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Joe was afraid to move. He stood, holding his breath, listening intently for the creak of a floorboard, a telltale rustle or sigh. Every muscle tensed as he eyed the small bathroom window, doing the math—or, he supposed, physics—in his head: even if he managed to edge out sideways, onto the narrow ledge, could he make the reach to the fire escape without falling the eight floors to the sidewalk? Unlikely. But he would almost rather risk it than face what awaited him on the other side of the bathroom door. Why hadn’t he thought to lock it? He stared at the flimsy handle now, waiting to see it turn from the outside, wondering if he could simply reach out and twist the locking mechanism, if he dared. Then he heard a voice. It was the law: Special Agent Donna Zamora of the FBI.


“What’s the matter, honey? Why are you up? Do you have to make pee?”


Ears straining, Joe awaited the answer that could seal his fate. Why did the shower curtain have to be translucent? He heard the tiny voice of Donna’s six-year-old daughter warbling in the living room.


“Don’t worry, it was just a dream,” Donna said. “Let’s get you some water and tuck you in Mommy’s bed.”


As their steps faded, Joe breathed a sigh of relief, then smiled sardonically in the mirror. He’d hidden in sewers from cops and in bomb craters from jihadists without getting quite this tense. Then again, he’d sooner go up against a trained killer in mortal combat than have a small child discover him naked at two in the morning. Finally, there came a soft knock, at the height of an adult hand.


“It’s me,” Donna whispered.


He opened the door. Donna was in her robe, dark hair glistening in the shadows. She handed him his clothes, his Converse Chuck Taylors on top of his folded shirt and jeans. From her robe pocket, she pulled his crumpled boxers and one sock, with a hole in the heel.


“I couldn’t find the other sock,” she whispered, while he quickly dressed. “It must be under the bed.”


He sat on the toilet lid to tie his laces. She ran her fingers through his hair. “Sorry if she startled you.”


“She nearly gave me a heart attack.”


He could see her smiling in the dim light that slipped in from the window. Joe Brody, veteran of ops so black his military record had been deleted, an ace criminal who commanded respect throughout the five boroughs, afraid of a little girl.


“Come on.” She took his hand. “I’ll grab your coat. You can get out through her window.”


Joe followed her to Larissa’s room, a magical, candy-colored cave where teddy bears and stuffed unicorns snuggled with lambs and frogs, Disney figures populated the walls, and shimmering stars hung from the ceiling. Glitter was everywhere. He drew on his jacket, pulling gloves from the pockets, winding a scarf around his neck, while Donna opened the window. That iron fire escape was going to be cold.


“It’s your own fault, you know,” she told him. “Ever since she spotted you that time she has dreams about a man creeping past her window.”


“My fault?” He pulled his hat on. “In that case, I will just stroll out the door like a gentleman.”


She shook her head. “You can’t. You know Mrs. Ruiz will see you leave.”


“Doesn’t she ever sleep?”


“Not since 1975, according to her.”


“That’s what my grandmother says, too. Then you hear her snoring.” He sat on the windowsill; already he could feel the chill from the river. She perched beside him.


“Point is, you’re supposed to be a master at this stuff. Professional criminal.”


He smiled. “I’m out of practice, thanks to you.”


“Well, we are going to have to have a serious talk. Figure this out.”


He sighed. It seemed like they spent half their time rolling deliriously in each other’s arms, and the other half seriously discussing the problems with it. “I’m sorry if I traumatized your daughter. I will pay for her therapy out of my ill-gotten gains.”


Donna smiled. “She’s a city kid. She’s seen worse. Luckily, she decided you were Spider-Man. God knows why. His outfit is way cooler.”


“Because she’s smart. She can tell we’re both from Queens.” Joe kissed her. “Speaking of which, come over tomorrow.”


“Larissa has a playdate.”


“Your mom can take her. We need a playdate ourselves. Gladys will be out all day.”


“Sneaking a girl in when your grandma’s out? Definitely not the solution to our problems.”


Joe swung his legs out onto the fire escape and braced himself for the climb. “At least you get to come in the front door.”
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Swift and silent past the darkened windows, slow and careful past the few with lamp-yellow or screen-blue leaking through their curtains, Joe felt the cold leach up from the iron into his hands and feet, the wind from the river already stinging his cheeks and neck. The reason he was crawling up the fire escape now was not only because of Donna’s impressionable young daughter, or her nosy neighbors, or even her mother who lived across the hall. It was not because of his grandmother, whom he had not told, or any family problems at all. It was not religion or politics or culture or any of those traditional issues. It was not even a romantic dilemma—they were both free and single. Donna and Joe were a twenty-first-century Romeo and Juliet, with the most modern of personal problems, a career conflict: Donna was a federal law enforcement agent, finally on the rise after thwarting a terrorist plot and saving much of New York. And Joe was a professional criminal, lifelong pals with a Mafia boss and deeply entangled with the city’s top organized crime leaders, who had empowered him to hunt down a terror cell lurking in their midst. When that terrorist ended up with a bullet in the head, they declared him their “sheriff,” giving him free reign throughout their territories, and making him the fixer they called on when they, too, needed 911 to protect them from the nightmares that kept even Mafia dons up at night: Al-Qaeda cells, white-supremacist plots, terror-financed heroin pipelines, homemade nuclear bombs. While the citizens slept, relying on Donna to keep them safe from dangerous criminals, the most dangerous criminals in the city relied on Joe.


For Donna, to have their relationship go public would mean the death of her career. For Joe, it would just mean death.


[image: image]


They were star-crossed from the start. They’d met when Donna arrested Joe during a raid on Club Rendezvous, the strip joint controlled by mob boss Gio Caprisi, where Joe, his childhood buddy, worked as a bouncer. They crossed paths again when Joe shot her with a beanbag round—something that a lot of women would consider a definite red flag—though he had done it to save her life, since he had infiltrated a group of weapons thieves who had ordered her death. Later, when she had to kill a terrorist to save Joe’s life in return, he did the chivalrous thing and disposed of the body by taking it out on the Caprisi boat and feeding it to sharks. And that was how it went for them, always in danger, and often on different sides.


But the attraction, the strange magnetism, the electric charge, was there from the beginning, too, and the more Donna got to know him, the more fascinated she became, in spite of herself. She had dedicated her own life to serving and protecting the people around her. Joe had served his country and gotten nothing back but bad dreams and a PTSD-related drug problem. Seeing him continue to risk everything to save strangers who would never give him a medal or pay him a dollar or offer a word of thanks—who would, on the contrary, gladly lock him up forever—inspired a feeling in her beyond carnal attraction that was hard to dismiss. Not respect, exactly, since she could only deplore his methods; it was admiration, pure and simple. Her daughter had been right after all. Like Spidey, he was a working-class hero from Queens.


And for Joe? Donna was the answer to a dream he didn’t know he had. A dirty dream at first, of course; she was sexy in a sly way, hot in a cool way, those dark eyes, exciting whether flashing with anger or lust, that raven-black hair, that body that made even a square Fed-suit somehow more X-rated than the nothings the girls wore at the club. But as he started to see how smart she was, and how brave, and how true to her own conscience, how much courage and honor she carried in her heart, he came to recognize a fellow warrior, one who somehow also lived in the light, in sanity, family, and peace. She seemed, just maybe, to offer him something he had never even imagined for himself: hope for a better future, a happy life.
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Melody heard somebody coming. She had been locked up, chained to a pipe in this concrete hole, for what seemed like forever. There was little sense of time down here, but hunger, thirst, and discomfort told her it was at least a couple of days—days spent praying, crying, yelling, and, when exhaustion took her, dreaming in brief snatches about someone, anyone, coming to her rescue. Once she dreamed that she was home, really home, in Georgia, sleeping on a picnic blanket when she was a little kid, and she woke up crying. Once she dreamed that cops, whom she had feared and avoided her whole life, were coming to help her, and she woke up yelling. Once she dreamed that she was safe in bed in her apartment, under the covers, and her dog was licking her toes, and then she realized it was a rat, taking a tentative taste, and she woke up screaming.


But now she was awake, and like a dream come true, someone was coming. As the steps drew closer, she strained to see in the gloom, twisting her arm against the chain.


“Hello? Hello? Are you there? Help me, please.” She tried to yell but could produce only a harsh rasp from her dry, sore throat. Her own voice shocked her. It was a ghost voice. She summoned the last of her strength, to wave her hand, to call.


Then he appeared, and she knew he was not here to save her. Too weak to cry, she shook her head as his hands curled around her throat.
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“Just explore your options, that’s all I’m saying.”


They were lying in Joe’s bed now. Gladys, his grandmother, was out gambling, playing cards. Not that it was really a gamble for her, nor was it play. It was work. She was an expert card hustler, an old-time grifter from a long line of thieves, who’d raised Joe herself when his parents died young. He grew up here, in this apartment in Jackson Heights. For Joe, this was not just home but the center of the world, most of which was represented in the neighborhood, more than at the UN across the river—from the clothes people wore in the street, to the hundred languages filling the air, to the markets and music and newspapers, and most especially the food. That was what Donna came for, besides Joe. Today it was Taiwanese seafood, then back to his place, the same apartment where she had once executed a search warrant, to make love. And then, of course, to talk.


“This is the perfect time for it,” she continued now, curled up against him, his arm around her shoulders, while she absentmindedly traced the scar on his left side, over the heart. “You’ve got the money. It’s not like you need that bouncer job. Why are you even going in tonight?”


Joe shrugged. His last caper had netted him more than two hundred thousand in cash. “My name’s on the schedule.” He looked at the clock on the nightstand. He had to get going soon. It was cold out there and so warm in here. “It’s not like I can just retire. That money is in long-term savings.”


“And by savings you mean your grandmother’s mattress and Gio Caprisi’s safe.”


“That’s right. It’s a diversified portfolio.”


She snorted derisively. Joe gave her a squeeze. “Snort derisively if you want. You know my grandmother’s too smart to keep it all in her mattress. It’s in her shoes. The walls. Even I don’t know where. And Gio’s safe? That is the most secure location in New York City.”


“True,” she admitted. Not even the most desperate criminal would try crossing Gio. “But it’s not the safety of the money that worries me. It’s yours. I mean, you can’t do this forever. You’ll run out of room for scars. And what about our long-term? You know you’re going to have to quit sooner or later.”


“Why me? Why do I have to sacrifice my career?”


She rolled her eyes at the word career. “Well, let’s see. Because mine is legal. And it comes with a pension and health insurance. And I only rarely get shot at or almost blown up. And they gave me a medal for it. And a promotion. Not to mention a cool badge . . .” She paused there. Her finger stopped. Unconsciously, she’d been tracing the star that the city’s top crime bosses had branded him with when they made Joe their sheriff. It wasn’t a badge you could turn in, or throw away, or bury in a drawer to show your grandkids. It was a stark reminder that in Joe’s world there was only one way to retire. She put her arms around him and squeezed tight. “Just take some time to explore your options,” she said. “That’s all I’m saying.”
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Gladys was working on an inside straight when she spotted it. She’d been coming to this casino for a few nights, always leaving with money in her pocket. She wasn’t cheating—she didn’t have to cheat to do well against this crowd—but she was on a job. She was looking for cheats.


The casino was in the basement of a storage facility in a commercial district with little activity after dark or on the weekends. No one noticed the vans that rounded up punters from nearby pickup spots and dropped them here to empty their pockets at poker, blackjack, craps, and a little roulette without the hassle of traveling to AC or the upstate casinos. The crowd was a mix—hardcore Chinese and Korean players who went all night, locals including everyone from retirees to public school teachers to lawyers and off-duty cops, and some visitors just passing through, dressed for a night on the town, stopping in between dinner and the club. The place had been set up by the building’s owner—Max Morton, aka “Max the Mini King”—who ruled a small empire of mini-storage warehouses, where overstuffed New Yorkers paid to stash their extras, as well as a fleet of moving trucks. His face—cheeky, jowly, grinning, apple red under a cartoon crown—appeared on ads all over the subway, the billboards atop his places, and the sides of his trucks. Business was good, but not quite good enough.


The Mini-King had a major gambling habit. He liked high-stakes poker especially, playing at games held all over town, but he also enjoyed losing heavily at blackjack, sports betting, and even the lottery. Being the self-starting, bootstrap entrepreneur he was, his solution when he couldn’t beat them was to join them and open his own casino. Why not? He had the space.


There was one big difference, however. When opening a mini-storage warehouse, there were local, city, and state authorities to deal with, tax people, inspectors, council members, homeowner’s associations. When opening a casino in this part of town, there was only one authority whose blessing you had to obtain: Gio Caprisi. Max hadn’t gotten to be the Mini-King by being stupid. He reached out to Gio, who considered the matter and agreed; he partnered on the casino with Max, and also had him grant a small slice of the pie to Uncle Chen, the boss of Chinese crime in Flushing, as well as to a Korean crime lord of Gio’s acquaintance, to smooth any feathers ruffled by having pigeons fly over from the other casinos of Queens to be plucked. Gio also provided security, which in this case meant protection from both outlaws—a couple of Caprisi family associates worked the door, but it was widely known that robbing this place was suicide—and from the law itself—the local cops were paid to look away, and any other complaints would be routed to Gio’s people.


After that, everything went smoothly, for a while. Fitting the name Mini-King, Max’s joint was small but regal, with flocked rose wallpaper, gold trim on the pillars holding the basement ceiling up, brand-new card tables, professional dealers in white shirts and bow ties, a bar, even a roulette wheel in the corner. Then, after a few months, Gio noticed something weird in the weekly take—sudden spikes in poker winnings, always on busy nights and always at one or two tables. Now, Gio was in the gambling business, but he was not a gambler. He did not believe in luck. He wanted this oddity explained: maybe there were a few real pros in the mix. Or maybe there was a shark in his waters, cheating. And maybe they had inside help. So he called the sharpest card player and grifter he knew to come and check it out. She was perfect, someone no one would suspect, who looked totally innocent and harmless but was crooked enough to know every scam while also completely trustworthy in Gio’s eyes: he hired Gladys, his best friend’s grandma.


She spent a few hours a night playing poker at different tables, winning the occasional pot, losing enough to blend in, and mostly checking out the other players, the dealers, the security cameras, the door guys, the works. It took her two nights to spot it. Gio’s new partner, Max the Mini-King, was ripping him off.


Max wasn’t stupid, but he was greedy. His casino made a lot of money, but a lot was not enough to cover his own gambling losses, which only rose now that he was rubbing elbows with high rollers and meeting the guys who ran other joints, not to mention his usual nut—the big house, the big cars, and his wife and three daughters, all terribly spoiled: what was a Mini-King without a Mini-Queen and Mini-Princesses? So Max came up with the perfect scheme. Who was the one person who could go anywhere, look at anything? He was. He recruited a couple of sharp players from his old days as a regular customer, and had them sit in. Then he cruised around, meeting and greeting, shaking hands, checking up on the dealers, even visiting the camera room to check on the guys there. And the whole time, he was scoping out the cards, seeing what the people playing with his cronies were holding, who was bluffing, who had a winning hand. Then, when he saw a big pot, he’d signal his stooge: go all in, or fold.


It worked like a charm at first. But success made them even greedier. Soon the same two players were winning a statistically unlikely number of big pots, staking everything and winning but never going all in on any losers—creating an anomaly for Gio, and a pattern that Gladys could have seen even without her glasses. That night, when she cashed in her winnings and got up from the table, she smiled at everyone like the lovable granny she was—bright blue eyes behind huge round spectacles, a beauty-parlor-perfect halo of white hair, a wool sweater that matched her stretch pants, a cane. Like always, she gave a cheek kiss and a tip to the dealer, who was working her way through college. However, this time she also gave a cheek pinch to a cocky guy with a dark beard and black turtleneck who’d won the last two big pots. Then, as she made her way to the door, she gave a good night pat to a player at another table, a rotund fellow in a hoody, sweatpants, and bright sneakers.


“Don’t stay up too late,” she told him as she passed.


“’Night, Granny,” he answered with a chuckle, as he went all in on another big hand. And won. When she reached the door, one of Gio’s top guys, Pete, was waiting, along with Little Eddie—six feet two inches of muscle and wide as the door. Still, he was the son of Big Eddie, who had died protecting Gio, hence he would be known for life as Little Eddie. She caught their eyes as she passed. A beat later, they followed. In the parking lot, with his right hand, Nero, running the engine to keep the car warm, Gio Caprisi was waiting.


When he saw Gladys, Gio hopped out to escort her. She kissed him on both cheeks but declined his arm. “It ain’t even icy, I’m fine,” she said, handing him the cane, which was just a prop. “Now listen, you got two sharks in the tank there.”


“Let’s talk in the car,” Gio told her. “It’s freezing out here.”


Nero opened the back door solicitously and Gladys patted his shoulder—“Hiya, hon”—as she got in. Gio sat beside her. Pete got in front with Nero, and Little Eddie stood outside, good-naturedly impervious to the cold, like his dad.


“I got the heat going and the seat warmers are on high,” he told her.


“I can’t stand those things,” she said. “Make me feel like I peed myself. I’m not ready for diapers yet.”


“Nero, turn off the seat warmers.”


“Yes, boss.”


“Now, I showed the sharks to Pete,” Gladys said.


Pete gave Gio a single nod.


“They’re small-timers,” she explained. “And the boss, Mini-King Max, is strictly amateur. When he straightens his tie, it means bet heavy. When he shoots his cuffs, it means fold.”


“Got it,” Gio said. “Thanks, Gladys.”


She shrugged. “It was nothing. Now what?”


Gio pulled an envelope, plump with cash, from his jacket and put it in Gladys’s hands. “Now Nero drives you home. And Max, if he’s smart, will be pissing his pants for real.”


He and Pete got out, shutting the door. Nero popped the trunk, lowering his window to remind Little Eddie, “Don’t forget the toolbox.”
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“I’m exploring my options,” Joe said.


He was in the back booth at the club with Santa, who shrugged. Santa was a nickname, short for his last name, Santangelo, and he had the long white beard and big round belly to go with it. Santa’s own options ranged from managing this joint for Gio, to training rescue dogs on the weekends with his wife, Kelly, aka Mrs. Santa, to doing what he was told and ignoring what he was told to ignore when Joe and the others needed to use his office. He was, on the whole, perfectly content with this destiny, if not quite jolly. “Sure, why not explore?” he told Joe.


“You can try what I’m doing, getting my GED,” offered Autumn, a curvaceous redhead who danced at the club. It was early, and the crowd was thin, so she was wearing a pink silk robe over the G-string and bra she’d soon be taking off onstage. “Then I’m going to do either psychology or accounting.”


“How’d you pick those?” Santa asked her.


She sipped her Diet Coke through a straw so as not to smudge her lipstick, which was an elaborate multiphase process, a lustrous red glazed with a gloss that would sparkle under the stage lights. “You learn a lot about psychology in this job, believe me, whether you want to or not.”


Santa nodded in sage agreement. “Sure do. Male psychology up front. Female in the back.”


“Half of these guys use me as their shrink,” Autumn said. “My tits and my ass got me this job, but this”—she tapped her forehead—“is the body part that earns my tips.”


“Sounds like your psych degree is in the bag,” Joe said.


“I’m good with numbers, too. I already help the other girls with their taxes. Like, for instance, this”—she parted the robe, showing off her spangled pink bra—“is totally a write-off. Anything I wear onstage is. Though I guess I don’t wear that much. Still, last winter? When I got that leather coat with the faux squirrel trim? I walked out in it, took it off, and voilà. Total write-off.”


“What about implants?” Santa asked, stroking his beard thoughtfully.


“You don’t look like you need them,” Joe assured him.


Santa scowled, and Autumn laughed.


“Actually, that’s a good point,” she said. “I suggest amortizing the cost over a few years of projected earnings.”


Joe could barely follow. He’d had two legit, on-the-books jobs in his life, the military and this. For the rest, he was an independent contractor who earned cash and paid “tax” only to people like Gio.


“So this program you’re in,” Joe asked. “After you get your GED, they help you with college? What about finding jobs?”


“You do like a whole career counseling, where they help you find your skills and talents and match them with career options and then make a step-by-step plan. But the first step is a diploma for me. What about you, Joe? Did you drop out?”


“Nope. Expelled.” He neglected to mention that it was from Harvard. He was there on a scholarship, majoring in literature and philosophy and scoring straight As, but when he got caught fleecing the rich kids in card games, and broke a few frat-boy noses in the aftermath, he ended up bounced from the ivy halls and facing criminal charges. A judge, not a counselor, laid out his career options: jail or the military.


“Don’t worry,” Autumn said. “It’s never too late to change.”


“Speaking of which.” Santa looked at his watch. “You’re on in ten.”


With a sigh, Autumn rose and went backstage. Santa’s phone rang, and he retreated to his office to take the call. Joe sipped his black coffee and got out his book. It was his battered copy of Ulysses, which he’d bought used back at Harvard, and had decided to give another go. He was hoping for a quiet night.
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“I got bad news and good news.” Gio had entered the casino unannounced and caught Max just as he was coming out of the camera room, where he’d been spying on the players, hoping for one more big pot that night.


“Hey Gio, great to see you!” Max grinned big and shook his hand. “Uh . . . what news is that?”


“The bad news is, somebody’s been cheating,” Gio said. “But don’t worry. The good news is, we caught them.”


“What?” Max asked, his incredulity unfeigned. “Who?”


“Let’s go see.” Gio put a hand on Max’s shoulder, calm but firm. Max’s pants were not yet wet, but his armpits suddenly were.


They went upstairs to the closed storage facility, where one unrented space at the end of a windowless, concrete hall was now opened and lit. One of the men Gio had working casino security stood by the roll-down door, nodding as Gio and Max passed. Inside, the two players—the bearded turtleneck guy and the rotund sweatpants guy—were sitting in folding chairs at a folding table. They did not look comfortable. Pete stood to one side, casually holding a gun. Eddie stood on the other, holding a shiny red toolbox.


“What do you think, Max? Recognize these two scumbags?”


They both looked at him entreatingly.


“Me? Who? Them?” Max sputtered. “No. I never saw them before.”


Beard gasped at this. Rotund squirmed, his eyes getting bigger. Gio shrugged. “OK then. Eddie, get the hammer. And, you two.” He nodded at the two cheats. “Put your hands on the table.”


Rotund began to whimper and shake his head. Beard tried to beg: “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t know—”


“Shhh. Stop whining, before I get annoyed,” Gio told them, very calmly. “It’s simple. You cheated at my table and got caught. You don’t get to just walk away. You either lose the hand you cheated me with or you don’t walk away at all.” Gio stared at them, his eyes flat and opaque. There was nothing behind them. “Your call.”


Reluctantly, they placed their hands on the table, still staring wildly at Max, who had retreated into a corner.


Gio nodded. “Smart choice.” He stepped back. “Eddie?”


Eddie stepped forward, raising a small sledge, an iron head on a wood handle, but as he swung down, Beard instinctively jerked back his right hand. The sledge banged on the table. Both men jumped, and Max let out an involuntary gasp.


“Hey,” Eddie said. “You moved.”


“I’ll hold them down, boss,” Pete offered.


“New rule,” Gio said. “Anybody who moves their hand gets both smashed. Fair enough?”


Eddie and Pete nodded. Rotund shrugged. Beard just sagged and put his right hand back on the table. Eddie brought down the sledge. Beard’s howl echoed through the empty warehouse, echoing off the walls.


“Next,” Gio said, looking at Rotund, who slowly laid his left hand on the table. Eddie raised the sledge. Gio put a hand up.


“Wait a second.” He turned to Pete. “You were watching. He a lefty or righty?”


Pete grinned. “Righty.”


Gio laughed. “Hustler to the end. Good for you,” he told Rotund, who smiled shyly. “Now put out your right.”


He did. And a second later his own scream was filling the hallway.


“OK,” Gio said, clapping his hands together. “We’re even. You two can go in peace.” The two men rose, cradling their shattered hands.


Pete and Eddie nodded at them encouragingly.


“You did good,” Pete told them.


“Thanks,” Beard said, nodding and sniffling.


“No offense,” Rotund added.


“None taken,” Pete said as they shuffled off. “You get home safe.” But as Max started to follow, Pete pointed the gun and shook his head.


“Max, have a seat,” Gio said. “Let’s review this security problem. Partners’ meeting.”


“I wish I could, Gio, but I really should get back. I swear it won’t happen again. I’ll double the guards. Get new cameras—”


“Sit down and shut up,” Gio said. Max sat, shaking his head as Gio went on: “I know it was you. Stop shaking your head. You were spotted. Did you really think you could rob me with such a stupid play? What am I, running a church bingo game?”


“Gio, I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it . . .” He began to blubber. “I have a serious problem.”


“You sure do.”


“I mean I need professional help. I have a mental condition.”


“Really? That’s two problems, then. I’m afraid none of us here are qualified—professionally, I mean—to help with the mental condition. But we can settle one problem right now.”


Max sniffed. He took a deep breath. “OK,” he said, nodding, “for my family. I’ll do it.” And he put out his hand.


Gio shook his head. “Sorry, but that won’t do, Max. You see, those other two got caught cheating, so I broke the hands that stole food from my family’s table.” He looked at Pete and Eddie. “It’s a cultural thing, I guess. Tradition.”


They shrugged.


“But you were the brains. The head of the operation. I’ve got to set an example.” Gio got very quiet and leaned in very close to Max. “It’s not your hand that I want on the table.” He stepped back. “Eddie, get out the saw.”


“What? No! Please!” Max began to scream now, as Eddie pulled a hacksaw from the toolbox and Pete stepped in behind him.


“Don’t worry, Max,” Gio assured him. “We’ll put all of you in one dumpster. That way your family can sew you back together for the funeral.”


Max moaned as Pete began forcing his head down onto the table. Eddie laid the saw blade across the back of his neck. “No! Please! Just tell me what you want. I’ll do anything.”
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Joe didn’t get much reading done that night. By ten the place was packed and roaring, and there was no time to even think until past two, when they were wrapping up for the night. So when he stepped outside and zipped up his coat, the same page of his book was cornered as when he arrived. It was a brilliant night, though: one of those clear winter skies, sharp as polished glass, the pebble-faced moon leaning right over this neon-lit little roadhouse that, on a commercial strip not too far from the airport, suddenly felt lonesome and desolate as a prairie. The last few drunks howled as they stumbled away. The traffic moaned softly, rushing by like wind through wheat fields. Autumn exited, calling out a quick good night as she hurried into the cold, too exhausted by the long hours dancing onstage and on laps to want to chat any more about taxes.


“Night,” Joe answered absently. He had the fat book tucked under one arm while he tried to get his zipper to bite. It was only when he looked up that he realized that Autumn, who had crossed the parking lot, was now backing away from someone, a guy in a plaid hunting jacket who was trying to present her with a gigantic flower arrangement. Joe walked over.


“No, thank you,” Autumn was saying. “I’m sorry, but I told you, I’m not interested.”


“But you said you liked red roses.” Now that he was closer, Joe could see that it was a pudgy white guy with beady eyes, holding a bouquet of roses, complete with white baby’s breath, a tiny plush bear, and one of those small heart-shaped balloons that said LUV U. He was brandishing it at her, and she was flinching away as if it were a weapon.


“No, Duane. That’s not true. You asked my advice on what flowers to get someone and I said everyone likes roses.”


“Excuse me,” Joe said, stepping between them, legs planted firmly, upper body angled toward Duane so that he could strike fast if he had to. “Everything OK?” he asked Autumn.


“We’re fine,” Duane said, scowling at Joe. “This is a private conversation.”


“I didn’t ask you,” Joe told him. He saw a black Town Car with a TLC plate roll in. “You all right?” he asked Autumn again.


She nodded. “My car’s here.”


“Why don’t you go, then?” Joe suggested. “And I will have a little talk with Duane.”


Autumn nodded quickly, mouthing Thank you to Joe, and then hurried off, waving at the car.


“Autumn, wait,” Duane called, and started to follow.


Joe blocked his path. “Forget it, Duane.”


“Get out of my way, man. Mind your own business.”


“That’s exactly what it is. My business. She and I both work here. You’re a customer. That’s all.”


“But it’s more than that. I can feel it . . .” He glanced forlornly at the car as it drove away.


“Your feeling is wrong, Duane. Walk away and forget it. Hug your bear.”


“What if I don’t want to?” he sneered, fist tight around the bouquet. The bear shook with his anger.


“Then walking away won’t be an option anymore. Your choices will be crawling or being carried. Think about it.”


Duane sniffed haughtily, clutching his bouquet to his chest. “Fine. I will,” he said, and turned to march away, the LUV U balloon above his shoulder like a flag.


Luv u too, Joe thought to himself. Then, feeling how cold it was, he started to walk, eye out for a cab. He didn’t have any credit cards, and he only used his phone for calls or texts, so ordering an Uber or a Lyft was out of the question. As he trudged along the road, cars whipping by, wind in his eyes, he sighed with deep exhaustion. Maybe Donna had a point.
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Gio needed to unwind. He was not, generally, the kind of man who felt a need to hang out with the boys drinking beer or escape from his family to watch a ball game. On the contrary, he usually couldn’t wait to get home. He adored his children, and not only did he love his wife, he admired and respected her. Carol was a child psychologist, brilliant in her field, and far more widely read and cultured than he was. But it was more than all that: Giovanni Caprisi, the son and grandson of mafiosi, from a loving but violent—or perhaps violently loving—background, had found real intimacy, real connection, and even a measure of peace and happiness in his marriage. His palatial home on Long Island, the routines of dinner and homework, family movie nights and soccer games were like a refuge, an oasis of sanity to which he was eager to return.


Except on nights like this. For one thing, his adrenaline was pumping. The rage at knowing that two-bit clown, Mini-King Max, had tried to cheat him, the excitement of catching him, the thrill of violence, the scent of blood in his nose: it was impossible to just shut that off and settle down to watch The Daily Show with Carol or hear the latest on his daughter’s struggle with trigonometry or his son’s possible allergy to mold spores. He knew it would be hours before he could sleep.


But the real reason he couldn’t go straight home from the casino was that he didn’t want to still be this person when he got there. He was not just another guy with a stressful job who needed to blow off steam. He was a gangster. What was more, he liked being a gangster. He had been licking his chops like a hungry wolf at the prospect of taking apart Max and his minions. He’d grinned as the hammer hit the hand. He’d fed on their fear and exulted in victory when he turned the whole situation to his profit. But now, as though hungover, he felt dirty, creepy, toxic. He didn’t want to go home like this, with the reek of evil still on him. He imagined his wife could see it in his eyes. That his kids could sense it. That the dog would howl or bark as if scenting the wolf. That it would pollute his house, like some filth he tracked in on his shoes. That was the difference between the two halves of his life: Out here he walked, impervious, through blood and shit. Back there, Carol made him take his shoes off at the door so as not to dirty the nice, clean rugs.


That was why he went to Cookie’s. Cookie ran one of the most successful, exclusive, and, most important, discreet dungeons in the city—located, as it happened, not in some dark depths but on the fifth floor of a large and nondescript office building in east Midtown. It was, essentially, a high-end brothel, but one that catered solely to more rarified tastes, employing specialists to satisfy every craving, from pain and humiliation to far more elaborate scenarios. Are you a cop who needs to be handcuffed and smacked around? A criminal yearning to be punished? A priest desperate to confess? A rabbi dreaming of being interrogated by a blonde in Nazi regalia? A black minister lusting to play plantation? A WASP banker who longs to have a tiny Asian woman trod on his balls in high heels? A macho movie star begging to be spanked by Daddy? A gay fashion icon hoping to be diapered by Mommy? Cookie could make it all happen for a price. And no one would ever know.


Or so Gio hoped. There was a certain risk involved, he knew. But after his last secret lover, a beautiful young accountant expert in overseas banking, had betrayed him to the government and then been shot to death by Carol, the idea of dating seemed unwise. His marriage had barely survived it. They’d tried everything, even counseling—hard when telling the truth meant confessing to felonies—and only really reconnected when an attempt on Gio’s life reaffirmed their love and priorities. Since then, Gio had refrained; but the itch was still there, and he knew that Carol didn’t share it. Their sex life was good, but this other, secret passion, this need, just wasn’t part of their dynamic. It never would be, and they both knew it. So he came to Cookie.


She was the only person on the premises who knew who he was—and in fact, he was indirectly her boss. It was his influence with the authorities that kept this place safe from police and prying landlords, and his protection that kept out the predators who preyed on the sex trade. And if anyone did find out, Gio would know where it came from, making Cookie the one person more concerned with keeping Gio’s secret than he was.


Security at Cookie’s was always tight. You needed an appointment to get past the guard in the lobby. Then, when you were buzzed past the anonymous office door, you entered an antechamber where a camera scrutinized you further before the inner door unlocked. That let you into a tiny space with a desk, where a young woman in a tailored suit greeted you, took your money, and sent you to a private room. Appointments were staggered to avoid meetings among clients. But Gio was even more careful: that night he entered the building from a side door used only by staff during the day and rode the freight elevator to knock on a door that Cookie herself opened, avoiding even the receptionist.


“Giovanni,” she said with a grin. “Come on in.”


She stepped aside, a big woman, wide through her hips and shoulders, her deep brown skin set off by a pink silk dress that shimmered as she moved, her Louisiana accent firmly in place even after decades away.


“Hello Cookie, how are you doing?”


“As best as I can, baby. Same as always.”


She turned slowly and led him in, her abundant flesh rippling as she stepped, lightly, on her remarkably tiny and dainty feet, which were encased in handmade designer shoes. The room was done in deep reds and dark greens, thick carpets and lacquer finishes, buttoned padding on the door, velvet couches, lamps with tasseled shades, standing art deco ashtrays and table lighters, a Chinese screen hiding the bed, and a black-and-white-tiled bathroom, complete with clawfoot tub. It was a sanctum within a sanctum, like a cross between old New Orleans and Weimar Berlin.


Cookie had come up in the world of sex work the hard way. A poor kid from an abusive background, she’d run away to the big city and fallen, like so many girls, into the clutches of a pimp. But by dint of her guts and brains, she found an angle: it paid much better to deliver the abuse than to receive it. Rich men, mostly white but later Asian as well, would pay very handsomely to be dominated, humiliated, and punished by her. A judge, old and skinny and rich, who loved to kiss her toes, took care of the pimp. She began to travel the world, to educate herself about culture, art, and food, and in each city she found at least one wealthy slave to support her. Those perfect feet were her fortune. Millionaires crawled to kiss them, begged to lick them, paid exorbitantly to help them into shoes. With the money she saved, she opened her own places, moving from labor to management, first in Tokyo, then London, then New York, where she met Gio. They hit it off immediately. And as their mutually profitable business relationship blossomed into friendship, Gio found himself stopping by to talk in this private salon, where during one very late, very Scotch-soaked conversation, they realized they shared something else: a fondness for handsome, young men, WASPy and preferably blond. No longer accepting clients for herself, Cookie now kept slaves of her own choice, and the young man she displayed to Gio looked remarkably like his own ex, Paul. Gio, at an impasse in his own life, confessed to Cookie that the only way he could find relief from his desires and the pressure that built inside him was to dress as a girl, Gia, and to have a young man like that whip him, a fantasy that had haunted him since early adolescence. Cookie understood. And with her exquisite taste and impeccable discretion, she made the arrangements, thereby solidifying her friendship with Gio, the only powerful man she still had any need to please.


But not tonight. “I’m so sorry,” Cookie said, as she settled on the settee and poured them each a couple of fingers of her latest rare single malt. “I wish you’d called earlier. I’m afraid the only boy working tonight was Julian, and he went home with a cold.”


“That’s all right,” Gio told her. “You know I really just come to see you.”


Cookie laughed, her breasts trembling under their curtain of silk. “I appreciate your fine manners, but don’t bullshit a bullshitter. If there’s one thing Cookie knows, it’s what people want. Still, I wonder . . .” She swirled her Scotch thoughtfully. “I normally wouldn’t even suggest it, these new girls are so trifling, but . . .”


Gio smiled. “Now who’s bullshitting? OK, I’m curious. Out with it.”


“My newest protégé, Ioana. I know it’s not your thing, but she really does have a flair. She’s into it for her own pleasure, a natural domme. That’s rare in this business.”


Gio shrugged and finished his drink. “Give me another of these and I just might go for it.”


Smiling discreetly, and saying no more, Cookie poured another drink, then tiptoed out.


A moment later, Ioana entered. A Romanian immigrant, she was tall, elegant for her age. Her head, with its broad, pale forehead, wide-set dark eyes, sharp nose, and red lips, seemed large for her small frame and long, stockinged legs, a pale flower on a thin stem. Her glossy black hair fell like a curtain over her backless gown. She was beautiful and beguiling. And Gio knew instantly that he was not interested. At least not sexually.


Ioana understood. She sat, legs crossed, and accepted a drink.


“We like what we like,” she intoned in her Romanian accent, with its surprisingly deep tones and Ws that sounded like Vs. Like Dracula, Gio thought. “Actually, though, you are my type,” she said with a shrug, and held her glass to the light, illuminating the deep golden liquor. “What can I say? I like my men like my Scotch: strong, mellow, a little bitter, and at least twice my age.” Then she drank.


Gio laughed, deciding immediately that he liked this girl. Even if she was going to keep her clothes on, and he was going to keep his wig and gown concealed in a wardrobe. They spent an hour chatting, and then he left, tipping her heavily.


“Thank you for a lovely evening,” she said, and kissed his cheek. “I hope we meet again.”


“We will,” Gio said.


He was wrong.
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Donna had them wire up Fusco.


After years babysitting the tip line, she’d been assigned, finally, to field duties after she killed a domestic terrorist and deactivated his homemade nuke (with Joe’s anonymous help), and had been given lead on a case involving a human trafficking ring. A group, suspected to be a mix of U.S. and Latin American criminals, were smuggling in illegal aliens, then forcing them into prostitution. So far, they’d remained one step ahead of law enforcement by moving up and down the Eastern Seaboard, setting up shop in a town, working the customer base via local connections and the internet, and then, at the first whiff of law, packing up and leaving in the dead of night.


The women were all young and from Latin America, the Caribbean, Eastern Europe, wherever life was hard enough that paying (sometimes a whole family’s pooled savings) to sneak into a strange country seeking work seemed like a risk worth taking: if they got a good job—cleaning, taking care of kids, working in a factory—they could send home enough to support the family. That was what the traffickers promised and what the women were desperate enough to believe.


A couple of young Salvadorans had escaped, leaping out of a moving van and running barefoot across a highway in Virginia. One was hit by a truck and killed, but her friend was picked up by a passerby, who took her to a hospital. She ended up talking to the local FBI office, describing the leaders, a brutal enforcer named Chuko and the madam, a vicious and greedy woman they called just Senora but whom, she thought, Chuko had addressed as Flora. Then the INS deported the unfortunate young woman and that was that.


The case languished until Donna—who, as a Latina and first-generation American, felt a special kind of contempt for these particular scum who preyed on their own people—came across the file and had an idea. Using the fake names on the girls’ false papers, as well as tiny facts the girl knew about some of her fellow victims, Donna had tracked their entry through Miami, and checked that against other factors, such as flights, ships, and staffing schedules in the airports. She came up with the name of a single passport control officer who’d been on duty when the women came through. A look at his finances confirmed her suspicions; he’d made large deposits and large cash purchases shortly after each woman had entered the United States.


They brought him in, or the Miami office did. As Donna watched through mirrored glass, he broke quickly. But all he had to cough up was his contact: the smuggler who organized the women, providing transport and fake IDs, then told the officer whom to let in without question. As for the American ring itself or the bosses ultimately behind it, he had no clue. Then Donna had an idea, and after pitching it to Tom Foster, her boss, he authorized it, making her officially lead agent.


And that was how, a month later, she found herself driving to Newark with her partner, Special Agent Andrew Newton; Deputy Marshal Blaze Logan, who was stationed in New Jersey; and Detective Lieutenant Francis Fusco of the NYPD’s Major Case Unit. Andy had been Donna’s best friend in the Bureau since training; as a gay black agent married to a Jewish man, he shared her struggle as she fought her way up from the literal bottom of the FBI, a basement room where she sat checking anonymous calls. As for Marshal Logan, a butch lesbian, she’d been assigned to escort Donna through the wilds of Jersey once before, and her demeanor had been chilly; but after a deadly gunfight, followed by a bar brawl and a successful investigation, they’d become pals.


And then there was Fusco. Francis “Fartso” Fusco was corpulent, truculent, flatulent, and as likely to belch out a borderline-inappropriate comment as to just belch. Plus, Donna strongly suspected he was a bit too comfortable with their counterparts on the other side of the law. But he was an able, dedicated investigator and a loyal comrade. Working together, they had built first a grudging respect and then something like a real emotional connection when his young partner, of whom Donna had been really fond, died in the same shoot-out that killed her estranged ex-husband. One thing no one could deny about Fusco—for better or worse, he was old-school; for him, an experience like that bonded you for life.


But that wasn’t why she’d called him. It was when they got the tip on the prostitution ring’s latest location, in Jersey, and were almost ready to move.


“I’m sorry,” Donna was saying to Andy, “I just don’t think you’re believable.”


They were in her tiny office, still in the basement. Blaze sat grinning as her friends faced off.


“I can pass for straight, thank you very much.” He stood and turned, modeling his outfit. “This happens to be a classic Brooks Brothers suit, which I just had tailored a bit because my hips are slim compared to my shoulders. A very masculine pale blue shirt. And this tie and pocket square, while a bit assertive for some of these white boys from Utah, is very much in keeping for a cis straight African American gentleman. Am I right?”


“Don’t ask me,” Blaze said. She herself was wearing jeans, a flannel shirt, and a leather jacket, with her badge and holster clipped to her hip. “All you FBI wimps look like dress-up dolls to me.”


“I’m not being homophobic,” Donna told him in a reassuring tone, “I’m being lookist. You’re just too damn young and handsome to have to pay for it.”


“Well, that is a good point,” Andy admitted. He sat back down. “Then who?”


Blaze shrugged. “Donna and I can be a couple looking to spice things up.”


Donna rolled her eyes. “We’re trying to blend in, not make a scene.”


“Fine,” Andy said. “None of us can play the part. So who do we know who’s totally believable as a john and will fit right in among a bunch of sleazy lowlifes?”


[image: image]


“Hold still and try not to sweat so much,” Andy told Fusco.


“First of all, stop tickling me,” Fusco barked. He was sitting in the back of the van, stripped to the waist, as Andy wired him up and Donna, earphones on, fiddled with the dials on the recording equipment. Blaze was behind the wheel, eating one of the donuts Fusco had brought along, a chocolate coconut. “And second of all, go fuck yourself. It’s a glandular condition. I can’t help it.” He turned to Donna. “Agent Zamora, Andy’s hurting my feelings.”


“It’s not my fault the tape won’t stick.” Andy glared at him. “I might have to shave you.”


“Andy,” Donna said, acting as ref. “Try some powder and be gentle with the tape. And Fusco . . .” She leaned over to him. “Stop pretending you have feelings.”


[image: image]


Fusco knocked on the door at 8:15 P.M. He was disguised, more or less, as himself: creased, baggy blue suit, sweat, mustard-and-coffee-stained white shirt, crooked red tie. He’d made contact through a call girl website and gotten a number. After answering a few questions, he’d been given this address, a generic extended-stay business motel near the airport, featuring suites with kitchens and conference rooms. A goon had answered the door—a very large, dark-complexioned guy with a buzzed, lumpy skull—checked his (fake) ID, and let him in. The conference room had several couches and a TV playing one of those Star Wars movies he’d never seen—how many were there now? The madam, a bony Latina with dyed-red hair who matched the description they had for Flora, came over and asked what he wanted. Playing shy and embarrassed, Fusco mumbled about a full-release massage. Cackling, she took his cash in her claw and pointed at the girls.


“Take your pick,” she said in her heavy accent, so it sounded like take you peek. “All young beauties ready to be nasty for you.” She smiled horribly. The half-dozen girls were a mix: three Latinas, two maybe Balkan or something, and one black girl he guessed, from her accent, was Haitian. The big blonde was his type, but he focused on the brown girls, fingering his tie like a nervous mook. Then he pointed at the one with the red ribbon around her neck.


“I . . . I’ll take that one, please. Um . . . Sandra?” He repeated the ridiculous, Anglicized working name. If she was a Sandra then he, Francis Fusco, was bonnie Prince William.


“Good choice, sir. I’m sure she’ll make you very happy,” the madam told Fusco, then ordered Sandra: “Room three.”


Sandra rose and took his hand. A compact, pleasantly rounded girl in her early twenties, she had long black hair parted in the middle and wide-set green eyes. She wore a pink negligee over her red bra and panties, and red heels that put her head only near Fusco’s shoulder. With a sad smile she led him down the hall, passing the kitchen, where a big guy sat, long hair in a ponytail, with gold rings and a leather jacket, looking at his phone. Chuko. Fusco would have gladly ripped that ponytail right off his skull, but instead he nodded meekly, like a john, and followed the girl through another door.


It was a small bedroom, dimly lit with a pink bulb, furnished with a hotel double bed, a night table, and a chair. It had that industrial motel carpet and the heavy pleated drapes hiding the parking lot view. Fusco held out his hand. “Sandra, right? I’m Arthur. I’m a salesman. I travel a lot. I sell and lease copy machines.”


Sandra shook his hand, looking him right in the eye. “Hi, Arthur. Why don’t you undress and lie down?”


“Well . . .” Fusco smiled nervously. “I’d like to talk a little first. If that’s OK?”


Sandra nodded and turned on the radio. Pop music blared out. Then Fusco sat next to her on the bed and whispered into her ear, “Agent Donna Zamora says hello . . .”


[image: image]


“Sandra” was in fact Daisy Gonzalez, a registered confidential informant working with the FBI. When Donna and her colleagues had busted the crooked passport control officer, he’d provided a list of women who were coming through, and agents had grabbed them up. Each was interrogated and offered a choice: return home, or work for them, reporting to the Feds about the ring in exchange for immunity, protection, and that grand prize, a green card. Two of the girls, already scared witless, were ready to head home. Daisy was not. She was smarter, or at least tougher. Born in a poor little town deep in Mexico, her stepfather had been ready to marry her off to the local drug lord’s idiot son. So she’d fled. She’d hustled all the way to the tourist sectors of Cancun, where she picked up her English and eventually met the recruiter, who got her into the United States. She did not want to go back.
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