of the shackled prisoner.


Reheema Bristow didn’t look at all the way Vicki had expected.
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Vicki had been expecting a street tough, but Reheema Bristow looked like a black model, albeit on steroids. She had stunning features; large almond eyes of an unusual caramel-brown, a longish nose, and a broad mouth, which was sensual, if unsmiling. She wore her dark hair back in a short, stiff ponytail and had a strong, killer body, even in the olive green jumpsuit worn by FDC prisoners. Her manner made the handcuffs seem oddly like sex toys.


Vicki had been expecting a street tough, but Reheema Bristow looked like a black model, albeit on steroids. She had stunning features; large almond eyes of an unusual caramel-brown, a longish nose, and a broad mouth, which was sensual, if unsmiling. She wore her dark hair back in a short, stiff ponytail and had a strong, killer body, even in the olive green jumpsuit worn by FDC prisoners. Her manner made the handcuffs seem oddly like sex toys.


Bristow was seated, cuffed and shackled, in the chair next to Melendez, and her lawyer had gone positively goofy in her presence. Suddenly Vicki understood why he’d been suckered into believing in her innocence. And also why he’d worn his cardamom aftershave.


“Reheema, how are you today?” Melendez boomed, grinning.


“I’m fine, thanks,” Bristow answered, and Vicki reacted viscerally to the sound of her voice, soft, but hardly ingratiating. Streetwise, but not street. Sonorous, if it hadn’t come out of the mouth of a criminal. Vicki couldn’t forget that Bristow could know who killed Morty and Jackson. She could know Teeg and Jay-Boy. She could even have hired them, or maybe whoever she was buying the guns for had hired them.


“Ms. Bristow.” Vicki introduced herself and explained, “I’m the new AUSA on this case. I’m replacing Jim Cavanaugh, whom you met with before. I believe that was the only proffer conference you had with my office, correct?”


Bristow nodded, and if she recognized Vicki from the TV, she didn’t let it show, which proved she was one great liar. News of the triple homicide had to be all over the FDC, learned from TV or the “bowl,” the way prisoners communicated after lights-out; each inmate flushed the toilet a few times to evacuate the water, enabling the plumbing to carry voices as efficiently as Nextel. The Bureau of Prisons couldn’t do anything about it, short of replacing the plumbing at taxpayer expense, but nobody was funding better johns for felons.
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