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For my Diana. I love you, darling. If you’d never convinced me

to go to that game, this book would still be just an idea.
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FOUR YEARS. FOUR damn years since he’d been to a baseball game, watched one on TV, even snuck a sidelong glance at the standings in a summer sports section. But it seemed more like a lifetime.

Jack Barrett turned off the stadium’s main concourse just past a tempting hot dog stand and limped up the narrow tunnel toward Section 121 on his gimpy knees, muttering to himself about this being a bad idea. His daughter and her boyfriend had finally convinced him to come with them tonight after badgering him about it all spring. But now that he was here, he wished he’d kept that blood oath with himself and stayed away forever. Nothing good could come of this.

As he emerged from the tunnel into the half-light of the Florida evening and that familiar panorama rose up before him for the first time in so long, Jack stopped to take it in. Felt that same intense anticipation and excitement building in the center of his chest, like he always had. He’d been to thousands of games over the years in ballparks ten times the size of this one, but this single moment always had the same profound effect on him. Always made him realize that his darkest problems weren’t as bad as they seemed. Even now.

His emotion had nothing to do with the stadium. Whether it held sixty thousand or six hundred. Whether this was game seven of the World Series or a meaningless minor-league scrap. Whether there was a giant screen past the fence in center showing multiangle, slow-motion replays—or a cow pasture, like there was tonight. His reaction had to do with the field itself.

With the perfect symmetry of the diamond inside the nuances of the outfield and foul territory. With the contrast of sculpted brown dirt against a canvas of lush, carefully manicured green grass. With how lonely the snow-white island of second base seemed. With the sharp right angle formed at home plate and how the lines creating the angle seemed to stretch past the fence and the cow pasture into eternity. How frighteningly close the pitcher’s mound was to home plate, but how big the entire field seemed. How only nine men covered the vast expanse before him, but how a batter who failed to reach base six times out of ten was a lock for the Hall of Fame. How each baseball field was a work of art, unique and compelling in its own right. Which made the game so much more intriguing, so unlike all other geometrically constrained sports. And now that Jack had suddenly reconnected with the game, he was forced to admit how empty the past four years had been without it. Forced to admit how much he’d missed this game.

Like you missed the love of your life.

Like he still missed the love of his life.

Even after all these years.

Jack glanced at the burning orange sun sinking toward the glittering aqua waters of the gulf beyond the grazing black-and-white cows. Nostalgia surging back at him from all directions as he inhaled the scents of freshly mown grass, cigar smoke, and those sizzling hot dogs all intertwining on the gentle sea breeze. It seemed like such a simple game—a man attempting to hit a pitched ball—yet ultimately it was so complicated. He’d been devoted to this game, given all he had to it. In return it had destroyed him.

He shook his head grimly. But here he was, back for more. In the end unable to resist the allure. Sometimes being human was nothing but pure hell.

“Come on, Pop, let’s find our seats.”

Jack shrugged Bobby Griffin’s hand from his shoulder like a horse shaking away a pesky fly. “I’m not your pop,” he said with a growl as the young man lumbered past.

“Be nice to this one, Daddy,” Cheryl urged as she came up beside him. “I really like him.”

Jack eyed an usher. The thin, elderly man was leaning over, his age-spotted forearms resting on a yellow-painted railing. A railing separating seven rows of box seats from the rest of the stands—the haves from the have-nots. The usher was wearing a short-sleeve button-down white shirt, black polyester pants, and a red cap with a shiny black visor. He looked more like a bus driver than an usher.

“Look, it’s just that—”

“What’s Bobby done so wrong?”

He was born a male and he’s dating you. Isn’t it obvious? “First of all, he keeps you out ’til two in the morning,” Jack began, proud of himself for showing such restraint. “Which is way past your bedtime.”

Cheryl smiled like it hurt. “I’m thirty-three, Daddy. Don’t you hear how silly that sounds?”

“Second of all, he’s only twenty-five. He isn’t serious about your relationship.” Jack hesitated. Talking about this with a woman wasn’t easy for a man born into a staunchly conservative household on V-J Day—even when the woman was his daughter. Maybe because the woman was his daughter. “He’s using you for sex.” At least he’d made progress. Ten years ago he wouldn’t have been able to say that. Not nearly.

Cheryl’s expression tempered into one of sincere amusement, and she ran her fingers playfully through her father’s full head of salt-and-pepper hair, then lightly down his grizzled cheek. “Maybe it’s the other way around, Daddy. Maybe I’m using him for sex.”

Jack groaned, grabbed his chest, and staggered forward a few steps. “You sure know how to hurt an old man, don’t you?”

“You’re not old, Daddy. You’re middle-aged.”

“People don’t live to a hundred and twenty-six, Princess.”

“Can I help you?” the usher asked in a voice that sounded like it needed oil. He rose slowly off the railing like his joints could use grease, too.

“We’re fine,” Jack replied, clasping Cheryl’s elbow and guiding her toward Bobby, who was waving at them from up in the stands. “But thanks.”

“You should think about doing that,” Cheryl suggested, gesturing over her shoulder.

“Doing what?”

“Being an usher.”

“Yeah, right.”

“No, really. You’d be out here at the ballpark all the time. For free, too. It’d be perfect. You’d love it.”

Jack rolled his eyes as they neared their seats—eight rows up from the railing on a direct line behind the third-base dugout. Cheryl meant well—she always meant well; she just didn’t understand. Being an usher would be even worse than what he was doing now, which was bagging groceries at a local Publix store for ten dollars an hour. Not very long ago he’d been a top man in the New York Yankees’ scouting organization. An important cog in the greatest sports franchise in the world—at least, in his opinion it was the greatest. He couldn’t bear the thought of his baseball career ending as an usher for the Single-A Sarasota Tarpons.

“Maybe I will, Princess,” he said softly, “maybe I will.”

Bobby Griffin sat at the end of the row—he’d bought tickets for the three seats closest to the aisle. He stood up and moved out of the way as Jack and Cheryl approached.

“What are you doing?” Jack wanted to know.

“Letting you in.” Bobby motioned for them to go ahead. “Look, I’ve got to sit at the end of the row, Pop,” he pleaded when Jack didn’t move. “I’m six four. My legs don’t fit in the—”

“Well, I’m sixty-three, and I’ve got arthritis in both knees.”

Cheryl grabbed Bobby’s hand and pulled him toward the second seat. “Come on, honey.”

“But baby, I paid for the tickets. I ought to at least get to—”

“Come on.”

“Jesus,” Bobby grumbled.

Jack sat down slowly, then stretched his legs into the aisle. No way Bobby was going to start an argument now. That might jeopardize his plans for later.

He shook his head, trying to clear away the bad thoughts. It bothered him to think about boys taking advantage of his little girl; it always had. Ever since she’d started dating. Ever since the first boy had shown up at the house with that hungry look in his eyes. Cheryl was one of the nicest, most sincere people on earth, and she always felt so much pressure to give the ones she liked what they wanted. She was pretty—slim with long blond hair—but she didn’t pay much attention to her looks. Never had, really. Most of the time she kept her hair up in an unruly bun, didn’t wear much makeup, and dressed plainly. But he didn’t know how to tell her she ought to jazz it up. Truth was, he didn’t want her to jazz it up. Then there’d just be more boys.

“How many people do you think this place holds, Daddy?” Cheryl asked when they were settled in.

Nostalgia nudged at Jack again. It was the same question she always asked the first time they went to a ballpark together. She’d done it since she was a little girl, since he’d first started taking her to games. The times her brother couldn’t go. She had always liked getting a feel for her surroundings. “The capacity is—”

“Eight thousand,” Bobby cut in confidently.

“Actually, it’s sixty-two hundred.” Jack moved his legs out of the aisle as a tall couple began climbing the steps. Hopefully they weren’t going to plunk themselves down in the open seats in front of him. At this point he had a perfect, unobstructed view of the field, and he didn’t want to have to move from side to side to see the action between their heads. “The number was posted on a fire warning downstairs,” he explained, relieved when the couple moved past. “From the looks of things I’d say it’s about half full.”

The crowd mustered a weak cheer when the Tarpons broke from the dugout a few moments later.

As the players jogged toward their positions, Jack sat up and leaned forward, noticing one of them instantly. Before the kid even reached the third-base line on his way out to center field. He had that aura about him all the great ones had. An unmistakable charisma that caught Jack’s trained eye right away. A confident, athletic stride that ate up ground effortlessly. A smoothness in everything he did—from handling the right fielder’s bad warm-up toss on a short hop to adjusting his red cap with the smiling tarpon on the front after each throw back. An innate awareness of where he was in relation to everything else on the field. The impression he had a couple of gears in reserve he could call on if he needed to, and then you’d really see something special. And he had a gun for an arm, an absolute rifle. Of course, Jack had an advantage as far as recognizing the kid’s ability. He’d spent thirty-four years scouting talent for the Yankees. Then the organization had turned its back on him.

“Yo, beer man!” Bobby shouted to a scraggly-looking guy carrying a tray of cold ones. “Over here!”

Jack covered his ears with his hands. “Jesus, you sure got a healthy set of pipes on you, don’t you, son?” Bobby Griffin was big, blond, and good-looking. A sales rep for a Los Angeles–based sporting goods company, he covered the South Florida market. According to Cheryl, Bobby was doing pretty well for himself—which only made Jack feel worse. Successful, handsome twenty-five-year-old men didn’t settle down with thirty-three-year-old women. They used them. “I think the right fielder heard you, for Christ’s sake.”

“Cheryl warned me about you,” Bobby shot back cheerfully, handing the beer man a twenty and signaling that he wanted three. “Said you were kinda grumpy. But that’s all right, I can deal.”

Jack intercepted the first cup, brought it to his lips, and took a long guzzle. It was a hot May evening in Sarasota—still eighty-four degrees at seven-thirty—and the cold beer tasted damn good.

He glanced back out to center as darkness closed in around the small stadium. Strange, he thought. You didn’t see many baseball players with facial hair, especially in the minors and especially the really good ones. But the kid had a full beard and a mustache along with a mop of dark hair tumbling down from beneath his red cap.

When the public-address announcer asked the crowd to rise for the national anthem, Jack did so right away. And he sang along loudly with the music as he always did, trying to make people around him feel comfortable about singing, too, though they rarely did. He’d served in the army before joining the Yankees, and he had a deep sense of loyalty to the country. His only regret with his military service was that he’d never experienced combat. Never had a chance to get to Vietnam to find out how he’d react to real bombs and bullets. He thought he knew, but you could never be sure until the chaos actually erupted around you.

“I hate the Tarpon uniforms,” Bobby complained, squeezing back into his seat when the anthem was over. “There’s too much red. Their pants, even. It’s ridiculous. And that stupid mascot. A smiling fish. The whole thing’s too loud.”

“I thought ‘loud’ was your middle name,” Jack shot back. “I figured you’d love their uniforms.”

It was the first time they’d spent more than a few minutes together, and Jack caught Bobby shaking his head, like the young man wasn’t sure he could put up with this for nine innings after all. Well, good. Bobby seemed nice enough, but it was obvious he was going to break Cheryl’s heart at some point. The sooner the better.

It was going to be awful to see her hurt—again, Jack thought ruefully. To see the devastated expression, the tears streaming down her cheeks. Hear the soft sobs from her bedroom at night before she fell asleep, and again in the morning as soon as she woke up. It always made Jack feel terrible as he held her in his big arms and tried to comfort her. But the longer this thing with Bobby went on, the worse the pain would be. One of these times it was going to be too much, it was going to push her over the edge. It almost had with the last guy, and he’d been a loser compared to Bobby Griffin.

When Bobby leaned forward to check something on the scoreboard beyond the fence in left, Jack caught a familiar warning look from Cheryl. Thin lips pressed tightly together, one eyebrow raised, head turned slightly to the side, eyes intense like the blue part of a flame. Okay, okay he thought. Maybe this one was different. Doubtful, but maybe. And to his credit, Bobby had paid for tonight. The first one of her boyfriends who’d ever sprung for anything.

Jack tapped Bobby’s arm. “Thanks for the beer, son. Tastes good.”

“Oh, sure.”

“Ticket, too. I really appreciate it.” It killed him to say so, but Cheryl was much more important than his stupid pride. “I don’t make the money I used to.” That one really hurt. “Every little bit I save helps.”

“I understand.”

Jack raised his cup and nodded. “I’ll get the next round.”

“Tell you what,” Bobby suggested. “Let’s bet on pitches for beers.”

“What do you mean?”

Bobby pointed toward the scoreboard. “They post the pitch speed up there a few seconds after each one. Either of us gets the number exactly right before they post it, the other guy buys the next round. How about that, Pop?”

Apparently Cheryl hadn’t told Bobby what her daddy had done before being exiled to Florida. Jack had asked her not to mention it to the neighbors, but he figured she was telling the guys she dated. “Okay, sounds good.” He’d nail a few pitch speeds, then buy the next couple of beers anyway. To show Bobby his crankiness had its limits.

“Play ball!”

A chill ran up Jack’s spine as he watched the home-plate umpire point at the pitcher from over the catcher’s back, and heard the man in blue yell those familiar words. And he actually smiled inside a baseball stadium for the first time in what seemed like an eternity. More out of relief than anything else. Relief that tonight wasn’t turning out to be so gut-wrenching after all. Relief that the bitterness wasn’t crushing the experience. He took another deep breath of those wonderful scents and glanced around, his grin growing wider. This tiny minor-league ballpark was so intimate you could feel the action. Not just see it, like you did in the Bronx, because most of the seats there were so far away from the players. You felt like part of what was happening here, not like just a witness.

“Ninety-two miles an hour,” Bobby sang out as the first pitch popped the catcher’s mitt.

“Eighty-seven,” Jack countered.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Jack. This guy’s a fire-baller, the ace of the staff.” Bobby gestured toward Cheryl. “We’ve seen him a couple of times before. His first pitch is always over ninety. It’s kind of his trademark.” He smiled smugly. “Guess I shoulda said something.”

“He’s off tonight,” Jack observed. “I could tell while he was warming up. He wasn’t in his comfort zone.” You never lost the lingo, not even when you were away from something as long as he’d been. Four years since he’d been drummed out, but suddenly it was as if he’d never been away. “He isn’t just winding up and throwing the ball, he’s aiming it. You lose ten to twenty percent of your velocity when you do that.”

Bobby gave Jack a suspicious look. “How would you know?”

Jack shrugged as he noticed Cheryl slip her fingers into Bobby’s—and Bobby pull his away a moment later. Damn it. Why did she fall for them so hard? “I guess I wouldn’t.”

The scoreboard flashed the pitch speed: eighty-seven.

Bobby hung his head. “Shoot.”

“Lucky guess, son,” Jack said, glancing out to center. The kid who’d caught his eye was pounding his mitt and flexing his knees, getting ready as the pitcher went into his windup. “Let’s go again. Double or nothing.”

“Yeah, okay.” Bobby leaned forward and concentrated. “Eighty-one,” he sang out as the batter flailed at the next pitch. “That was a curve.”

Bobby was right. It had been a curve. So slow it looked like it wouldn’t have broken wet toilet paper. Seventy-two or seventy-three at most. Jack bit his lip. He was competitive as hell, always had been, but Cheryl wanted him to like the guy so bad. “I’ll say eighty-two.”

The scoreboard flashed the speed: seventy-two.

“All right!” Bobby shouted, pounding the arm of the seat with his big fist. “I was closer on that one. Guess you really were lucky the first time. Again?”

“Sure.”

The third pitch was another curve, but this time it hung and the batter jumped on it, hammering the ball toward the gap in left center like a frozen rope. The kid raced to his right, dark hair streaming out behind him as he sprinted. Diving at the last second, going flat out in midair four feet above the grass just as it seemed the ball would shoot past him to the colorful, ad-covered wall.

But it didn’t. It snagged at the edge of his glove, half in and half out of the leather webbing like a snow cone as he tumbled to the ground. The kid was on his knees instantly, holding up his trophy so the second-base umpire who’d loped out from the infield could see he’d made the catch.

“Jesus,” Jack whispered as the umpire gave the out signal and the crowd gave the kid a smattering of applause. “That was unbelievable.” He could have sworn the kid was off and running before the bat and ball even connected. Of course, the great center fielders had that ability. Mays, Mantle, Blair, Maddox. They seemed to know where the ball was going even before the batter did, before everyone else in the park did. “These people don’t get real excited, huh?” It had been a spectacular catch, but the applause had already died down. “What’s the deal? They too old to clap or something?”

“It’s not the crowd,” Bobby answered, swirling his beer. “It’s the player. The guy’s name is Mikey Clemants, and he’s a real prick.”

Jack checked the Tarpon infielders to see if the names were stitched on the backs of the uniforms. They weren’t, and he hadn’t bought a program. They were four bucks, and he didn’t have that kind of money to waste.

“Clemants doesn’t give autographs, doesn’t tip his hat to the crowd, doesn’t do anything for the community,” Bobby continued. “Skipped a team visit to a children’s cancer hospital on an off-day earlier this year. Nobody likes him, not even his teammates.”

“I know some major-league owners who’d like him,” Jack muttered. “At least, they’d like him on their teams.”

Bobby shook his head. “I don’t think so, Pop. For every crazy catch like that one, Clemants makes five bonehead plays. Misses the cutoff man, tries a basket catch and drops the ball, doesn’t run out a grounder. Plus, he’s a head case. Doesn’t listen to the coaches at all.”

“Well, he looks like he could hit sixty home runs a year easy. That would make up for a ton of errors.”

“He’s hit three so far this season, Pop, and the Tarpons have played more than twenty games. That’s only—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jack interrupted. He’d already done the math. “Nowhere near sixty a season.”

“And he’s only batting like two-fifty.” Bobby shook his head. “Two-fifty in Single-A is like one-fifty in the majors. No way he ever makes it up there.”

Jack gazed at his seat ticket for a few moments, then smiled wryly and slid it into his shirt pocket as he watched the kid toss the ball back to the infield effortlessly with that rifle arm. Bobby Griffin didn’t know a damn thing. Mikey Clemants was the real deal. “I guess you’re right, Bobby.” Jack glanced past Clemants at the grazing cows, suddenly glad Cheryl and Bobby had dragged him out here tonight. For the first time in a long time there was a real reason to get out of bed in the morning.
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JOHNNY BONDANO PULLED his gloss white Cadillac Seville to a quick stop behind a rusty Jetta and cut the engine. Then rose out of the Seville and moved briskly toward one of the endless lines of row houses standing beside the narrow Queens street like clones. Johnny was thirty-seven and still in excellent shape. He worked out every day and wore fitted shirts so everyone could appreciate his impressive physique when he took off his designer sports jackets. He had small, dark eyes set close together, a pug nose, large lips, and he kept his black, curly hair cut short—especially over his ears. He was short and had a large head for his body, which he was sensitive about. A few months ago the owner of a liquor store down the block had joked about it behind Johnny’s back. Called him the Head instead of his real nickname, which was the Deuce. It got back to Johnny, and the man disappeared a week later. He hadn’t been heard from since.

Johnny’s nickname was Deuce because he always carried the same creased two of hearts in his shirt pocket wherever he went. Had for years but never explained why to anyone. When he went to a restaurant, he’d take the card out and place it on the table faceup next to his knife. He’d glance at the card every once in a while as he ate, sometimes touch it gently. Anyone asked him about it, he’d shake his head deliberately and take another bite of food. But no one gave him a hard time about it. No one gave him a hard time about much of anything—at least not to his face. He was one of the most feared men in New York City’s underworld. A hired killer for the Lucchesi family, the most powerful mob in the five boroughs.

Johnny bounded up the row house steps, taking three at a time, then rapped on the door, checking the dimly lit street while he waited. He didn’t see anything suspicious, but you never knew these days. The feds and the NYPD detectives had gotten slicker lately, gotten better at blending in. They were constantly on his ass, but so far they hadn’t been able to prove a thing. They’d hauled him into court a couple of times but never had enough to make the charges stick. No body, no murder weapon, and never a partner who could testify against him in exchange for immunity. He always worked alone. Always had, always would.

Of course, the Lucchesi family retained good lawyers, too. Harvard boys. Best that money could buy.

After a few moments the door opened and Johnny moved into the modest home. The young soldier standing inside was named Nicky. Nicky’s only job was to protect this entrance—to the death. It was a high honor in the Lucchesi family, and it meant the bosses had big things in store for him.

“Hi, Nicky.”

“Hey ya, Deuce.”

“Yeah, yeah, hey. Look, the number’s twenty-seven tonight, right?”

Johnny was there to see Angelo Marconi, the number two man in the entire Lucchesi organization. Marconi was paranoid about everything and everyone, and you had to know the two passwords of the day or you didn’t get in to see Marconi no matter who you were—no exceptions.

“Okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Nicky answered, head tilted slightly forward out of respect. “You know where you’re going, right?”

“Yup.”

Johnny brushed past Nicky and headed up the creaky stairs toward the back bedroom where Marconi conducted business: settling territorial disputes within the family, getting his cut on every transaction, approving bribes for city officials. And directing executions. Which was the thing he was mostly responsible for. Making sure the Lucchesi family maintained its terrifying reputation for violence and vengeance. The Double V’s, as they were called by the family council. The council was the Lucchesi governing body. It met once a week somewhere in Queens, though never the same place twice in a row.

Despite all his power, Marconi lived modestly. He didn’t own big houses around the world, didn’t have a yacht moored in an exclusive Hamptons marina, didn’t take luxurious vacations to exotic destinations. In fact, he almost never left this house. A few times a summer to see a Yankee game and to attend council meetings, and that was it. He was worth tens of millions, but he lived like any other blue-collar senior citizen. Like he couldn’t wait for his next Social Security check.

When he wasn’t conducting business, he watched television. He didn’t read, didn’t do crossword puzzles, didn’t bother with the Internet. He just watched TV. Liked reruns of old sitcoms the best—I Love Lucy, The Dick Van Dyke Show, Leave It to Beaver—but he’d watch almost anything. Except soap operas. Not because he thought they were stupid. Because he didn’t want to become addicted to one of them, didn’t want to start planning his day around Guiding Light or General Hospital. Didn’t want to have to explain that one to the brotherhood at a council meeting.

In front of the closed bedroom door was another sentry, a huge guy nicknamed Goliath. The guy’s hands were clasped behind his back, and the bulge of a pistol was obvious beneath the lapel of his dark blazer. Johnny had no idea what the guy’s real name was. No one in the family seemed to. But that was always how it was with the guy standing right outside Marconi’s door. No one ever knew his real name.

“Noah’s Ark,” Johnny said loudly.

This was always the way. One password at the front door, one when you got to Marconi’s door. The old man was bonkers about security.

Goliath gestured for Johnny to put his hands in the air—which Johnny did without hesitation or complaint—then patted him down. The procedure was entirely unnecessary because Johnny would never have been stupid enough to bring a gun into Marconi’s home. Do that and you might not wake up the next morning, even if you hadn’t meant Marconi any harm. Marconi had neither the patience nor the compassion for mistakes.

When Goliath was satisfied, he knocked on the door.

“What?” from inside.

“Bondano.”

“Yeah, okay,” came the raspy Italian accent. “Let him in.” Marconi had lived in Sicily as a youngster. At fifteen he’d lost his homeland when he was forced to flee the country after gunning down three boys of a rival gang in broad daylight outside a crowded café. But he never lost his accent.

Goliath opened the door, and Johnny moved swiftly past. It was no Oval Office in here, but a lot of people in New York considered Marconi every bit as powerful as the president. Just an average-looking bedroom with cheap furniture from the seventies and a maroon shag carpet, it always reminded Johnny of a hospital. It had that disinfectant medicinal smell, and there were so many vials and bottles stacked on and around a bureau in one corner of the room you could barely tell it was a bureau. Since the death of his wife, the seventy-two-year-old boss had supposedly become a hypochondriac. Weak in the mind, people on the street were whispering more and more often. Maybe even delusional. But Johnny knew better, knew the whole thing was an act. Marconi’s stranglehold on power hadn’t waned at all over the past few years. In fact, it had strengthened. Even though he was officially the number two man in the organization, he was just as powerful as the don. More so in some people’s eyes.

Johnny moved to where Marconi sat in his big easy chair, then leaned over and kissed the back of his hand.

“Hey ya, Deuce.”

“Hey, Angelo.” A rerun of Family Feud was playing on the old RCA.

“Take care of that,” Marconi ordered in a raspy voice, pointing at the TV. He grimaced and touched his neck tenderly. “I think I’m coming down with something.”

Johnny moved to the TV and turned up the volume just as the studio audience broke into a loud laugh. Now the authorities couldn’t hear the conversation if somehow they’d managed to run a wire into the place during the past few days. Which was all the time there would have been, because Marconi had the entire place swept for bugs every few days. The row houses on either side of this one as well. He owned them, too. His sons lived there. Marconi was nothing if not careful.

“Sit, sit.” Marconi gestured toward the other chair in the room. “Pull it over here next to me. Close, you know? So we can talk, Deuce.”

Johnny noticed that Marconi had gained weight since the last time they met. At least twenty pounds. He wasn’t tall—just five seven, a half inch taller than Johnny. But he had to be pushing two-fifty. And he still did that terrible comb-over thing with the few strands of straight, thin, oily black hair he had left. As if people couldn’t tell he was almost bald. At least it was better than wearing one of those crummy toupees you could spot a mile away, like a lot of the older Lucchesi people did.

Marconi pointed at the TV. “That guy who’s the host there. He’s dead. You know that?”

“Nah, I didn’t.”

“Yeah, he committed suicide.” Marconi shook his head. “He seems so happy on the show, always joking with the people.”

“I guess you never know.”

“Nah, you don’t. Maybe he couldn’t handle being such a little fucker. It gets to some men after a while.” The old man reached over and patted Johnny’s hand. Let a smile crease his olive-skinned, bulldog face. “But it’s never gotten to you, Deuce.”

Johnny took a deliberate breath, trying not to show how much the remark had irritated him. “No, it hasn’t.”

They were silent for a few moments.

“Why’d you want me to come over tonight, Angelo?” Johnny finally asked in a low voice. He’d learned how effective it was to speak softly now that he carried a big reputation.

Marconi patted Johnny’s hand again. “I always liked you, Deuce. I always wished you could have been a real member of the family, wished you could have been a made man someday. You deserve it more than most of the jerks we make.” He hesitated. “But…well, you know.”

Johnny nodded. “I know, I know, I’m a quarter Russian. It can’t happen.” His expression turned grim. “My granddaddy couldn’t keep his snake in his pants, so I pay.”

“But I’ve always taken care of you,” Marconi spoke up quickly. “Always thought of you as one of my guys. You know that.”

There was something odd about this conversation. Like it was forced, Johnny realized. Like Goliath might bust in here any second and start shooting. Amazing how he could make the leap from a forced conversation to a hit so fast, but that’s how it was with these people. You picked up on subtle signals, or you died. He’d never heard of a hit going down in Marconi’s house, and didn’t know what he could have done to deserve it. But you never knew with the Lucchesi family. There was very little predicting. Which was the insidious part about getting into bed with them, and why you always had to be on guard. Well, if that was tonight’s plan, he wasn’t going down without a fight.

“You agree with that, Deuce, don’t you?” Marconi pushed. “That I’ve always taken care of you? Always made sure you got paid good for what you do?”

“Yeah, sure. Of course.”

Johnny made more than a million bucks a year working for Marconi. Thanks to the old man he owned a house in a quiet town out on Long Island’s north fork and a condo down in Tampa overlooking the bay. In addition to the apartment he kept here in Queens. He’d never had to kill more than three people a year, and they’d all had it coming. All been scum of the earth.

Johnny always made certain of that before he pulled the trigger. Always made absolutely certain the men Marconi contracted with him to kill were lowlifes. It was important to Johnny that he never execute anyone who didn’t clearly deserve it, because that allowed him to accept what he did for a living with a clear conscience. Allowed him to sleep soundly every night. It was his code of honor. And it could never be compromised. Not if he wanted his self-respect.

Everyone thought he’d offed the owner of the liquor store down the block, but he hadn’t. You didn’t kill a man for calling you a name. Of course, he’d never denied responsibility for what had happened to the guy, either. Never admitted or denied it when he was asked. Just ignored the question the same way he did when somebody asked him about the two of hearts. After all, he had a reputation to maintain. The cops had hauled him into a precinct out near LaGuardia Airport to interrogate him about the deal because people on the street could never keep their mouths shut. But he’d just laughed at the NYPD boys when they got tough. They’d released him an hour later.

“You know I appreciate your generosity, Angelo.” Johnny hated being so gracious, so respectful. It didn’t come naturally. But he’d learned that it was the right thing to do if he wanted to keep making a million bucks a year. He’d never let his pride get in the way of that. “No question.”

“Good, good.” Marconi gazed at the TV for a few moments. “I’m going to ask you to do something, Deuce.”

Now Johnny felt better, breathed a semisigh of relief. This was how it usually went, how Marconi usually carried on the conversation. And the old man’s tone suddenly seemed more normal, too. The tension in Johnny’s body eased, but he still kept an eye on the door. Of course, he always kept one eye on the door wherever he was. “What is it?”

Marconi gestured toward the window. “You remember that thing that happened in front my house a couple a years ago?”

Johnny’s eyes raced to Marconi’s.

“When my grandson was run over,” Marconi continued, “when my daughter’s only son was…when he was murdered.”

“I remember,” Johnny murmured, aware that Marconi’s voice had cracked. It was the first time he’d ever heard the old man come close to choking up.

The boy had been the victim of a hit-and-run right in front of the row house while he was riding his bike in the street just after dark. Right about this time of the evening. Marconi had rushed outside when he heard yelling and cradled the battered little boy in his arms until he died. The ambulance had screamed to a stop at the scene a few seconds later, but there was nothing the EMTs could do. Nothing Marconi could do, either. All he’d been left with was revenge.

“What was the guy’s name?” Johnny asked. “The guy who did that thing?”

“Kyle McLean.”

“Yeah, right, Kyle McLean. Well, I thought that had been taken care of.” Johnny was certain he’d heard McLean was dead. Certain he’d heard that McLean had died in a car accident the next night. Figured the real story was that some of Marconi’s men had taken McLean out and made it look like an accident. “I thought it had kinda taken care of itself.”

Marconi shook his head. “Turns out it hasn’t. At least there’s a chance it hasn’t. A good chance.” He pointed at Johnny. “I want you to find out for sure. And if it hasn’t, take care of it for me once and for all. Make sure McLean gets what’s coming. I’ll pay you a million bucks for this one thing, Deuce. You’ll do it as a personal favor to me.”

So this wasn’t something that had been sanctioned by the council—which all killings related to family business had to be. This job was outside that. A job Johnny had to do out of respect for the man who’d made him a millionaire. Even more important, a man who’d picked him up when he was on his ass and helped him climb out of the depths of despair. A job that would be ten times harder to refuse than any family contract.

“I know you want your marks to deserve what they got coming,” Marconi said evenly. “I know about the research you do,” he continued, “and the judgments you make in each case. I know about your code of honor.”

Johnny pursed his lips. He’d never had any idea Marconi was aware of all that. Now he understood why the man was so powerful, what set him apart from the other wiseguys. He saw all the things they did—and all the things they didn’t.

“Johnny.”

Johnny’s eyes rose slowly to Marconi’s. He couldn’t remember the last time the old man had called him anything but Deuce. “Yes, sir?” And he couldn’t remember the last time he’d called Marconi sir.

“I just want you doing what I say. I just want you to kill Kyle McLean. You got that?”

Johnny had been told from the beginning that sooner or later this moment would come. A moment when he’d have to compromise his code of honor. When he would have no choice. But he’d always believed he could keep the relationship on his terms. Always felt like he’d be able to make the ultimate decision. Now he realized how naive he’d been. The people who’d warned him were exactly right. Everything would always be on Angelo Marconi’s terms.

“Yeah,” he finally said, his voice barely audible, “I got it.”

Marconi hesitated a few moments, then nodded. “Good man.”

“You got somewhere for me to start?” Suddenly Johnny felt like he couldn’t get out of here fast enough. “Some way for me to pick up the trail?”

“Yeah. There’s an ex-cop named Stephen Casey, who I hear may have some information on McLean. It won’t be easy to get it out of him, but you’re good at that. Getting dirt out of people.” Marconi snickered. “You know, you’re good at putting people in the dirt, too. Funny how that goes, huh?”

“Uh-huh.” It wasn’t funny at all.

Marconi reached into his pocket and handed Johnny a crinkled piece of lined yellow paper. “That’s Casey’s address down in Brooklyn. I want to hear back from you by tomorrow noon. No later than that, and the earlier the better.”

Stephen Casey might be on vacation, might be staying at a girlfriend’s house, might be working the graveyard shift at whatever job he was doing now that he’d quit the NYPD. But none of those things mattered to Marconi, not in the slightest. The old man had achieved a position in life few men did but all aspired to. He didn’t accept excuses from anyone—even if they were legit. Because he didn’t have to.

“Deuce?”

“Yeah, okay.” At least Marconi was calling him Deuce again.
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AS MIKEY CLEMANTS ambled toward the plate—a forty-ounce ash bat slung over his right shoulder—a few faint cheers rose from the crowd. But they were quickly smothered by a chorus of enthusiastic boos and a loud chant of “You suck, Mikey” rising from several rows directly behind Jack. Growing in intensity as more people joined in with each chorus. The beer taps didn’t close after the sixth inning here, the way they did in a lot of major-league stadiums, and the fans had turned rowdy since the seventh-inning stretch. For the owner of the Sarasota Tarpons every day was a financial struggle, Jack assumed. It was for most of the Single-A independents, he knew. The guy needed to make money any way he could, despite only paying his players $1,500 a month on average. So he kept the beer taps wide open until the last fan was gone.

“Clemants is gonna ground into a double play,” Bobby predicted, nodding at the kid, then at the runner who was creeping off first to a short lead. “Betcha.”

Maybe Bobby had been right about the kid after all, Jack realized. Maybe Mikey Clemants wasn’t a diamond in the rough, wasn’t the next Single-A prospect about to burst onto the major-league stage like a fiery meteor out of the night sky. Which was difficult for Jack to admit. He’d been so sure watching the kid head out to center for the top of the first that he was the real deal. Even more convinced after the circus catch a few moments later. But since that first inning Clemants had done exactly as Bobby had predicted: played like crap. He’d grounded out to short, been called out on strikes, and hit into a force play in his three at-bats. And he’d turned a single into a triple for the visiting team by botching a routine line drive over the second-base bag in the fifth. Thanks to which the Tarpons were now down a run with one out in the bottom of the ninth. It looked like they were going to hang a big “L” on the broad shoulders of Jack’s can’t-miss kid.

“Betcha,” Bobby repeated. “Come on.”

Jack would have taken the other side of that one in a heartbeat after the catch in the first. Not now. “Nope.”

The kid popped the first pitch up. A moon shot that rocketed into the darkness above the stadium lights for a few moments, then came screaming back to earth and caromed off the yellow railing in front of a gang of young boys who’d raced out of the stands to shag it. The ball nailed the railing right beside the cowering old usher, glanced off one of the boys’ arms, bounced on the fourth step, and smacked into Jack’s outstretched palm. The crowd roared its approval at his barehanded catch. It was the loudest cheer of the night.

“Nice catch, Pop.” Bobby patted Jack’s shoulder. “Take a bow, old man.”

Jack hated attention. “Nah.” A second later the boys were in his face, begging and shouting for the ball. “Get out of here,” he said with a hiss. “All of you.”

“Please, mister,” one of the boys yelled, lunging for the ball. “Please!”

Jack yanked the ball away from the boy’s mustard-covered fingers. “No! Go on, get! I said, get!”

The cheers turned quickly to boos as the boys sulked away empty-handed.

Bobby patted Jack’s shoulder again. “Nice going. Good luck getting out of here alive now. And don’t expect me to save you, Pop.”

“Oh, I won’t,” Jack muttered as the pitcher wound up for his next delivery. “Believe me.”

The second the kid swung, Jack knew it was gone. From the distinctive smack of bat slamming ball. From the way the opposing pitcher hung his head and started for the dugout without even looking at where the ball was going. From the way Clemants flipped the bat playfully in the air as he started his home-run trot. It was a herculean blast that seemed like it was still climbing as it sailed over the center fielder’s head, then landed somewhere out in the pasture, startling one of the cows grazing at the edge of the stadium lights. A five-hundred-foot blast. At least. And it didn’t even look like the kid had swung that hard.

“Incredible,” Jack whispered, feeling vindicated as the kid circled the bases. Clemants had made two of the greatest plays Jack had ever seen on a baseball field in one night, and he’d done it in a Single-A stadium. Admittedly book-ending an otherwise bush-league performance, but still. “He’s got so much talent.”

It was strange, though. The kid had just smashed a walk-off home run—the most dramatic play in baseball—but there was no one at the plate to congratulate him. No teammates, no coaches, not even the guy he’d batted in. Just the umpire standing by with his mask off and his hands on his hips, waiting to make sure the kid touched the plate. The fans were finally whooping it up, but Clemants’s teammates didn’t seem to care at all. Typically, the whole team would have been there. In fact, most of them had already exited the dugout and were heading to the locker room.

After the kid crossed home plate, Jack stood up stiffly, pulled his ticket from his shirt pocket, smiled at it again, stowed it in his wallet, then started limping up the stairs. He’d never seen anything like it on a baseball field before. Hell, Ty Cobb’s teammates still congratulated him when he made a great play—even though they hated him.

“Hey, Pop!” Bobby yelled. “Where you going? Game’s over. Let’s get out of here!”

Jack kept going, ignoring Griffin. God, his knees ached. Elbows, too, all of a sudden. Old age was nothing but a legalized form of torture.

The little boy was sitting in the aisle outside the top row of seats in a wheelchair. Which, from the looks of his misshapen, gnarled legs, he’d never get out of. He was ten or eleven years old, twelve at most, but he looked like an old man sitting there between the chrome armrests. God, it was terrible.

“Here, son,” Jack said softly, leaning down and handing over the ball he’d snagged a few minutes ago. He’d noticed the boy as he was climbing the stairs to his seat with Cheryl before the game. Felt terrible about the little guy’s situation for nine innings—until he’d caught that foul ball. He’d known from the second it smacked his outstretched palm what he was going to do with it. He’d thought about coming up here as soon as he made the catch—which probably would have made him more popular with the fans—but he didn’t want to embarrass the boy by making a big deal out of it in front of everybody. So he’d waited until the game was over. “Enjoy.”

“Gee, thanks, mister.”

“You’re welcome.” As Jack smiled at the boy’s mother and straightened up, he rubbed his left arm, then his chest. Then he sank to his knees and toppled over, his head coming to rest against a cement step.
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JOHNNY HESITATED ON the stoop outside Marconi’s front door, checking up and down the street, trying to remember which cars had been here and which ones hadn’t when he went inside. It was tough to tell much in the dim light coming from the old streetlamps, but he had a feeling something was wrong. He’d always had a sixth sense for imminent danger. A premonition of peril, he called it. And it had saved his life more than once.

He moved deliberately down the steps, then down the sidewalk toward the Seville, constantly looking around, his neck like a swivel on a stick as he walked. As he pressed the unlock button and the Seville chirped, he hesitated, wondering if someone had rigged the car to explode when the door opened. The meeting with Marconi still seemed strange to him; something wasn’t quite right about it. But thinking Marconi had rigged the car to explode was stupid. The old man would never order so over-the-top an execution directly in front of his house. Would he? Maybe that would be the beauty of it. Completely unexpected, completely irrational. When they really thought about it, the cops would have to figure Marconi had nothing to do with it.

Johnny reached for the door, then pulled back quickly, like a flash of electricity had arced from the car handle to his fingers. This could be a rival family hit. He’d killed a captain in the Capelletti mob last year down in Staten Island. The Capelletti family was the second most powerful mob in the city, and they would undoubtedly take revenge if they found out who’d put a bullet through their man’s head from across the street as he was headed into his favorite restaurant. But Marconi had sworn he was the only member of the Lucchesi family who knew Johnny was the killer, and Johnny was sure Marconi would never violate that confidence. If only because the old man considered Johnny the best hit man around and didn’t want to lose the talent.

He grimaced as he reached for the door handle again. This was the life he’d chosen—and one hell of a life it was. Full of great things, including financial security, which he’d never known growing up. Then there were times like this.

But nothing happened when he jerked the door open. He bent down quickly and grabbed the Baretta 9mm he kept hidden beneath the front seat. He’d filed down the trigger mechanism so it fired almost like an automatic. It was his favorite gun of the fifteen he owned.

As he rose and slipped the pistol into his belt, he noticed a dark sedan at the edge of the glow from a streetlamp five cars up. His eyes narrowed. That car hadn’t been there when he’d gone into Marconi’s place. He pulled the pistol from his belt and took a step up the street. Instantly the sedan squealed out of the spot and roared off. He was tempted to jump into the Seville and chase whoever it was, but they had too big a lead. He’d never catch them.

Besides, the eerie premonition of peril had passed. Suddenly he wasn’t worried about slipping the key in the ignition and turning it.
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JACK OPENED HIS eyes slowly. He was lying flat on his back on the cement step—which seemed only slightly less comfortable than the cheap mattress on his narrow, single bed at home. Two EMTs in white shirts and dark green polyester pants were squatting beside him, pulling instruments out of bags. He squinted up against the bright stadium lights blazing down at him from over one guy’s shoulders, then against the glare of the small flashlight the other guy started shining directly into his pupils. A stretcher lay on the next step down, and there was a small but growing crowd milling around, even though the game was over. They were sneaking glances, filled with morbid curiosity. Trying to seem like they weren’t fascinated by what was going on. But Jack knew they were. People were always fascinated with pain and death—as long as it wasn’t theirs.

“What the hell’s going on?” Jack mumbled to the EMT who’d been blinding him with the flashlight. His name was Biff. The letters were sewn onto his shirt with thick blue thread. The other guy’s name was Harry. “What are you guys doing?”

“You had a heart attack, Daddy,” Cheryl said anxiously, her voice trembling with emotion. “At least, that’s what they think right now.” She was kneeling between Biff and Harry, tears balanced precariously on her lower lids. “They’re taking you to the hospital.”

“The hell they are,” Jack muttered, pulling himself up onto one elbow with a groan.

“Easy, sir,” Harry said soothingly, doing his best to check Jack’s blood pressure. “We’re just trying to make you feel better. We’re just trying to help you.”

The fingertips of Jack’s left hand suddenly felt like they were going to burst. “I don’t need any help,” he growled back. Harry was overweight and had sad, sympathetic eyes. “Just leave me alone so I can—”

“Hey, why don’t you just lay down and shut up,” Biff interrupted, stowing the small flashlight back into his belt with an angry thrust. “Christ, some of these old guys really piss me off,” he complained. “Why don’t you just let us do our jobs.”

“Why don’t you go play in traffic, you punk!” Jack snapped. Biff was thin, with beady eyes. Red and road-mapped, too. Like he was hung over. Jack could tell Harry cared about what he was doing, even if he was a pain in the ass. But for Biff this was simply a paycheck. “That would make me feel a lot better.” Jack spotted the pointed end of a knife tattoo on Biff’s upper arm, sneaking out from beneath his shirtsleeve. He’d never liked tattoos. “A hell of a lot better.” He reached for the black Velcro strip noosed tightly around his upper arm and tore it off.

“Daddy,” Cheryl cried. “My God, what are you doing?”

“Princess, I’m—”

“Come on, Pop,” Bobby cut in, “listen to them. Don’t give them such a hard time.”

Bobby was towering over Jack, silhouetted by the stadium lights. An irritated, this-could-really-screw-up-my-plans-for-the-night expression on his face. “Don’t tell me what to do, young man.”

“It’s stupid not to take their advice, Pop.”

“Don’t ever call me stupid again,” Jack warned, making it to his knees with a moan.

“I didn’t call you stupid. I said it was stupid not to—”

“Not if you want to keep dating my daughter,” Jack growled, brushing grit and a piece of old bubble gum off his palms. Harry tried to keep him down, but Jack pushed the EMT’s hands away and rose unsteadily to his feet. “Are we clear on that?”

Bobby glanced at Biff and rolled his eyes, then turned and headed down the stairs.

“Don’t do this, Daddy,” Cheryl begged. “Please.”

“Princess, these guys are gonna rush me to a hospital like it’s a real emergency, then hand me over to some people in pale green outfits who’ll run a hundred different tests on me. But they won’t tell me anything while they’re running them. Finally, around one o’clock this morning, I’ll get a piece of paper with some meaningful information on it. It’ll be the bill, and it’ll be about two thousand bucks. After they stick me with it, they’ll shrug their shoulders, tell me they can’t find anything really wrong with me, and recommend that I stop drinking scotch and eat more greens.” Jack shook his head. “Nope, I’m not going anywhere with them.”

“I know you don’t have health insurance,” she whispered. “I know that’s the problem. I’ll pay for everything, don’t worry.”

“No, you won’t,” he replied, his tone easing. She was so sweet—which was the whole problem. “I can’t let you do that.” He’d stolen a look in her checkbook last week when she was at work. The balance was a measly $440. Of course, that was twice what was in his account. “I’ll be fine, I promise.”
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GOOD EVENING, MR. Casey.” Johnny’s polite greeting echoed eerily in the small back room of the warehouse. Bare cement walls, dim lighting, bone-chilling cold, a rusty metal conveyor in one corner, a stack of rotting boxes in another, and the stench of fish and mildew with every breath. A nasty place for a nasty job. It was perfect. “Sorry to put you out this way.”

“You’re not sorry for anything.”

Stephen Casey lay on his back, blindfolded and secured to a narrow piece of three-quarter-inch plywood suspended from the ceiling by four strong ropes. The plywood hung at an angle so his head was eighteen inches below his feet. He was much bigger than Johnny, but that didn’t matter at this point.

Marconi had made a crew of Lucchesi soldiers available to Johnny, even though killing Kyle McLean wasn’t sanctioned by the family council. Johnny had contacted the crew’s leader and ordered him and his men to go to the address on the crumpled yellow paper and pick up Casey. Using Lucchesi code—because he was on a cell phone—Johnny had instructed the leader to take Casey to this family-controlled warehouse, tie him up in a very specific way, and leave. The crew had followed Johnny’s orders to a tee. Casey was secured so tightly to the plank he could barely even move his toes. One thing about the men under Marconi’s command: they always carried out his orders exactly.

“What do you do now?” Johnny asked.

“Huh?”

Johnny was leaning against the wall ten feet from where Casey was hanging. Damn, it was cold in here. He moved closer so Casey could hear him better, watching Casey’s breath rise. “What do you do now?” he repeated, louder. The echoes were suddenly more noticeable, more ominous. “You were a city cop, but you retired from the force.” Marconi hadn’t told him what Casey did for a living now, just that Casey wasn’t a cop anymore. The guy didn’t look older than fifty, so he had to be doing something. Couldn’t just be sitting on his ass collecting a pension. “Where do you work now?”

“Who the hell are you?”

“Calm down, Mr. Casey.”

“Calm down? You pricks break into my house, tie me up, blindfold me, throw me in the back of a truck, drag me to wherever this godforsaken place is, and you want me to calm down? Screw you.” Casey struggled furiously for a few moments, pulling frantically at the ropes binding his wrists and ankles beneath the plywood and straining at the rusty chain around his neck. Finally he gave up. “What do you want from me?” he asked, gasping. His struggle had only tightened the bindings.

“Tell me what you do.”

“Why you wanna know?”

“I just do.”

“I’m a damn security guard at a parts warehouse out at the airport.”

“Which one?”

“LaGuardia.”

“What airline?”

“Delta. What do you care?”

Johnny took another step forward, so he was only a few inches from Casey. “Why’d you quit the force?”

“I felt guilty, you know? I wanted to give somebody else a chance to risk their lives every day for fifty grand a year. Why the hell do you think I quit?” he said with a snarl. “I figured out crime does pay. I figured out it wasn’t worth getting shot at by you guys when you’re making twenty times what I am and ninety percent of the time you beat the rap anyway.” He hesitated. “And I wanted to be around for my grandkids,” he admitted. “I started thinking about not making it home one night. I started to get that bad feeling.”

Johnny heard the faint sound of water dripping somewhere. So cops got that premonition of peril, too. “How many grandkids you got?”

“Two.”

“How old?”

“Three and one.”

“Boys, girls?”

“What is this?” Casey demanded. “What do you guys want?”

“It’s just me here, Mr. Casey. Nobody else. The other men are gone. It’s just me and you.”

“That supposed to make me feel better?”

“No.”

“You gonna kill me?” Casey asked, his tone turning less surly.

“Not if you give me what I want.”

“What’s that?”

“Information.”

“Screw you!” Casey shouted again, his bravado back in high gear. “I’m not telling you anything.”

So Casey was going to play tough guy. Which only made sense. He was an ex–New York City cop. He wasn’t used to being pushed around. He was used to doing the pushing. It wouldn’t matter, though, not one damn bit. Johnny had never failed to break anybody. Not using this technique.

“What information could I possibly have that you’d want?”

Johnny zipped the fleece he was wearing up to his chin, picked up a box of Saran Wrap off a stool, and moved close to Casey. Casey’s head was level with his knees. “I need to know about a man named Kyle McLean.” He let the echoes fade, gave his words time to sink in. “Is he alive?”

“I don’t know anybody by that name.” Casey suddenly shivered uncontrollably, and goose bumps rose up over his entire body. Marconi’s soldiers had stripped Casey to his boxers, and according to the thermometer on the wall, it was thirty-nine degrees in here. His clothes lay in a wet pile in the middle of a puddle next to the stack of boxes. “I swear it.”

“I’ve seen the police report,” Johnny shot back, his voice rising, taking on a hint of anger. “Don’t lie to me. I hate it when people lie to me.”

“Look, I don’t remember the guy. I was a cop for twenty-five years. I made a lot of arrests, filled out a lot of reports. I don’t remember all the names, you know?”

“Sure, sure, except Kyle McLean was related to you.” Casey’s head snapped toward Johnny despite the chain around his neck and the blindfold. “He was your nephew.” The obvious reaction of recognition a sure sign a nerve had been struck. “The report you filed says McLean accidentally drove his car off an East River pier one night a couple of years ago when he was drunk. And that he drowned. That jog your memory?”

Casey nodded as best he could. “Oh, yeah, yeah. Now I remember.” His teeth were chattering so hard it was difficult for him to speak. “Can I have a blanket or something? I’m freezing.”

“When we’re done,” Johnny answered, leaning down close. “When you’ve told me what I wanna know.”

“You already know everything I know. Kyle accidentally drove his car off a pier near where they used to keep that old battleship. He drowned.”

“Why would he do that?”

“They killed his girlfriend. He got stinking drunk and lost it. Couldn’t take being without her. Missed a turn, went over the edge.”

Johnny felt a familiar lump form quickly in his throat. He still hadn’t gotten over her. Never would. “Who killed his girlfriend?”

“The Lucchesi family. The Mafia.”

Johnny stood straight up and took a quick, involuntary step back. Then hunched over for a split second, like he’d been slammed in the stomach with a sharp punch. Angelo Marconi had left that little detail out. Unless this was an intricate dodge Casey was trying to pull. But the missile had landed too close to home, sounded too believable. How could Casey possibly have known he was being tortured tonight on direct orders from a Lucchesi boss? “Why would they kill his girlfriend?” Johnny asked, trying not to act like Casey’s response had hit him so hard.

“Kyle owed them money, I think. Yeah, that was it. Like almost a hundred grand. He borrowed it from them to pay for his mom’s operation. For my sister, Helen. She and her husband didn’t have insurance, didn’t have anywhere near that kind of cash. And the rest of us didn’t have the money, either. She would have died without surgery, so Kyle went to the mob for the money. They were his only option.”

“Yeah, but why’d they kill his girlfriend?”

No answer.

“Mr. Casey!”

“Okay, okay, here’s how it went down. So they come looking for the VIG early, see, way before they’re supposed to. They want some big extra payment they’d never mentioned at the beginning, too. A processing fee, they call it. Kyle keeps telling them he can’t pay ’em yet, that it’s way earlier than the original deal. But they won’t stop coming around, won’t stop badgering him, won’t give him a break. It doesn’t make any sense, and Kyle gets pissed off at ’em one night in Brooklyn, really pissed off. Tells the main guy to go screw himself. Tells him he’s gonna turn the tables and come after him. So they off Kyle’s girlfriend to let him know they mean business.

“Now he’s going out of his mind because he feels so guilty and the main guy tells Kyle they’re gonna start killing his family next. Torture us before they kill us, too. Gouge out eyes with pens, pour acid on the wounds. Cut off body parts real slow. Real bad shit, you know? Helen first, then the rest of us. Yeah, well, Kyle can’t take it, would never be able to live with himself. And he knows they’re serious now, too. Like I said, he can’t handle being without his girl, either. They were tight, real tight. So he goes the only way out he can think of. He ends it.”

Johnny raised his hand slowly to his chest, feeling the two of hearts in his shirt pocket beneath the warm fleece. “Suicide?”

“Yeah, right, suicide. Now, will you please let me go?”

“But you told me a minute ago that McLean accidentally drove his car off that pier. That’s what your police report says, too.”

“I forgot. I’m sorry. Kyle didn’t want me to put suicide in the report. He didn’t want his mother to hear about that. He didn’t want his mother to think he murdered himself. He knew Helen wouldn’t have been able to handle it. So I doctored the report after Kyle killed himself.”

“Doctored it? Wasn’t that risky? Couldn’t doing something like that have gotten you kicked off the force?”

“I’m his uncle, for Christ’s sake. Kyle and I are close. I’m really like his older brother. I’d do anything for him.”

There it was. The mistake Johnny had been hoping for. Casey’s sliver of a brain hemorrhage. “If McLean’s dead, how can you still be close to him? How can you still be like an older brother to him?”

Casey went silent. The only sound in the room was water dripping. He wasn’t even shivering anymore.

“Answer the question, Mr. Casey.”

“I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

Johnny had always fantasized about being a trial lawyer as a kid. He loved watching Perry Mason black-and-white reruns after school on the old Zenith in his grandmother’s cramped living room. But there hadn’t been enough money for college, let alone law school. He still loved manipulating people into corners, though. “You just told me you’re still like his older brother. How could you still be like his older brother if he’s dead? How can you still be his uncle?”

“I…I don’t know. I was just talking. It was a figure of speech, just something you say. Kyle’s been dead for a couple of years. I was his uncle. That’s what I meant to say. I was his uncle. Okay?”

“We dug up his grave.” A bald-faced lie, but it sounded chillingly convincing in here. He knew McLean was supposed to have been buried, not cremated. And he knew what cemetery he was supposed to be buried in. “At St. George’s in Queens. Way in the back.” Johnny hesitated. “Guess what? No bones. Just an empty coffin.”

Casey’s teeth were suddenly chattering out of control again. “I’m so damn cold.”

“You gonna tell me the truth?” Johnny asked with a snarl.

“He’s dead. Dead, I swear it.”

Johnny opened the Saran Wrap box, pulled out a few feet of the razor-thin, transparent wrap, pressed the end of it to Casey’s forehead and began shrouding his face. Over his face and under the plywood, over his face and under the plywood. Again and again as Casey struggled futilely against the chain and ropes. Johnny was careful not to cover Casey’s nostrils as he wrapped. “One more chance, Mr. Casey,” Johnny warned when he was done, ripping the wrap off against the box’s jagged metal teeth, then tossing the box back toward the stool. “You gonna tell me the truth?”

No answer.

Johnny leaned down, picked up a bucket of ice water, and poured it slowly over Casey’s face, making certain some of it went down his nose. Instantly Casey started screaming, his cries muffled by the Saran Wrap. It was probably already over, but just for good measure Johnny picked up a second bucket and poured it over Casey’s face. Now the guy was really having a heart attack.

The technique was called waterboarding. Used by the feds to extract information from terrorist suspects in secret prisons around the world, it replicated the sensation of drowning perfectly. A friend of Johnny’s had told him about it. Also told him that when the agents had tried practicing against it—in case it was ever used on them—the average agent gave up in fourteen seconds. Johnny had used the technique six times before, and each victim had broken right away. He ripped the Saran Wrap from Casey’s mouth.

“I faked it okay I faked it!” Casey yelled. “I faked everything for Kyle, everything. I forged the accident report. Confirmed his death. I did it all. He was scared out of his mind they were gonna kill us all after they whacked his girlfriend. And they probably would have.”

“Where is he now?” Johnny demanded.

“I don’t know. I swear to God I don’t know. I think he left the city after the whole thing. I don’t know where he went. Nobody did. For all I know he’s really dead now.” Casey’s chest was heaving. “I don’t know what happened to him. As far as I know he hasn’t talked to any of us since that night. Not even Helen.”

It made sense that Casey wouldn’t know where McLean was. That was the whole reason McLean had done what he’d done. To cut all ties so nothing could lead Marconi to him. The obvious risk here was that if McLean and Casey were somehow still communicating, Casey could warn McLean that people were looking for him. And he could make his getaway.

“Don’t kill me,” Casey begged. “Please don’t kill me. I told you everything I know. I haven’t seen your face.”

“We’re not gonna kill you, Mr. Casey,” Johnny said in a tough tone, using “we” now because that was always scarier to a victim than “I.” “But we’ll be watching.” He’d get Casey’s phone records and check the numbers constantly to make certain he and McLean didn’t talk. “And we’re gonna keep watching. We find out you talk to Kyle McLean once, just once, and you’re a dead man. I mean it, a dead man. You understand me?”

“I understand, I understand. I swear it.”

Johnny started unfurling the Saran Wrap from around Casey’s face, then stopped. Making Casey think his suffering was over, then snatching away the awesome feeling of relief. “There’s a few more things I need to know. You give me answers I like, and I take this stuff off. You don’t, and, well, you know what happens.”
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