














 




“WHY’D YOU DO IT?”Flack asked. “You’re just a garden-variety gay-basher. Why’d you graduate to murder?”




Mulroney shrugged. “Sonofabitch did a take-out slide.”




“This was at the ball game?” Flack was taking notes now.




“Yeah.” Mulroney looked up at Ursitti. “Some genius thought it’d help ‘foster a commonality’ between us and the towelheads if we played a nice friendly game of baseball. National pastime and all that shit.” He snorted. “I don’t even know what ‘foster a commonality’means.”




“So what happened?” Flack asked.




“Yoba gets up.”




“Greg Yoba, in for robbery,” Ursitti added.




“Right, and he grounds it to Hunt. I run to second, Hunt flips it to me, and I’m all set to turn around and throw to first, when, wham! The sonofabitch picks up his leg as he’s sliding into second. My shinstill hurts.”




“That when the fight broke out?” Mac asked.




“Yeah. Bastard shouldn’t have done that.”




“So you killed him,” Flack said.




Mulroney shrugged. “It wasn’t right. And the COs broke it up before I could get my own back.”




“In the majors,” Flack said, “they don’t shiv guys who do that.”




Smiling, Mulroney said, “Well, maybe they should.”
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To Phil Rizzuto, 1917–2007.


His voice was an important part of my childhood,


watching Yankee games on channel 11, and I still


miss his “Holy cow” cry from the broadcast booth.


He would’ve loved the cannoli at Belluso’s.


Rest in peace, Scooter…
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DETECTIVEDONFLACK STAREDat the lone pill that rattled around the bottom of the prescription bottle.




A cup of coffee sat on the Formica table in front of him, steam rising toward the ceiling in the air-conditioned diner. It had certainly taken long enough for the coffee to show up. The waitress—a woman named Doris, according to the nameplate affixed to her bright pink uniform; her face was caked in enough makeup to make her look embalmed, her breath smelled like an ashtray, and her nasal voice threatened to decalcify Flack’s spinal column—had ignored him for quite a while before deigning to take his coffee order.




In theory, he’d wash the pill down with the coffee.




Assuming, of course, he could bring himself to dump that last pill out into his hand.




It had been a year. A year since the explosion that nearly killed him. A year since that idiot with the headphones who didn’t hear the fire alarm. Flack ran back for him.




Then the world exploded.




When he was recovering in the hospital, after it was all over, Flack sometimes wondered what would have happened if that jackass hadn’t been wearing those big, stupid noise-canceling headphones. Said jackass—Flack could no longer recall his name, nor did he particularly wish to—hadn’t heard the fire alarm, hadn’t heard the screams of panic, hadn’t heard two dozen people running for the fire stairs, hadn’t heard Flack and Detective Mac Taylor screaming that there was a bomb in the building.




You usually didn’t find that level of obliviousness in New Yorkers. Certainly not since 9/11.




If not for that guy, Flack might’ve been in the stairwell. Or at least back with Mac, farther down the hallway. Mac got out of the explosion with only a few scrapes and bruises.




Flack almost died.




But he didn’t. A few months in the hospital, and he was fit for duty. He tried to avoid situations where he’d have to take off his shirt in public, as the crisscross of scars wasn’t particularly pretty. Stella Bonasera and Lindsay Monroe had both ribbed him about using the explosion to flirt with women, and they hadn’t been entirely wrong—but Flack hadn’t shown anyone the scars.




The pain was near constant.




When it got bad, he was supposed to take the pills. But Flack definedbad differently from the docs. He avoided taking the pills. Taking the pills meant admitting to weakness.




But sometimes, Flack was weak.




Now, though, it had been a year, and a prescription bottle that was intended to last him six to eight weeks had finally run out.




When he got up this morning—earlier than usual, since he was meeting a friend for coffee—the pain was agonizing. That happened when the weather changed, sometimes. The last few days it had been unseasonably chilly, but this morning it was already eighty-eight degrees, and it was supposed to go up into the high nineties. Flack felt like someone had taken a hot knife and shoved it through his lower back up into his rib cage. (He’d been hanging around with Mac and his crime lab crew for too long—he could actually picture that happening in gory detail, something he never used to think about before he made detective.)




But there was only one pill left.




If he took the last pill, he’d have to refill the prescription and get more.




Weakness again.




Donald Flack Jr. was the latest in a long line of cops, most recently Donald Flack Sr. Cops didn’t admit to weakness. On the street, they cansmell that. You don’t let the assholes know that there’s a single chink in your armor, because they will find it and they will nail you to the wall.




So Flack tried to avoid the pills.




“Y’know, Donnie, it’s been my experience that the pills work better if you swallow ’em.”




Looking up, Flack saw his breakfast companion approach the table. “Hey, Terry.”




Terry Sullivan squeezed his massive frame into the vinyl-covered bench opposite Flack. Sweat beaded on his pale forehead. Indicating the pill bottle with his head, he asked, “That’s from the bombing, right? What they gotcha on, Percs?”




Flack nodded, pocketing the bottle in his suit jacket.




“What, you ain’t gonna take it?”




“Don’t need it.” Even as he said the words, Flack winced as he moved his arms.




Sullivan shook his head, his shaggy blond hair flopping around. “You’re so full of it, those baby blues of yours’re turning brown, Donnie. Take it from the human dispensary, they prescribed them things for a damn good reason. You’re in pain—take the painkillers.”




“I’ll be all right.”




Like Flack, Terence Sullivan Jr. was dressed for work, though unlike Flack, he wasn’t wearing his entire uniform. Not that Flack had a uniform per se, just the expected suit and tie. As for Sullivan, he wore clothes that identified him as a corrections officer of the state of New York—at least, they did to Flack. He wasn’t wearing the light-blue shirt that would have completed the outfit, as COs generally didn’t wear the full uniform outside of prison walls, but he was wearing the dark blue slacks, black boots, weapon, and belt. Said belt was filled with key clips, pouches, a radio holder (the radio was property of the prison and stayed on-site), and a lot of other stuff that reminded Flack of his days in uniform. There were several reasons why Flack liked being plainclothes, and one of the biggies was not having to carry around half the world on your belt.




The summer weather had darkened the armpits of Sullivan’s white T-shirt with sweat. Sullivan’s broad shoulders and well-muscled arms filled the T-shirt well, which made up for his pale baby face and shaggy blond hair. From the neck up, he looked like a twelve-year-old. People still called him “Junior” even if they didn’t know that Terry, like Flack, was named for his father.




The two Juniors had spent many of their formative years at each others’ homes, as both Donald Flack Sr. and Terry Sullivan Sr. were NYPD. They both came on in 1978 (the year both their sons were born), when then–new mayor Ed Koch was trying to increase police recruitment in the wake of fiscal disaster, the “Son of Sam” murders, and the ’77 blackout. Flack remembered lots of shared dinners throughout the eighties with the Sullivans and other cop families, their fathers bitching about Howard Beach and Mayor Koch or singing the praises of the new Springsteen album.




Sullivan and Flack were expected to follow in their daddies’ footsteps, but only Flack did at first. He remembered young Terry idolizing his father and talking about becoming a cop just like his old man, right up until Sullivan Sr. asked his wife for a divorce in 1992. After that, Sullivan wanted nothing to do with his father. When Flack was a rookie, Sullivan was working as a bouncer at strip clubs.




Eventually, though, Sullivan grew weary of that life and realized that he still wanted to be a cop. He’d told Flack that he “felt stupid” going to the Academy in his late twenties, so he decided to become a corrections officer instead. Currently, he was assigned to the Richmond Hill Correctional Facility on Staten Island. The diner where they were meeting was right by the Manhattan end of the Staten Island Ferry. After the ferry, Sullivan would take the long ride on the S74 bus to RHCF.




Changing the subject, Flack said, “Don’t expect quick service. Took the waitress half an hour to—”




Before he could finish, Doris came over. “Hey, Terry. You know this flatfoot?”




Sullivan grinned. “Yeah, I grew up with this guy.”




“Whyn’tcha tell me you were with him?” Doris asked Flack, her voice making his ribs throb more.




“Didn’t think I needed to.”




Doris shrugged and looked at Terry. “The usual?”




“Yeah, and refill my pal’s coffee, will ya?”




“Sure.”




After Doris walked off, Flack shook his head and chuckled. “Swear to God, Terry, I been a cop almost ten years, that’s the first time I heard anyone use the wordflatfoot in real life.”




“So you gonna take that pill or what, Donnie?”




Flack gritted his teeth. “Or what.”




“C’mon, I can tell you’re in pain. It’s like that time when you cracked a rib during that basketball game and wouldn’t tell anybody.”




“We had a game to finish.” Flack grinned. “I was the only guy on our team who could play worth a damn, so I had to stay in.”




Sullivan laughed, resting his arm along the back of the seat, one meaty hand clamped over the end. “Yeah, we sucked pretty hard, didn’t we?”




“What’s this ‘we’ crap? I was fine.”




“You still play?”




Flack nodded. “I do some work with the YMCA, helpin’ out the kids there.”




“And if one of them was on some kind of medication, would you let ’em get away with not taking it?”




Rolling his eyes, Flack said, “You ain’t letting this go, are you?”




“Hell no. I wanna see you take that pill. And don’t try any tricks—I stand over nurses who give out meds every day to people a lot more devious than your ass, and I know every trick in the book.”




Flack raised an eyebrow. “Every trick?” He picked up the coffee and lifted it gingerly toward his lips, trying to ignore the pain in his ribs, finishing off the drink in anticipation of Doris’s return with a refill.




“Please, it’s like these guys think we’re morons. I swear to Christ, every single newbie that comes in tries to hide it under their tongue the first time. And they keep tryin’ to palm the things, like we ain’t gonna look in their hands. Unbelievable.” Sullivan shook his head. “Then again, if they had brains, they probably wouldn’t be inside.”




“Nah,” Flack said, “just means their lawyer couldn’t do a decent plea.”




Sullivan shrugged. “If you say so.”




“Trust me, I seen PDs that couldn’t do a deal with Howie freakin’ Mandel.” Flack sighed. “Anyhow, I don’t wanna take the pill, okay? Pain’s not that bad,” he lied.




Doris came back with a plate holding a slice of toast cut into two triangle-shaped slices, which she managed to hold in the same hand as an empty cup and a saucer. In the other hand, she grasped a round glass pot filled with coffee, steam rising through the brown plastic rim along the top of the pot. She put the plate in front of Sullivan—it made a light clink as the porcelain hit the Formica—and then did likewise with the cup and saucer, pouring Sullivan his coffee, then refilling Flack’s. Then she walked off, giving Sullivan a smile and ignoring Flack.




“So,” Sullivan said, “I see your boy Taylor got off.”




Grateful for the change in subject, Flack said, “Course he got off, he was innocent. Dobson was bad news.”




Clay Dobson was an architect who moonlighted as a serial killer. He was caught, arrested, and convicted—and then released a few years later when his arresting officer, Detective Dean Truby, was imprisoned. Truby was a dirty cop, and Flack knew it—in fact, Flack’s notes to that effect had helped put Truby away. Mac Taylor had strong-armed Flack into turning over the notes, and Flack still hadn’t completely forgiven Mac for forcing him to give up a member like that.




But that was the least of it. Dobson had money, which meant he had one of the good lawyers. Truby’s incarceration put the detective’s entire arrest record into question, and Dobson’s lawyer felt that constituted reasonable doubt. A judge agreed, and Dobson was kicked.




Didn’t take Dobson long to go back to his old habits. He killed one woman and had taken another, who was able to ID Dobson as her kidnapper. Mac tracked Dobson down, fought with him, cuffed him—and then, according to Mac, Dobson jumped off the roof, claiming he would take Mac down with him.




It almost worked, too. Mac was the subject of a hearing; it was all over the press. Ironically, it was Truby who saved the day—he had some dirt on Deputy Inspector Gerrard, and Mac used that to make sure he was cleared.




“I got a buddy up in Riker’s,” Sullivan said, “and he told me about Dobson. There’s three types inside. There’s the innocent guys who got screwed. There’s the guilty guys who feel bad about what they did. Then there’s the guilty guys who don’t give a rat’s ass. That’s most of them, really.”




“Dobson was one of those?” Flack asked.




Sullivan nodded. “Big-time. Your usual asshole, that’s one thing, but my buddy told me when he heard what your boy Taylor said, about how he jumped to get back at Taylor? Said he bought it. Your boy couldn’t have done anything different.”




Flack said nothing.




He supported Mac. Mac was his friend. The first face Flack saw when he woke up in the hospital after the bombing was Mac’s. And Flack knew that Sinclair, the chief of detectives, and Inspector Gerrard were trying to score points with the media and cover their own asses in the Dobson case. And Mac had every reason to be pissed off at Dobson, since it was because of Mac’s actions that Dobson was sprung, and Mac felt responsible. Flack doubted he would have done anything differently if their positions were reversed.




But Mac also went after Dobson without telling anyone what he was doing, which was strike one. He didn’t call for backup, strike two. And then he and Dobson got into a fistfight, which was strike three, and would’ve been strikes four, five, and six if they went up that high. You brawl with a suspect, and that’s a get-out-of-jail-free card for the bad guy, because nothing you do after that will matter to the DA’s office or the perp’s lawyer. The cop beats the perp, the perp walks.




What Mac did was a step down a dangerous path that led to the likes of Dean Truby.




Still, Flack said none of this to Terry Sullivan, because while Sullivan was his friend, so was Mac Taylor. You didn’t rat out your friends. Not even to other friends.




That was weak. Flack didn’t do weak.




The pain in his ribs grew tighter. He imagined he could still hear the last Percocet rattling around against the plastic.




Finally he said the only thing he could say, words that were still true regardless of any doubts Flack might have had: “Mac’s the best. Department’d be a worse place without him.”




Sullivan lifted his coffee cup. “Then here’s to him.”




Flack didn’t lift his cup very high, as it hurt.




Seeing him wince in pain, Sullivan said, “Jesus Christ, Donnie, take the damn pill, would you please?”




“Maybe later. How’s Katie doing?”




It never failed. The best way to distract Sullivan had always been to ask him about his daughter. His baby face broke into a huge smile. “She’s the best. You know she’s in kindergarten now?”




“Really?” Flack couldn’t believe it. “Wasn’t she just born last week?”




“I know. It’s crazy. We can’t keep up with her; it’s like we have to buy a whole new wardrobe every month. And she’s reading, too. Teachers wanted to put her in the first grade, but Shannon didn’t wanna. I guess I don’t blame her—keep her with kids her own age, y’know?”




They kept talking through two more cups of coffee each, before Sullivan looked at his watch. “I gotta get a move on. Uncle Cal’ll be on my ass.”




“‘Uncle Cal’?” Flack asked. He tried not to grind his teeth as he reached around to get his wallet.




“Calvin Ursitti. He’s my shift lieutenant.”




“You don’t call him that to his face, do you?”




“Do Ilook suicidal?”




Flack chuckled and tossed a five down onto the table. Taking a deep breath, he then got to his feet.




“Will youplease take the pill, for the love of Christ?”




“I’m fine,” Flack said through clenched teeth. “Give Shannon a hug for me, okay?”




“Shannon hates your guts, Donnie.”




Flack sighed. “Still?”




“You went out with her sister and dumped her after two dates, Donnie. You thinkmy wife’s gonna forgive that anytime this millennium?”




“Apparently not.” Flack looked around, caught Doris’s eye, and gave her a friendly wave. Doris just rolled her eyes and went back to reading thePost.




“She’s crazy about you,” Sullivan deadpanned. “I gotta get the ferry. Be good, Donnie.”




They left the diner, Sullivan headed to the ferry terminal, Flack headed to his car. He pulled out his cell phone and turned it back on. He didn’t turn it off very often, but he hadn’t seen Sullivan in way too long. Just once, he wanted to get through a meal without being interrupted.




Only a cop would consider three cups of coffee a meal.




But then, Flack had been living on coffee lately. He had to do something to swim upstream against the sleepless nights. The pain was worse when he was lying down.




Miraculously, there were no messages on the phone. Somehow, he had made it all the way to seven in the morning without the NYPD requiring his services.




Flack didn’t anticipate that state of affairs surviving to his lunch hour.
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DINAROSENGAUS HATED THEmorning shift.




It wasn’t the getting-up-early part. Dina had always been a morning person, both back home in Russia when she was a little girl and since coming to the United States as a teenager. And it wasn’t even every morning shift. Wednesdays, Saturdays, and Sundays were fine.




The other four days of the week, though, the morning shift was a nightmare, thanks to some ridiculous concept known as alternate-side-of-the-street parking.




In order to keep the streets clean, the city of New York designated two-and-a-half-hour blocks during the day when one side of the street had to be clear of parked cars so that the street sweepers could come through.




That was the theory, anyhow. Dina couldn’t recall ever actually seeing these mythical street sweepers.




Dina worked at Belluso’s, an Italian bakery and café in the Riverdale section of the Bronx—in fact, it was located on Riverdale Avenue, right in the neighborhood’s primary business district. Riverdale was predominantly Jewish—that was why Dina’s family had moved there—and Dina had been surprised to find an Italian bakery there, but the place was popular. They served cookies, cannoli, pastries, coffee, tea, bread, and more. You could come in and grab something to go or sit at one of the round tables for as long as you wanted. Salvatore Belluso, the owner and Dina’s boss, always said that he wanted people to feel like they were in a café in Florence and encouraged customers to stay as long as they pleased. He even had a clock upstairs with the hands removed to symbolize that it didn’t matter what time it was.




But it did matter to Dina what time it was when her shift started. Parking in the area was hard enough under the best of circumstances, but on weekday mornings, several spots were unavailable between 7:30 and 8:00, and several more were off-limits between 9:30 and 11:00. That made parking nigh impossible. Sure, all the spots were legal when she arrived at a little before seven to open the bakery, but they wouldn’t be for long, and Mr. Belluso didn’t like it when you left the counter to do “personal things.” Not getting a ticket apparently qualified as personal. One time, she had to park seven blocks away—she might as well have left the car home.




Today, though, she was lucky. Someone was pulling out of a spot on Fieldston Road, a one-way street that ran alongside Riverdale between West 236th and West 238th. (There was no West 237th, at least over here. This made even less sense to Dina than alternate-side-of-the-street parking, but she’d learned to accept it.)




She had begged Mr. Belluso to keep her mornings limited to the weekends—or to Wednesdays. For some reason, there was no alternate-side parking on Wednesdays. But Dina hadn’t been there long enough; Maria and Jeanie had Wednesday mornings, and the competition for weekend spots was fierce. Most of the girls who worked there (Mr. Belluso only hired female high school and college students to work the counter) wanted the weekend also, since they didn’t have school. To some extent, Dina was a victim of the schedule, as most of her summer-session classes at Manhattan College were in the afternoon.




As she turned the corner onto Riverdale Avenue, a bus pulled up to the stop right in front of the bakery. The back door whooshed open and four people stepped out, one of whom was Jeanie Rodriguez.




Jeanie was an undergraduate student at Lehman College, planning to be a nurse. They made an odd pairing. Jeanie was small and compact, whereas Dina was tall and broad shouldered. Jeanie’s hips were modest and sexy; Dina’s were wide and ungainly. Back in Russia, she’d have been considered healthy; here in the States, they seemed to want their women to all look like Paris Hilton. Jeanie was better-looking than Paris Hilton, though, in Dina’s opinion. She had a bright face; olive skin that looked much better than Dina’s pale complexion; and small, long-fingered hands, whereas Dina’s were short and stubby.




The only thing that kept Dina from despising this skinny, pretty, perky young woman was the fact that she was also the sweetest, nicest person Dina had ever met. When Dina had started at Belluso’s four months earlier, Jeanie had been very patient with Dina, especially since her English still wasn’t as good as Dina wanted it to be.




Jeanie was also the most senior of the six girls who worked at Belluso’s and had become the unofficial manager of the store. (Making her the official manager would have required that Mr. Belluso pay her more.) That meant she was the one Mr. Belluso trusted with the keys, so Dina was very glad to see her coming off the bus just as Dina arrived. If she hadn’t, Dina would’ve been stuck outside waiting in the heat. It was already unbearably hot this morning, and she knew it was going to get worse as the day went on. The one advantage to being on the morning shift was that she missed what one of the regular customers called the fly-under-the-magnifying-glass effect. Belluso’s had a huge picture window that faced west, and in the late afternoon, the sun blared in, raising the temperature in the place higher than the cheap air-conditioning system could handle.




“Hey, Dina, what’s up?” Jeanie said in her perky little voice as she stepped off the bus. She was wearing, as usual, all pink: light-pink Hello Kitty shirt, hot-pink shorts that came up to the top of her thighs (she had the legs for it; Dina was embarrassed to show her own thighs in public and wouldn’t go out in shorts that short if you put a gun to her head), and pink flip-flops.




“Okay. I just arrived,” Dina said. “How are you?”




“Slept through the alarm. Thank God for Goldie.”




Dina smiled. Goldie was Jeanie’s dog, a golden retriever. “Your backup alarm?”




Jeanie chuckled as she rummaged through her purse. “Yeah. If I’m not up by quarter after six, he’s all over my face with his tongue.” She shuddered. “Kinda like my ex-boyfriend.”




To that, Dina said nothing. The only ex-boyfriend she had was the boy she left behind in Russia. She still missed Sasha. Of course, she’d been hit on quite a bit since coming here, both in college and at the bakery. The one guy who was there all the time, Jack something, he was an outrageous flirt. Dina had been flattered until she noticed that he flirted with everyoneelse, too, which took a lot of the fun out of it. Still, his compliments certainly seemed genuine.




But nobody had seriously caught her interest. In fact, most of the ones who hit on her here, including Jack, were a lot older. In Dina’s experience, older men never treated younger women with respect.




Jeanie finally excavated the key from her purse and inserted it into the lock, turning it to the right.




The key made a thunking noise and stopped before it could go all the way around. “What the hell?” Jeanie said with a frown. She turned the key back around and pulled it out.




Then she pulled on the door, and Dina was shocked to see it open. The door had never been locked the night before.




Dina looked up. The lights were all out, like they were supposed to be—but the door was open? That didn’t make sense.




“Who closed last night?” Jeanie asked.




“How should I know?” Dina asked back.




Jeanie shook her head. “Right, you weren’t working yesterday.” She closed her eyes. Dina imagined she was visualizing the schedule. “It was—right, Maria and Annie.”




That surprised Dina. Both Maria Campagna and Annie Wolfowitz were very conscientious. If it had been Karen Paulsen, Dina would have understood—that girl was what Jeanie called aflake —but not Maria or Annie.




Dina had never liked Maria all that much. She always kept gloating about how well she was treated by her boyfriend and how he bought her so many nice things, like the eighteen-karat-gold necklace shealways wore. Sasha couldn’t even afford to take Dina out with any regularity, much less buy her presents, expensive or otherwise.




So, perhaps uncharitably, Dina hoped it had been Maria who’d forgotten to lock up.




When they entered the bakery, Dina moved around to the back while Jeanie went to turn on both the lights and the air-conditioning. Dina planned to get the cappuccino maker going, then start taking the cannoli out of the refrigerator in the back.




Flies buzzed all over the place. Dina was looking forward to the AC driving them away.




Oddly, the flies got worse as she came around behind the counter. And something smelled—




She screamed before her conscious mind recognized Maria Campagna lying on the floor, her eyes open, her face pale, flies buzzing around her body.




“What is it?” Jeanie said as she ran around to the other side of the counter. “Dina, whatis it?”




“It’s—it’s—it’s Maria!”




Dina had no idea how Jeanie reacted, because she couldn’t take her eyes off Maria. Dina had never seen a dead body—Jewish tradition kept caskets closed during funerals. For all her uncle’s dire warnings about how dead bodies lined the streets in New York, she’d never seen a corpse before, except on those police shows on television.




Maria’s body looked different from what she expected. For one thing, she figured someone who was dead would be paler. And there wasn’t any blood that she could see.




But she knew that Maria was dead. For one thing, she wasn’t movingat all. Dina had never realized before just howstill someone could be.




And she had dead eyes.




Then Dina heard a distant, tinny voice say, “911.” Turning, she saw that Jeanie had taken out her cell phone—a razor-thin phone that was the same shade of pink as her shorts.




“I’m at Belluso’s Bakery on Riverdale and 236th. There’s a dead body here.”
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OFFICERTIMCICCONE WASseriously hungover.




He had only gone to the bar last night intending to unwind after another long day at the Richmond Hill Correctional Facility. He’d spent half the day filling out paperwork and the other half standing out on the baseball diamond while the inmates played a ball game. Skinheads versus Muslims, and what dumbass bureaucrat had thoughtthat was a good idea? COs like Ciccone knew that it was the same story in virtually every prison: race stayed with race. A disproportionate number of inmates in RHCF were either white men who hated black people or black men who hated white people.




When Lieutenant Ursitti had told his shift about the ball game, Ciccone had assumed it was a joke. He’d laughed and everything. So, of course, Uncle Cal had to put him on that detail. At least the weather had been nice—only in the sixties. Perfect baseball weather, unlike today. On the drive over from his place on Van Duzer Street this morning, Ciccone nearly got baked alive. He really needed to get the AC in his Camry fixed.




Ciccone, a lifelong Jersey Devils fan, didn’t evenlike baseball. Unlike hockey, which was aman ’s game, baseball was a pansy sport. Well, except when Muslims and skinheads went at it. Greg Yoba hit a ground ball to Brett Hunt, he flipped it to Jack Mulroney—but Vance Barker did a takeout slide. Naturally, a fight broke out.




After a day that included an outdoor brawl, Ciccone had desperately needed a drink. He’d been born and raised on Staten Island, and he never wanted to live anywhere else. It was far enough away from the rest of the city that it felt like the suburbs, but close enough that he could go into Manhattan and take advantage of all the cool stuff you could do in a big city. Like any good suburb, his neighborhood had a bar where everybody knew everybody else. In this case, it was the Big Boot. It catered to goombahs like him—Italian-Americans who’d lived on Staten Island since the big immigration wave in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—and was right around the corner from his apartment, so it was within stumbling distance of home. Ciccone figured he’d have a few beers at the Boot and call it a night.




That was before Tina DiFillippo walked in. Ciccone hadn’t called Tina for weeks, and Tina wanted him to make it up to her. So he did shots with her throughout the night: Jägermeister, Harbor Lights, and some other things that Ciccone could no longer remember.




He didn’t remember taking Tina home, either, but there had apparently been sex, based on the used condom he’d found on the floor.




Eventually, Ciccone would regret being too trashed to remember the sex. Right now, he just wanted someone to get the brass band the hell out of his head.




Ciccone had already downed enough coffee to float the ferry, and he still could barely keep his eyes open. But he did his usual routine, hoping to hell that Uncle Cal didn’t notice anything.




First up was shaving. Ciccone had always thought allowing the inmates to shave was kind of stupid. Let the assholes grow beards; it wasn’t like they needed to look good in here. But a lot of these guys had parole hearings, so they had to look their best, and besides, not letting inmates shave was the kind of stupid thing lawyers liked to sue the state over.




So they went through a routine. The CO was given a box full of razors. He handed them to each con in his group as they went into the bath area, and then when they were done shaving, they handed them back, and the CO would put them in a plastic recycling box. In maximum security, they made the cons put the razors on magnets to prove that there was really a razor in there. Cons were fond of substituting tinfoil for the blade and keeping the razor for themselves as a weapon. It was harder to do that with a safety razor, but cons could get damned ingenious when they decided they wanted a weapon. Why they couldn’t put that ingenuity into getting off the charges against them, Ciccone never understood. But he didn’t give much of a good goddamn, either, especially today.




Uncle Cal used to work in max security in Sing Sing. He thought the magnets were a good idea, and he somehow talked the bosses into shelling out for one off the books. The COs were supposed to use them every once in a while, keep the cons on their toes. Today, Ciccone was supposed to use it in light of yesterday’s brawl, but the goddamn magnet made thishumming noise that made it feel like someone was drilling right into his left eyeball. No way he was gonna be able to make it through the day with that thing going.




So he didn’t bother. He checked some of the safety razors at random, but otherwise, he just wanted to get the whole thing over with. Once this task was done, he had library duty, which meant air-conditioning. The humidity of the bathroom was killing him.




If he could just make it to the library shift, everything would be fine.




 




Jack Mulroney couldn’t believe his good luck. Mostly because he hadn’t had very much of that type of luck lately.




It had all started at work. How the hell was Jack supposed to know that Billy, the new supervisor, was a fag? Billy had heard Jack and Freddie making a comment—it was some stupid joke about how you don’t drop a coin in front of a Jew or a fag—and Billy went ballistic. Jack got put on probation, got a letter from HR saying that the bank didn’t appreciate such commentary, that it was bad for business if the customers heard such talk—never mind that it was in the goddamn break room; he’d never tell jokes in front of the customers, he wasn’tstupid —and if such comments were heard again, he would be suspended.




So he was a good little boy, did everything the fag told him to do. But that wasn’t enough for Billy, oh no. He started leaving flyers in his in-box, brochures and other garbage—all gay-rights crap.




One night, after he got off work, he went out for a walk to blow off steam before hopping the subway home. Eventually, he got tired of walking and had a serious need for a beer, and he went into the first bar he could find—some dive on Thirty-fourth. He got a Bud Light—they had it on tap and everything—and gulped down half the pint right there. Already he was feeling better.




Then two guys sat next to him. Crew cuts, goatees, tight T-shirts, equally tight jeans, black boots, and one of them called the other “girlfriend.”




“Jesus Christ,” he said, “can’t you fags get your own island or somethin’?”




One of them—the one wearing eyeliner, for God’s sake—looked at him like he was peering over his glasses, except this guy wasn’t actually wearing glasses, and said, “Wehave our own island. It’s calledManhattan. ”




That was when Jack beat the shit out of him.




It had been stupid in lots of ways. For one thing, if you were gonna beat up a fag, you shouldn’t do it in public. Public meant witnesses. Goddamn ADA who prosecuted must’ve brought half the damn city onto the witness stand. And if youhad to do it in a bar, do it in one where they knew you and might cover for you. A stranger beating up one of the regulars wasn’t gonna fly.




So Jack was stuck, especially since the DA had been on a hate-crimes kick as part of his reelection campaign, so they were going full-tilt boogie on Jack’s ass.




But at least he showed those fags what for. It was worth it just for that.




After he arrived at RHCF, it didn’t take long for Jack to figure out that he needed to pick one of three sides: the Muslims, the skinheads, or the victims. (There were also lots of gangs represented inside, but you had to have been one of them on the outside first.) No chance with the Muslims. Jack never had a problem with black people—hell, the guy he’d told the coin-dropping joke towas black, and he’d busted a gut laughing—but Jack was still too pale for them. And no way he was gonna just sit on the sidelines and be one of the fish they all stepped on.




Besides, when they found out he was in for “fag assault,” the skinheads welcomed him with open arms.




But it was hard being a white guy in any prison—suddenly, he was the minority, which, as a white male Christian, Jack wasn’t really used to. And then at the baseball game yesterday that asshole Barker had to go and do the takeout slide.




You just didn’t do that. When Jack was a kid, he used to watch the Yankees’ second baseman Willie Randolph jump over guys who tried that. Jack had always liked Randolph—in fact, he started paying attention to baseball again when the Mets hired Randolph to be their manager.




But Jack was no Willie Randolph. Barker’s foot slammed right into him, and Jack couldn’t leap out of the way fast enough. His shinsstill hurt.




Then they had to go and put him in the goddamn box. He spent the whole night in solitary confinement, with no windows, no light except when they opened the food slot. It was a nightmare. It wastorture. He could barely sleep, mostly because closing his eyes and opening his eyes were the exact same thing. It was like living with a blanket over his head.




In the morning, they let him out. That was the first piece of good luck, as usually you were in the box for at least twenty-four hours. But Sullivan said something about how everyone thought the ball game was stupid anyhow, so they only gave him and Barker an overnight stay. Jack was grateful, as just the one night had left him exhausted, sweaty, and hyper.




They’d put Barker in the box, too, and he looked just fine coming out of it, like it was a day at the goddamn beach. Sweat plastered Jack’s short hair to his scalp, but Barker only had a few dots of sweat on his dark forehead, and his hair was dry. Bastard.




From the moment of the takeout slide, Jack had wanted Barker dead, but it wasn’t until the other man came out of the box pretty as a picture while Jack was a total wreck that Jack decided he needed to kill Barker himself.




First thing he did was go to Karl Fischer, as he couldn’t retaliate without permission. Jack hated talking to Fischer, though. Amajor -league skinhead, in for murder, Fischer was only in RHCF because he was in the middle of a long appeal.




But nobody white did anything in RHCF without talking to Fischer first. Fischer had pull, and he had people. Most of the few white folks in RHCF banded together under Fischer, giving them strength in numbers, and part of that was protecting each other. Fischer had given Jack his blessing, and Jack knew that Fischer would have his back.




His good luck held: Ciccone was the CO in his block today. He’d pulled the razor out already and was pretty sure he’d be able to sneak it past Ciccone. If it had been Bolton or Sullivan, or that new guy, Andros, Jack would’ve been worried, but Ciccone didn’t know jackor shit, so he figured he was clear.




Then Jack saw the magnet and panicked. He’d shoved the razor under his tongue, which was fine as long as he didn’t talk.




But the magnet wasn’t on. And Ciccone looked like hammered shit in any case. Sure enough, he took the empty safety razor, left the magnet off, and dumped it. He didn’t even acknowledge Jack.




Now Jack had a weapon. He’d never killed anyone before. Beat lots of guys up, but that was it.




Barker, though, he’d earned it. He’d shown Jack up, not once, but twice. So now Jack would kill a man for the first time.




He wondered what it would feel like.
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