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    Chapter One


    Gotcha


    


    If Linc rated high-priced call girls on a scale of one to ten, Tawny Dell would score a twelve. Parked in the lot next to the public beach access, he trained his binoculars on the jaw-dropping beauty as two college-aged lifeguards carried her paraphernalia onto the beach. The third tugged a chaise behind him and set it down when she picked out the perfect spot. She peeled off her cover-up, and the three boys practically drooled.


    Even Linc sucked in a quick breath. The woman’s figure could incite a rampage of lusting men, him included. Though lean, she had curves in all the right places. Tight ass, tiny waist, topped off by magnificent breasts. He glanced at the photo the captain had given him, then retrained his focus on her. Yup. There couldn’t be two like her. Not on this planet.


    The young men huddled around her. One danced a jig to hide his boner, resembling a toddler too busy to pee. Tawny avoided looking at the boy’s embarrassing bulge and turned her attention to the others.


    Nice. At least she didn’t smirk.


    The four exchanged a few words, then the boys gestured to their lifeguard stations. She noted the sites, nodded, and flashed a smile that even from a distance added a few more rays to a sunny day.


    Yeah, all she has to do is crook her little finger in their direction, and they’ll come a’running to carry out the pretty lady’s wishes.Good luck, guys. It’ll be a cold day in hell before you hook up with a woman like that. The boys’ naïve optimism reminded him of his own youth, a lifetime ago.


    Tawny settled into the low-slung chair, stretching her long, shapely legs and burrowing her feet in the sand.


    Hmm, what I’d like to do with those legs. And those―stop it, Linc.


    Digging into her canvas tote, she pulled out a bottle of suntan lotion and drizzled it into her palm, rubbing—no, massaging—the glossy oil in long, languid strokes. Up and down her legs. Around her shoulders and arms. And on her glorious chest. Watching her slow, deliberate movements shot erotic impulses to Linc’s groin. When she finished, she dropped the bottle in the bag, opened a paperback, and settled in. Linc took a deep breath and mentally slapped himself back to reality. Talk about a boner. Down, boy.


    He scanned her audience. If she was aware of the admiring gawkers, she didn’t let on. Every male within a hundred-foot radius locked onto her like lasers. Women, too, albeit for different reasons. Where the women scowled disapprovingly, the men radiated unabashed appreciation. Beauty was definitely in the eye of the beholder.


    The reaction of both sexes centered on the skimpy bikini that left nothing to the imagination. The amount of shiny, copper-colored fabric wouldn’t conceal a postage stamp, and it sure didn’t cover a body worth a hell of a lot more than the going postal rate. Hundreds of thousands of dollars more, according to a snitch.


    The captain, cooperating with Treasury, decided Tawny Dell could be useful, and it was Linc’s job to enlist her. If she accepted, his division might just solve a murder and close down a string of sex clubs at the same time. If she refused, the IRS would nail her for tax evasion.


    Linc couldn’t wrench his eyes off her. The woman personified every cliché that defined beauty. No wonder men paid so much money to sleep with her. She was every man’s wet dream. Even though word surfaced that Tawny had hung up her G-string, she still could play in the major leagues—if she wanted to. But business was business. He needed to concentrate on his job. He tossed the binoculars on the car seat and bit back his lust.


    After locking his shoulder holster and gun in the glove compartment, he got out of the car. Wearing a suit on the beach looked suspicious enough, but a bulge under his jacket would garner unwanted attention. He wished he’d checked into a hotel to change, but he didn’t have time. He tossed his jacket over the binoculars, stripped off his tie, and unbuttoned his shirt collar. Rolling up his sleeves helped him look less like a cop but more like a dork, traipsing in the sand with shoes on.


    The day was South Carolina perfect: azure sky, beach breeze steady enough to keep the sun worshippers from dissolving. Snagging one of the hotel chairs, he started toward his target. Within a few seconds, one of Tawny’s worshiping trio, a cinnamon-toasted kid with hair like summer straw flopping over his eyes, barred his way.


    “Um, you can’t take a chair if you’re not registered here,” he said, clearly uncomfortable with confrontation. “What’s, um, your room number?”


    The kid backed off after Linc flipped open a small leather case and flashed his badge. He palmed the teen a fiver and received a toothy grin in return. Linc resumed his mission, dragging the chair through the sand until he set it down beside Tawny Dell.


    She regarded him with neither curiosity nor annoyance. This woman was accustomed to men hitting on her. In the real world of high-priced call girls, a man needed references to contract an hour’s time with this masterpiece. He had a better shot if he hired her to accompany him on exotic vacations for weekends or longer, far from his wife and kids. A trip like that could set back a salivating customer five or six figures, understood and paid at the end of their arrangement. Only a few women reached that lofty level. Tawny was one of them.


    Because she worked independently and strictly on referrals, she’d never popped up on the radar. Only after another working girl blew the whistle on her did the NYPD get the lowdown.


    He flashed the badge a second time. “Lincoln Walsh, special investigator, NYPD.”


    “My, my,” she said, with an air of feigned surprise. “What’s a New York City detective doing all the way down in South Carolina? And why would he be after me?”


    He lowered himself into the chaise. “I’m investigating what we believe to be a sex crime.”


    Her expression changed to one of amusement, her voice husky and suggestive. “Have I committed a sex crime? Something…kinky, perhaps?”


    He knew only one way to play a woman like this―by her rules. “I don’t know, have you?”


    “Hmm, let’s see. Nope, not today, unless masturbating is a crime. You see, I was horny this morning because, would you believe, I woke up all by my lonesome.” She glanced at his bare ring finger. “You know how it is.”


    Linc felt a tug in his boxers. Jesus, he was turning into those drooling losers watching from the safety of their beach chairs. He leaned closer, feeling her body heat slam into him, and brushed his lips close to her ear to speak. “Had the same problem myself this morning. Now if we were together we wouldn’t have had to resort to such artificial stimulation.”


    “Oh, I doubt your bosses would approve, Mister―what did you say your name was?”


    “Walsh. Lincoln Walsh.”


    “Ah, Bond. James Bond,” she said, mimicking the famous line.


    She was poking fun at him, but he forgot the mockery when she shifted toward him onto her hip, and those beauties shifted with her. No silicone either. They were the real thing. Damn bikini triangles barely covered her nipples. She took off her sunglasses and matched his stare.


    A few fine lines crinkled the corners of bright, turquoise eyes. Thick dark lashes. No mascara. No makeup at all. The report said she was thirty-two. He wasn’t good at judging age. Everyone appeared younger these days. Maybe it was diet, more exercise, nip and tuck. Forty was the new thirty. Wasn’t that what people said? After a couple of Mid-East tours, he looked and felt every minute of his thirty-eight years.


    Thirty-two wasn’t old for a call girl. Experience meant a lot to men who paid for women costing as much as Tawny. Did a few tiny creases mean the end of an illustrious career? Was that why she quit? He had to admit his division spent more time tracking perverts after prepubescent girls, not women aging like fine wine.


    “You guys are all so predictable,” she said, snapping him back to the present and her beautiful Caribbean eyes with the long, thick lashes. “For your information, I’m not a working girl anymore. I’ve retired. This is the first vacation I’ve taken by myself in years. I even got my neighbor to water my plants, and you’re intent on ruining it for me. What’s so important that you followed me down here?”


    He saw a couple watching as if they were in the middle of a triple-X-rated skin flick. The woman nudged her husband and he slammed his slack-jaw shut.


    “We need to talk, and this isn’t the place. Can we go to your room?”


    “I told you, I’m not in the life any more. You’ll have to find someone else to get your rocks off. And if you persist, I’ll report you to your—what division did you say you were with?”


    “Such sarcasm. Go ahead. I’m with sex crimes, but my boss will make you the same offer I’m going to. And he might not be as…accommodating.”


    She studied him a long minute, then stood up. So did he. She was almost his height and still flaunted that teasing half-smile. Moving in chest to chest, she said, “Give me a hint. What’s this all about?”


    He breathed in a flowery scent he couldn’t name. Jasmine, maybe. He wanted to move back, but he liked the feel of her against him. She was trying to fluster him and damn if she wasn’t succeeding. You’re a cop, Walsh. And she’s a pro. Be cool. “Four hundred thousand you earned from Fortune 500 acquaintances and a member of New York’s Five Families, all in an offshore account you forgot to pay taxes on.” He watched her. “Oh, and a dead hooker named Sarah. Ready?”


    All the points he ticked off got her attention, but the last item stopped her cold. Her breath hitched, and every muscle froze. She regained her composure in the same length of time it took to bat those baby blues. She draped her beach cover-up over her shoulders, and hidden from view beneath the voluminous fabric, lowered her right arm between their bodies into the warmth of his crotch and took hold of his balls.


    “I am. Are you?”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Four Hundred Thousand Reasons


    


    Tawny felt her hand lifted away without a visible reaction from Walsh, even though he was hard as a rock. Most men would have soared into orbit at her practiced touch, but not this one. He returned her insolence with a steady glare.


    She harbored no illusions about what was going down. Damn. Double damn. She’d finally put her life in order, and now this. What lousy timing. Somehow the IRS found out about one of her offshore accounts, the first and biggest. There were two more―money she’d stashed without giving Uncle Sam his share. That’s what offshore accounts were for, weren’t they? Damn, if huge corporations avoided paying one red cent of taxes on billions of dollars of profit, why were they after her? Besides, she paid taxes, thanks to one of her clients who set up accounts for her. Just not on all her illegally-earned money.


    But how did Treasury connect with the NYPD? Then the sneaky mention of the New York mob. Five Families, put more delicately, which meant her secret tryst had been exposed. Was that what connected her to the feds? And what was that about a dead hooker? Her head reeled from the implications. So far, this was not turning out to be a very good morning.


    “Which room?” Walsh asked.


    “You know everything. You tell me.”


    “Look, lady, you’re in enough trouble. Don’t make it worse. Which room?”


    She challenged him with a scowl, but it was strictly bravado. His gunfighter-steady stare never wavered. She caved. “733.”


    While Tawny gathered her things, Walsh hustled back to his car for his suit jacket. The man might have been a New York cop, but his taste in suits was European and expensive. The side bulge indicated a shoulder holster, complete with whatever weapon cops carried these days. Ha, like she was going to run. He had her cold. Now what in hell did he want from her in return?


    As they walked through the hotel lobby, a slanted glance revealed Walsh was having a hard time keeping his eyes off her, and not like a watchful parent. To make matters worse, or maybe better, he was damn good looking. Big, brown eyes, with a face resembling those on old Roman coins. His name, Walsh, spoke of Ireland, but she’d bet there was a Mediterranean gene hidden somewhere in his DNA. No matter how interested this guy appeared to be, she never mixed business with pleasure. And Special Investigator Lincoln Walsh was definitely business.


    He kept his eyes front in the elevator, and when they entered her suite, he scanned the luxurious rooms with raised brows. Yeah, Walsh, it was expensive. “Mind if I put on some clothes?”


    “Go ahead.”


    She stripped off her bikini―hell, he’d seen most of her anyway―and stepped into a halter-style white sundress. Walsh watched with detached curiosity, a commuter rubbernecking a fender bender. Damn, she thought with a frown she couldn’t hide. What did she have to do to rattle this guy? She usually had more of an effect on men. Even the gay patrons who hired her as arm candy while hiding in the closet were more attentive.


    Feds and cops she’d known casually over the years bordered on non-descript, ordinary, unlike the actors who played them in film and TV. Not this one. With his rugged good looks and pearly whites, Lincoln Walsh could get pretty much any woman he wanted. Nothing she pulled on him worked. Maybe he was gay. Many of the really handsome ones were. Naw, gay men appreciated her visually only. This guy was as erect as a flagpole when she commandeered his balls. No point playing coy.


    “Okay. What’s the deal?” She sat on the bed and pulled her legs up under her, blasé about the unladylike position. He ignored the view.


    “Ever hear of a guy named Benny Cooper?”


    Tawny took her time answering. She knew Cooper. His ownership in a string of sex clubs was a tightly-held secret within the community. Apparently more widely-known than she thought. Cooper had tried for years to hook her into his domain—she smiled inwardly at the pun—proposing she could cherry-pick her assignments and name her price. But she’d never wanted to work for anyone. She’d developed her own client list. No kinks, perverts, or freaks need apply, although a few liked role-playing or made unusual requests that fell within the range of acceptable. She made more than enough money and never saw an advantage to Cooper’s offers. Besides, Benny Cooper had a well-known string attached to all his girls, and she didn’t like it for any amount of money.


    She wasn’t the only independent working the city, but she’d maintained her standing at the top for a long time. Many left the business for that Pretty Woman fairytale, like Cooper’s wife, or they got hooked on drugs and let their habit and an unscrupulous bloodsucker take them down.


    Tawny didn’t owe anyone, didn’t need a man to control her life, and wouldn’t have to work past her prime. But damn, she didn’t need to wind up in prison, the target of some horny dyke. She needed options, and she needed them fast.


    So what should she do? Lie and say she didn’t know Cooper, or tell the truth? “I’ve heard of him.” Not a lie. She had heard of him. Now what?


    “In what context?” the cop asked.


    “He married a working girl. News gets around.”


    “You know her? Eileen Cooper?”


    Tawny swallowed hard. She knew Eileen Cooper. While their paths hadn’t exactly crossed, they’d connected indirectly. “Um, no, but I know of her. Girls in the trade pass along those feel-good stories. You know, hooker marries rich hedge fund manager who takes her off the streets. Kind of like in the movies.”


    “Is that what didn’t happen to you?”


    Tawny got off the bed, brushing against Walsh as she did. “Absolutely,” she said calmly, though this guy was getting under her skin. He was trying to goad her, and she couldn’t let him.


    “Number one, I never worked the streets. Never. And neither did Eileen Cooper. You should know there’s a caste system of women offering various services. We’re not all on the streets. I used the term metaphorically. And two, in case you think I was waiting for some guy to propose so he could get it for free, marriage was never in my game plan.”


    “What was?” he asked. “Hoarding all your money and living happily ever after? Alone?”


    Now she was getting pissed. “Exactly, Detective Walsh. I’ve seen enough of happily married men. They marry the girl next door, have kids, and then one day feel trapped and wonder what they missed. Doesn’t matter whether these upstanding citizens are rich or poor, whether they pay or get a freebie. They want a fantasy fuck. Even a politician with a record of breaking up prostitution rings falls victim. Can you beat that?”


    Walsh didn’t answer.


    “These guys all walk around with condoms in their wallets,” Tawny continued, “primed to jump the bones of the first woman who tempts him with a little pussy.” She crouched in front of his chair. “Tell me, Mister NYPD Detective, have you got a condom in your wallet? Bet you have.”


    His face flushed. Aha! The first sign of discomfort. Oh, yeah. He had one. She’d put money on it.


    He kept his outward cool. “I’m not married. And I’ve never had to pay for a woman.”


    “You didn’t answer my question.”


    “No.”


    Disappointed, she got up, walked around, making sure the light coming through the balcony doors silhouetted her body through her lightweight dress, leaving nothing to the imagination.


    “I keep them in the car.”


    She turned around to see a playful smirk. “I knew it. You’re all alike. Cops, businessmen, crooks. Even professors. Very cerebral, those profs. Never without a Trojan.”


    “You ought to know. You bankrolled your PhD screwing half the faculty at Columbia.”


    Angry heat came off her neck and worked its way down her back. She rarely lost her temper. Couldn’t remember the last time. And she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of losing it now. “Don’t forget my undergrad at Brown. You know all about me.” But not everything. “Yes, I paid for my college education turning tricks. Sorry, I didn’t have a hundred thou back then. Everyone got what they wanted. I had no loans to pay back, and half the faculty, as you wrongly think, fulfilled their fantasies. I was good at what I did. No one ever complained of being ripped off.”


    He tsked and sputtered, his cool dissipating, apparently frustrated at being bested. Good. She was getting his goat too. “Now, are you going to tell me what you want? What about Cooper?”


    “You got anything to drink in that cabinet?”


    “I don’t know. I wasn’t thirsty so I didn’t check.”


    He opened the mini bar and took out a small bottle of vodka, uncapped it, and drank half of it straight. “Want one?”


    “I don’t drink, but you can get me a Coke from the mini fridge.” He glared at her. “You asked.”


    He pulled one out. “I thought high-priced hookers drank nothing but champagne.”


    “And I thought cops weren’t supposed to drink on duty.”


    “I’m on break.”


    She didn’t say anything else. Let him stew. He wasn’t the first man she’d driven to drink. Men who thought that paying for one evening meant they owned her. Well, they didn’t. Go ahead, Mister Detective, drink away. The longer you do, the more time I have before facing whatever it is you want me to do.


    The room closed in on her. She slid open the glass door to the balcony and stepped outside. Leaning against the rail, she sipped her drink. The breeze had picked up, swirling her hair around her head, plastering her dress to her body. A thunderhead gaining momentum had driven everyone off the beach. White crests danced on the surface of the water as far as the eye could see; waves crashed onto the shore, spewing frothy sprays into the air. It was as if Lincoln Walsh had brought the dark clouds and ruined her sunny day. Now she sensed he was about to ruin her life. Movement in her peripheral vision announced his presence, his body sheltering her from the south wind’s blustery onslaught.


    “Sorry. I had no right to throw all that in your face. It’s what you do…did,” he corrected. “Your past life is none of my business.”


    “You’re right, it isn’t. But I have a feeling you’re going to ask me to do it again, aren’t you? And I have four-hundred-thousand reasons why I can’t refuse.” She faced him. “Right?”


    He shifted his focus from the horizon to the beach to the vee of pelicans gliding by overhead. Everywhere but on her. “Right.”


    She wondered if she could tempt him into forgetting about her. Cop or not, she could think of worse punishment. Now he was looking down the beach to the fishing pier, his jaw set tight. It wouldn’t work. Not with this guy. He’d probably haul her in and add bribing a cop to the charges.


    She’d been so careful, so private. All those years, she never spoke out of school either to or about her clients or to the few friends she’d made. How the hell did he find out? “I’d like to know how you found out about the money.”


    * * * * *


    The woman was too damn smart for her own good. She knew Cooper, and she didn’t lie about it. When Linc first got this assignment, he couldn’t believe her profile. Tawny Dell earned a doctorate in art history. She could fucking teach at Columbia. Instead, she was a high-dollar call girl. He didn’t understand it. She had everything going for her. College tuition aside, there were only two reasons a woman did that. She liked the money and liked screwing men to get it. His first glimpse of her photograph almost knocked him over. She’d been careful, but all it took to take her down was one friend who ratted her out. With friends like that…


    “Sheri Markham,” he said.


    Tawny didn’t say anything for a while. “I tried to help her, you know, but she couldn’t kick it.” She gazed at Linc. “I hope you got her into a drug program for the information.”


    He nodded.


    “She didn’t know anything for sure. Just giving it her best shot. It figures. She needed a bargaining chip, and I was it. I might have done the same thing.”


    Somehow he doubted that. “What were you planning to do?”


    She shrugged. “Oooh, I don’t know. Go to some Mediterranean island, Sardinia or Crete. Open a gallery. Something like that.”


    “Why didn’t you?”


    Piercing him with those turquoise eyes, she said, “Hadn’t gotten around to it.”


    She brushed a disobedient strand of hair off her face, but a gust of wind recaptured it and set it free. A light mist turned into a drizzle, then a pelting downpour. She didn’t move. Neither did he. Within a minute, both were soaked. Her thin dress clung to her like Saran Wrap and was about as transparent. Dark circles appeared around nipples that poked stubbornly through the thin fabric. She stood there.


    Jesus, she was beautiful. He never understood paying for sex. He could always get a woman if that’s all he wanted. Good thing he didn’t have that kind of money, because he damn well might be tempted to pay for Tawny Dell. There’s a first time for everything. Even breaking every rule in the book. “Better come inside.”


    “You go. I like the rain.” She turned to him. “Don’t worry, I won’t jump.”


    “I wasn’t worried.”


    Inside, he found a towel in the bathroom and rubbed it through his hair. He’d taken off his suit jacket and shoulder holster—put the gun in his pocket—but his shirt and pants were sopping. He glanced outside. The wind twisted her hair into a tornado of long honey-colored strands. The dress glowed white against the dark cloud-covered background and billowed around her contours. She might as well have been naked.


    When she cupped his nuts on the beach, she knew he was hard. Any man would have to be anesthetized not to have a serious hard-on around her. He was hard again. Christ.


    He seriously thought of asking out of the assignment. Would his boss buy a conflict of interest defense? Sorry, Captain, but every time I feast my eyes on this woman I want to fuck her. He doubted that would fly. Besides, his friend and mentor, FBI Special Agent Harry Winokaur, a man to whom he owed his life, would no doubt express disapproval, and Linc never wanted to disappoint Harry. Forget your dick, Linc, and concentrate on the dirty, stinking job before you.


    Michael Corleone’s line from The Godfather stuck in his mind. “Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.” He almost felt sorry for her.


    Then he wondered how much Tawny really knew about Benny Cooper’s operation. Whatever it was, she was on the fast track to learn more.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Benny’s Perks


    


    Benny Cooper’s chauffeur-driven Bentley pulled up to the building’s front entrance. Benny enjoyed owning a Bentley. Almost like the car company christened the luxury automobile after him. Didn’t matter that Bentleys had been around longer than the fifty years since Benny’s mother named him. He got out and scaled the five steps to the nondescript door of a four-story brownstone, punched a code on the touchpad, and slipped a key into the door lock. Charles, the doorman, allowed entry to only those with a reservation and password. He waited to greet Benny like a loyal servant.


    “Afternoon, Mr. Cooper.”


    “Afternoon, Charles. Anyone here yet?”


    “Colin, as usual, sir, and a couple of the ladies arrived early for appointments.”


    Benny checked his Rolex, then studied the sign-in sheet. “Hmm, Melody’s free for a while. Ask her to come to the apartment in half an hour, will you please?”


    “Certainly, sir.”


    The unobtrusive façade of the building, nicknamed Upper Eighties, belied the luxury inside. The small, posh lobby boasted marble floors, potted palms, and eighteenth-century erotic prints in gilt frames. Unlike other lobbies, no cameras filmed entries or exits, though they were secretly positioned elsewhere throughout the establishment.


    Ever since Benny read in The Times that police had identified the body found floating in the harbor as Sarah Marshall, a prostitute, he’d suffered a combination of acid reflux and cardiac arrhythmia. Benny’s condition degenerated when he read the reports that police had ruled the death a homicide. Then he received a phone call on the island from an NYPD detective by the name of Walsh, who specialized in sex crime investigations. The Marshall woman had called Walsh a week before and mentioned Benny’s name. The detective knew Benny’s wife, Eileen, had been in the life, so it was pointless to deny knowing the dead woman, admitting only that he had known Sarah Marshall as Serena, and neither he nor his wife had seen her in years. Puzzled, Benny claimed he couldn’t imagine why Serena alluded to him. End of story.


    He hoped.


    Benny gratefully accepted his gift to banish unpleasant thoughts as just another perk in his blessed life. This time, however, he needed a little help to put Walsh and Serena out of his mind. In an hour, he’d be a new man. Tension gone, blood pressure back to normal, and no lingering melancholy about poor Serena. In a brief and rare moment of self-reflection, he acknowledged his absolute shallowness. But if that tacit admission conjured any guilt, it passed with a sigh.


    He passed a few closed doors on the way down the long hall to the back of the building. No doorknob or handle marred the polished finish of what appeared to be solid wood paneling, but when Benny slipped a key card into an inconspicuous slot, the panel sprang open. He entered the apartment that occupied the back third of the first floor. Decorated in nineteenth-century bordello, the small suite of rooms immediately put him in the right mood.


    He needed to have another key card made. What if he had a heart attack or choked on a piece of the exceptional Kobe beef he imported from Japan. No one ever bothered him while inside his apartment, fearful they’d catch him naked, except for garter belt and hose, in the middle of a bondage routine with his favorite dominatrix. Why, it might be days before they found him. The depressing thought gave him the creeps. The idea of bondage in a garter belt gave him an erection.


    Benny shed his jacket in the apartment and walked halfway down the hall to an elegantly appointed office where Colin Harwood, webmaster extraordinaire, computer guru, and all-round right-hand man controlled the operation.


    “Got a few reservations tonight,” Colin said in his distinctive Cockney accent. He was strictly business, with no interest in the women he bartered. No interest in women, period. At least Benny didn’t have to worry about employee competition.


    “Angie’s hostess this evening,” Colin said. “Also, I have two girls booked for the holidays. One with that Italian racecar driver from Milan, the other with Sergei Rogoff’s son. She’s his twenty-first birthday present.”


    “Nice daddy. He can afford it.” Benny craned to peek over Colin’s shoulder at the schedule on the computer monitor. “Fat man tonight, I see.”


    “Yeah, Martell wants a twosome. Melody’s his regular, but I called Cindi to pair with her. The guy’s a city block. I feel sorry for both of them.”


    “Cindi should get double the money for him,” Benny said. “It’s not every day you get to bag a four-hundred-fifty pounder.”


    “She’s not moose hunting, Benny. You don’t bag someone like Rick Martell. You feed him a quadruple cheeseburger, a supersize order of fries, and a chocolate shake. Besides, Melody’s not complaining about the pay. Most women don’t make that in a month.”


    “Try three.” Benny patted his tech’s shoulder. “Have you checked to make sure the bar on four is stocked for Friday’s get together?”


    Benny did everything right at Upper Eighties. He supplied the alcohol because he didn’t want the scrutiny attached to a liquor license. All his ladies were over twenty-one—he insisted—and except for one time, so were his patrons. The exception came with an enormous fee to break the cherry of the son of an old friend, head honcho at a major financial institution. The boy was a child of fifteen the day he met Lily, a man of sixteen the day after. Benny heard the kid’s skin cleared up within a week. Daddy became a regular.


    “Took care of that after last week’s party,” Colin said. “Wanted to make sure I ordered only what we needed.”


    “I like doing business with you, Colin. All you care about is money. Making it and saving it.”


    “Is there anything else?”


    Benny smiled. “Of course. We both have our needs, don’t we?”


    “Different though they are.”


    Years back, Benny wanted to see what it was like to make it with a guy. His one and only, an eager-beaver Wall Streeter angling to move up, thought blowing Benny was his ticket. But peering down at a thinning comb-over and hairy shoulders while being inadequately deep-throated caused instant dick deflation. Pffft! Just like that. He gave himself credit for being adventurous, but experimentation from that point on consisted of women in all their naked, ebullient glory. And he had the money and venue to make that happen.


    Benny caught Colin’s wink as he left the office. The little man was a genius, even if his sexual persuasion was the flipside of his own. Still, Benny never judged. Like his dear, newly-departed mother used to say: ‘To each his own, said the man as he kissed the cow.’ Different strokes for different folks. Whatever floats your boat. Yada, yada. Role-playing, bondage, multiple partners, gay, or straight. Everything was on the table as long as it suited both partners or all parties, depending.


    Those kinky thoughts made him think of Eileen. Why, if he had steak at home did he seek chicken and pork elsewhere as part of a regular diet? No matter how much he pondered the question, he never came up with an answer that made sense. He savored steak—rich, earthy, and full-bodied—but he liked the different flavors of chicken, pork, fish, and all the other delicacies that tempted his insatiable palate for variety. His wife met all his requirements, triple Ds included. Even his mother had liked her. Okay, so she wasn’t Jewish. But she had a college education and a princess complex. Close enough. Of course Mom didn’t know she was a whore, but no woman is perfect.


    He pulled out his cell, dialed, and waited for the message machine to kick in. “Hi, darling. Won’t be home tonight. I have business in town. Don’t worry. Kiss the kids for me.” He smooched into the receiver and sang, “Love you.”


    Eileen knew his business. How could she not? Upper Eighties was her brilliant idea. She took the ingénues under her wing, taught them the social graces and tricks that turned one-night-stands into repeat customers, knowing full well the young ladies would practice everything she taught them on Benny. How else could he match his girls with suitable clients?


    Eileen’s wise acceptance—no, compliance—afforded her two beautiful homes, a Lexus SUV to haul the children, a legitimate lifestyle, and most importantly, Benny. You could take the girl out of the business, but you couldn’t take the business out of the girl. Not entirely. A wicked smile curled his lips.


    Back in his apartment, Benny deposited his cell phone and wallet on the hand-carved table beside his bed. Lifting one of the silver-framed photographs of his children, he pressed his lips to the glass. “My darling babies,” he said, placing it back on the table with the others, turning them all to face the wall. “Now don’t watch.”


    How could one man be so lucky? On the way back into the salon, he passed the full-length mirror, stood sideways, and sucked in the slight paunch he’d noticed only recently. He made a note to cut down on desserts. Benny wasn’t one for abstinence, but he was vain enough to do what he needed to keep from looking his age.


    Reaching into the liquor cabinet, he withdrew a bottle of eighteen-year-old Macallan single malt scotch and poured two ounces into a tulip-shaped Baccarat glass. He inhaled the sweet aroma of oak and sherry before savoring the scotch’s distinct combination of flavors. Sipping slowly, he thought, Ah, the advantages of being filthy, stinking rich. The drink was an appetizer to the main course, and the entrée was now tapping on the door. A click of his remote control and the door popped opened.


    “You wanted to see me, Mr. Cooper?”


    Every woman Benny hired knew that satisfying him was part of her job―an occasional freebie in exchange for the exorbitant money they earned at Upper Eighties. Melody entered the apartment looking every bit the model of her day job. Tall, willowy, buxom, and Bahama-tanned, due to an extra-long weekend cruising on a client’s yacht, she seemed relaxed and eager to please. An expensive designer suit fit her body as if she’d been blown into it, like insulation.


    “Yes, dear. I’d like to see every bit of you,” Benny said, plopping onto his down-feather mattress like a little kid at a sleepover. “And how many times have I told you to call me Benny in the privacy of my apartment?”


    Melody leaned over, scrunching her boobs so they bulged from her blouse. “Benny,” she whispered in his ear before slipping off her jacket and methodically hanging it on a waiting hanger.


    Benny hated clothes all over the place. It offended his neatness fetish, one of many fetishes he’d cultivated. He liked the word: fetish. It sounded kinky.


    He watched Melody lower herself onto the edge of the bed, freeing one button of her blouse at a time. Benny absorbed her intent gaze, the seductive come-on smile. If she wore a bra during the day, she knew to remove it before knocking on Benny’s door. He liked his women braless, especially when they had breasts the size and firmness of Melody’s.


    Benny slipped his hands inside her blouse and caressed the velvety skin as if he were a blind man seeing with the sensitive touch of his fingertips. She released the obligatory purrs when he pinched her nipples.


    “That feels so good,” Melody murmured. “Don’t stop.”


    Benny obliged. None of his women had implants. That was another of Benny’s no-nos. A woman jiggling fake tits in his face didn’t work for him, mainly because they didn’t jiggle. Breasts should be natural and bouncy, soft to the touch and responsive. Benny knew his requirements weren’t universal. Some men found more than a mouthful excessive. His wife was large-breasted, much larger than Melody’s full C cup, and Eileen’s were all hers.


    Melody stood and continued her striptease down to her lavender silk thong. When she kicked it aside, Benny stared at her all-over tan, including her shaved mound.


    “How was your weekend?” he asked.


    “As you’d expect. Mischa’s yacht is obscenely large, and the food was to die for. Cindi and I sunbathed nude on the deck with him. He doesn’t ask much for himself. Pretty traditional, actually; always a gentleman. He relished watching us together, which got him sizzling. Then he joined in. We knew what he wanted before accepting the assignment and agreed. Cindi’s quite a good partner.”


    “I’m sure you were both well paid.”


    Benny knew the client―a billionaire who couldn’t divorce his only wife without being screwed out of half his fortune. Benny arranged discrete trysts with a variety of beautiful, intelligent young women who knew how to revive an older man’s cock and make him feel young again, without the aid of a little blue pill.


    Benny handled these arrangements personally, mentioned the fees his ladies set and, if accepted, collected his percentage directly from the client. This relieved him of taking a cut from his women. That would make him a pimp—a word he found distasteful. He preferred to think of himself as…an agent.


    “That’s why hardly anyone leaves you, Benny. A couple of girls who did wound up with unscrupulous slugs who hooked them on drugs and pimped them out to lower paying clients. Before long, they were used up and on the streets, giving blow jobs to johns in cars for twenty a pop.”


    “I tried to tell them. Allura wanted back in, but I had to say no. No man wants a woman with track marks on her arms. It broke my heart. She was a beautiful woman.”


    “Gives me the shivers,” Melody said breathlessly.


    Benny figured she was feigning the tremors, but who cared when each heave put her magnificent assets into action.


    “And what about Serena?” Melody asked. “Dead. Fished out of the river. Who could have done such a thing?”


    Benny’s stomach took a dive. What if the cops asked his women? Should he tell them to shut up? No. That would look like he had something to hide. Better keep his mouth shut. He hoped he didn’t visibly show concern. Melody’s voice broke through his meandering thoughts. So did her hands, unzipping his fly.


    “Does Daddy want Mommy today? Or does he want Melody the wicked stepmother?”


    Her long, slim fingers slipped inside to stroke his cock with a feel-good, gentle touch. Unfortunately, it took longer these days to get off. It wasn’t age, he didn’t think. More like what used to turn him on didn’t work as fast anymore. He constantly needed more kink. His girls were patient and considered arousing him a challenge. They never acted bored. The money was too good.


    “Save the mommy routine for the fat man tonight. This time he wants baby sister to watch. Since you and Cindi got on so well, Colin asked if she’d grab a rattle and crawl all over him while you take him to Never-Never Land.”


    “Never-Never Land is a whole continent with that one. Good thing I work out. I’m always afraid he’s going to bounce on the wrong place and break something.” She sighed. “But for now?”


    “Make me happy, baby. Start with these.” He held up a pair of custom-made nipple clamps. “Then…you know what I like. You can finish with a massage.”


    Melody straddled him. He squished her breasts together and licked and sucked enough to get her hot, careful never to leave marks. Her satisfaction wasn’t a priority, but he wanted her to enjoy what she was doing so she’d be more enthused about pleasing him. After all, that was the whole point of getting laid, wasn’t it? Male satisfaction?


    “How’s that?” he said, pretending to care.


    Leaning down, she murmured in his ear. “You’re the best.”


    Of course I am.


    He closed his eyes. She clamped one nipple at a time, holding the chain that connected them between her teeth while her hands teased his erogenous zones to heighten the pleasure.


    “Oh, Jesus,” he said, as the pain shot through his chest and tweaked his dick. His fingers tightened on her nipples in concert with the exquisite pressure she exerted by moving her head, pulling him one way, then another. After tightening the clamps, she sat up. To Benny’s delight, she never allowed her gentle but prodding fingers to lose interest for more than a few seconds. His erection blossomed.


    “Who said women were the only ones to derive pleasure from these little torture toys?” Benny found the torque quite sensual. Once the nipples were numb, the pain subsided, but keeping the clamps on too long cut off blood circulation. The real erotic pain hit when they were removed and the blood rushed back.


    Then his cell phone rang.


    The hell with it.


    But what if it’s important?


    He motioned to Melody to get his phone. Letting go of her nipples, he latched onto the phone and checked the number. Damn! The woman wouldn’t call him if it weren’t important.


    “Hello. Oh my God,” he moaned, clapping his hand over his mouth. He waved at Melody to stop her glorious manipulations.


    “Are you all right, Mr. Cooper?”


    “No, I mean, yes, I’m fine, Mrs. van Syke.”


    “Is this a bad time?”


    “No, not at all. Is something wrong? Is Jenny okay?”


    “She wants to speak to you.”


    “Daddy. I don’t feel well. I want to go home.”


    “Of course, honey.” An apologetic glance at Melody. She tightened the screw. “Oww, fuck! What are you doing?” Benny cried as Melody loosened the clamp.


    “What did you say, Daddy?”


    Shit. Benny rolled his eyes at Melody. “I said truck. Silvie will come get you in her pick-up truck. Mommy will be home in a little while, I’m sure. Silvie will give you something for your stomach, okay, Jennie baby?”


    “Okay, Daddy.”


    ”I’ll call you later. Daddy loves you.”


    He clicked off the phone. “Jesus, you almost tore off my nipple.”


    “I’m sorry, Benny. I thought I was loosening it. I have this directional problem.”


    “I’ll say.” Melody wiped the sweat from Benny’s forehead. “Left, loosen; right, tighten. It really isn’t hard to fathom.”


    “Gotcha.” Melody frowned apologetically. “Won’t happen again. Promise.”


    “Okay, okay. I need to make a call.” He called the maid at the house and told her to pick up Jennifer at the van Syke’s. “There’s children’s stomach medicine in Jen’s bathroom, Silvie. Give her a dose. My wife should be home soon.” He listened, agreed, and hung up.


    “Now, where were we, sweetheart?”


    “I’m afraid I was tearing off your nipple, Benny. Should I loosen the clamps now?”


    “Yeah, they’ve been on long enough, and amazingly, that extra twist aroused me more than ever. Should be a major high.”


    Melody slowly released the pressure, and the initial shock detonated stabs of glorious pain to Benny’s brain. He expelled an almost feral moan. The result turned arousal into a full-fledged, swollen hard-on. Melody applied an oral balm to reduce the soreness around his purplish nipples, slid down, and took him in her mouth, flicking her tongue over the head of his cock. One hand slid under his buttocks; the other massaged his testicles. The triple manipulation made Benny forget he was fifty years old. More like twenty again, heading for an outer galaxy in the heavens.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Quid Pro Quo


    


    The hotel was booked solid due to a writers’ convention, which left Linc without a room. He needed to get his overnight bag from his car so he could shower and change. He trusted Tawny not to run a disappearing act on him. She said she wouldn’t, and she hadn’t lied so far. Maybe he was being conned, but he gave her the benefit of the doubt. She wouldn’t be hard to find if she skipped.


    “I’ll be here,” she said. “There’s no warrant for my arrest, is there?”


    “No. We thought we’d try the quid pro quo approach first.”


    “You mean I screw over Benny Cooper so the IRS doesn’t screw me over, is that it?”


    She sure had a way of nailing it. “Something like that.”


    “Then if Cooper gets off, he gets his shot at me.”


    “That won’t happen.”


    She scoffed and pulled a bra and panties from the dresser drawer. “I know how these things work, Detective Walsh. I’m the pro in quid pro quo, remember?”


    “Take your shower. If you don’t mind, I’ll take one after.”


    She blinked in surprise. “Are you moving in with me?”


    The thought stabbed Linc in the gut. “Just for tonight. No rooms in the inn. I checked. I could pull the cop thing, but I’d rather keep a low profile.” He pointed to the other room. “Sofa bed. I’ll even take you out to dinner to explain what we want you to do.”


    “Then your office can pay for the night’s hotel charge. I don’t do anything for free. Remember that too.”


    “You drive a hard bargain.”


    She pulled her wet dress over her head and stood naked in front of him. It was the second time she’d done that, and each time the sight of her magnificent body had the same effect. He watched her gaze lower to the swelling inside his wet pants.


    “Seems like you’re the one with the hard bargain, Walsh.” Then she turned and strolled into the bathroom, leaving the door wide open. “Key card’s on the dresser.”


    Fuck! Fuck! He left the room and hustled down the long corridor to the elevators. His rain-soaked pants clung to his legs like packing tape. Goddamn uncomfortable. What was wrong with him? The woman was a hooker, and he was a sex crime investigator. That’s supposed to be like oil and water, but it felt more like accelerant and match. Get hold of yourself. Take a Valium or whatever you can find to make stubborn dicks behave.


    Ignoring the stares, he stopped in the bar and ordered a double vodka. He’d anesthetize himself. That would keep everything in place. He always called the shots when it came to women. This one had him tied in knots. All he could think of was getting her in bed. Maybe he should call the captain. No, he couldn’t. Wouldn’t.


    The drink relaxed him and the walk to the car helped. Exercise. That’s what he needed. And a cold shower and another drink. And a five-fucking-mile run.


    * * * * *


    Tawny turned on water in the tub as hot as she could stand. The wet dress had served its purpose, but by the time she shed it she was shivering in the air-conditioned room. She poured the tiny bottle of hotel bubble bath into the gushing surge and stepped in. Frothy foam surrounded her. Total immersion, that’d relax her. She slid down into the water until she was completely submerged, a feeling akin to being ensconced in a warm, toasty blanket. Lack of air forced her to the surface. She took a deep breath and let it out with a weary sigh.


    Why was she so tense? Aside from the fact the government wanted a piece of her, like everyone else, what had her on edge? She knew what, but she couldn’t admit it.


    All the years she’d been in the life, she’d never been attracted to anyone enough to get involved. They were business clients, contributors to her retirement so when the time came she’d never have to do anything she didn’t want to. Even her regulars, men she knew well, never tempted her. Oh, some tried. A few even offered marriage―after they divorced their wives. Many weren’t married, but there were obvious reasons that kept them from being good bets. Not that she expected to play out the hand.


    She loved her independence. Loved taking off when she wanted to, scouring ruins in Italy and Greece. Enjoyed vacationing with exciting men. They wanted her because they couldn’t have her, and that made it fun. She did what they wanted in return. Most of that was fun too. But it was always business.


    So what was happening with Lincoln Walsh? She turned him on, that was a no-brainer. He had a bulge in his pants the size of a bus since he hit on her at the beach. But he had an unusual effect on her too. One she couldn’t control. Yeah, he was handsome. She’d been with plenty of handsome men. Rich too. As a cop, she figured Walsh made just enough to keep him in Italian shoes. To her, man and money were separate, and money alone had never roused her interest. It was a means to an end, and she didn’t need anyone to supply it for her. She’d done fine by herself. There was something about this one, though. Underneath his tough exterior hid a softness he’d detest if he knew he possessed it.


    She slipped under the water again.


    * * * * *


    The door to the bathroom was still ajar. Linc glanced in. Tawny’s long, sleek legs rested on the outside edge of the tub, piercing a surface of bubbles. He didn’t see her head, and nothing moved. Not the water. Not Tawny.


    Hot prickles of fear spiked every nerve ending. She wouldn’t. Throwing his bag down, he slammed the bathroom door back against the wall and rushed inside.


    “What?” she asked, emerging from under the suds. “What’s the matter?”


    He stopped short, his heart pounding. She was all right. “Nothing. Nothing’s the matter. Sorry. Sorry.” Embarrassed at his overreaction, he backed out of the bathroom and bee-lined to the balcony. He fastened his shaky hands to the railing to steady them and sucked in long breaths of fresh air.


    The scene brought back another time, long ago. He didn’t have those flashbacks often, but when he did, it took everything out of him. Settling down, he watched the waves roll in, one after another. When he was a kid, Harry took him to the beach, and Linc found solace in the constant, hypnotizing undulation of the ocean, without understanding its perpetual locomotion. Harry told him if the ocean stopped moving, the planet would cease to exist.


    The ocean still moved, the rain had stopped, and the sun peeked hazily through a break in the clouds. Crazy weather. Crazy life.


    “You okay?”


    He hadn’t heard her approach and turned abruptly. She wore a pair of royal blue slacks and a tee shirt that must have been dyed to match her turquoise eyes. Barefoot, with a blue rubber band fastening her wet hair in a ponytail, she looked like an innocent, buffed clean and polished.


    He nodded.


    “You scared me to death. What did you think, that I slit my wrists? Or maybe you thought I drowned myself.”


    He shrugged, turning away so she wouldn’t see how the bathroom scene had affected him. Of all the examples, why did she have to bring up that one?


    “Nothing you have on me would make me do that,” she said. “I like myself too much.”


    He saw her try to make eye contact when he didn’t answer, and he connected briefly.


    “I’ve filled the tub. Go on. It’ll relax you. You’re wound in knots.”


    “I’ll just shower.”


    “The bath’s ready. Don’t waste water.”


    Their gazes met, and this time he smiled. “Thanks. I haven’t taken a bath in years. Always in too much of a hurry.” A white lie, but that was okay.


    “Don’t hurry now. We have all night.”


    He put the all night thought out of his mind and headed for the bathroom.


    * * * * *


    They settled on dinner at the hotel. The maître ’d ushered them to a table for two overlooking the ocean. The calmness of the setting sun conflicted with the tenseness radiating from Tawny like heat waves. The waiter took their order―Tawny a Perrier and a grilled vegetable plate; he ordered vodka on the rocks and a steak, medium rare.


    “You don’t eat meat?” he asked, buttering a roll from the bread basket.


    “Nope. Not since I was a kid. Our grammar school took us to a farm in the country. It was also an abattoir. I peeked in back, saw the slaughtered animals, and that was it. I haven’t been able to stomach meat since.


    “Bad field trip. So you don’t eat meat and you don’t drink.”


    “Nope again. Not in years. In my business, um, former business, a girl can’t get sloppy on the job. That’s when bad things happen.”


    “Sounds like you’re a control freak.”


    She relaxed and laughed for the first time. “Yeah, probably. Only about certain things, though.” The waiter brought their drinks, and she sipped hers. “You can tell me what this is about now so I lose my appetite, or you can wait until after we eat when I might lose my dinner. Maybe you’ve changed your mind and decided to keep it a secret.”


    “No secret. Sorry.” He took a long, much-needed swallow of his vodka. Maybe Tawny had relaxed, but he was wound tight. “We think Cooper is using his clubs to gather information about his clients, then blackmailing them. If we grilled his girls, they’d tell him, and we’d have nowhere to go.”


    “What clubs?”


    Linc snorted. “Come on, Tawny. You know what clubs I mean. Maybe you even worked his place a time or two.”


    “I told you, I never worked for anyone. That’s the truth.”


    “Then cut the crap.”


    The waiter came with their meals, and Linc waited until he left before picking up the conversation. He lowered his voice. “You know about the sex clubs. Every class act working the city knows Benny Cooper.”


    “Why not get one of them to do your dirty work? I’ve retired, remember?”


    “Because we don’t have serious enough bargaining chips with any of them, and we do with you. Drugs would be our only possibility. Cooper’s girls don’t use.”


    Linc cut into his meat, but he didn’t eat it. He was having a hard time with this conversation. He liked Tawny. She was smart, at least IQ-wise, and didn’t make excuses about the path she took. He’d always tried to get girls out of the business, and here he was forcing one who’d quit to go back to work. Putting the squeeze on her made him uncomfortable.


    “We could pull them in for prostitution, but they’d be out on a misdemeanor charge before the ink was dry on the fingerprint cards. Pros like you―like you used to be―have everything covered. Fake jobs and a client list who couldn’t get involved without dirtying their reputations or their marriages. Besides, word would get out, killing our chances of getting him on the bigger charges we think he deserves.”


    Tawny speared a roasted red pepper, chewed slowly, and swallowed. “I could throw myself on the mercy of the court, pay the taxes and penalties. Maybe they’d be lenient and give me a pass.”


    “Maybe. Maybe not. Your past profession wouldn’t help your case. Judges frown on prostitution.” He watched as reality dawned on her, and she nodded in agreement.


    Her fork hovered in midair. “I’m still not sure what you want me to do.”


    “We’ve heard rumblings that Cooper’s filming his clients to blackmail them. We’d like you to go to work for him, get us proof.”


    “If you don’t have proof, what makes you think he’s doing that?”


    Linc swallowed hard. “One of his girls, at least that’s what we assume, called me about something that scared her silly. She didn’t say what but mentioned Cooper’s name. Either he’s into major kink, or he’s doing something even more illegal than running a sex club.”


    “Could be another Benny Cooper. I’m sure he’s not the only one.”


    “He isn’t.”


    “Then what’s the prob―” She stopped and let out a long breath. After pushing aside her plate, she leaned back in her chair. “Oh, I see now.”


    “Right. She’s the one we pulled out of the harbor. Sarah Marshall, working name, Serena. She called about a week before she washed up. I checked out all the Benjamins and Bennys, but finally zeroed in on this particular Cooper because of his wife, Eileen.”


    “A former call girl. I get it. And now you think he’s involved in murder? That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”


    “That’s what we want you to find out. The Marshall woman could have been killed by a john, a jealous boyfriend. Lots of possibilities. One thing she didn’t do is commit suicide. Women don’t jump into the harbor to end their lives. Off a bridge, maybe, but they rarely drown themselves. They either take pills or,” Linc hesitated, “take a bath with a razor blade.”


    Tawny’s gaze lingered on him for a long moment before responding. “You’re probably right.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “And Benny Cooper would hire me, why?”


    Linc closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, expelling a quiet snicker. “An establishment like his would kill to have you. Any pimp dealing in high-priced call girls would.”


    Tawny didn’t flinch. Why would she? That’s what she was.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Three Stupid Words


    


    Tawny picked at her grilled vegetables. She should have insisted Walsh wait until after dinner to tell her what he wanted her to do. Her hunger pangs gave way to nausea after hearing about the strangled girl, thrown into the harbor like chum.


    Tawny recalled the murders of other prostitutes over the years. Some were reckless in their choice of customers; others became targets of some psycho bent on ridding the world of immorality as he saw it. Jealous rage by an obsessed john or boyfriend accounted for a few more. Instinct guided Tawny to refuse second appointments with clients who possessed obsessive tendencies. Sometimes it was a tricky call.


    Walsh sat quietly. He didn’t eat either. “You know Benny Cooper more than as the husband of an ex-call girl, don’t you?”


    She moved a chunk of zucchini around on her plate. “Yes, I know him, but I told the truth when I said I never worked for anyone. If I had, it wouldn’t have been for Benny. It’s not that he skimps on money. He doesn’t like to think of himself as a pimp, so he arranges good jobs that pay well and the clients pay the ladies directly. He never handles their money, only his own.” She met his gaze. “So I’ve heard.”


    After sipping her Perrier, she said, “The problem is Benny likes to test his women on a regular basis.”


    “What do you mean test?”


    “Oh, come on. You know. A freebie. I don’t do freebies. No birthday presents, no Christmas gifts.” Walsh tried to act like her comment meant nothing, but he drew back enough to show it bothered him.


    “A real business woman, huh?”


    She chose to ignore the snide comment. She ran a business, and the business was her. She damn well wasn’t going to give it away. “You bet. Benny knows how I work…worked. He’d be suspicious if I went to him for a job.”


    “Then we’ll make him come to you.” Walsh took a big swallow of vodka. “No pun intended.”


    “You’re full of sarcasm. Is that what they teach you at the police academy?” She slapped down her fork. “Look, you approached me. You might not like what I did with my life, but it was my life, and it still is. If you can’t bring yourself to treat me with respect, then get it over with and arrest me on whatever charges you can come up with. Tax evasion? Fine. Prostitution? So be it. Then you can find someone else to do your dirty work.” She pushed her plate aside and got up. “I’m going to my room. I’d prefer you don’t handcuff me in the dining room.”


    “Sit down.”


    She turned to face him.


    “Please.”


    She sat down, forcing herself not to act like a petulant child, but it strained her.


    “You are one hard woman.”


    “What did you expect, Mary Poppins?”


    He shook his head. “Someone must have really done you over. Who was it? College boyfriend? Married professor who wouldn’t leave his wife?”


    Fire heated her cheeks. “You’re an arrogant son of a bitch.”


    “So I’ve been told. Like you, I’m just doing my job.” He waved to the waiter and pointed to his drink with two fingers―a double―then stared at her long enough to make her uncomfortable. “I apologize,” he said. “I had no right to put you down.”


    “That’s twice you’ve said sorry, and it must have hurt both times.”


    The waiter came with a fresh drink, and Walsh drained the vodka in progress and handed him the empty glass. “After this one,” he said pointing to the replacement, “I won’t feel a thing.”


    “You’re going to find this hard to believe, Walsh, but I had an idyllic childhood with perfect, caring, middle-class parents. No one beat me or threw me out, and no one screwed me up along the way.” Walsh obviously didn’t know about the one time somebody did, and she wasn’t about to unload the story. “It’s not very complicated.”


    He put a good dent in his drink. “You seem damn complicated to me.”


    “Actually, I’m rather shallow. I liked excitement, travel, and money. And I liked sex. My college friends were giving it away. I charged and made men happy while I took their money. Most men were intelligent and interesting and knew how to treat a woman. Everything first class.”


    “And what did you have to do to make them happy?”


    She picked up her water and held his gaze over the rim of the glass. “In my world, I set what I would and wouldn’t do. They either accepted or rejected me on that basis.”


    She could tell he was salivating to know the parameters she’d set, but the vodka was getting to him. Though steady, his words slurred slightly. “You must know this stuff, Walsh. That’s what you do, isn’t it?”


    He surveyed the room. “We have all we can handle with the perverts of the world: sexual predators, child pornographers, sex traffickers. Doesn’t leave much time to go after consenting adults unless there’s a reason.”


    “And now there is.”


    This time it was Walsh who stared over his glass. “Only to get the man in charge. And yes, murder is a reason.”


    “Just because the murdered gal mentioned Benny Cooper’s name doesn’t mean he murdered her. How do you know he’s involved?”


    “We don’t. If we did, you’d still be sitting on the beach with a bunch of college boys creaming in their bathing trunks.”


    “I’m not an undercover cop. I wouldn’t know what to look for.”


    “Ask a few questions of the other girls and listen for anything that sounds suspicious. Find out if Sarah Marshall worked there. That would give us something to go on.”


    “Then there’s the real problem. How do you make Cooper come after me?”


    “I’ve a few ideas, but I need to mull them over. Right now I’m a little fuzzy.”


    “You’ve had a lot to drink. Maybe you should eat something.”


    “You’re probably right, but my steak’s cold and a little undercooked.”


    Tawny motioned for the waiter, and the guy came running. “Warm this up for my friend, will you? Mine too, please.”


    “Certainly, ma’am,” the waiter said, hustling off with both plates.


    “That guy would do anything for the pretty lady,” Linc said, slurring more obviously now. “Is that how you take care of your men?”


    “You’re drunk, Detective Walsh.”


    Linc nodded. “Yes, I am.”


    Walsh avoided her eyes, except when he pushed away his drink. He knew he’d drunk too much. The waiter brought their food. Tawny watched him. He ate slowly and methodically, working off his high. His flushed cheeks heightened his olive complexion. A hank of shiny, dark brown hair tumbled onto his forehead. He wore it long for a cop who wasn’t a narc. Everything about Walsh told her he didn’t follow the rules. A non-conformist. And damn, she still found him attractive.


    When they finished, she signed her room number, and they left. She stayed close to him in the elevator. Closer than close. He didn’t move away. He still had the key card and slipped it into the door slot. He held open the door and followed her inside.


    She turned, trapping him in the small entry. They stood face to face. She moved in until they were body to body. The pace of his breathing increased. She moved closer. Their gazes locked, and she knew what was going to happen. Stop me, Walsh, she wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come. Besides, she pushed this and didn’t want it to stop.


    He leaned down, hesitating. His dark eyes roamed her face, taking in every feature. She always heard vodka didn’t smell, but the odor of alcohol was unmistakable. The tang of lime. The enticing scent of Lincoln Walsh. She breathed him in, filling her senses. Their lips touched, gently at first, then so hard she almost couldn’t breathe. Their tongues teased in her mouth until his kisses covered her cheeks and her ear and the long column of her neck. Her body tingled in anticipation.


    His hardness pressed between her thighs. Before she knew it, he’d whisked her T-shirt over her head and unsnapped her bra. His mouth covered one breast, then the other, sucking hard, causing her to wince from the sheer blissful pleasure, a prologue to what she knew would follow.


    She tore off his shirt and ran her hands all over the rippling muscles of his back, biting his shoulder and ear lobe, sucking his neck. It all happened so fast. This wasn’t like anything she’d ever felt before. Men had always been clients, customers. Always business, no emotions involved. Walsh turned her on like no one had in a very, very long time.


    After he unbuckled his belt, his slacks fell to the floor, and he kicked out of them. Then she helped him remove hers. Stooping down, he thrust his tongue into her wetness. All she could do was moan, “Ohhh,” in a long breath, weak from the thrill. Bringing her almost to climax, he stopped and kissed and licked his way up her belly to the tips of her nipples, his tongue’s delicate touch sending shivers through her, his gentle nibbling sparking volts of electricity, turning every sense radioactive.


    God, he was beautiful. This couldn’t be happening. Not to her. Not after all these years.


    Then he lifted her up against the wall, and she wound her legs around him, over his hips, locking him into her. Guiding his slick erection inside her, he whispered softly in her ear, “Business is over for the night.” He stopped, met her gaze. “Or is it?”


    It took a moment for his meaning to sink in. Pain stabbed her chest. Shaky and disoriented, she unwound herself, set her feet on the floor, and pushed him back with such force he hit the other side of the entry hall with a thud. Her heart started beating again, pounding like a piston. Her throat knotted.


    “Get out, Walsh.” The thrill she felt only moments before collapsed like a house of cards, fast and messy, jagged pieces all over her insides. A rushing sound filled her ears, and the room spun.


    He stood naked, his empty arms outstretched. “I didn’t mean it like that,”


    She picked up his clothes off the carpet, opened the door, and threw them into the hall. “Get. Out.”


    He followed her into the bathroom as she gathered his toiletries off the counter and put his hands on her shoulders, turning her around. “It came out all wrong. I made a mistake.”


    She fought to keep the tears from flooding her eyes. Fought to keep the sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach from erupting. This is what happened when you let down your guard. You got hurt. She damn well knew better. “You’re right,” she managed to say. “Our business is over for the night. You can arrest me in the morning. Going to jail would be preferable to working with you. Now get your hands off me.”


    “Don’t be―”


    Pushing him away, she snapped up everything of his she could find, stormed to the open door, and tossed them over the shirt she’d flung in the hotel corridor. All that remained was him.


    “Out.”


    His now deflated member hung in shame as she pushed his sorry hide into the hall, alongside his belongings.


    He turned toward her. “I’m sorry, I―”


    She glared at him and slammed the door.


    He banged on it. “Let me in, Tawny. Please. It came out all wrong.”


    Turning back into the room, she saw his satchel on the sofa. She picked it up, opened the door, and threw it at him. “Go to hell.”


    A couple walking by stared, but neither Tawny nor Walsh paid them any attention. She kicked the door shut again and turned the lock.


    After picking up her clothes, she stepped into the shower, set the temperature of the pelting water to a few degrees below boiling, and scrubbed herself almost raw, first with the washcloth, then with the towel. She didn’t even comb her wet hair.


    Naked and flushed with heat, she opened the liquor cabinet and studied her choices. Early in her career, she had taken a bartending course to learn about the different spirits. Although she herself didn’t drink, she could mix a mean cocktail. She selected a mini bottle of bourbon, opened it, and by-passing a glass, sipped, shivering as the caramel taste burned its way down her throat. She carried the bottle to the bed and sat with her back against the headboard. Lifting the remaining alcohol to her lips, she finished off the bottle in two long swigs, scrunching her nose and shuddering again. God-awful stuff, she thought, coughing. She always wondered why people drank. Now she understood one prime reason. To forget. But for the life of her, she couldn’t decide which to forget: the pain or the pleasure.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Murder Most Ugly


    That evening, Benny sat at the desk in his apartment at Upper Eighties, savoring his Macallan’s while going over the books. Melody had performed her usual magic. Although his body and spirit felt rejuvenated, like he’d been pampered at a luxurious spa, he couldn’t ignore the diminished receipts caused by the economic nosedive. One of his higher-priced ladies had a steady patron at the condo on the Lower West Side; Midtown was empty. A few of his younger ladies were entertaining half a dozen men on the fourth floor at a decent night’s rate, and regular clients occupied two suites, including big man Rick Martel playing Daddy with Melody and Cindi as mommy and baby. Not a filled-to-capacity night but a tidy take.


    He punched the intercom when the phone buzzed. “What is it, Charles?”


    “I think we have a problem, Mr. Cooper. Mr. Martell just left before his allotted time, and he acted very strange. His shirt was hanging out over his pants, and he didn’t say goodbye or even acknowledge me. Someone better check his room.”


    Benny’s heart amped into double rhythm. He couldn’t afford another problem. “Is Colin still here?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Patch me into his office. And Charles, don’t say a word about this.”


    “About what, sir?”


    Within a few seconds, Colin answered with his usual, “Harwood.”


    “Open visual communications into room twenty.”


    “I have it on tape, Ben―”


    “Just do it,” Benny said. “Now.”


    “Okay, okay.” The line went quiet for a minute. “You’d better get up there. I’m on my way.”


    Benny slammed down the phone and dashed out of his apartment. He almost crashed into Colin as they both headed for the stairs, bypassing the slow elevator. Colin used the master key card, and they pushed the door open.


    “Jesus,” Colin said.


    Melody lay sprawled on the floor, a deep, bloody gash marking the side of her head. Bed linens half covered Cindi’s awkwardly twisted body. Benny yanked Colin inside. “Close the damn door and turn off the camera.”


    Colin took the DVD control and punched the buttons he’d programmed to shut off the hidden camera, then went for the bed and Cindi. Benny hovered over Melody.


    “I can’t find a pulse, Benny.” Colin examined Cindi. “Christ, looks like she’s seen the inside of a trash compactor. What did he do, sit on her?”


    Benny’s stomach churned with acid as if he’d eaten his mother’s lethal matzoh balls. “Melody’s still breathing.” He rushed to Cindi and put his hand on her neck. Then he listened to her chest. “I can’t get a pulse.”


    “Should I call an ambulance?” Colin asked.


    Benny leapt to his feet. “Are you crazy? The cops will be all over this place.” His thoughts went to Serena Marshall, lying somewhere on a cold slab, and a wave of guilt streaked by like lightning. He and Colin had discussed the ex-employee when the news identified her as the woman in the harbor. “The cops can’t prove Serena was connected to us. If we call this in, they’ll know for sure. Then they’ll think we had something to do with her death. They’ll close us down in less than a heartbeat, put us all under the microscope. We’ll be ruined.”


    “But we had nothing to do with Serena’s death,” Colin said defensively. “It had to be a john or a crazy.”


    “Whatever happened, she’s dead, and she worked here. How long do you think it’d take for them to find one of the girls if they make the connection? I’ll tell you how long.” He snapped his fingers in Colin’s face. “That long.”


    “What are you going to do about Cindi’s body? And about Melody?”


    “I can’t have Melody turning up at the hospital.” He pulled out his cell. “Why me, God?” he mumbled. “What did I ever do except to make people rich and happy?”


    “Who are you calling?” Colin asked.


    “A friend. Call your boyfriend and tell him to get his ass over here.”


    Colin’s lover, an over-developed ex-boxer by the name of Reggie Cart, held a variety of jobs, none of which required more than a minimal IQ or conscience. Whenever Benny thought of puny Colin and his muscle-bound partner going at it, he couldn’t help smirking. Not tonight. Tonight, they were the perfect couple, and he needed them both.


    “Reggie’s not a bloody undertaker; he’s a thug. Besides, he’s driving a cab tonight.”


    Benny ignored the undertaker description. “Perfect. He’ll need a car.”


    “What if Cindi has family?”


    “She’s from Kansas,” Benny said. “Those people hardly ever leave their farms. Besides, she hasn’t been here long enough for them to know what she was doing. She probably didn’t even have friends.”


    “She’s friends with Melody.”


    “Melody’s a different―Hello?” He raised a cautionary finger as he talked. “Max, Benny. I need your help.”


    * * * * *


    Colin ushered Max Kaufman into Benny’s apartment. Melody lay on the same bed where she’d serviced Benny that afternoon, only now she was out cold. First, Max examined the gash on her head, then checked her heart, pulse, and eyes. He opened his black bag and took out his stethoscope and blood pressure cuff. While Max examined her, she regained consciousness but acted disoriented. Benny gave her a sip of brandy. He didn’t want to ask her any questions with his friend in the room, and thankfully she kept her mouth shut.


    After Max finished checking Melody’s vitals, he cleaned and bandaged her head. He asked her a few questions, which she answered without slurring. She moaned Cindi’s name. “I think she’ll be all right,” Max said. “She might have a mild concussion. I can’t be sure without further tests.”


    “I’ll take your first diagnosis,” Benny said. “She’ll be all right.”


    “Wake her up a few times tonight to make sure she’s okay. I’m going to write down some of the symptoms you should watch for. If any last an extended period of time, get her to a hospital. And no aspirin. Acetaminophen is fine.” He took out a pad and wrote down a few things.


    “Anything else I should know?” Max asked, pulling Benny aside. “You look like you’ve been to hell and back.”


    “Better you shouldn’t know.”


    Max’s dark, piercing eyes, enlarged by magnifying glasses, peered from under a border of bushy brows and settled on Benny. “That bad, huh?”


    Benny nodded, debating whether he should tell Max what happened. Dr. Max Kaufman lost his medical license years before after being convicted of second-degree murder for the assisted suicide of a terminally ill patient. It wasn’t the first time he’d crossed a legal medical line, but it was the only instance the prosecution could prove. He’d shown no remorse, and after his sentence, stated unequivocally that he’d do it again. He served four years in federal prison before his lawyers got him off on appeal. During his time there, two inmates died of suspicious circumstances. Both were terminally ill, but again, no one could prove Max had anything to do with their deaths.


    Benny made his acquaintance through the friend of a friend, and whenever there was a problem with one of his girls or a client, Max came to the rescue. Since he couldn’t practice legally, the money he made illegally kept him and his family clothed and fed. Benny was generous in exchange for Max’s services. Very generous.


    “You know, Benny, I parked my ethics a long time ago. Your patron with the heart attack should have proved that.”


    “Personally, my friend, I think you’re one of the few doctors I’ve known who has any ethics at all. I believe in ending the suffering of people who choose that road. It’s humane.” Benny poured Max a shot of Remy Martin and handed it to him. “I’ve got a dead girl in the other room.” He watched Max to see his reaction. There was none. “A four-hundred-fifty-pound client who’s a heart attack waiting to happen got a hair up his crack and went postal.”


    “What did he do?”


    “Crushed her, I think. I’ll have to wait for Melody to tell us what happened.” Benny didn’t want to tell Max he had a video of the murder. “Maybe he was high on drugs or something, I don’t know. He hot-footed it out of here before we knew anything was wrong.” Benny poured himself another scotch, clicked glasses with Max, and both downed their drinks in one swallow. Benny hated to guzzle good scotch, but he needed the jolt. “Nothing you can do at this point. She’s definitely dead.”


    “Take me there. I’ll examine the body.”


    Benny led Max up the stairs. The ex-doctor felt Cindi’s rib cage, then checked her over. “I’m guessing, but I’d say she suffocated. From the frayed costume and the bruising, I’d say she had a good spanking before he finished her off.”


    “Damn! The guy never did anything like that before. Never got rough. Just a big, fat pussycat who liked pussy.”


    “Pussycat, my ass. More like a man-eating tiger,” Max said. “What are you going to do?”


    Benny ran a hand through his thick hair. “What can I do? The girl they found in the harbor was one of mine. If they connect Cindi to me, they’ll think I had something to do with her murder.”


    “Did you?”


    “No,” Benny said. “I didn’t. But who’d believe me? Two girls?” He glanced at Cindi. “Colin’s friend will get rid of the body. Maybe the cops will think there’s a serial killer taking out prostitutes. It’s happened before. I can’t jeopardize everything I’ve worked for.”


    “And Melody?” Max cocked his head, searching Benny’s face. “Maybe she won’t remember what happened. Concussions can do that.”


    “I’m not that lucky. Lately the stars have been out of alignment for me. Shit happens, but this is a farcockteh downpour. Besides, she was friends with this girl. She’ll ask what happened to her. I’ll have to tell her the truth.”


    “You’ll pay her off?”


    Benny snorted. “Big time.”


    “And the killer?”


    “That’s the real problem,” Benny said. “He’s the accountant for the Russo Family.”


    “Oy vey.”


    “You got that right.”


    * * * * *


    Removing Cindi’s body would have to wait until later. Too many clients lingered in the building. Benny and Colin had a hard enough time moving Melody to Benny’s apartment without anyone seeing. The two men used the interim to watch the video of what happened in room twenty. Max had been right. Rick Martell viciously spanked his imaginary baby sister, then mounted her and bounced as if he were on a trampoline. He pushed Melody out of the way when she tried to stop him. She hit her head on the dresser and fell to the floor. From the film, Cindi looked dead long before he stopped. When he grasped what he’d done, he tried to revive her, but it was too late. Martell turned as white as the fine Italian linens on the bed. He got up, dressed haphazardly, and walked out the door as if he was in a daze.


    Colin coughed. “Jesus, I’m no shrink, but it looked like the baby sister act triggered a repressed memory or something. He went ballistic.”


    Benny nodded. “Freaked. I’m not sure how to handle it from this point.”


    Colin swiveled his chair around. “Reggie will get rid of the body. No one but your doctor friend and the three of us will ever know she died here.”


    Benny plunked down in a chair and dropped his head in his hands. “Why is this happening to me?” he whined. “I’m just a guy who loves sex, Colin. I know you don’t understand that, at least with women, but that’s what got me started in this business.” That and Eileen. “It wasn’t the money. I made enough money so I’d never have to work again. It’s nice, don’t get me wrong, but for me it’s always been about sex. Sex, and lots of it.”


    Benny took a bottle of scotch out of the office cabinet. He poured three fingers and guzzled it down. “I’m ruined.” He poured another shot, swallowed, and grimaced. “Remind me to keep a good bottle of scotch in here. The way things are going, I should carry a flask in my pocket.” He drank the inferior scotch anyway. “Why did this have to happen?” Colin didn’t answer. Benny wanted the night over with. Maybe he’d wake up tomorrow morning and realize this was a bad dream. He pinched himself. Fuck! Hurt like hell. This was no dream.


    Reggie arrived shortly after midnight. Benny was always a little intimidated when he saw Colin’s significant other. No one on the planet would suspect Reggie was gay. The man stood six-five, weighed at least three-twenty, and had skin that defied detection on the darkest night. His pecs bulged like they’d been silicone; his head was shaved smooth as polished onyx. If Benny passed Reggie on a lonely street, he’d shake in his Ferragamos for fear Reggie was a gangbanger, ready to pounce like a panther on unsuspecting prey. He hated to think like that because he was profiling. Not something he liked to think he did. But that’s the way he felt and he couldn’t help it.


    Reggie nodded to Benny and followed Colin upstairs to room twenty, carrying a large suitcase as if it were weightless. Benny assumed it would contain the beautiful Cindi when he left.


    Benny didn’t ask Reggie what he was going to do or where he was going to do it. He didn’t want to know. He crept into his apartment, bone-dead tired. Melody was zonked out in the bedroom, and he nudged her awake, like Max said to do, in case she had a concussion. He’d wake her a few more times during the night and speak to her in the morning when they both felt more like talking. He thought about taking one of the pills himself, but opted instead for one last well-deserved drink before he turned in. He breathed in the heavy aroma, lost in his thoughts. Why had a plague of death crashed down on him like a giant meteor after years of peace and prosperity? First Serena, now Cindi, and poor Melody was out cold.


    More importantly, how could Martell’s history have slipped under the radar? Colin had done a thorough background check on him, taken the necessary precautions. That was one of the things Benny required, along with paying his taxes on time and keeping his properties in tip-top condition so he wouldn’t have trouble with either the building inspectors or the fire marshals. He paid well, mistreated no one. But you couldn’t catch everything. You couldn’t catch a client who suddenly flipped his marbles and went off the deep end. Now an innocent young girl was dead.


    Serena was another story. If the cops went full force, eventually someone would turn in Upper Eighties in a trade, if they hadn’t already. Benny wasn’t naïve enough to think that burying ownership of his buildings in a tangle of red tape would keep them off his back. Someone would talk. That was human nature. So why hadn’t the cops busted the place? What the hell were they waiting for?


    Benny felt like he was sitting on a live grenade. Aside from one instance of rough sex getting out of hand and a client’s heart attack, tonight was the only time Benny experienced an occupational hazard. Cindi’s brutal murder swirled in his head. Then he pictured big Rick Martell. And Mario Russo. One of the fucking crime bosses of New York. Sweat poured off him. He didn’t think even Eileen could make the jitters disappear. He’d be awake all night thinking what he was going to say to the accountant.


    Don’t worry about a thing, Mr. Martell. Your secret is safe with me. Oh, and yes, there are a few more people who know you squashed a sweet, innocent girl like a cockroach. And we have the film to prove it.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    An Inkling of Disaster


    


    Benny woke early. He’d slept fitfully on a chair in his apartment, visions of bodies in suitcases filling what little sleep he managed. Periodically, he dragged himself out of bed and woke Melody, per doctor’s instruction. Colin slept in one of the apartments, something he rarely did. Since Colin and Reggie were accessories in the murder cover-up, Benny knew they’d keep their mouths shut.


    Charles was another story. He lived rent-free in an outside-accessed basement apartment and doubled his doorman duties with maintenance responsibilities. He’d never married, and as far as Benny could tell had no interest in women. Benny didn’t think he was gay, more likely asexual. He solved puzzles at the lobby desk, listened to new wave music, and performed his duties diligently. Charles knew what went on at Upper Eighties―how could he not?―and acted respectful and non-judgmental to the women. Had he put together what happened last night? If he had, Benny hoped and prayed he’d keep his silence.


    Afraid to let Melody sleep too long, Benny woke her at eight. She wrapped herself in the terry cloth bathrobe he offered and disappeared into the bathroom.


    “How do you feel, sweetheart?” Benny asked when she plopped down on the chair in the breakfast nook. Silly question, he thought to himself. She looked like shit. Eyes red and swollen, complexion albino pale.


    “Like I wish I had amnesia.”


    “Here. Have a cup of coffee. It’s Sumatran.” He poured the coffee and put it in front of her.


    “Thanks for this. I really need it.” She blew the steam off the surface and sipped cautiously. “How’s Cindi?”


    Benny’s stomach hit the floor with a thud. He didn’t know what to say. Of course she didn’t know. She’d been knocked out cold. Benny had chewed the inside of his bottom lip raw during the night. He bit the soft, pulpy mass again and sucked in a pained breath. No point in beating around the bush. Out with it, front and center. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Martell crushed her. She was dead when we found her. There was nothing we could do.”


    A mournful wail escaped from under her covered mouth. “Oh, no.” Then she burst into big, wet sobs.


    Benny handed her a tissue, and she blew her nose. His heart wrenched at seeing sweet Melody’s reaction.


    “She was a sweet kid, you know? In the game to write a damn book. Can you believe it?” She scrubbed the tissue over her tearing eyes, smearing the leftover makeup. After sipping the hot coffee as if it were the answer to her shakes, she leaned back in her chair. “Benny, my parents can’t find out what I’m doing. It’d kill them. Is there any way to keep my part in this quiet?”


    After gazing to the heavens, Benny breathed a sigh of relief. For the first time in the last few weeks, the black cloud didn’t hover over his head. Thank you, God. He had planned to bribe Melody to keep quiet about last night, and here she was begging him to cover it up.


    “I’ll do the best I can, honey.”


    “Thanks.” She sniffed and drank more coffee. “Martell went berserk. He got this weird glint in his eyes when he saw Cindi’s getup. At first, I didn’t pay any mind, but he strayed way out of character, and I went for the panic buzzer you placed in the rooms. I never got there. He backhanded me, and I smacked into the dresser like I’d been hit with a wrecking ball.”


    Good description of Martell. “Did he say anything to indicate what set him off?” He knew the answer, but he didn’t want Melody to know the session had been taped.


    “He insisted we call Cindi Baby Sissy and that Mommy―me―should spank Sissy like I spanked him. I think Mommy might have been abusive, and Cindi brought back bad memories. Maybe Mommy spanked Rick but not Sissy.”


    The robe belt loosened. Melody didn’t notice. Benny did.


    “You know I was a psychology major, but I bet if you delve into Rick Martell’s history, you’d find something to explain last night’s behavior.”


    “I’m sure you’re right.” He got up, closed her robe, and looped the ties tight, then he pecked her on the forehead. “I want you to go home and take it easy, and when you feel better book a vacation. Anywhere you want to go. I’ll pay for everything. Meanwhile, try to put this ugly mess out of your mind. Colin will reschedule anyone requesting you, and when this blows over you can come back, if you feel up to it. If not, I’ll understand.” He pinched her chin in a fatherly manner. “Okay?”


    She nodded. “Thanks, Benny. What happened to―oh, my God, I can’t say it.”


    “We took…care of her. If we called the police, everything would be out in the open. I doubt we could have kept you out of it. Do you know anything about her parents?”


    “They’re both dead. If she had siblings, she never mentioned them.”


    Benny breathed another sigh of relief. Of course, that didn’t mean Cindi didn’t have other family to come looking for her. There could be siblings somewhere. Still, it sounded positive. Maybe his luck was changing after all. Listen to me. I’m happy to hear Cindi’s parents are both dead. What have I turned into?


    Melody sniffled, wiped her tears, and blew her nose.


    “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll make sure you’re paid until you decide what you want to do.”


    “I really hadn’t thought about money, but thanks. You’re the best, Benny.” She finished her coffee and poured half a cup more. “It’s awful. First Serena, now Cindi.”


    Awful doesn’t come close. “If Cindi’s found, the police might think there’s a serial killer out there. It happens, you know.”


    “At least we know what happened to Cindi. We’ll never know about Serena.”


    “Probably not. Now go take a shower and get yourself pretty. I’ll order you some breakfast.”


    “Okay, thanks. Oh, one other thing I forgot to tell you.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Cindi had a boyfriend. He knew what she did on the side. I’m not sure he knows about this place, though. She just told me about him.”


    Benny’s eyes looked up at the heavens to see his lucky star explode like a firecracker. Damn. This was why he stipulated his women should be free of ties. Boyfriends were problems waiting to happen. A nagging pain erupted in his chest. Gas. He’d take an antacid as soon as Melody left. He didn’t want her to get the impression he was upset. He wasn’t. He was way beyond upset, moving into hysterical.


    “We’ll cross that bridge when we have to. Don’t worry.”


    She shuffled back to the bedroom to shower and dress. He wanted a scotch in the worst way, but it was ten o’clock in the freaking morning. He settled for another cup of coffee. That would calm his nerves, right? That’s all he needed. A frantic boyfriend threatening to go to the police.


    “Benny?”


    He turned around. The belt on Melody’s robe fell loose to her sides. She slipped it off her shoulders, and it crumpled to the floor, leaving her beautiful body as Nature had intended. She gazed at him like an appreciative puppy. “Anything I can do for you? You know.”


    “Hard to believe,” he said, “but I’m not in the mood.”


    * * * * *


    Eileen Cooper had busted her ass to insinuate herself into the local clubs and other society organizations of the Hamptons. Some of the hoity-toity ladies shunned her in the beginning, causing her to wonder if they knew her past profession. How could they? She was class personified, and she was married to a wealthy ex-hedge fund manager.


    Today’s schedule included lunch with the women of the garden club, a board meeting at the hospital, and a drop in to the school auditorium to check the decorations for the charity fundraiser. Then she’d go to the club for a game or two of tennis. So much to do.


    Benny hadn’t called, which was unusual. Whenever he stayed in town, he always touched base in the morning to let her know when he’d be home. She wondered which of the girls he feasted on for dessert the night before. Angie’s small cup size meant an immediate elimination, although Eileen heard rumors she possessed other more exotic talents. But Benny liked jugs, and the bigger the better. Cindi, the newest one, might have caught his attention. Tessa still had a lot to learn, although Benny prided himself on his tutoring. Marsha never worked on Friday. A Jew whore who held the Sabbath. Who’d figure that? It could have been any one of half a dozen girls, all bereft of sense when it came to men, especially Benny. But Eileen put her money on Melody, with her ample chest and tight ass. Yup, Melody for sure. Still, Melody was no competition. She couldn’t compare with Eileen’s rack. Not on her best day.


    In a rare moment of insecurity, Eileen stood naked in front of the mirror and studied her breasts. Hmm, still good muscle tone for their size. It wouldn’t be long before gravity took hold and she’d droop like an old bag lady. Triple Ds didn’t stay perky forever. She could get a lift, but that went against Benny’s sensibilities. All natural, no preservatives, like goddamn Ben and Jerry’s. When things really start to slide, Benny might think about turning her in for a new ice cream cone.


    But thinking is all he’d do. They were bound by business and secrets, and he knew it. She liked her life too much to lose any part of it, and she’d do whatever it took to make sure that didn’t happen.


    She could deal with his need for variety; that was part of their marriage arrangement. The important thing was that he came home to her. In bed, she could compete with any woman. After all, she taught the young ones everything they knew. She’d tricked long enough to know what men liked, and she didn’t share everything. Some things she kept for Benny alone.


    She cupped her hands under her breasts and lifted them. Keeping her eyes on the mirror, she turned one way, then another. Hmm, flat stomach, no cellulite on her thighs, ass still where it was twenty years ago. Face unlined, neck smooth. The way he exercised it, Benny’s dick would give out long before her triple Ds hit the floor.


    Enough self-adulation. She chose a Versace suit out of the walk-in closet and dressed, still wondering why she hadn’t heard from her husband. It wasn’t like him not to check in. What if something happened to him? She’d have heard by now, wouldn’t she? She should call him. No, he probably had too much of his precious scotch and slept late, that’s all. He’d be home. They had plans for the evening―dinner at the van Sykes. Benny wouldn’t miss hobnobbing with the beautiful people.


    Brushing any thought of disaster from her mind, she put on her three-carat diamond studs, planted her pedicured feet into her four-inch Manolos, and dashed out the door.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Apology Not Accepted


    


    The next morning, Tawny didn’t see Walsh in the lobby. If he was going to arrest her, he’d better show himself or else she’d have breakfast and taxi to the airport. And that would be that. Damn him and the IRS.


    She wasn’t about to run away and be on the lam for the rest of her life. She owned her loft, a few pieces of original art and sculpture, some signed first editions by authors she respected, and a treasured collection of Etruscan and Greek artifacts. Then there was her other life—the one she loved and that the IRS knew nothing about. But they knew where to find her.


    She asked the hotel concierge to hold her things while she ate, then she’d settle up. Looping her satchel straps over her shoulder, she entered the coffee shop. Vacationers filled the place, dressed, or undressed, for their day at the beach. And there was Walsh, sitting at a table set for two. He put down his coffee cup and rose.


    She stopped in her tracks. So did her heart. Damn him. Why did he have to look so good—rested and relaxed, like he’d slept twelve hours. She woke with puffy eyes and a crick in her neck from sleeping sitting up. The bourbon had knocked her out. She damn well wouldn’t do that again.


    “Morning,” he said as she approached.


    She pulled his razor out of her tote and dropped it on the table. “I missed this.”


    He rubbed his bristly chin. “Yeah, I know. Thanks.”


    With the Hollywood stubble, he looked even less like a cop and sexier than ever in faded jeans and a sea-green, open-neck dress shirt. His dark hair, damp from the shower, curled onto his collar. He smelled like herbs and lime. She took the chair he held out and tried to ignore the physical impact he had on her, but her cheeks grew hot in spite of her efforts. Double damn.


    The waiter came to take her order. After a quick perusal of the menu, she ordered an egg white omelet and a bagel. “Lite cream cheese, if you have it. And coffee.”


    “Pot’s on the table, ma’am.”


    She spotted the carafe. “So it is.”


    The waiter trotted off with a smile, and Walsh poured her coffee. He acted contrite, and so he should.


    “I wasn’t sure you drank coffee, health food nut that you are.”


    “Can’t give up everything.”


    “About last night―”


    “Forget it. What else could you have expected?” She put cream in her coffee, no sugar, stirred, and sipped. “I wouldn’t have charged you full price. You don’t make enough to pay for me without a discount.”


    “Stop, damn it. Don’t make it something it wasn’t. I wasn’t taking advantage. I wanted you, no strings.”


    “Yeah, glad to hear prison isn’t a threat these days.”


    “If you thought I was hanging that over your head for sex, I wasn’t. I can’t remember wanting a woman more then,” he polished off his coffee, never taking his gaze off her, “or right this minute.”


    The man was as slick as black ice and as dangerous. Well, he’s not going to get me again. “You don’t have to say that. You need me; you’ve got me. You can call it no strings. I call it blackmail. Now, tell me how I get Benny to contract me, and let’s get this over with.”


    “Jesus, you’re hard.”


    “Yes. I am.”


    He didn’t say anything else. The breakfasts came. Walsh had ordered a western omelet and pancakes. Tawny hoped it settled like Play Doh on those magnificent washboard abs of his.


    Both ate without speaking until Walsh said, “Cooper comes into town twice a week. He eats lunch at the bar at Gruber’s Deli on 87th and yaks it up with the owner. When I know which day, I’ll call you in enough time to get there. From our observations, he’s short a couple of girls these days. When he sees you, he won’t be able to resist making an offer. This time you’ll take it.”


    “Sounds simple enough. I’ll have to give him a hard time or he’ll be suspicious. One thing: I won’t be one of Benny’s after-hour playthings. Got that? That’s non-negotiable. If he balks, either find yourself another potential jailbird, arrest me, or let me off the hook.”


    “It’s not up to me. I’m just a worker bee. But if you skip town, we’ll find you and the feds will indict you on tax evasion. Find out what we want to know, and they’ll cut you a deal. You’ll probably get off with probation and, oh yeah, a nice tax bill.”


    “I wouldn’t expect any less. Let me ask you this. You could get Cooper on charges right now. Why go through all this?”


    “Because without proof, all we’d get him on is running a brothel. His girls might roll on him, but maybe not. I’ve had both male and female undercover cops get chummy with a few of the ladies, but no dice.”


    “Bet you could get one to talk.”


    Walsh smirked. “Too many of them know me.”


    “I bet.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” He wagged his head. “Never mind. I know.”


    Why was she being so snarky? He was doing his job. Then she remembered last night and wondered how many women Walsh had made love to the way he almost made love to her.


    “Benny’s a smart guy,” Walsh said. “I’m sure he’s covered his backside. We’ve no proof he’s blackmailing clients or if he even knew the dead girl. That’s what you have to find out.”


    “Now it doesn’t sound so simple.” She checked her watch. “I have to pay my bill and catch a plane.”


    “Bill’s paid, courtesy of your government, and I’ll drive you to the airport. Plane leaves in two hours.”


    So he did pay the bill. Wonder of wonders. “You guys know everything, don’t you?”


    “Not everything.” He started to say something else but didn’t.


    They finished breakfast and Tawny went to pick up her things. The desk clerk couldn’t have been more helpful. Walsh carried them out to the car parked in the drop-off circle. On the way, three men ogled her, even turned their heads to watch her from behind. She turned and gave them a teasing smile. Walsh frowned. She noticed.


    It took forty silent minutes to get to the airport. Walsh parked and carried her bag inside.


    “I’ll be back in the city later today. I’ll call you when we know something.”


    She took her ticket out of her bag, slapped it in the palm of her hand, and turned toward the counter. “I’m sure you will,” she said over her shoulder.


    * * * * *


    Damn, the woman infuriated him, strutting off in her high heels and designer suit that must have cost four figures. He’d met plenty of working girls in his job but never one like Tawny Dell. Smart and intuitive under her tough-talking exterior, she showed genuine warmth after the bathtub fiasco when he’d nearly lost it. She saw his weakness and didn’t capitalize on it. He doubted her clients ever saw her hard side. They didn’t back her into a corner to do what he was asking. Then he thought about the corner he had her in last night.


    He’d been kicking himself ever since he said those three stupid words. He didn’t even know why he said them. In the middle of that unbelievable sexual chemistry, it hit him what the woman had done for a living. That she never gave it away—no birthday gifts, no Christmas presents. Maybe he was just another john.


    Business is over for the night. Or is it? Her hurt reaction to those three words proved he wasn’t another john, not a pay fuck.


    He slapped his head. He wasn’t lying when he said she turned him on like no other woman. He wanted her so much it hurt.


    Could he be putting Tawny in harm’s way? Was Benny Cooper nothing more than a high-class pimp, or was he a blackmailer, or worse, a murderer? The reality struck Linc that maybe he lacked objectivity where this assignment was concerned, and if he were being honest, he should remove himself as the go-between. He should, but he wouldn’t.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    The Fat Man Speaks


    


    Rick Martell hunkered into his office desk chair with all the energy of a dead battery. He couldn’t think of anything other than his night at Upper Eighties. He wasn’t a violent man. Never hit his wife or kids, even when they deserved a good whipping. He was a freaking accountant, for chrissakes, not a murderer. What had come over him?


    It was that little bitch Sissy back in his life again. Always watching while Mommy played with his pecker. Then, when she told Sissy to play with it, Mommy spanked him with a belt for being a bad boy. Can’t let a little girl touch your wang, she’d said. But he was only doing what Mommy told him. Sissy laughed. She laughed at everything, and Mommy never spanked her.


    He’d lost it big time last night. Black memories resurged, and it was like he was underwater, struggling to reach the surface. He couldn’t control the nightmare he’d spent years in therapy trying to understand. He was nine years old again, and confusion cluttered his brain. Sissy was laughing, calling him fat names. Then Mommy was undressing him while Sissy gave him a lick of her sucker. The difference between real life and memory whirlpooled into one big blur. He wanted to spank this Sissy like he’d spanked the real one that day long ago. So he spanked her.


    Then he crushed her like a bug. Splat! The same way he had crushed his little sister. When he realized what he’d done, he felt for a pulse, but there was none. Baby Cindi wasn’t breathing, and Melody, sweet Melody with the beautiful tits, was out cold. He ran. What else was he supposed to do?


    Why hadn’t the cops come to arrest him? Surely the owner of the club called them. Melody would tell, and his life would come tumbling down again like it had after the first time. What he’d done would be all over the news. His wife would leave him. His kids would have to endure their classmates’ taunts that branded their father a kinky role-playing pervert and child murderer. He’d go to jail, and they’d be scarred for life.


    Uncle Mario would probably put out a contract on him for fear he’d expose the mob boss and the family in exchange for witness protection. Martell would be a dead man either way. Hard to hide a four-hundred-fifty-pound man with a price on his head, except maybe in a sumo wrestling commune in Japan.


    He had one thing in his favor: the man who ran Upper Eighties wouldn’t want the notoriety of a murder. The place was a tightly-held secret, with business conducted through a secure site on the Web or, in his case, through a trusted associate. Even if the cops knew about it, which he figured they did, they didn’t much care about people getting off when they had more egregious crimes to deal with. Martell never thought paying for a fuck and a little theater constituted a crime. A doorman let him in, a beautiful woman took him to a room, and another beautiful woman did anything he wanted.


    Deep in his musings, he thought his cell phone’s ring sounded almost otherworldly, and it took a moment to comprehend where the noise was coming from. Caller ID said Private Number. His boss’s line was private too. Could he have found out already? He punched on his phone.


    “You were a bad boy last night,” the electronic voice said. “A woman is dead and another woman knows who did it.”


    Martell sucked in a breath and held it. Shit, fuck, damn. “What do you want?” he asked, knowing full well the caller’s intentions.


    “Hush money. One hundred thousand and the murder goes away. By the way, there’s film.”


    Cautious, Martell had checked the room the first time he went to Upper Eighties. He didn’t see anything, and he knew what to search for. Whoever installed the camera did a fine job if it escaped his discovery.


    This was the moment of reckoning. Although the main man kept a low profile, Martell knew who he was. Benny Cooper was betting that rather than expose himself as a murderer, Martell would shut up and pay. He calculated the risks on both sides of the equation, the same way he calculated numbers. They had underestimated him. He was logical, tactical. A member of the fucking Russo Family.


    “You didn’t report the crime,” Martell said. “Why not?”


    “We thought we’d give you a chance to get away with it. For a price.”


    Martell felt blood flush hot through his body like a raging river, heating his neck and cheeks, soaking his two-hundred-dollar shirt. He hated that. His hands shook, and he bet his pressure shot up beyond threatening to critical.


    “How noble of you,” he managed to say. “Now, let me get this straight. Someone committed a murder in your establishment. The medical examiner would determine the time of death to be sometime last evening. But you never reported it, did you? If you had, you wouldn’t be calling to offer a cover-up.”


    Silence.


    “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Martell continued, “but my guess is you’ve already disposed of the body, which means no corpus delicti. Now if you expose me, you’re exposing yourself as an accessory after the fact, and all to save me from a murder charge? I’ve got this right, haven’t I?”


    Again, silence.


    “And you’re going to accuse me of murder? Fuck off, asshole. You don’t want to fool with me. I’ll take a hit from my boss―a reprimand at best, but I’ll make sure the NYPD knows about your operation. You guys will be out of business and facing prostitution charges. But that will be the least of your problems. Your one witness to the murder was out cold, your doorman won’t know his own name, but I’ll have a dozen people swear I was somewhere else. And when they find Baby Cindi, if they find her, remember that accessory after the fact business? To keep her taut little ass out of prison, pretty Miss Melody with the glorious knockers will throw you under the bus so fast you won’t feel the wheels turn you into pastry dough.”


    Martell was starting to shake big time now. “Anything else?”


    Silence.


    He slammed down the phone with the force of four hundred and fifty pounds. He heaved himself to his feet and stomped to the bar in his office. So what if it wasn’t five o’clock? Hell, it wasn’t even noon. He needed a drink. He may be only an accountant, but he was an accountant for goddamn organized crime. He knew the ropes, and he knew he had to come clean to the main man. He didn’t want to call attention to himself, but in his case honesty would be the best policy. Martell chuckled at that one.


    He had to think. And he had to get to the toilet fast before he shit his pants.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Deal at the Deli


    


    Tawny took a limo from the airport into the city. The driver tried to barter the fare for a date. When she told him what a date with her would cost, he paled, dropped her at her apartment in SoHo without another word, and drove off with the fare and a nice tip.


    She undressed, showered, and put on a pair of jeans and a Brown University T-shirt. Then she plopped on the bed, tired and stressed and not looking forward to her meeting with Benny Cooper.


    When the phone woke her, rain was pouring down in sheets from a menacing sky. A quick peek at the bedside clock told her it was seven thirty, and for a moment she questioned whether it was morning or night until she saw the p.m. light on its face. She’d slept the entire afternoon.


    “You get home okay?”


    She recognized the voice, and her heart popped like a crackling fireplace. “Fine. No problems.”


    “Thought I’d check.”


    “Thanks.” The line sounded like it had gone dead, and then he spoke.


    “I’ll call you when we know something.”


    “Okay.”


    “Good night, Tawny.”


    “Good night, Walsh.”


    She set the receiver into the base and sat upright on the bed. “That was the most banal exchange I’ve ever experienced in my life,” she said aloud.


    * * * * *


    After working a couple of sexual abuse cases and nailing a serial pedophile over the weekend, Linc got the go-ahead call that Cooper was on his way into the city. He’d stayed in New York Friday night, the day before Linc returned from Myrtle Beach, and his chauffeur drove him to the Hamptons Saturday morning. He partied at a seaside mansion Saturday night and stayed home Sunday and Monday. This morning, Tuesday, he left his house in the limo ten minutes before seven.


    Linc called Tawny, something he’d wanted to do all weekend but couldn’t think of a reason. It was a bad idea to get too chummy, no matter that he wanted to. If this went wrong, he might have to arrest her.


    Tawny’s chirpy hello ruffled his feathers. Seven fifteen and she didn’t sound like he’d woken her. “There’s a health food store right near Gruber’s on 87th, between Lexington and Third,” he said.


    “Good morning to you too,” Tawny said.


    He winced at the sarcasm in her tone. “Yeah, morning. The store is one of the best of its kind in the city. Stuff you can’t find anywhere else, I’m told. That should be a perfect reason for you to be there. You can go in and check it out, then wander over to Gruber’s for lunch.”


    “After a visit to the Metropolitan. Another reason to be in the area.”


    “Of course. You were an art history major, weren’t you?”


    “Yup. Ever been there, Detective Walsh? Or is your entertainment limited to Sylvester Stallone movies?”


    Huh? It took everything he had to keep his cool. “Might interest you to know, Miz Dell, that I’ve been to the Met many times. Some of us law and order guys have other interests besides guns and NASCAR.”


    “Actually, your pursuits don’t interest me at all. What time does Cooper eat?”


    Linc scowled, glad Tawny couldn’t see his irritation. “I’ll call you on your cell as soon as we see him leave his building, but be in the store at noon.”


    “I take it you have my number.”


    “Do I ever.” He hung up, pissed. Sylvester Stallone, my ass.


    * * * * *


    Tawny fumed. Lincoln Walsh was an ass—with a very nice ass, but an ass just the same. And why was he fuming? She was the one who should be mad. The one time she let emotion prevail over reason, a man treated her like a whore.


    Men paid a lot of money for her company and never made her feel as if she’d been bought. For most rich men, paying an exorbitant amount of money was the thrill. It meant they had a woman few could afford. It was power, exclusivity, and ego. Some craved to be seen with a beautiful woman on their arm. No strings attached, minimal sex involved. They didn’t want ties to a steady woman and felt safe that Tawny wasn’t after them for a long-term relationship. She made them feel good, and her presence made the right impression on whomever they wanted to impress, which was the object of hiring her in the first place. Some clients were gay and needed a woman to dispel rumors of their questionable sexual orientation. And still others sought a woman who knew her way around the bedroom. She made clear what she would and wouldn’t do, and she never had a complaint she wasn’t worth what they paid.


    Many older men were married to women for whom sex had become a bore or to women who had their own play toys on the side. The consensual arrangements asked only that each party avoid embarrassing situations at all costs. Screw around carefully, and there’d be no humiliated children and messy divorces. Each partner got what he or she wanted, no one lost money, and both were free to engage in multiple sexual escapades.


    Their arrangements worked fine for her. She’d seen the world on yachts and private jets, gone to Hollywood parties with a major leading man―gay―and dined with Mid-Eastern royalty in their gilt-trimmed palaces. She even enjoyed a ten-year, twice-monthly tryst with a Mafia don in his swanky penthouse hideaway.


    But no one, no one, had ever made her feel like a twenty-buck street whore the way Lincoln Walsh did the other night. The boiling hot shower she’d taken after she kicked him out of her suite hadn’t washed away the dirty feeling still clinging to her skin like an oily residue, even after his effort to explain his callous remark. Now she had to gear up for Benny Cooper. At least she knew where he stood.


    She ground her morning coffee, drank it with a piece of whole-grain toast and fresh fruit, then thought about what she’d wear. If she was going to make herself irresistible, it’d have to be something sexy but classy. She remembered every time she ran into Cooper, and he tried to enlist her into his harem, his sightline centered on her cleavage. Well, today she’d give him enough cleavage to cause him to choke on his pastrami sandwich.


    So, cleavage and demure. Simple. Tawny chose a white, translucent but not see-through Armani linen shirt. She’d unbutton it as low as legally allowable before leaving for the deli, but for now she tucked it into a fitted black skirt that brushed the tops of her knees. She never wore minis except at the beach. They screamed hooker to her, and for the money she charged, that’s the last thing her clients wanted her to look like, unless they did. She’d contracted a few of those over the years.


    She pulled two shoe boxes from her closet. One, a pair of red Tod’s flats to wear during her morning at the museum; the other, Jimmy Choo strappy heels, she dropped into the red Prada satchel for her meeting with Cooper. She’d better take good care of her clothes, because she wouldn’t be spending money on labels from now on. They were tools of the trade, and her trade had ended, or so she thought until Walsh. She stood back from the mirror. It’ll do.


    Tawny took the subway uptown and walked the short distance to the Metropolitan. Unless she was out of the city, she did that every Tuesday for her volunteer job as a docent, sharing her knowledge of Greek, Etruscan, and Roman art with the tour groups that came through the museum. The unpaid position fed her soul. Non-working hours afforded her time to roam the museum, absorbing the over two million works of art from classical antiquity to modern day, including the ever-changing traveling collections.


    She worked the tour at her usual ten a.m. hour and chatted with a few of the employees after. None knew any more about her than she had a doctorate in art history and she volunteered her time at the museum. They’d undoubtedly be shocked to learn about the flip side of her life, but that was no one’s business. Too many people knew as it was.


    She bought a Bastet Egyptian cat at the Met store that she’d coveted for weeks to add to her collection of authentic and reproduction pieces. Maybe it was the ominous task before her that prompted her to feel deserving of a gift.


    She left to find the health food store on 87th. She really wasn’t a health food nut, didn’t take all the supplements, pills, or other overpriced supposedly health-related products. Only a multi-vitamin and a calcium pill to delay the aging process, if only psychologically. If Walsh labeled her a health food nut because she didn’t eat animals, that was his perception, and she knew better than anyone that perceptions were hard to change. The night in the hotel room proved that.


    She walked up Fifth to 87th, crossed Madison, Park, and Lexington and found the health food store exactly where Walsh said. She spotted the awning of Gruber’s Deli a few doors east. Browsing inside the health food store, she picked up a bottle of multi vitamins with extra calcium and magnesium, then found a deserted corner. She pulled her heels out of the satchel, slipped them on, tucked her flats in the bag, and unbuttoned her blouse two more buttons. That ought to do it.


    Her cell rang. Unlike the morning call, this time Walsh greeted her cordially, then went straight to business.


    “Cooper left his building a minute ago and is walking toward the deli. If you leave in a few minutes and time it right, you’ll run right into him.”


    “I have to make a purchase first, and I’m on my way.”


    “Tawny?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good luck, and be careful. Call back on this number if you need me.”


    “Okay.” She turned off her phone. Walsh almost sounded worried. Probably didn’t want any problems to mess up his career.


    She took the small shopping bag with her purchase—something to show for her walk to 87th from the museum—put on her Gucci sunglasses, and headed toward the Deli.


    She’d dressed to attract Benny Cooper, and from the attention she was getting from every male who passed, she’d chosen her outfit well. Was Walsh spying from some safe retreat like he had at the beach? Of course he was. Doing his job, he’d say.


    Damn, Tawny, put Walsh out of your mind. This is business. A way to stay out of federal prison for committing a federal crime. Nothing more.


    She saw Cooper diagonally crossing the street on a collision course to the deli door. Dressed impeccably as always, he hadn’t aged much since their last meeting. A little more gray in his hair, a tiny pot belly, and a few extra wrinkles that defined men over fifty as distinguished. Would he recognize her?


    Yup, he saw her. With sunglasses hiding her eyes, she acted as if she didn’t see him. When they met at the entrance, Cooper held open the door.


    “Thanks,” she said, flashing a smile. “Who said chivalry was dead?”


    Cooper smiled back. “Chivalry could never be dead when there are lovely ladies like you to open doors for.”


    His eyes were definitely riveted on her chest. Some things never changed.


    “It’s been awhile. How are you, Tawny?”


    Tawny cocked her head slightly, lifted her glasses, and squinted, as if trying to conjure a name from her mental Rolodex. She stepped inside and turned toward him. “Benny? Benny Cooper?”


    “I’m flattered you remember me. How long has it been?”


    She didn’t excel at small talk―her business had entailed more listening than talking—but if ever a situation called for aimless banter, this was it. “Years, I imagine. Still in the same business, Benny?” she said with a flirtatious tone.


    “Join me for lunch, and we can talk about it.”


    “Hmm, I don’t know.” She checked her watch. “I have an appointment downtown at two thirty. I was going to grab a quick salad.”


    “Plenty of time.” Without giving her the option to refuse, he took her arm and waved at the owner for a table.


    “Got better company today, I see,” the man said, directing them to an empty table in back.


    “I can talk to you any day, Gruber. Dining companions like this lady come along once in a decade.”


    The owner laughed and placed a couple of menus on the table.


    Tawny slid into the booth, pressing her upper arms against the sides of her chest, swelling her breasts over her demi-bra. True to form, Benny did everything but drool in the complimentary sauerkraut.


    The waitress arrived in a flash with two glasses of water, two cups, and a thermal pitcher of coffee, which she left on the table. Benny made no effort to hide his lasciviousness and ordered corned beef on an onion roll and a cream soda without shifting his gaze. No doubt, if he had some mustard, he would have slathered her chest and gobbled. Tawny ordered a house special salad, hold the meat.


    “Heard you quit the business,” Benny said, finally tearing his gaze away from her chest to concentrate on her face. “Tell me New York isn’t losing one of her star ladies.”


    Tawny added cream and sipped her coffee. How did Benny know she’d quit the business? “Where did you hear that?”


    “We share some of the same customers. Wall Street types make the rounds.”


    “Should’ve known. I’m getting too old, Benny. Can’t compete with the young girls coming up. A woman should know when her time is up.”


    “If you don’t mind my saying, you still have a lot of years left, if what I’m seeing today is any indication. Still eye-ball knocking gorgeous. How old are you, Tawny, twenty-nine, thirty? Not too old where I come from.”


    She wouldn’t tell him she was thirty-two, heading fast for thirty-three, and she’d been in the life since she was eighteen. That’s fifteen years of turning tricks. Fifteen years of keeping in shape. Fifteen years of dealing with the Benny Coopers of the world. “Thanks. Maybe I’m going through a period of self-doubt. But what you heard is true. I’m out of the game. Gonna relax a while until I decide what I want to do.”


    “How could I entice you to come out of retirement? I’d guarantee more money than you made as an independent, for one.”


    Tawny laughed. She didn’t think he could have made her more money per engagement, just more engagements. She’d never wanted to work that hard. “I made enough money. Besides, I don’t need your clients. You could do even better with some of mine.”


    The waitress set down the lunches and refilled her empty coffee cup.


    “Come work for me and bring them along. Then when you leave for good, they’ll have a place to go for the best ladies in town. Not your caliber, to be sure, but right up there. Everyone knows that.”


    “If everyone knows, then my ex-clients will find you. I don’t divulge names. They trust me to protect their privacy.”


    “My places are private. I’ve been off the radar since I started.”


    Since Tawny knew his place was more than a blip on the radar screen, she wanted to disagree. But that would defeat the purpose of her accidental meeting.


    “You know what’s always been the sticking point of working for you, Benny.”


    “You mean a little sursy?” Benny’s playful tone didn’t hide his lecherous smirk. “What’s wrong with that? You might enjoy yourself.”


    “You don’t mean a little gift.” She leaned across the table and spoke in a whisper. “You mean fuck, and I never give it away.”


    Benny expelled a raucous belly laugh loud enough for people to turn and see what exploded. “Still get right to the point, don’t you, Tawny.”


    “I don’t believe in beating around the bush. Pardon the pun. No, Benny. I’m out.”


    “What would it take?”


    Tawny had anticipated this question. She had to make it sound good but still not price herself out of the ballpark. “If I were considering, you wouldn’t agree.”


    “Try me.”


    She cocked her head in phony contemplation. “Hmm, let’s see. What could possibly tempt me? Three K an hour, no more than once a week. Twenty-five for weekends, and a hundred a week. And no freebies for the boss. The last one is non-negotiable.” She speared an egg slice, then slowly sucked it in her mouth. Her gaze never left Benny. He sat quietly. “See? I told you. You can’t afford me.”


    That’s all she had to say. She’d read Benny perfectly. He was the type who didn’t like anyone to think he couldn’t cough up the goods. He leaned back in his chair. A long sigh escaped through his nose over a very crooked half-smile.


    “My, my, you don’t make things easy, do you? You know, I don’t pay my girls directly, and I don’t take a cut. My percentage comes from the client for the connection. The ladies specify their own price, but in your case, I would arrange the price with the client beforehand, to make sure there’s no problem. That’s a lot of money for an hour of anyone’s time.”


    “That’s right. If you took a cut, you’d be a pimp. I’ve never had a pimp, and I’m not starting now.”


    “Brrr. Pimp. Ugly word. See? We’re on the same wavelength.” He drank his Dr. Brown’s cream soda. “But I’d need something more.”


    She’d set the price higher than she ever charged on her own and really didn’t think he’d bite. But the fact that he didn’t nix the arrangement right away gave her hope. She’d rejected his advances so often in the past, if she gave in too easily and didn’t put the screws on him, he’d be suspicious. “Like what?”


    “A night as hostess included, same price. Your beautiful presence would send my business into the stratosphere.”


    “Out of the question. I don’t do public engagements.”


    “Okay, then. Two hours a week at three and a half per. There might be an occasional hotel arrangement. Some of our obscenely wealthy clients feel it’s more anonymous. The rest stays as is, and it’s a deal.”


    She leaned back and sighed. She was getting more than her asking price but with an extra night’s work. She probably needed more than two nights to get the required information, but she liked that it was Benny’s idea. Even so, she hated bartering. She never did business that way.


    “Up front,” she said.


    “The end of the evening,” Benny countered. “I’m sure that’s the way you were paid. Not that anyone would renege because you’re not worth your charges but…” he smiled “business is business.”


    She’d expected that. No one paid up front, but she wanted to let Benny think he had control and the last word. Her heart thumped. She actually pulled this off. “Just so happens a close relative is sick and asked me for a loan. I’d like to help her out, but my money is tied up in investments, and I’m a little short on cash right now.”


    “Does that mean we have a deal?”


    Tawny leaned across the table, offered her hand. “Deal.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Who’s Calling the Shots?


    


    Linc and his sometime partner, Dennis Hyde, parked across the street from the deli. It was a divide-and-conquer operation. Tawny and Cooper came outside and stood chatting on the sidewalk. The way the woman was dressed, sexy and elegant at the same time, made Linc feel like he was on a suicide mission, jumpy and tense.


    “She’s a looker, all right,” Dennis said. “Sure you don’t want me to follow her? You can take Cooper.”


    “That’s okay,” Linc said. “She knows me. A new face might make her pull back.”


    “After Myrtle Beach, exactly how well does she know you, lover boy?”


    Linc settled a beady glare on his partner. “Not that well. Besides, she’s not my type.”


    “Bull. Shit. That woman is the type for any red-blooded man with breath left in his body.” Dennis laughed. “What? She turn you down?”


    “She’s an assignment. I’m not crazy. The woman’s a hooker.”


    Dennis sighed. “I’d be willing to overlook that. Wonder what a woman does to make her worth so much money. Ever think of that? I mean, a fuck is a fuck, isn’t it?”


    “You’ve been married too long, partner.”


    “Wait, they’re saying goodbye. Now, which way will she go? The subway at 86th or walk to Fifth and catch the bus downtown? Or maybe she’ll hail a taxi.”


    Linc hoped it wasn’t a taxi. “With those heels, she’s not up for much walking. My guess is the subway. It’s closer and she’s a mass transportation type of gal.”


    She waved goodbye to Cooper with a smile that would melt the polar ice cap and headed toward Lexington, turning the corner toward 86th. “Subway. I’m outta here,” Linc said. “You know where Cooper is going. See if anything goes on before you call it a day. He’ll probably stay the night.”


    “Yeah, I can see she has no effect on you whatsoever,” Dennis yelled as Linc hustled out of the car and down the street. “Don’t break your neck catching up with her.”


    Christ, was he that obvious? He almost threw out his back vaulting from the car like a goddamn gymnast. What the fuck was wrong with him, and wasn’t that at least the tenth time he’d asked himself that?


    He was closer to Third, and she was already out of sight. If she caught the subway, he’d miss her, and she probably had a pass. He’d have to purchase one. If he started running, people would think something was wrong. Wait. What was he thinking? This was New York. Very little in this city turned anyone’s head.


    Linc whipped around the corner onto Lexington and saw Tawny stop near the subway entrance. She’d buttoned her shirt and was pulling off her heels, exchanging them for a pair of flats from her satchel. The woman was prepared for everything. He caught up with her halfway down the stairs and looped his arm through hers. “How did it go?”


    “So, you were watching,” Tawny said as if she expected him. She pulled her arm from his grip. “I wondered whether you had me staked out like some kind of criminal.”


    “I wanted to make sure you weren’t in danger.”


    “How thoughtful, but Cooper isn’t dangerous. Debauched and depraved, maybe, but not dangerous.”


    “We don’t know that.”


    “All he cares about is business.”


    “And sex.”


    She raised one brow, opening those turquoise eyes that sparkled even in the dim light of the underground. “That is his business, remember?”


    They reached the turnstile, and Tawny pulled out a Metrocard. “You can buy a pass over there. That’s if you persist in following me.”


    He looked at her.


    “Go ahead. I won’t run away.”


    Fortunately, he had the right amount and bought the pass. She waited.


    “You could have hopped a subway and gotten rid of me. Why didn’t you?”


    “You’d catch up. No sense making your life difficult because you’re making mine that way.”


    The number 6 train came almost immediately. They got on and took seats next to each other.


    “So, did you make a deal?” Linc asked.


    “Just like I was told. I made an outrageous demand, and he met my offer.”


    He grunted. Why did that bother him? She was right. She did what he wanted her to do. Still, he had to admit, if only to himself, that it did bother him. He was blackmailing her to go back into business, and he felt slick and slimy for doing it.


    “Something wrong?” she asked. “It’s what you wanted me to do, right? I get inside, snoop around, find out stuff, and I’m off the hook. Right?”


    “Right.”


    “So why the scowl?” Tawny frowned. “Don’t tell me pimping me out to that slimeball bothers you.” The train screeched to a halt. Astor Place Station. “My stop.” She got up and headed for the door.


    He followed. “Huh? Pimping? Is that what you think I’m doing? Pimping you out?” He ignored the turned heads, who obviously heard the magic word, and scaled the stairs to the street after her.


    She stopped short and whirled around. “What would you call it then? Undercover work? Maybe you should say under-the-covers work, huh?”


    Had he imagined tears in her eyes? Damn. “Listen, I’m not heading up this operation. I’m following my boss’s orders. I had nothing to do with setting you up. It was an assignment.”


    “Following orders. Where have I heard that before, Herr Valsh?” She took off, walking at a good clip, then stopped again. “You know, I’m not sure I want to go through with this. There are other women working for Cooper. I don’t want to get them in trouble.”


    “They’re already in trouble. Prostitution is a crime. You ought to know that.”


    “It’s a victimless crime. No one gets hurt. These women are only making a living.”


    “That’s what you all say to rationalize what you do. What about the woman who washed up in the harbor? Isn’t she a victim?”


    “You don’t know she’s dead because of her profession, and from what you’ve told me, there’s no proof Cooper’s involved. None.” Tawny didn’t say anything more until she stopped in front of a recessed door between an art gallery and a trendy woman’s clothing shop.


    “This is where I live. But you already knew that, didn’t you. You know everything.”


    “I knew the address. I hadn’t checked it out.”


    “You’re falling down on the job. I thought you guys knew everything about me.”


    “I have a feeling no one knows everything about you, not even us.”


    She hesitated, pulling her glorious bottom lip between her teeth in a picture of contemplation.


    “I’ll go through with this on one condition. You don’t go after the women who work for Cooper. I mean that. If I find out Cooper is blackmailing his clients, that’s fair game. If he had anything to do with the dead woman, also fair game. But unless one of his girls is involved, they’re off the hook, like me.”


    “I can’t promise that. I don’t make the rules.”


    “Get my deal to someone who does. That’s the only way I’ll play. Otherwise, we’re back to square one, and you can charge me with tax evasion. My lawyer will see you guys in court. I’ll make sure I hire one who knows how to buck the system. Maybe one of the big-time tax attorneys. You know the ones. They actually divert the money their clients are overpaid so they don’t pay taxes.”


    “You don’t want to do this, Tawny. You don’t make demands of the government.”


    “Watch me. Oh, and one more thing, Walsh. I want the deal in writing. Everything. I’m not going into Cooper’s place, do your dirty work, and then have you or your boss say, ‘Too bad, kid. Don’t know what you’re talking about. What deal?’”


    He blew out a long breath. “I don’t know if I can get you the first of your demands. Doubt I can get anything in writing.”


    “That’s the deal,” she said, not giving an inch. “I have an engagement at Cooper’s Monday night at five to get the tour.” She stared at him a long time. “Let me know before then if your bosses agree to my requirements. No arresting any woman unless she’s involved in misconduct other than prostitution. If any are, I won’t hold back the information, but I don’t want anyone’s life ruined because she’s caught in a sting. And a written statement affirming that I will not receive a prison sentence for tax evasion. I’ll pay all back taxes, interest, and penalties, take probation, whatever, but no prison.” She faced him straight on. “That’s it. Otherwise, I’ll take my chances. Let me know.” She slipped a key into the lock, said, “Bye, Walsh,” went inside, and closed the door behind her.


    Linc stood on the street in the middle of SoHo, feeling the noose tightening around his neck. He also felt like a first-class shit.


    * * * * *


    Tawny entered the old freight elevator and rode it up to the fourth floor. Decades before, the building had been a factory, then a series of artist studios. The neighbor on the floor below still used his place as part studio, part living quarters. In the late 90s when many of the galleries moved to Chelsea, she found the loft and paid rent for the first few years. When she had enough money from her modeling jobs, she bought the loft for what she considered a fair price. Nothing near what selling it today would bring, even in the downturn market. She gutted the inside, refinished the floors, and painted it a soft taupe. The windows were almost floor to ceiling. She blocked off part of the space for a large bedroom, away from prying eyes, but the rest of the area was open and comfortably furnished. Nothing fancy. She liked simplicity. Straight lines, no frills. She’d never used her home for clients, preferring hotel arrangements and away-from-the-city trips. This was her sanctuary.


    Not today, however. Along with the added anxiety of getting into something that felt wrong, she felt vulnerable. She was being manipulated, and she hated it. Manipulated by the NYPD, Treasury, and by Lincoln Walsh in particular.


    She couldn’t read him, and that surprised her. Instinct had always served her well where men were concerned. If some guy behaved strangely or a situation felt threatening, she bolted. The hell with the money. She never took chances.


    But Walsh? If she had to guess, she’d say he wasn’t too happy with her or his assignment. At first cocky and arrogant, he now acted almost conciliatory. He sure didn’t like hearing she thought he was pimping her out.


    It’s all in one’s perspective, isn’t it, Walsh?


    Then there was the day in the hotel room in Myrtle Beach—when their heat had reached the boiling point. Three words stopped what would have been a big mistake for both of them. Still, she couldn’t ignore her emotional response to him, then and now. No man had made her cry in a long time, and she didn’t know why this one did. He was business, only a different kind of business.


    Well, they were in it now, and whatever happened happened. She hoped she was right about Benny Cooper. That he was nothing more than a horny sex addict, going from Wall Street to Back Street, even though Back Street was in the toney upper eighties of the east side of New York. Because if he wasn’t, he’d gone from hedge fund manager to pimp to murderer.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Benny’s Dark Cloud


    


    Benny returned to Upper Eighties feeling like he’d just signed Angelina Jolie to an exclusive long-term contract. Tawny Dell was damn close, maybe better, and she didn’t have all those weird tattoos. With a smile plastered on his face, he was headed for the door of his apartment when Colin popped out of the office.


    “Need to speak to you, Benny.”


    He had a strange expression that gave Benny pause. The way things had gone before today would send anyone into a fit of depression. After his meeting with Tawny, he was up, and he didn’t want anything to bring him down. “What is it?”


    Colin pulled him inside and closed the door. “Ever hear of a guy by the name of Dirk Hansen?”


    “No, should I?”


    “He says he’s Cindi’s boyfriend.”


    Benny had almost forgotten about Cindi, and he sure as hell had forgotten Melody’s remark that Cindi had a boyfriend. He’d buried the tragic evening, and nothing had happened to resurrect it. Wherever Reggie stowed Cindi’s body, she hadn’t been found, making it easier for Benny to forget.


    “Shit.”


    “You knew about this?” Colin asked. “I thought Cindi didn’t have a boyfriend.”


    “I asked her. She said she didn’t, but she lied. I wouldn’t have hired her if I’d known.”


    “What’s worse is she told him where she worked. He had the phone number and the Web site, and he knew our physical address.”


    “What did he say?”


    “He wanted to know where Cindi was. He figured she’d contracted a weekend engagement, but it’s been longer than a weekend, and she didn’t mention going out of town.”


    “What did you tell him?”


    “At first I acted like I didn’t know what he was talking about. Then I figured denying she worked here would make him more suspicious. So I said she left the other night, and we hadn’t heard from her since.”


    Benny summoned his usual twisted rationale and conceded Colin’s statement was true. She did leave there the other night, and she hadn’t returned. “What did he say?”


    “That he was going to report her disappearance to the police.”


    “Did you look up his information?”


    Colin handed a paper to Benny. “Everything. He’s an actor. He and Cindi didn’t live together and only dated for a couple of months. He found out what she did on the side when she wasn’t going to casting calls or working on her Master’s.”


    “Am I under a dark cloud, Colin? Do you see one over my head? Do you?”


    “Maybe a little one. Like a puff of smoke from a chimney.”


    “Jesus. What do we do now?”


    “Hold tight, I guess, and expect the cops.”


    * * * * *


    Benny waited. And waited. Sweating profusely. What the hell was going on? The cops never showed up. He almost started to relax when Charles called about a man who had neither a password nor an appointment.


    “What should I do?” Charles asked. “He said his name is Dirk Hansen.”


    The name spiked an immediate case of acid reflux. Benny belched under his breath. “Be right there.” He called Colin, explained the situation, and told him to switch on the camera and tape recorder. Then he went to the door and ushered the actor into the office where Colin waited.


    Dirk Hansen was almost too pretty to be a man. Wavy hair worn long, fake tan, eyes bright blue. A tight T-shirt highlighted his gym-rat rippling abs. It didn’t take Benny long to realize the actor had one person’s interest in mind, and it wasn’t Cindi’s.


    “I bet this place is a goldmine,” Hansen said, taking in every detail of the office, especially the erotic Persian miniatures.


    Hansen exuded a smugness that made him instantly unlikable. Benny didn’t know for sure where this kid was going, but he smelled money on the horizon, felt it in his bones. And if there was one thing Benny knew, it was the smell of money. He sat back and let Hansen set the conversation.


    “So you don’t know what happened to Cindi, huh?” Hansen continued.


    “Like the man said, she left here the other night and never came back. She wasn’t on the schedule, so I didn’t think much about it.” Benny took a small tin of mints from his jacket pocket and popped one in his mouth. He didn’t offer one to Hansen. “And you say you haven’t heard from her either?”


    “Not a word. I have a key to her place, and she wasn’t there. Didn’t look like she’d been home for a couple of days.” He steadied his gaze on Benny. “Probably since she left here.”


    Benny juggled his mint from one side of his mouth to the other, taking his time. “Maybe she has another boyfriend and they ran off together. Not inconceivable with beautiful women who love money and excitement.”


    “No, Cindi would never do that. She loves me. She wouldn’t flip me for someone else.”


    Cocky son of a bitch. “You told Colin you were going to call the police to report her missing. Why haven’t you?”


    “How do you know I haven’t?”


    Not only did Benny dislike this guy, he wanted to rearrange his pretty face. He was the high school jock who always got the girl, the captain of the football team, the stud who got by on his looks and not talent or brains. The guy who was everything Bennie wasn’t, except rich. Well, Hansen was finding out that being an actor wasn’t the same as high school, because he wasn’t making it, or else he wouldn’t be at Upper Eighties giving his best impression of a shakedown. Tough business, even for a pretty boy.


    Benny noticed Colin’s frown before he turned to the computer and feverishly typed away, clicking the mouse, typing again.


    “I know you haven’t contacted the police, because you wouldn’t be here if you had,” Benny responded.


    Hansen smiled. Goddamn whitest teeth Benny ever saw. Perfect too, like fucking Chiclets. So, he was either genetically lucky or his parents paid a bundle for orthodontics. Which meant he came from at least a middle-to-upper class background.


    “I can still report her missing. But I can keep quiet for the right price.”


    The scumbucket now validated Benny’s gut instinct about extortion. “Why would you think there is a right price?” he said coolly.


    “You’re running a house of prostitution. Cops might be interested.”


    “I’m sure they would,” Colin said, surprising Benny at the intervention. “Go ahead. Report her missing.” He turned around the computer screen where Dirk Hansen’s mug shot stared back at them. “This you?” Colin asked. “Says here, um, let’s see, oh yeah, you beat up your wife. Almost killed her. You spent a night in jail before your rich daddy bailed you out.” Colin faced Hansen, whose smugness had vanished. “Cindi know about this? We need to tell her, Benny, next time she shows up.”


    Hansen’s neck was as purple as an eggplant, and his words came out in a staccato sputter. “My wife…she…she dropped the charges. I was cleared.”


    “Hmm, still married, I see,” Colin said, switching screens. “Wonder if Cindi knows.”


    “Me and my wife—we’re in the process of getting a divorce. We haven’t lived together for months.”


    “Somehow I don’t think you want to report anything,” Colin said. “What if something did happen to Cindi? Who do you think the cops would suspect? Who do you think, Benny?”


    I could kiss you, Colin, but you might take it the wrong way. “Gee, I don’t know, but I bet they’d certainly question this nice fellow here. Go ahead, Hansen. Use my phone. The police will be here in a few minutes, and you can make your charges. Oh, and by the way, there’s nothing here but apartments. Some are rented, some not. All legal and above board.” He moved the phone toward Hansen.


    Hansen didn’t move. “Maybe, er, maybe I got the wrong impression from Cindi. She never actually said—”


    “Nice to meet you,” Benny said, cutting him off. “But not really.” Both men stood. The actor towered over him, which pissed Benny off even more. “Now get out.”


    “I wasn’t trying to put the screws on you, Mr. Cooper,” Hansen said. “What I really need is a job. You must have men come in here all the time shopping for a little bi-sexual action, or even gay. I’m versatile. Bat from both sides of the plate.”


    “I bet you are, and I’m sure you do. But you see, like I said, we don’t do those things here, and you have no proof otherwise. Only the word of your soon-to-be-ex-girlfriend. We’ll make sure of that, won’t we, Colin? Cindi deserves a hell of a lot better than this prick.”


    “Absolutely,” Colin said. “My suggestion is you should hit on your rich parents to bail you out if you’re broke.”


    “Can’t do that,” Hansen said.


    “Disowned you, have they?” Benny asked. “Bailed you out too many times? Black sheep of the family?”


    “I…I wanted to make my own way,” Hansen stuttered.


    “Yeah, right,” Colin said. “I bet.”


    Benny loved putting this twerp down in the gutter where he belonged. “And if you decide to report whatever you think it is we do here, make sure you contact the captain at the 19th precinct. He’s a close personal friend of mine.”


    “I wouldn’t—”


    “Colin will see you out.”


    Colin opened the door and Benny heard him usher Dirk Hansen down the hall and out of the building. He sat down again. This time he popped an antacid. Damn ulcer. Colin came back in the room and shut off the tape recorder and camera.


    “Beautiful,” Benny said. “You’re a genius.”


    “Too bad he’s such a slug. I have a few friends who’d find him quite delectable, and he certainly seemed amenable.”


    Benny groaned. “Jesus, Colin.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “What made you think to check him out?”


    “I check everyone out. Last thing we need is a kink with a record beating up on one of the girls.” The men exchanged glances, and Colin let out a long sigh. “I checked out Martell, honest. Nothing I could have foreseen.”


    “You think this schmuck will talk?”


    “He’s not a good guy. My guess is there’s more in his record he doesn’t want made public. If and when Cindi, um, shows up, he’ll keep quiet.”


    “You know where she is?”


    “I didn’t ask. Better I don’t know, and Reggie didn’t say. It’s like it never happened.”


    Benny got up and patted Colin’s back. “But it did,” he said, and left the office.


    Even thinking about the glorious Tawny couldn’t resurrect the midday high that had now deflated into a late-afternoon funk. He went back to his apartment and called his driver to pick him up. He decided he didn’t feel like staying in the city. Didn’t feel like nipple clamps or garter belts or nail-studded dog collars. He planned to go home, spend the next couple of days in Eileen’s sexual custody.


    Halfway out the door, Colin caught him again.


    “I don’t know if you want to take this call.”


    “Who is it?”


    “Mario Russo.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    The Green-Headed Monster


    


    Eileen had an instinctive sense of timing. Benny never came home in the middle of the afternoon unless he didn’t feel well or something bad happened. With those options, she squeezed into the sexiest outfit she owned, other than her naked body. That would come later. The kids were going from day camp to a pizza party, so she’d have the whole afternoon alone with her husband. The dog barked when the car pulled into the circular drive, and Eileen stole one more glance in the mirror. She pushed up her triple Ds, making sure they did everything but pop completely out of her blouse. All the silicone in the world couldn’t beat Nature in all its bountiful beauty. She plucked a pair of long beads from the box of toys in her dresser drawer and dropped them over her head. Those were for Benny.


    Eileen saw herself as a pragmatist. Benny made her life possible, and she’d never do anything to screw that up. In fact, everything she did insured life would go on as always. He liked that about her. That, and the fact she never questioned him about what he did when he wasn’t with her. Of course he didn’t know about the tennis coach. And he wouldn’t.


    She nodded to the driver, who got out and walked around to the back of the house where he parked his car. Eileen shimmied into the back seat of the Bentley before Benny got out. She took off her necklace and laid it on the seat beside him. Her skirt was so short she had no problem straddling him.


    “What’s the matter, baby?” she said in a little girl voice. “Don’t you feel well? Tell mama. You know you’ll tell me sooner or later.” She unbuttoned the top button of her blouse, then the second one, the way it excited Benny.


    “I always do, don’t I? It’s just…I had a wonderful lunch, then it all went to shit.”


    He was such a little boy. All men were. And it was a woman’s job to keep them that way. Always to have the upper hand. She slipped her blouse off her shoulders. “Does it have anything to do with the…tragedy the other night?”


    Benny stroked the swell of her breasts. As he circled his fingertip around her nipple, she felt it peak.


    “I’m not sure I’m up to having sex right now, darling,” he murmured.


    “I know, sweetheart. I can tell. How could you when you’re upset?” She slid down his zipper, then slipped her hand into his crotch and gently tweaked the tip of his cock. Slowly. Very slowly. “Poor baby.”


    “You might be getting me in the mood. I’m not sure, though. I need a little more encouragement.” He lifted one of her breasts and drew it into his mouth, suckling like a hungry infant. In between slurps, he told her about Cindi’s boyfriend first, then about Mario Russo. She caught her breath at Russo’s name, but Benny didn’t notice while he was feasting. He always told her everything, other than who the day’s lucky woman was. But she didn’t need him to tell her. She had been in the life long enough to know that for him it was business, no different than it had been for her. A release of tension.


    Well, not exactly. For her turning tricks had been about money. Lots and lots of money. A lucrative job. She made men feel like they were George Clooney, and they paid her to make them feel that way. Even trade. That’s what she was doing to Benny right now.


    She purred in his ear, along with a tongue tickle. “The little con artist tried to shake you down? The nerve.”


    “He did. I’m afraid he’ll be back. Blackmailers never stop.”


    She ran her fingers up and down his shaft, felt him grow harder. Not in the mood, her ass. A man is always in the mood, given the right incentives. Even men way past their prime, which Benny wasn’t. She was non-pharmacological Viagra. If Benny got any harder, he could use his stick to hit a home run out of Yankee Stadium.


    “What’s this guy’s name?” Eileen said, positioning herself.


    “Dick,” Benny moaned, moving on to the other breast. “Damn, with you in my pants, I’ve got dick on the brain. His name is Dirk, not Dick. Dirk Hansen. He’s an actor. Probably not a very good one or he wouldn’t be resorting to extortion. Colin found he had a record―oh, God, that feels good―and if Cindi ever turned up hurt or dead, he’d be the first one questioned.”


    “Someone ought to teach him a lesson. He obviously didn’t know who he was dealing with, did he? What about Russo?”


    “I’m meeting with him Thursday. I’m sure he wants to talk about the Martell incident. I meant to call Martell, but I got sidetracked. I kind of thought if I didn’t think about it, Cindi never happened.”


    “That’s the best way, darling. Don’t think about it. If Martell had a conscience, he’d have called the police. He didn’t, so I’d say you’re safe. Russo probably wants to confirm what happened will be forgotten.


    Benny pulled his mouth from Eileen’s nipple, a dollop of drool teetered at the corner of his lips. “I’m not a bad man, Eileen. I’m trying to run a business. Trying to make people happy. Is that so terrible?”


    She patted his head. “Of course not, darling.”


    “Why do people do these awful things to me? After all these years, why are bad things happening?”


    “Forget everything else and think of the here and now, baby. And what does Benny want to do right now?”


    “I want you to do Daddy like you’ve never done him before. Make my depression go away.”


    Doing him like she’d never done him before might take some doing, but she’d give it her best shot. She reached for the beads on the seat. Benny liked them better than a cock ring. God, she hoped no one brought the kids home early.


    * * * * *


    The children had already eaten and were in the screening room with some friends, watching a video that hadn’t yet been publicly released. Benny’s friend in L.A. sent them as extra payment for those nights of bliss whenever he was in New York.


    For Eileen, being a Princess was a no-brainer. She hired someone else to do everything. A Princess couldn’t ruin her nails or get her hands all wrinkly doing dishes. Tonight, Eileen had the cook prepare Benny’s favorite―brisket with potatoes and carrots, like his mother used to make. In spite of his wealth, he was still a hamisha Jewish boy from Brooklyn, Kobe beef aside. Some things never changed. Bagels with nova or whitefish and cream cheese, corned beef and pastrami sandwiches, kosher pickles, and Mother’s brisket.


    She watched Benny cut into the tender slice of beef, stab a carrot onto the fork, and shovel it into his mouth. “What was the good thing that happened today, sweetheart? We got so carried away in the Bentley you didn’t finish telling me.”


    “Oh, right.” Benny chewed, wiped his mouth on the starched linen napkin. “Ever hear of a call girl by the name of Tawny Dell?”


    Eileen stopped eating. She hated brisket. Too much greasy gravy. Anything that kept her from eating it was okay with her. And she hated Tawny Dell. “No, I don’t think so,” she said calmly. “Should I?”


    “No, I thought you might have crossed paths.”


    “Hmm, what about her?”


    “I’ve convinced her to work for me. She set a high price, but there are a couple of clients who’ll be happy to pay it, in addition to my fee for setting them up, of course. She’s that special.”


    Eileen got up from the table, almost tipping over her chair. “How much did she ask?”


    Benny’s chewing slowed, and his glare was as sharp as any cutting words. He never talked money. Never. She figured he didn’t want her to know in case he ever decided to dump her and take his fortune with him. And of course, there was that goddamn pre-nup. But she knew everything. Benny had a good chunk of money stashed outside the country. She knew where and she knew the account number. Crooked accountants work both sides. Eileen wasn’t the best call girl in New York for nothing. Better than that skinny whore from some podunk town in Massachusetts.


    “I asked if you knew her. That’s all.” He cut another piece of meat, focusing his squinty eyes on her the whole time. “Is it the high price I’m paying her, or is there something you’re not telling me?”


    Eileen mentally scolded herself for losing her cool. It wasn’t like her. Bad enough she had to deal with younger women yanking Benny’s pecker on a weekly basis, but a sleazy hustler threatening Benny’s business, an underworld don, and Tawny Dell rearing her beautiful head into her life once more, triggering multiple spasms of insecurity, was more than she could handle in one day. Especially after giving Benny the contortionist blowjob of his life in the back seat of the Bentley.


    She parked herself and sipped the 2001 estate California Cabernet she paid a hundred and fifty dollars for at the wine shop. Calm down, Eileen. She forced a smile. “I guess I’m a little jealous. I take it she’s getting more than I did before you took me away from all that and now get it for free.”


    “It’s been years, darling, and there’s this little thing called…inflation. Locked away in your two beautiful homes, away from the hard, cold facts of the economy, you might not have heard about it. No need to worry, though. I always come home to you because no one makes me happier. Why do you think I chose you out of all the women shopping for the golden ring? Note, I didn’t say ‘brass.’” He picked up his wine and drained the glass. “Lovely wine.” He filled both goblets. “Besides, her condition is no freebies for the boss. Look at it this way, you won’t have to give her lessons on how to be the perfect courtesan. She comes with a built-in reputation and the class to go with it.”


    Why was she so hot? The hair on the back of her neck was drenched. And the goddamn brisket had turned into a hardened lump of burnt coal in her stomach. “How often will she be there?”


    “Mondays and Thursdays. One hour a night. She’d retired, but I convinced her to join our little group.”


    In spite of Benny’s efforts to make her feel better, Eileen’s confidence fizzled like flat champagne. Built-in reputation, you bet. Good enough to make one of Eileen’s best clients switch to the younger Tawny, even though she didn’t have Eileen’s prime assets. She’d seen her once on the arm of the well-known lothario and had to admit, Tawny Dell was one gorgeous woman. No triple Ds, but because Tawny was slimmer and less curvaceous, she gave the impression of being stacked. Even though Eileen was making a tidy living, it was at that enlightened moment she knew her days were numbered. She made a major play for Benny, pulling every trick in the sex manual to snag him. Well, she did, and she wasn’t going to let some boney-assed whore play hard to get and hook him when he wasn’t paying attention. No siree. Not on her watch. She’d protect her assets with her dying breath. Or Benny’s.


    * * * * *


    In spite of his tranquil exterior in front of Eileen, Benny’s insides were churning like the ocean in a hurricane. In fact, that’s what he saw in his nightmare―a raging, stormy sea. When he sprang up from his pillow, he felt seasick. His head pounded as if he’d just spent a night listening to heavy metal rock.


    What had he become? He was worse than a pimp―the word triggered a sharp pain in his chest and a male hot flash―he’d covered up the murder of an innocent young woman, and guilt was taking its toll. Legally, that was as bad as committing the murder himself. Accessory after the fact came to mind. Had too many yanks on his pecker caused him to lose his fucking mind?


    As if the thought of prison wasn’t enough of a nightmare, that threatening sleazeball, Dirk Hansen, hovered in the wings to cash in on his girlfriend’s disappearance. Threatening him. Benjamin Cooper. A man who could buy and sell the slimy little prick for less than he paid his maid. What will happen when Cindi turns up dead? Would she? Jesus. He raced into his bathroom and tossed the brisket.


    Then Russo himself called. Russo: the head of one of New York’s Five Families. He wanted to talk, or maybe he wanted to put a bullet in him to protect his accountant. A man like Martell could unleash the wrath of the government on the crime boss. The thought made Benny run to the toilet again. He loved brisket, but tonight it wasn’t sitting well.


    He didn’t want Eileen to see how upset he was. She always reacted with a cool head, but he’d never experienced problems like these. Even when the cops fished Serena out of the harbor, Eileen handled it like a champ. Never gave a thought that her death might come back to haunt him. It happens, Eileen said. Some women can’t stay away from the bad element.


    Then there was Melody. Sweet, delicious Melody. His cock gave a little jerk thinking about her lovely mouth. Poor thing. He’d called her to make sure she was all right, but she still sounded upset. Of course. Why wouldn’t she be? She’d seen her friend compacted like a discarded auto. Well, not exactly, since Melody was in la-la land when Martell sat on Cindi. But she knew what happened. She was about to leave town, get herself together. If she needed anything, he told her, all she had to do was ask. She’d be on easy street for the rest of her life.


    He was cursed. Some malignant alignment of the stars had put him on Nature’s shit list. He’d go to temple Friday night, beg forgiveness of God for all his wrong-doings. He’d make a list. It worked for Catholics. The priest told them to say a few Hail Marys and God forgave them. He’d go to church too. Take Eileen. She used to be Catholic. She’d show him what to do. You couldn’t get enough help in situations like these. Did it matter who showered you with absolution? God was God, right?


    A wave of calm washed over him. Things would work out. After all, Tawny Extra-Fucking-Ordinary Dell was coming to work for him.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Beware of Cops Bearing Gifts


    


    Linc mulled over what to do when Tawny set the parameters of her cooperation. Had she been serious? Would she go to jail to protect a few women she didn’t even know, or was she taking what could be the biggest risk of her life?


    “That’s the deal,” Linc said to Harry while eating lunch at their favorite Chinese restaurant. “Captain Bondell’s running her demands through Treasury. She doesn’t want any of the women charged unless they’re involved, and she wants everything in writing. If we don’t do it her way, she said we can haul her off to jail.”


    Harry Winokaur wove a cigarette through his fingers as if he were a sleight-of-hand artist manipulating a silver dollar. He’d quit smoking years earlier, and the constant twiddling was more habit than the need to smoke. The owner of the restaurant had stopped worrying that Harry would light up, a no-no in restaurants and bars in New York.


    “With those demands, I’d think Bondell would probably love to do that,” Harry said, fingers working furiously. “Who the hell’s in charge here? If the Marshall woman hadn’t been fished out of the harbor, Tawny Dell would be up on charges right now.”


    Linc raised both hands, palms out, in protest. “Don’t take it out on me, Harry. I’m just the messenger.”


    “The NYPD could bust Cooper’s place wide open right now. Get him for running a prostitution ring and put his ass in jail till his dick fell off. If he had anything to do with the girl’s death, he’d be begging to tell anyone who asked.”


    Harry had lost a lot of money in the stock market and cited Benny Cooper as a target of revenge, even though Benny retired from his Wall Street gig years earlier. For Harry, Cooper was a symbol of the economy’s downfall, no different than the scumbag mortgage lenders and heads of the major financial institutions who used his money to pay themselves huge bonuses. Linc probably understood Harry better than anyone. They went back a long way.


    “We could,” Linc said, “but what we have on Cooper is pretty slim. What’s he going to get? First-timer, rich guy, on a charge of procurement? Good lawyer, which he’d have, probably a big fine, maybe a year or two. More likely probation. But if we nail him for blackmail or make a murder charge stick, he’d lose his dick in prison for sure, probably to someone named Sweetcakes. Until then, we might have a hard time getting one of his people to roll on him. He buys loyalty with lots and lots of money. I’m sure everyone on his payroll will have a prepared story detailing why they’re there and what they do when they are there. Cooper’s a jerk, but he’s not stupid. Harvard degree, made millions in the 90’s boom. We go in too soon, he’ll slap a harassment suit on the department that’d cost a bundle and precious time to defend, and the notoriety would mess up other investigations.”


    At the rate Harry was twiddling his cigarette, the paper would disintegrate before lunch was over. He threw it down in frustration at the same time the waiter brought their food to the table.


    “Damn, I hate those guys. They think they can get away with everything, even murder.”


    “If Tawny can connect Cooper to something worse than running a whorehouse, we can nail him. If not, we can still shut him down.” Linc picked up a set of chopsticks and offered them to Harry in lieu of the discarded cigarette. “What do we have to lose? Another week or two?”


    “This lady knows how to tie up a guy’s balls, doesn’t she?”


    Linc didn’t say anything, particularly since his balls tightened at the thought of her tying them up.


    He knew when he put Tawny’s demands to the captain it would have been a good time to get off the case. Right now, Linc, he said to himself at the time. But he let the moment pass until it was too late to bring it up. Instead, he endorsed Tawny. It wasn’t difficult.


    Clipping a potsticker with his chopsticks, he dipped it in the sauce. “She’s smart and cautious. She’d have to be to have stayed under the radar this long.”


    “And from every account I heard,” Harry said, “a real stunner.”


    The heat of Harry’s stare made Linc uncomfortable. He didn’t look across the table, afraid he’d give himself away. Harry knew him well enough to read his vibes. “She is that.”


    “You trust her?”


    Linc hesitated. He didn’t want to anxiously sing her praises. “Yes, I do.”


    “She trust you?”


    “Hmm, probably not.” An understatement. “But she’ll work with me.”


    “I’m sure Bondell will tell you to get everything straight with her before she goes in.”


    “You’re federal. You think they’ll give her what she wants in return?”


    “Depends how bad they want Cooper.”


    Linc wanted to say he didn’t want Tawny hurt, but he let the time pass to mention that too.


    * * * * *


    Walsh’s call took Tawny by surprise.


    “All the parties agreed to your terms,” he said, “and we got the state’s attorney to sign the contract. Can we get together?”


    “Okay.”


    “I can come to your place.”


    The idea of Lincoln Walsh sitting on her sofa or having coffee at her table was both off-putting and tempting. Was it that she didn’t trust him or herself? She had no intention of finding out. “Better not. There’s a Starbuck’s in Astor Place.”


    “I’d rather not have this discussion in public.”


    A long moment passed before she responded. She could do this. “Ring the bell. I’ll buzz you in.”


    “Be there in half an hour.”


    “And you’ll be out of here in less time than that,” she responded, but he’d already broken the connection. Damn! What was she thinking? No coffee. She wouldn’t do anything to extend his stay beyond business. In fact, she needed to change her clothes. She’d been out all day and was too dressed up. She took off her pantsuit and hung it in the closet.


    Rummaging through her drawers, she pulled out a Columbia T-shirt, then took it off―too elitist. Jeans. No, too form-fitting. A pair of loose drawstring pants and an oversized white T would do the trick. Comfortably perfect. Next, she washed off her makeup and put her hair in a ponytail. Plopping on the edge of her bed, she released a long sigh. He was just another man. Nothing special.


    Then why all the fuss? He’d come in, tell her what to look for, and how to go about it. Then he’d be gone. Piece of cake.


    Forty minutes. He said half an hour. Maybe she misunderstood and he decided to meet her at Starbucks. No, she told him to ring the bell.


    And there it was, sounding like Big Ben in an echo chamber.


    She pressed the buzzer to let him in. The old freight elevator creaked its way upward. She opened the door to wait. What was that smell? Whatever it was set her salivary glands working overtime. She realized that between the matinee of the off-Broadway play she’d wanted to see for weeks and a stop at the Mulberry Street Library to pick up a book they’d requisitioned from another branch, she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. The elevator reached her floor, and Walsh stood there, pizza box in one hand, bottle of wine in the other, and a can of Coke in his jacket pocket.


    “Peace offering,” he said, holding up the box. “Vegetarian. The wine’s for me.”


    Shit!


    He deftly juggled his offerings and pulled the cord that lifted half the elevator door and lowered the other half. “Hope you haven’t eaten.”


    She wanted to say she had, but the aroma radiating off the pizza box was too enticing to turn down. It’d be the classic cutting-off-the-nose-to-spite-the-face scenario. Why not fill her belly while getting instructions on how to save her ass so someone else’s could land in jail. The thought of being a traitor almost sent her hunger into time out.


    Walsh had ditched his suit in lieu of worn jeans and a burgundy polo shirt under a lightweight khaki jacket. The earthy colors played nicely off his olive skin and dark eyes. He wore different shoes. Though casual, they still looked both Italian and expensive.


    He scanned the large room, found the table, and headed for it. Tawny went to the cupboard and withdrew two glasses and two dishes.


    “Nice place,” he said, pulling the Coke from his pocket. He shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it on one of the other chairs.


    Make yourself at home, why don’t you? The shirt was short sleeved, and his arms were taut and muscular. But she knew that, wished she could forget it.


    “Thanks.” She put a stack of napkins on the table along with a knife. “Thanks for the pizza. I am hungry.”


    He opened the box, separated the slices, and put a couple on each plate. “Business after food.”


    She nodded. “Oops, almost forgot.” Going back to another cupboard, she pulled out a small bottle of crushed red pepper. “I like spicy. How about you?”


    “I almost forgot.” He tugged his jacket off the chair and extracted a small packet of red pepper from the pocket, holding it up. “I like hot too.”


    “So far, that’s the only thing we have in common,” she said.


    He matched her gaze and smiled. “Don’t be too sure.”


    His eyes were like nuggets of coal set under a canopy of black fringe, and his smile set them sparkling. Damn the Svengali effect he had on her.


    “Sure you won’t join me in a glass of wine?”


    She shook her head, and he popped open the can of Coke and poured it, then pulled the cork from the wine bottle. “I didn’t know whether you had a corkscrew, so I had the shop open the bottle.”


    “Since I don’t entertain here and don’t drink, I don’t have one. So good move.”


    He wrinkled his brow but didn’t say anything. Bet he thought she entertained clients in her apartment. Some women did. Not her. She didn’t want a client barging in at all hours of the night demanding extra or venting anger when she chose not to see him again.


    The pizza was delicious, with every vegetable topping known to pizzaland. He’d bought it at the same place right around the corner where she bought hers. Okay, so they had pizza in common, but she bet he usually ate his with pepperoni. She struggled to finish the third piece and pushed her plate aside.


    “How did you happen to get the pizza at Zuni’s?”


    “I looked up the closest place to your house and called. I asked if they knew you. Need I say they did? By name and description. Then I told them to make up a pizza the way you ordered it.” He pointed to the leftovers. “Voilà.”


    Tawny smiled. “Very thoughtful.” Walsh got up, stacked the dishes, and brought them to the sink. She cleaned off the table. He started to put them in the dishwasher. “Leave them. I’ll do them later.”


    “I see,” he said. “Let’s get to business so you can get rid of me.”


    “I wouldn’t be so rude after you bought me dinner. But, yeah.” He appeared genuinely hurt, and she wondered why she was being rude after saying she wouldn’t. “Only that it’s late, and I’m sure you’re tired.”


    “Right. Business it is.” He pulled a folded 6 by 9 kraft envelope from the inner pocket of his jacket and drew out a second envelope of photographs, along with two folded sheets of paper. He slid one sheet in front of her. “Your assurance in writing, authorized by the state’s attorney, that no federal charges will be brought against you if you find out whether Cooper had anything to do with murder or blackmail. You’ll have to pay all back taxes, interest, and penalties, but there may be probation. Depends on how things work out. That’s fair, don’t you think?”


    “Considering the alternative, yes. I appreciate it, but I still hate the idea of being a spy.”


    “Tawny, a very frightened woman called us and mentioned Benny Cooper’s name. Now she’s dead.”


    “If Benny’s involved, what makes you think the same thing won’t happen to me?”


    “Because you’ll be in contact with me every step of the way. Anything suspicious or if you feel threatened, get out of there fast, and we’ll take over. Okay?”


    Tawny nodded.


    “We’ve been watching the place ever since we connected the dead woman with Cooper, mostly at night because we don’t have the manpower to watch during the day. I have photos of people coming and going.”


    “Tell me about her.” She met Walsh’s gaze. “The dead woman. I need to know.” Would knowing give the task at hand more immediacy? To make it real in terms of someone’s life?


    Walsh nodded absent-mindedly and referred to the other paper. “Real name, Sarah Marshall. Serena was her stage name. A beautiful girl from a nice home, college graduate, not a junked-out street hooker. She had her whole life ahead of her. Then she got into the business. A way to earn extra money, we found out from a friend. She thought being a call girl was a victimless crime, like you said.”


    Walsh’s stare penetrated into her like a heat-seeking missile. She tried to keep her expression neutral. She didn’t see any of her clients being victimized, and she never thought of herself as a victim.


    After pulling the stack of photographs from the envelope, he put all but two in front of her. “Here are the women we’ve been able to identify.” Their names were on the backs of the photos, and Walsh went through them.


    The girls were all pretty. Most were white, some of mixed ethnicity, a couple were African American, one Latina, although she could have been Indian.


    “These two have stopped going to the building,” Walsh said, referring to the two other photos. One was blonde, quite pretty, a little too much makeup. She wore slacks and a sweater that accentuated her full bustline. “Melody Carnes is a model on Seventh Avenue.”


    “A little busty for modeling.”


    “Well, she’s not anorexic, for sure. She’s been holed up in her apartment, went out once that we saw, although our surveillance has been spotty at best. When she did, she wore dark glasses and a ball cap. We could pick her up, but I don’t want to do that until you see what you can come up with. Might queer what we have going. We haven’t been on this very long. Our guys took pictures in shifts, doing their best to identify the women. We recognized some of the johns, regulars on the club circuit. Rich guys with too much money and overactive libidos. We’re not interested in them right now, only the ladies. Busiest time ranges from early evening to late at night for both men and women.


    “This gal―” he swapped Melody’s photo for a younger, thinner girl, with an eager quality― “went to the townhouse a few times, but we haven’t seen her in over a week. She’s not in our files, so we have no idea who she is. She could be on a week-long cruise somewhere or decided she didn’t like the life.”


    Tawny knew women like these. Pretty, good figures, thought life in the fast lane was exciting. But perceptions differed from reality. Some learned how to deal with it, some didn’t. Some got out; some liked the life, others got in too deep and couldn’t get out for a variety of reasons, drugs being primary.


    “Cooper’s not there all the time, but two other men are,” Walsh continued. “Tax forms say the smallish fellow, Colin Harwood, is the building manager; and the doorman, Charles Higbee, lives in the basement apartment. Neither has a record. One other guy showed up once in the last couple of days. Not the usual customer. T-shirt and jeans. His picture matched a man by the name of Richard Hansen, or Dirk, according to his sheet. Domestic violence and battery, so not a nice guy. He might be a boyfriend. We’re doing a deeper check.” Walsh took his picture from the two he kept in front of him. “Know him?”


    Tawny studied it. “Not a very good picture, but no. Never saw him before.” She examined the photo closer. “Pretty boy. Model or actor, I’d guess. His hair’s professionally streaked, and he works out, which means he probably goes to a gym.”


    “Hmm, sure you weren’t a profiler in another life?”


    “I’m observant. Trick of the trade.” Tawny expected a snort. Walsh let the remark pass with little more than a glance.


    “Well, you’re right. He calls himself an actor, but we can’t verify he’s had any work recently. Might model, but nothing on that either. Since we haven’t been on to Cooper until the last couple of weeks, we don’t know how long these ladies have been working for him. And like I said, we haven’t been there every night, so there may be more women.”


    Walsh slid the last photo in front of her. “If this were your kid they pulled out of the river, wouldn’t you want to see justice done? Sarah’s mother does.”


    The picture almost made her gag. The bloated body lay naked on a stainless steel table, waxen and otherworldly. Sarah Marshall was definitely a victim. Tawny drew a couple of deep breaths and managed to choke out a few words. “Yes, I would.”


    “Then stop regarding this as an act of treason.”


    She bit her bottom lip, eyes riveted on the poor creature’s picture staring back at her. Walsh had a purpose for showing her the picture, and it worked.


    “How…how do I report to you? You can’t call my cell phone. It’d be too suspicious, and I’m not a good actress.” She caught his slight blush. Probably thinks I fake orgasms.


    “Give me your phone.” She did. “Since I’ve called you, my number’s in here. I don’t want you to access it.” He pulled a small notebook from his back pocket and wrote his number, then tore out the piece of paper. “Memorize it, toss the paper, then whenever you call make sure you delete the number from your phone bank, like I did.”


    “This is all so cloak and dagger.”


    “You’re in the spy business, Tawny Dell. You’re hooked.”


    “Interesting analogy. I’m that all right.”


    “Remember, you might be saving a young girl’s life. Maybe even one of your kids, down the line.”


    “Not mine, Walsh. No kids in my future.”


    “Don’t bet on it. One day you’ll get tired of being alone, feel your biological clock ticking down, and turn into everything you think you’d never be. I’ve seen it happen more times than not.”


    His words hit deep in her gut. “Don’t you bet on it.” She got up and opened the dishwasher, set the dishes inside, but not before tears filled her eyes.


    Walsh followed her to the sink. “Hey, what is it? What’d I say?”


    “Nothing. I’m tired. This is more of a strain than I thought.” She closed the dishwasher. “I guess I wasn’t prepared for dead bodies and young hookers, that’s all.”


    He turned her toward him. “No, it was something else. I said something to upset you?”


    “This whole business upsets me.” She shrugged away and walked to the window. “Time to go, Walsh.” The building across the street was dark. The streetlights and lighted shop windows below gave off a soft glow that warmed the street. But that’s all it warmed. She wanted this guy out of her house. Out of her life.


    “Please,” she said. “You’ve given me all the information I need. I’ll do what you want and report back. Now I’m tired, and I want to go to bed. Got a big week coming up.”


    He came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, gently rubbing the tight muscles on her neck. His heat rippled through her like sparks igniting a long-dead fire.


    “You can―”


    “Go.” She turned around and forced a smile. “Please. Thanks for the pizza.”


    He wiped a tear she didn’t know had escaped from the corner of her eye. “Are you all right? Did I―”


    “I’m fine.” She turned back to the window and their gazes met in the reflection of the dark glass. “Good night, Walsh.”


    He turned and headed for the door. “Good night, Tawny.”


    “Better take your wine. It’ll go bad if you don’t.”


    * * * * *


    He took the stairs rather than wait for the slow freight elevator. There was something more to Tawny than filled her sheet. He’d struck a nerve, and all her posing couldn’t stop the raw hurt from showing. When he got to the street, he looked up. He could see her silhouette in the window, watching him. He waved, but she didn’t acknowledge him.


    Linc wanted to head home. Tawny was closeting a skeleton, and whatever it was must have happened before she came of age, or else he’d have found it by now. He wanted to know. Had to know.


    He got to his car and drove through the Holland Tunnel to Jersey City, where he rented a one-bedroom on the second floor of an old Victorian that had been divided into apartments. He was lucky to find it, and it cost a fraction of what he’d pay in Manhattan. Home to him was a bed and a place to make morning coffee. Other than an occasional weekend watching sports, he wasn’t there long enough for it to be anything else.


    He poured a glass of wine from the bottle he’d brought with him, took a drink, then called Tom Lu’s cell on his landline. Luckily, Tom picked up. After a few minutes of small talk, Linc got to the point.


    “I need you to check out someone for me. If you can’t do it, tell me straight out. It might mean digging into juvenile records or whatever else might be off limits.”


    “You could do this through the department, you know.”


    “Yeah, I could if I wanted to. I don’t.”


    “Name?” Lu asked.


    “Tawny Dell. Marblehead, Massachusetts.” He recited the date of birth. “I’ve got everything there is to know, except something that isn’t out there.”


    “Sounds like a stripper. Tawny her real name?”


    “Yup.”


    “Get back to you. Might be tomorrow.”


    “Thanks, Tom. I owe you.”


    “Buy me lunch.”


    Linc took a shower and got into bed with a book, but he couldn’t concentrate, and shut off the light. He’d dozed off when the phone rang. Tom Lu told Linc what he found. Marblehead wasn’t very big. It started with a newspaper article, then one thing led to another, and Lu put it all together. It happened when she was sixteen, and it changed her life forever.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Light Dawns on the Don


    


    Benny had seen Mario Russo once, years back, in an Italian restaurant in Little Italy. Surrounded by sycophants, Russo possessed star power that commanded attention. He wore a cashmere coat slung over his shoulders that, on him, looked neither pretentious nor dramatic. His bodyguard removed it and hung it on a coat rack. Maybe Russo had the same neatness fetish Benny did, he thought at the time. Russo’s wife was plain but pretty, in an old-fashioned, European way. No makeup but beautiful skin and dark eyes, lustrous black hair pulled into a chignon. Certainly not the flashy starlet type one would expect a leading mobster to have on his arm. Russo was overtly affectionate toward her the whole evening. Benny watched, finding the scene unexpectedly sweet.


    How had Russo avoided the recent slew of police arrests that weakened the decades-old structure of organized crime? Many of those remaining ruled their crumbling families from prison, and were, like Russo, old. He’d managed to avoid the net, due to the meticulous way he did business. No one squealed on Russo. And lived.


    So Benny heard.


    A minute ago Benny was sweating. Now his fingertips felt like ice cubes. He dreaded this meeting because it meant Russo knew about Rick Martell and wanted to make sure nothing would leak from Benny’s end. Since the crime boss would unlikely rat out his own man, he and Benny had that in common.


    Charles called Benny when Russo arrived and ushered him to the apartment. Benny offered the old man a drink. He accepted. Scotch, like Benny. Only Benny bet he needed this drink more than his guest, who appeared calm and self-assured. Sure, Benny thought, why wouldn’t he be? Not many people picked a bone with a man who’d made his own bones multiple times over the years, according to the newspapers. Not unless they wanted to wind up in the foundation of one of Russo’s construction projects.


    The mob boss had aged considerably since that night at the restaurant, but he still controlled the space. With his custom-made suit and expensive shoes, he radiated an intimidating quality that defined his power. He spoke in a soft, cultured voice, not the rough New York/New Jersey dialect one would associate with a crime boss. No hint of Tony Soprano or John Gotti.


    “We have a problem, Mr. Cooper.”


    No shit. “If you mean Mr. Martell, there’s no problem, sir. The matter has been taken care of.” Russo’s smile curdled Benny’s blood. Only his lips moved; his eyes remained static and cold.


    “Mr. Martell received a call from someone who knew what happened. The caller’s voice was electronically disguised, and he asked for one hundred thousand dollars to keep the incident quiet. He said there was film.”


    Benny lost the ability to speak. Hot prickles shot through his body as if someone had jabbed him with a hot poker. “But…but that’s impossible, Mr. Russo. No one here would do that.”


    “Do you film your clients?”


    No point in lying. Russo’s people would come in here and tear the place apart until they found what they were looking for. “Yes. For self-protection. That’s all. We’d never use anything unless someone threatened to expose us. Surely you understand that, don’t you?”


    Russo smiled again, this time with his eyes. He nodded. “Yes, I believe in insurance. But you have someone working for you who lacks your common sense and ethics. That means either one of your girls or one of the two men who work here. Since I’ve done some checking, I have my suspicions. I expect you to find the culprit and deal with him, or her. If you don’t, I will.” Russo drained his glass and leaned forward. “Do you understand?”


    Benny swallowed hard. He needed a Xanax, maybe two. “I do, sir. Yes, I do.”


    “I’m going to let this one go, Mr. Cooper. Mr. Martell has a lovely wife. My wife’s niece, in fact. He should be lucky to have her. A man half the size of Mount Everest should be grateful for a beautiful spouse, and if he’s going to fuck around on her, he should be more discreet. I don’t want her embarrassed. But he is never to come here again. I’ll see to it on my end; you see to it on yours.”


    “Never again. He’s off limits.”


    “If I may ask, what happened to the unfortunate young woman?”


    The ice in his veins had melted, and now a trail of sweat trickled down Benny’s back. A million thoughts ran through his mind, but again, he wouldn’t lie. “I had someone remove her. I don’t know to where, but as you know, she hasn’t been found.”


    “Did you have anything to do with the woman who washed up in the harbor? What was her name? Sarah something?”


    “Marshall. She worked here, but I had nothing to do with her death. I was shocked to read what happened.” Benny wiped the perspiration from his forehead, which had started to drip down the sides of his face. “This has not been a good time for me, Mr. Russo. First Sarah, then Cindi. Both deaths were truly tragic, but Cindi’s was an accident. A horrible accident.”


    “Mr. Martell is getting counseling for his problem. I don’t want something like this to happen again while he’s married to my wife’s niece.” He motioned for a refill, and Benny obliged with a shaky hand. “Good scotch.”


    “If you’re going to drink, I say drink the best.”


    “I agree.” He sipped his drink and sighed. “There’s another young lady, I understand. What are you doing about her?”


    “I’ve taken care of her too. She doesn’t want her parents to know what she’s been doing and begged me to keep it quiet. Of course, she’ll be well taken care of financially. She’s going to take a vacation until this blows over.”


    “Women should know the risks when they embark on questionable careers. But they don’t always.” Russo drained his glass. “Maybe the Gods are pissed off at you, Mr. Cooper. See that your problems don’t leave your house.”


    “Yes, sir. I’ll make sure.”


    “Our business is finished for now. I want Mr. Martell’s tape. He said there’s a puny little fairy who controls this operation from the office. I suggest you have a nice long talk with him to determine if he’s your weak link. My guess, he is. If you don’t, I will. And if the incident with Mr. Martell becomes public…well, I’m not one to make threats, you understand, but if you think bad things are happening to you now, you have no idea how bad your life can get.”


    Russo’s eyes resumed their cold stare, and Benny’s knees weakened. If he were standing, he’d surely crumple to the floor in a sweat-sopped heap.


    “Get the tape. I’ll pour myself another drink and wait.”


    Benny wobbled to his feet, left his apartment, and strode shakily to the office. With every step, anger boiled inside him. He glared at Colin. The little man shriveled into himself. “Get Martell’s tape.”


    “But―”


    “Get. It.”


    Colin unlocked a cabinet and fingered through the tapes until he found the right one. “This could put us in jail. You realize that, don’t you?”


    “What would you prefer, you fucking little backstabbing cocksucker? Jail or death by Russo?”


    Colin handed him the tape.


    “Don’t go anywhere,” Benny said. “We have to talk.”


    “I…I have to leave,” Colin said. “I have an appointment.”


    Benny pulled Colin up by his Polo shirt. “I ought to pulverize you myself, but if you aren’t here when I get back, I will inform Mr. Russo that you’re a fucking loose cannon who should be dumped into the next building excavation.” He threw him back into his chair. “Do I make myself clear?”


    Colin nodded nervously.


    It was only right the motherfucker should be as scared as Benny. He left the office with the tape. His hands shook so much he could barely hang on to it. He’d never spoken to anyone like that. At what point had he crossed the line and lost control of his operation? At what point had he become a fucking accessory to murder and blackmail? Because even though he had nothing to do with either, he’d aided and abetted the cover-up of both. His nightmares were now reality.


    If Russo was feeling the scotch, he didn’t show it. He took the tape and placed it inside the flat leather folder slung over his shoulder. “Remember what I said, Mr. Cooper.”


    “You have nothing to worry about.”


    “I’ve heard that before. It isn’t always true.”


    Benny popped open the door of his apartment. What could he say? Russo was right.


    “Nice place you have here. I’d hate to see it closed down. There’s a need for places like this. I’m curious how you got into this business. It isn’t exactly the career change I’d expect from a hedge-fund manager.”


    “Well, sir―”


    “Curious,” Russo said, “not interested. There’s a difference.”


    Benny walked him to the front door, an idea forming in his fertile brain. “Mr. Russo,” he said, “I have a proposal.”


    * * * * *


    “What the fuck were you thinking, Colin? Do you know how close you came to getting us both killed? You think Russo didn’t know who called Martell to blackmail him? If it wasn’t me, you stinking little shit, who do you think he’d pin it on? One of the girls?” Benny knotted his fist and pulled back his arm, ready to strike. Then he dropped the pretense. “What am I doing? I don’t hit people. I’m a peaceful man. I go to temple twice a year.”


    “That bastard Martell called my bluff, Benny. I thought he’d roll over and play. Who’d have thought a fat accountant had steel cojones?”


    “You’ve seen his cojones,” Benny said. “It takes some doing to find them, but they’re big ones. Steel? They’re fucking cement.” Ordinarily he would have chuckled at the thought of the big man’s hard-to-find balls, but he wasn’t in a chuckling mood. “Jesus, Colin, don’t you make enough money? You have to fucking blackmail a mob accountant? Did I say you’re a genius? You’re a moron.”


    “I thought it was worth a shot.”


    “How many times have you done this?”


    Colin wagged his head and shrugged.


    “Christ. We’re finished. Now Russo has something on me to drag out whenever he needs to. I’m his bitch. I should fire your ass right now.”


    Colin swiveled his chair to face Benny, his thin, pinched face set hard. “You don’t know how to do what I do, Benny. I’m the one running this operation. Without me, you’d be a horny ex-hedge fund manager paying for sex or sticking a dildo up your ass.”


    “Don’t get us confused. That’s your shtick. I’m never that horny. And don’t forget, I own this building and the others. I furnished them, pay the utilities, and the clubs were my idea.”


    “Bullshit. The clubs were Eileen’s idea. She’s the one with the balls in your family. All you have is the cock. And it’s got to be so worn out I don’t see how you get it up any more.”


    “I get it up just fine. And as long as I pay your salary, you’ll keep my cock out of this. Besides, a rich guy can always get a beautiful woman.”


    “Maybe, but because of me, you get it for nothing. And frankly, that’s really all you do around here. Get fucked. The least you can do is appreciate my talents.”


    “Appreciate? You’ve been blackmailing clients. Clients who put their trust in a safe environment. One thing to pick men who frequent other clubs. They’d never be sure who’s putting the squeeze on them. But who do you pick? Mario Russo’s money man. And what do you do? Threaten him with exposing something that could only have happened here. It took Russo two seconds to figure it out when I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. He called you a puny little fairy. He figured that out too.”


    Colin twisted his mouth and fidgeted in his seat, a repentant expression on his face. “Okay, so it wasn’t my most brilliant move. I figured Martell for the big score. I didn’t think he’d tell Russo. Fact is, I thought Russo would be the last person he’d want to know.”


    Benny leaned into Colin’s face, almost nose to nose. “Martell is married to Russo’s wife’s niece. He’s freaking family.” Benny whacked the palm of his hand against Colin’s forehead. “Family. Get it?”


    Colin recoiled. “I get it, I get it. So I screwed up. Sorry. But it all worked out, didn’t it?”


    “Who knows? If he feels threatened, he could take us out, and we wouldn’t see it coming. If he does, I hope he pops you first. Knowing that would pleasure me no end before I meet my maker.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The Tour


    


    Dressed for the evening in a sexy black cocktail suit, her hair in a complicated twist, Tawny traded her usual public transportation for a taxi for the long ride uptown. High-profile men favored her elegant trendsetter-cum-socialite appearance that years of perfecting had achieved. Not too flashy, just the right amount of makeup, heels high enough to walk comfortably without wobbling like a drunken sailor.


    Geometric patterns of sun and shade played on the tree-lined street, the breeze temperate for mid-August. Time: a few minutes before five. Punctuality had always been important. People paid good money for her services. They didn’t deserve to wait. Hopefully, she’d find out what she needed in a few visits and wouldn’t have to return at all.


    Thinking back to the other night with Walsh set her on edge. The man wouldn’t give up. He’d dig and dig until he found what he was looking for. Like an Etruscan artifact waiting for the delicate touch of the excavating tool and brush, life’s secrets were never buried so deep they couldn’t be unearthed. She wondered why it made a difference if he pulled her history out of files as dead as past civilizations. What it said about her. What it said about him.


    Walsh would open her up, lay her bare, and the maggots would eat her insides until there was nothing left. She wished she could get on the next plane to some place she’d never been and stay until her last breath.


    Instead, she stood on the sidewalk facing Upper Eighties, about to enter into something she’d never do unless forced. Walking back into the life she’d decided to leave. Back into the world’s oldest profession.


    She inhaled a deep breath, climbed the stairs, and pressed the buzzer. The doorman let her in and introduced himself as Charles. He obviously expected her, and within minutes Benny arrived at the desk.


    “Tawny, beautiful as usual. I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see you.” Benny focused on her chest and did everything but drool down his shirt.


    What a jerk.


    He took her arm. “From now on call Charles before you come, and he’ll give you a special code to punch in. I’ll give you a key so you don’t have to wait for someone to open the door.”


    “Sounds almost furtive, like some secret organization.” Benny’s leer gave Tawny the creeps.


    “We are secret. That’s the beauty. As I mentioned, there are some clients who prefer hotel arrangements, but most think coming here is safer. Never know who you might meet in a hotel. New York is the smallest big city in the world. Word spreads. People run into other people and then, ‘Oh, guess who I saw at the Plaza?’ turns into ‘Saw Jane’s husband at the Plaza,’ to ‘What were you doing at the Plaza?’ Messy. Then there’s all the credit card bills, the IRS, nosy wives.” He snorted. “Very messy.”


    Tawny laughed in spite of herself. Benny wasn’t far off. She knew of a couple of times when something exactly like that had happened.


    “Come on, meet some of the ladies and Colin.” He directed her to an office where three stylishly dressed young women sat around chatting with a small, ferret-faced man with a cockney accent. The Monday night ladies.


    The girls were younger than Tawny and very pretty. Classy. Models or actresses. She recognized all three from the pictures Walsh had shown her the other night. They acted friendly, showing none of the catty, arched-eyebrow glares normally directed at would-be competitors. Tawny smiled and felt very old.


    A girl with café au lait-colored skin spoke first. “I’m Angie, this is Tessa, and she’s Darlene, tonight’s hostess. After your tour, why don’t you join us for a drink on the fourth floor?”


    “Thanks, I’d like that,” Tawny said.


    “And that’s Colin.”


    The man behind the computer mumbled a hello, tipped his head, and turned back to the computer. Benny took her arm and led her out of the office. “Monday night is usually quiet. Perfect to familiarize you with the setup. Fridays we have a get-to-know-you party in the fourth floor ballroom. It’s the busiest night.”


    “This is different for me,” Tawny said. “I’ve always worked alone. And to make things clear, I will not participate in Friday night parties.”


    Benny slipped his arm around her waist. “I wouldn’t expect you to. That’s my testing ground for younger, less-experienced ladies. It’s how they build a clientele.”


    There was that word again. Younger. To think thirty-two was approaching the end of the line. Sure, in competitive sports your body slows down. Movie actresses show tiny creases on the screen. But prostitution? Tawny’s price was higher than ever, even if she’d lost interest in the game. Younger, indeed.


    “The lobby, a meeting room, and the office take up the first floor. Plus my private domain where I stay when my family is on the island. I’ll take you to the upper floors and show you the rooms.” He guided her into the elevator and pressed the button for the second floor.


    Benny opened a few apartment doors. “This building was an individual residence at the turn of the twentieth century. Then a subsequent owner transformed it into separate apartments. I bought the building and remodeled the inside. Added some marble, silk wall coverings, Oriental rugs. Luxury, Tawny, beaucoups of luxury.” He breathed deeply and puffed out his chest in pride. “Nice, don’t you think?”


    “The rooms are elegant.” She meant it too. Each one boasted a different theme and color scheme. Erotic art in antique frames hung on the walls. “I’d say they vie with the best hotels in the city, without the restaurant.”


    “We have an arrangement with a French restaurant in the next block. Menus are in the rooms. Phone your order to Charles, and it will be delivered to your room within forty minutes. We don’t have much call. Not many of our clients are hungry…for food.” Benny managed a particularly wicked grin. “But occasionally, someone contracts for an entire evening and wants something to eat. Service till midnight. Actually, I’ve thought of putting the kitchen to use and hiring a full-time chef. That would take Upper Eighties far beyond any other club in the city.”


    Tawny smiled. “You’ve thought of everything. How many ladies do you have on call, and how often are they expected to work?”


    “Depends. They work as much or as little as they want. Some clients state specifically who they want to spend time with. Others like variety.” Benny winked. She knew he fell into the latter category. “Remember, you’re a special case. You agreed to two hours of pleasure a week, right?”


    The word pleasure might be pushing it. Damn you and your department, Walsh. She kept smiling. “Right.”


    “I’m delighted, Tawny. But don’t leave me and take my customers for yourself.”


    His tone meant to convey subtle jesting, but Tawny read the implication. No. I just need time to do my business. “Shame on you for thinking that.” She put her arm through his as they walked the halls. “Anyway, I’ve already informed my clients I quit the business. I’d be embarrassed to tell them I’d changed my mind, even though I needed the money for my relative. I would have, though,” she pinched Benny’s ear lobe, “but timing was on my side. You made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.” She flashed her kilowatt smile―the one that put men in her thrall―and Benny reacted as if he were getting a secret hand job.


    “So, it is all about money, isn’t it? The magic that makes the world turn.”


    “You ought to know. You used to work on Wall Street, didn’t you?”


    He wrinkled his nose. “Years ago. And see what happened without me? Collapse, mayhem, disorganization. They’ve rebounded, but it never would have happened while I worked there. Which proves my point: money does make the world turn.”


    Though Benny’s comment fell under the guise of jest, Tawny thought he actually believed what he said. Ah, ego, thy name is Benny. She left him with the last word as they carried on the tour. That’s what men wanted and what women usually wouldn’t concede.


    Playing hostess for an evening was beneath her, but it would also give her the best chance to obtain the required information. Did Charles man the desk all night, and did the sign-in book cover only the present day? If not, where did they keep them? Probably with Colin. Worse, in Benny’s private domain.


    Tawny smothered a scoff. Benny’s private domain euphemistically described where he tried out the talent on a regular basis. He’d been a regular client of Eileen Cooper’s before they married. Either the timing was right for Benny to marry or Eileen knew how to put her long-nailed hooks into him. If she could put up with his extra-curricular activities, more power to her.


    Benny opened another door to another room―a suite. “You’re booked in here tonight. Seven o’clock.” He checked his watch. “Which reminds me. I have some business to take care of.”


    Tawny walked around the room, tipped the lampshade, opened the armoire. “And Benny, no filming.”


    His expression went from ecstatic to crushed. “Do you think I’d do that? I run a respectable business, Tawny.” He grinned. “You know what I mean. Respectable within the parameters. No filming, no recording. What would be the purpose?”


    “I’ve heard of it going on in other places. If I so much as see a camera, I’m out of here like a shot. You can keep your money.”


    “No need to worry.” He took her by the arm. “The name of the gentleman on your calendar is Mark Seymour. That’s not his real name. No need for you to know what it is.”


    “Why?”


    “What you don’t know can’t come back and bite him in the ass.”


    “Or me?”


    He nestled into her ear. “Or you.”


    Tawny didn’t like the sound of this. She always used a service to check out men she didn’t know. “I like to know who my clients are, Benny.”


    “Mr. Seymour has been thoroughly vetted. We do that before any arrangements are made at Upper Eighties. You have my word he’s kosher. Now don’t worry your pretty head. Scout around. Take your time. Talk to the girls. Get a feel for the place. Ask questions. There’s a bar upstairs on four. Oh, you don’t drink, do you?”


    “Of course, just not alcohol.”


    Benny didn’t respond to Tawny’s attempt at humor, seeming distracted. “We have whatever you desire. Make yourself at home. I’ll deliver Mr. Seymour personally at seven.” He pecked Tawny on the cheek. “Have a good evening, dear. Make him happy. I have no doubt you know how to do that.” Benny headed for the stairs, then turned. “Oh, I almost forgot. Here’s a key to your box in the office. It has your initials on it. By evening’s end, you’ll find what we agreed upon inside, plus the key to the front door. It works in conjunction with the code on the keypad.” He tipped an imaginary hat and disappeared around the corner.


    Nice and neat. Benny Cooper ran a tight, organized ship. She could see why he was so successful. He never physically passed payment. Each girl had her own safe deposit box. She arranged the fee, and Benny took his percentage from the client. The girl was an independent contractor, and the client rented the room from Benny. What the contractor and client did in that room, Benny could claim not to know. He was a landlord. Nothing more. She nodded with a modicum of admiration for the way Benny handled his business. Very neat indeed.


    Tawny thought of going down to the desk to see if she could get any information from Charles, but instead took the elevator to the fourth floor. Women were more likely to talk than a man, and Charles behaved like the loyal employee. It was early, six. She had a little less than an hour to look around. Maybe―what were their names? Angie, Tessa, and the hostess, Darlene? Yes, those were the names—maybe they could shed some light. Walsh mentioned two women who hadn’t shown up in over a week. She remembered the one name he knew. Melody. How could she bring it up without actually mentioning it? Oh, who else works here? Maybe I know them. If she mentioned Serena, would anyone react? Did they know her? No, better step lightly the first night. She had time.


    Okay, Tawny. Time to do some snooping. Man, she hated this. A spy for the cops. She’d sunk as low as she could go.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Mata Hari


    


    Tawny exited the elevator and stepped into an open area that occupied the entire fourth floor. A glance around took her breath away. The magnificent twelve-foot-high ceiling resembled a masterpiece painted by the Venetian artist Tiepolo. Instead of a pastel flurry of deities and cherubs, explicit scenes depicted men and women, men and men, and women and women performing erotically sexual acts. The artwork was first class, as was everything she’d seen in the building so far.


    A few casual groupings of deep-cushioned velvet sofas and comfortable armchairs offered intimate privacy, while a compact arrangement of stools lined the front of a giant mahogany bar. The hand-carved behemoth with its mirrored back must have been salvaged from an old English pub. Columned shelves contained dozens of bottles of liquor and liqueurs and sparkling wine glasses hung by their stems from a lattice overhang. It was as nice a setup as any Tawny had seen in the many expensive watering holes, hotels, and restaurants she’d frequented over the years. The three women she met in the office sat at one of the skirted tables dotting the vast area. Each nursed a glass of wine while in deep conversation. Angie noticed her.


    “There you are, Tawny. Join us.”


    “Thanks,” Tawny said. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”


    “No,” Darlene said. “Not at all.”


    “Tell me your names again. I don’t want to get them wrong.”


    “I have a brain like a sieve, so I understand. I’m Angie, this is Darlene, and—”


    “I’m Tessa. Have a glass of wine.” She got up, heading for the bar. “Red or white?”


    “Got a Coke?”


    “Um, sure,” Tessa said. “Don’t tell me you’re in Twelve Steps.”


    Tawny laughed. “No, I don’t drink. Haven’t since college. I never handled it well, so I figured why do something that makes me feel so bad?”


    Tessa brought an ice-filled glass and a can of Coke and set it on the large coffee table in front of Tawny. She looked to be the youngest, with that just-graduated-from-college innocence. She wouldn’t be innocent long. Not if she worked for Benny. Tessa teemed with enthusiasm, eager to please. Probably a natural sub. Pretty, not beautiful. Clear skin, bright blue eyes, long blonde hair, and a slim, athletic figure.


    Angie’s caramel-colored skin and long, silky black hair revealed an exotic mix of ethnicities. More elegant than the others, she wore a stunning plum-colored dress and gold hoop earrings. She’d receive stares wherever she went, and Tawny bet she had a full calendar at Upper Eighties, with men lining up to book her.


    Darlene, the oldest, but undoubtedly younger than Tawny, wore a very sexy emerald cocktail dress for her hostess duties. It played beautifully against her red hair and green eyes. Tawny hadn’t noticed the attitude in the office, but now, away from Benny’s presence, she seemed more circumspect, as if she were sizing Tawny up and the size didn’t quite fit.


    In spite of their mostly friendly welcome, Tawny had interrupted their conversation. She needed to be careful and not sound like she was prying.


    “This is a great setup. How many work on a busy night?” The three women stiffened and exchanged glances. “I’m sorry. Is that something I shouldn’t ask? I mean, are there rules I should know about?”


    “It’s not that,” Tessa said. “It’s―”


    “We were talking about—oh, my God, I can’t.” Tears filled Angie’s eyes, and she dug into her purse for a handkerchief.


    “Did you read about—?”


    But Darlene interrupted Tessa before she could finish. “No need to bring Tawny into anything on her first night here. She might get the wrong idea.”


    “I did interrupt,” Tawny said. “I’m sorry. If you’d like me to leave—”


    Darlene took control again. “No, of course not. We were talking about one of the girls who used to work here. No big deal. I hate to admit it, but we were being catty.”


    Hell you were. Whatever she interrupted, she’d bet it was one of the reasons she was playing Mata Hari. She wanted to ask more questions, but Darlene had tacitly warned Angie and Tessa to button up. Nothing more here, at least not tonight. She’d have to get one of the others alone to pry further.


    Darlene turned to Tawny. “You’ve had a lucrative career as an independent for a long time. Why sign on with Benny?”


    So they knew about her. Word travels fast. Darlene asked about the circumstances that would have made Tawny suspicious if she were sitting on the other side of the table. She’d anticipated it would come up and had an answer ready. Same answer she gave Benny. She didn’t want them comparing notes.


    “A close family member had a medical emergency she couldn’t pay. Tens of thousands of dollars. She asked me for a loan. I’d already told my regular clients I’d quit and not to refer anyone to me. I’d have been embarrassed to call and tell them I was back in business. It was kismet I bumped into Benny. So here I am.”


    “Lucky,” Tessa said.


    Darlene emptied her wine glass. “Yes, you were.” She stood. “I’m hostess, so I’d better hotfoot it downstairs for the seven o’clock appointments and make sure the rooms for eight are set up the way Benny likes. Those of you with clients at seven,” she checked her watch, “should get to your suites. What time is your client, Tawny?”


    “Seven. Guess he wants some action before heading home to the little woman.”


    All three women laughed. “That’s usually the case.”


    “His name is Mark Seymour. Anyone know him?” They all shook their heads.


    “We’re not supposed to mention names,” Darlene said. “Not unless we’re doing someone together.”


    “Oops. Guess I have a lot to learn. And after all these years.”


    “Sounds like a Paul Simon song,” Tessa said. “What was it? Still Crazy After All These Years?”


    “Yup, that’s me,” Tawny said. “Older but I doubt wiser. Better get going.”


    “My appointment’s at eight,” Angie said. “He’s a regular. Unmarried, rich, handsome, and desperate to avoid attachments. I think I’ll have another glass of wine.”


    “So where are the others?” Tawny asked. “Don’t they come up here?”


    “They go directly to their engagements. No schmoozing. Business only. You gals have early dates. Most appointments don’t start till nine or later.”


    “Gee,” Angie said. “I hope Cindi’s all right. Anyone know who her client was the other night or who was hostess?”


    “I was supposed to hostess that night, but I was sick, remember? Benny was here. He must have handled the clients.”


    Darlene glared at both women, neither of whom noticed.


    Gotcha! Cindi must be the name of the disappearing act Walsh mentioned. Now all Tawny had to do was find out Cindi’s last name and the name of her appointment. Something else struck her as strange, but she couldn’t remember what. She’d think of it. Right now, she had an appointment with the mysterious Mark Seymour.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Surprise


    


    Tawny entered the room and set her tote in the closet. A plate of caviar and crackers sat on the coffee table in the sitting room. A bottle of champagne chilled in a silver wine cooler. She wished she knew this client, knew what he liked, but Benny couldn’t give her any background because Seymour had never been a client at Upper Eighties before. Benny guaranteed the man an exceptional evening with the promise that no finer courtesan existed in the city of New York.


    No pressure there. Raves like that could only lead to client disappointment. No one was that good, for any amount of money, and no matter what people thought, making a client happy wasn’t always about sex. And how does Benny know how good I am anyway?


    Charles called up to announce her appointment had arrived and that Benny was delivering the man personally. Walsh claimed Cooper stayed in the background, unwilling to put himself in a compromising position. So much for that. Must be someone special. Benny knocked and Tawny opened the door.


    “Mark Seymour,” Benny said. “May I present Tawny.”


    Seymour entered the room. A smile played on his lips when he saw Tawny. She barely heard Benny mention something about caviar and champagne before leaving with wishes for a pleasant evening. As soon as the door closed, Tawny’s composure slipped. She grappled for words. A symphony of drumbeats throbbed where her heart was supposed to be, and she spoke in an almost inaudible voice. “What are you doing here?”


    “I might ask you the same question,” the old man said with an air that defied surprise.


    He hadn’t lost the Italian charisma that oozed from his pores like his favorite Amaretto.


    Tawny knew the man had another side, but she’d seen only one. Always trim, he wore a light-colored jacket over a black silk T-shirt, but he’d lost weight and appeared more gaunt than the last time they met. His dark, leathery skin stretched tight over facial bones that could have been chiseled from marble by a master carver.


    Calm and cool as always, he took her hand and moved her away from the door to the sofa and spoke quietly. “I thought you retired.”


    She scanned the room once more and checked the ceiling fan, surreptitiously, she thought. But he knew what she was doing because he said, “No cameras or microphones. Cooper assured me. He might lie to others, but we have…an agreement, and I believe him. He has filmed and recorded. And he’s used it. So be very careful.”


    “How do you know?”


    “That little faggot in the office tried to sting one of my people. I don’t know what he could have been thinking, but he picked the wrong guy, made a bad calculation. Cooper said he didn’t know anything about it.”


    Tawny wondered whether the sting could be tied to the dead girl or to one of the others who’d disappeared. But she wouldn’t find out anything from the man in the room with her. She moved closer to him, kissing him lightly on the lips. “Nice to see you, Mario.”


    “The pleasure’s always mine where you’re concerned, Tawny. He spun her around. “Molto elegante. Now, cara, tell me, what are you doing here? You retired.”


    She wasn’t prepared and had to think fast. This time she told the truth, minus one important fact. “Yes, I did, until an acquaintance bartered me to the police in exchange for keeping her out of jail on a drug charge. I don’t know how, but they found one of the offshore accounts you helped set up. But only one,” she said with a sly grin. Truth so far. She had to decide how to handle this. She couldn’t tell him she was working for the cops or the feds. He’d forgive anything but that.


    “I have to pay the back taxes, interest, and penalties, and I can’t do that without tapping into the other accounts.”


    “Lots of ways they could have found it. Could have been through a search of yours truly. So, they know how you made the money.”


    “They know, thanks to my friend, but they’re after bigger fish than call girls. Prostitution is way down on their list. Ah, but tax evasion. Another story. They could arrest me and put me in jail, but they’d never get their money. They’ve given me a few months to get the funds.”


    “Doesn’t sound like the feds. Usually, they do both: get the money and put you in jail.” He brushed her hair back in an almost fatherly gesture. “Even the most hardnosed cop would soften when dealing with a woman like you. I understand completely.”


    Tawny thought of Walsh. Nothing soft about threats and blackmail. “I guess they could still do both if I come up short.”


    “Still, you should have come to me.”


    “I planned to when I had enough money to pay the bill. Then Mr. Martell could arrange a consulting fee from the dummy company he set up. You know, my legitimate income. He’s a genius.”


    “Hmm,” Mario said with a hint of disapproval.


    Then she recalled Martell was related to Mario by marriage and figured a family problem tainted his previously high opinion of the accountant.


    “I’d hoped you were out of the business, Tawny. You’ve been lucky, but luck runs out.”


    You’re telling me. “You’re a good friend, Mario. But I made a deal with Cooper. He’s always wanted me to work for him, and he’s paying me a bundle. I only have to do this long enough to get the money. Then, if they don’t make an example of me and put me in jail anyway, I’m gone, like I planned.”


    He pulled the bottle of champagne from the ice bucket and examined the label. “Not the best, but adequate. I know you don’t drink, but this is a special occasion. Please.”


    “How could I refuse?” She took the proffered flute. A mental smile surfaced when she thought back to Walsh and his supposition that all high-priced call girls drank only champagne. Surprisingly, she enjoyed the fizzy liquid. Dry, not sweet. Now that she wasn’t “in the life,” at least on her own, she might take to it.


    To you, Walsh, she thought as they clicked glasses and sipped. After topping a triangle of toasted bread with a dollop of caviar, she offered it to Mario.


    “Mmm, Cooper’s taste in caviar is better than his taste in champagne. Good.” He washed down the appetizer and said, “I’ve told you what’s going on because I want you to be careful, Tawny. Don’t let Cooper’s Wall Street background fool you. He’s more than an oversexed pimp. He rationalizes he’s giving people what they want, but when his back is against the wall, he has a highly-tuned sense of self-preservation, and he’ll play dirty to save himself. I won’t go into the particulars. Do your job and go home.”


    “Why didn’t you, you know―”


    “Make a lesson out of him? Because my guy was in the wrong, and I don’t want it out in the open. But heed my warning.”


    “Does it have anything to do with the girl fished out of the harbor?”


    “I know nothing about that.” He kissed her forehead. “That’s all, Tawny. No more questions.”


    She wanted to pump him for more information, but when Mario Russo said enough, he meant it. He wouldn’t incriminate himself or anyone working for him. There was too much going on here for some of it not to be connected. A dead prostitute, two women leaving Upper Eighties under suspicious circumstances—one of them missing—and now to find out that someone from Mario Russo’s family was involved. The old saying that if you lie down with dogs, you’ll get up with fleas came to mind. Tawny had managed to keep the fleas away for fifteen years, and ever since she decided to get out of the game, the fleas were attacking like, well, fleas. The idea she was doing the work for the feds and the NYPD started her itching.


    Walsh must know about her relationship with Mario. He said as much the first day they met. Five Families. Isn’t that how he put it? But how? She never uttered a word about her trysts with Mario Russo. Not to anyone. And she was sure Mario never spoke of it either.


    If Walsh knew, it was because the feds were watching Mario. Were they watching him now? If so, she would deny knowing anything about Mario’s presence at Upper Eighties. He was not part of her game, and she wouldn’t stab him in the back. He’d helped her when she needed help, and he’d help her again if she asked.


    “So, Mario, it’s been awhile. How may I please you?”


    “You can sit here with me and keep me company.” He took her hand and held it.


    “Come on. We’ve known each other a long time.”


    “Yes, a very long time, but it’s been months since you quit the business and gave up our visits. So thank you for not reacting when you saw me. It must have been a shock.”


    It had been, but she managed to keep her reaction from showing. “I’ve seen you looking better. I figured you’d been ill.”


    Russo lifted his champagne glass with a bony hand. He took a long drink and put it on the table. “I have cancer, Tawny. I look like the Grim Reaper has already claimed me, I know. My days are numbered, and the chemo has slowed me down. Can’t get it up any more, my dear. Companionship is all I can manage. I came tonight because Cooper offered me the best of the best and said I would be satisfied. I was curious.” His expression alternated between pleasure and sadness. “I should have known.”


    “Mario, I’m so sorry.”


    He’d been Tawny’s client for many years. They met in his secret hideaway in the Park Slope section of Brooklyn on the second and fourth Thursday of every month, where a sumptuous vegetarian meal awaited. On many of those nights they did nothing more than catch up on the week’s events, discussing politics, art, opera, and the theater. Mario never talked about his business, and Tawny never asked. She figured he was lonely. He never took her out in public because he didn’t want to stigmatize her with their association. Didn’t want her to have the reputation of being a “gangster’s moll,” in old-time vernacular.


    Whatever Tawny read about him in the papers, the constant condemnation of his ruthless hold on corruption or claims that he permanently eliminated his competition, she had known only a gentle man and a gentleman.


    “Isn’t there anything the doctors can do? Experimental surgery, medication?”


    “I’m afraid not. It’s pancreatic cancer, one of the deadliest. To make matters worse, I’m surrounded by vultures waiting for my expiration date so they can take over the family business. Ordinarily, a man grooms his sons to follow his footsteps. But I created a different family business to guarantee my sons, if they desired, had another career to inherit so they would never turn into me. Now I’m trying to arrange an easy transition so my protégé can ascend to the throne without a power struggle. But you know how men of my ilk are. It’s all about power. I’ve held on to it longer than most, but now it’s time to give it up, whether I want to or not.”


    Tawny shifted in her seat, wishing she were somewhere else.


    “I’m sorry, my dear. I’m talking about a man you’ve only heard about, one you don’t know and never will. It makes you uncomfortable.”


    “Yes. Knowing you as I do, it’s hard to imagine that man, and it’s hard to hear such fatalistic words about your illness.”


    “People, all people, allow others to see only certain parts of themselves. I was married to Victoria for thirty-five years before she died. In my home, she never saw the other side of me and couldn’t understand the vile things she read in the papers. Finally, she stopped reading them. In the beginning, I never cheated on her. But after five children she found religion. Sex was for procreation, not enjoyment.” He squeezed Tawny’s hand and smiled. “I was in my prime, virile and full of myself. If she knew I was getting it elsewhere, either she didn’t care or she graciously granted me the right. We never mentioned it, and I loved her till the day she died.”


    Tawny refilled Mario’s glass and hers. She didn’t know why she decided to drink. Maybe because it seemed important to him. But now she felt a not altogether unpleasant buzz. “You don’t have to tell me this, you know.”


    “You won’t believe this, but I have no one to talk to. I don’t go to church; I don’t confess. My confession would probably send the priest to another priest before I left the confessional. Though it’s a life I consciously chose, I regret some of the things I’ve done within the context of that life, but my time spent with women other than my wife is not one of them. And you, my dear, have been one of my joys. I’d say you’re like a daughter to me, but that would make me an incestuous beast, and I will not cop to that.”


    Tawny laughed. She had not expected an evening like this and thought how the world really is small and how the people in it are somehow interconnected. That six degrees thing.


    Tawny took the wine from his hand and led him to the big bed in the other room.


    “One more time, Mario. For old time sake.”


    “I told you, my dear. Nothing is happening. My failure would embarrass me.”


    “Relax,” she said, placing a pillow under his head. “I promise, you won’t be embarrassed.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Gotcha!


    


    After Tawny freshened up, she gathered her things to leave the room at Upper Eighties. She’d stayed longer than the time she’d contracted. The evening had been an unexpected pleasure for her and a surprising success for Mario. They made a pretense of saying they’d see each other again, but Tawny sensed tonight would be the last time she would see Mario Russo, the last time she would spend an intimate evening with the private man very few people knew. She brushed off the melancholy, remembering the job she had to do and hating that she had to do it.


    First, a trip to the office to pick up her payment. She took the stairs down to the first floor. Her heels echoed in the silence of the place. So much for being a ghost. Charles no doubt heard her approach.


    The office door was closed with no one inside when she opened it. Why did that surprise her? People who worked here had lives, homes, other things to do. Either Benny was in his apartment or he’d left to go to his summer home in the Hamptons. He must have had great confidence her client would be satisfied. He should only know. She assumed Colin had left for the evening.


    Mario had given Tawny enough information to make her cautious of Colin. He appeared to have a side business, apart from his work with Benny, and she wouldn’t consider pumping him for information. He hadn’t given her a second look when they were introduced, unlike most gay men she knew—designers, interior decorators, and actors—artsy types who appreciated her esthetically and called her a work of art. Nice compliments, and it fed her ego to a point, but flattery was part of their persona. Colin was about as far from artsy as Joe Six-Pack.


    The other gals were her best bet for information, except Darlene. She’d learned enough for one day. They’d become suspicious if she asked too many question at once. Her snooping earned her a name she hadn’t heard before, and she was happy about that. Whatever tidbit that eluded her earlier would come when she wasn’t trying to remember. Probably in the middle of the night.


    She slipped off her shoes and tiptoed close enough to the front to see Charles ensconced at his desk, pencil in hand, engrossed in something. He didn’t see her. She remembered Benny saying he lived in the building. Doorman, building superintendent, and Jack-of-all-trades. Efficient and polite. He worked lunch hours for those afternoon trysts, took a couple hours off midafternoon, resumed his post at five, and stayed put until all the clients and girls left.


    Good. Stay right where you are and keep busy.


    She crept back to the office and closed the door silently behind her. Ignoring the legitimate reason for being in the office—the bank of mailboxes in back of a long table, one with her initials—she headed for Colin’s desk. Nothing that looked like an appointment book sat on top. She tried the drawers. All locked.


    She went to the door and listened―still quiet―and returned to boot up the computer. Password protected. Of course. Colin wouldn’t leave Upper Eighties records lying around for anyone to access. She tried the wall cabinets. Also locked. She wondered whether there were tape recordings and videos hidden inside.


    She pulled out the key Benny had given her and opened her mailbox. Inside was a thick self-sealed envelope. She pulled apart the flap to do a quick count. Thirty-five hundred dollars in cash. Not bad for a couple of hours work. An hour more than she contracted, but that was because of the client.


    Time to play dumb. She tucked the envelope in her satchel, stepped into her shoes, and headed for the front door. Charles looked up.


    “Ready to leave, Ms. Tawny?” he asked.


    “Yes. How do things work here? Do I sign out?”


    “Right here.” He slid the clipboard in front of her containing one sheet of paper with her name on it, dated today. Someone else had signed her in at five with a notation that her appointment began at seven. She signed herself out.


    “Who signed me in?”


    “Mr. Cooper. You stayed longer than Mr. Cooper said. Was there any problem?”


    “No. The extra time’s on me. Old man. They take longer sometimes.”


    Charles’s face reddened and he sputtered something she couldn’t make out.


    Poor guy seemed unsuitable for his job. “By the way, one of the ladies mentioned a Cindi. I was wondering if she’s someone I know by that name. Cindi Davidson?”


    “No, I believe Cindi’s last name was Dyson.” Now Charles became ill at ease. In fact, his complexion went from flushed to pale in a matter of seconds. The hand holding his pencil shook. “No, no, that’s not right. I’m getting her confused with someone else. Forget I said that. I…I don’t know Cindi’s last name. I only know the ladies by their first names.”


    Was? Cindi’s last name was? Could that be why Cindi hasn’t shown up? She’s a was? Tawny felt a wave of something foul hit her stomach. Poor Charles had screwed up royally. Twice. He tried to backtrack, but he knew what he’d done. She needed to push hard while he was flustered.


    She leaned closer, hoping to unnerve him even more. “When is she scheduled next? If it’s the Cindi I know, I’d love to see her again.”


    “I…I don’t know. I have nothing to do with the schedules. I’m just the doorman. Anyway, I doubt you’d know her. She’s from Kansas. Hasn’t been here long. Couldn’t be anyone you know.”


    Screwed up again, Charles. She reached out to him. “You look sick, Charles. Are you all right?”


    “Who’s from Kansas?” Darlene swept down the hall, not a hair out of place, lipstick perfect. She looked coldly beautiful, except for the frown that caused a vertical crease between her perfectly-arched eyebrows.


    “N-no one,” Charles said. “Ms. Tawny was just leaving.”


    Darlene eyed Charles suspiciously. “You look terrible, Charles. Why don’t you knock off. It’s slow tonight. I can handle the rest of the evening. When the girls call down to usher out their clients, you won’t have to summon me. I’ll be right here.”


    “Yes, that’s good,” Charles said. “I don’t feel well. Something I ate. I’ve felt out of sorts all day. Think I’ll go to my apartment and take something.”


    “Good idea,” Darlene said.


    Tawny reached into her satchel. “I carry antacids with me. Would you like one?”


    “No, th-thanks. I have some in the apartment. Thanks for covering, Miss Darlene. Good night.”


    He darted to the door so fast Tawny expected to see skid marks streak the marble floor. “Well, I’d better be going.”


    Darlene blocked the way. “How was your evening?”


    Digging deep, Tawny mustered her most confident attitude. “Quite pleasant. Mr. Cooper really knows how to treat his customers. Caviar, champagne. Very elegant.”


    “Caviar and champagne, huh? Must have been someone important.”


    Tawny studied her. Did Darlene know who the client was, or was she trying to find out? “You heard the name. Mark Seymour. You said you didn’t know him.”


    “Sometimes clients use aliases for privacy. The name meant nothing to any of us. What was he like?”


    Tawny picked up her bag. She didn’t want to get on the bad side of Darlene, even if her first inclination was to tell her the client was none of her business. After all, she did say not to talk about them. “Old. Had to work hard to get him hard.”


    Darlene relaxed, even smiled. “I’ve had a few of those.”


    “Well, nice to meet you, Darlene.”


    “Same here. Oh, and Tawny, if you need information, ask Benny. Don’t pump Charles. He’s a sweet guy, but he’s on the dim side. I wouldn’t count on anything he says.”


    “What makes you think I was pumping him for information? Why would I?”


    “Just saying.” Her smile was fake and forced. “Good night, Tawny.”


    Tawny smiled back. She didn’t have to force it either. She felt pretty good. She’d call Walsh in the morning with the name. Cindi Dyson, from Kansas. And she’d bet the thick wad of cash in her satchel the woman was dead.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Bad Start to a Bad Day


    


    “Daddy, what’s a pimp?”


    Benny’s coffee shot through his nose and spattered like mud all over the table and The New York Times. He was about to read the paper, something he did every morning he was home with his family, and his daughter’s question left him literally speechless. He eyed her hunched over her bowl of cereal and blotted the coffee dripping from his nostrils with his napkin. When he cleared his throat, he asked, “Where did you hear that word, Jennifer?”


    “Ashley heard her daddy call you that.”


    “Ashley who?” Who the fuck is Ashley? “Eileen,” he yelled. “Would you come here, please.” His son Ethan snickered. Benny turned to him. “What are you laughing at?”


    “Nothing,” he said, shrugging. “But a pimp? Wow, that’s way cool.”


    “There is nothing cool about being called a pimp. Not if you know what it means.”


    “I know,” Ethan said. “It’s―”


    “Never mind,” Benny said, cutting him off. “I know what it is.” He returned his attention to his daughter. “What’s Ashley’s last name, Jennifer? What’s her daddy’s name?”


    “Mr. Mokler.”


    Benny could feel the blood draining from his face. Herb Mokler. That schmuck couldn’t find his asshole with both hands. “Eileen.” His voice came out an octave higher and filled with panic. “Where are you?”


    “And he called Mommy a tart,” Jennifer said. “A tart’s like a pastry, isn’t it, Daddy?”


    “Jesus.”


    “You shouldn’t say the Lord’s name in vain, Dad,” Ethan said.


    “Jesus is not my Lord. He’s your mother’s Lord. You’re Jewish.”


    “That’s not what the rabbi says. Jews believe children are the religion of the mother. That makes me Catholic.”


    “Ei-leen.”


    “What is it, Benny. Why are you yelling?”


    Eileen was wearing tight Capri pants with a halter top. Benny took one glance at her tits and almost lost his train of thought.


    “Jennifer, Ethan, you’re finished with your cereal. Go get ready for camp.”


    “We are ready, Daddy.”


    “Then go wait for the camp bus.”


    “There is no camp bus.” Ethan planted himself in his chair, arms across his chest. The position stated clearly that he wasn’t going to leave the kitchen until he’d heard what his father wanted to say to his mother. “It’s Mrs. Delano’s turn to drive today.”


    “Well, go outside and wait for her.”


    “It’s too early, and it’s hot outside,” Jennifer said.


    Benny leaned closer to his daughter. “Then go watch TV until she comes,” he said in a low monotone. “Both of you.”


    Jennifer appealed to her mother with a drawn-out, “Mom.”


    Benny could feel his patience draining. “Eileen?”


    “Go ahead, baby,” Eileen said. “Go, Ethan.” She helped Jennifer from her seat. “Daddy needs to talk to me.”


    “Why can’t I ever hear what Dad has to say when he wants to tell you something juicy?” Ethan whined.


    Eileen glanced at Benny. “Exactly for that reason, sweetheart. He wants to tell me something he doesn’t want you to hear. That’s what grownups do sometimes.”


    “It isn’t fair.” Jennifer pouted and left the room, huffing and stomping her foot in a mini-fit of temper. Ethan smirked.


    After his kids were out of hearing distance, Benny said, “Herb Mokler called me a pimp. A pimp! Where the hell did he get that?”


    Eileen wiped the coffee-splattered table. “Probably from someone you set up at the club. Word gets around, you know.”


    “And he called you a tart.”


    “He what?” Eileen’s two words wailed like an air-raid siren. “A tart. Why, the son of a bitch. Herb Mokler should know about tarts. His wife has banged every tennis pro at the club since they joined. The nerve.”


    “How do you know about his wife?”


    “People talk. Especially, you know, tennis pros.”


    Benny glared at her. “Since you have an…inside track, maybe you should pull Mrs. Mokler―what’s her first name?”


    “Laura.”


    “Yeah, Laura. Maybe you should pull Laura aside and tell her to put a gag on her husband, unless she wants her extra-marital escapades made public.”


    “Not a problem, dear. I never liked her anyway. She’s always making comments about how my boobs jiggle when I play tennis. She’s a jealous, flat-chested tramp.”


    Eileen plopped in the chair, calling Benny’s attention to her jiggling boobs. God, they were beautiful. “Hmmph, pimp, indeed,” Benny said under his breath. “I’m not a pimp. I never take a cut. Don’t work on percentage. Why are people ugly, Eileen?”


    “I don’t know, honey. It’s just the way they are.”


    Benny spread the paper, scanning the front page. “Oh, my God.”


    “What? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


    “Remember that actor I told you about? Cindi’s boyfriend? What was his name? Dirk something?”


    “The extortionist?”


    “Yeah, that’s the one.”


    “Hansen. I think you said his name was Hansen.”


    “He’s dead. Someone found him in a Dumpster. It says he was mutilated. Wonder what that means.”


    “In the old days it meant someone cut off his pecker. Probably still means that.”


    Benny gulped. “Jesus.”


    “Don’t say the Lord’s name in vain, Benny. It offends me.”


    “Don’t get into what’s offensive. Remember, Jesus isn’t the Lord in this house.”


    “Maybe he should be. Bad things are happening to people you come in contact with lately. If you believed in Jesus, those things might not happen.”


    Benny thought about what Eileen said. Not the Jesus part, but the bad things happening part. First Serena, then Cindi and Melody, now this con artist Hansen. Oh, and Colin blackmailing Rick Martell, triggering a visit from Don Mario Russo, a crime boss who wouldn’t bat an eye while he put a bullet in the back of Benny’s head, mob style.


    There could be no other explanation. Benny was fucking cursed. On top of that, his children thought he was a pimp. His breakfast bagel felt like a slab of cement in his gut, churning up acid reflux. This was turning out to be a very bad day, and it wasn’t even eight a.m.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Tawny’s Appointment


    


    Linc watched Tawny leave Upper Eighties and hail a cab. She looked gorgeous in her elegant evening suit, hair swept into a twist. He wanted to talk to her, but she’d have thought he was tailing her like she’d thought before. Only making sure she was all right, he rationalized.


    Guilt gnawed at his insides for pulling her back into a life she was trying to get out from under. But another emotion perplexed the hell out of him. She’d been inside Upper Eighties servicing some john, and he didn’t like it one bit. If he didn’t know better, he’d think he was jealous. He laughed and shook off the ridiculous notion. He had nothing to be jealous of. Tawny was her own woman. He had no say in what she did or didn’t do. So why was every muscle in his body revolting at the idea of her with another man? It’s what she does, Linc. Christ, I need a shrink.


    Shortly after she took off, he received a heads-up call from the detective he talked to about the guy in the photo going into Upper Eighties, Dirk Hansen. The late Dirk Hansen, he learned. He spent the next two hours with the medical examiner and a NYPD crime scene unit in Hell’s Kitchen near the Dumpster resting place of the actor. Unofficial cause of death: spinal shock from a broken neck.


    Checking on Hansen, Linc found he had a record for spousal abuse. He left the alley and Hansen’s body and spent the next hour following up with Hansen’s ex-wife. She said little good about the man. He beat the crap out of her for whatever macho reason suited him at the time and apologized later. When she’d taken enough, she kicked him out on his ass. The man was a slug.


    In spite of getting home in the middle of the night and being bone-dead tired, Linc didn’t fall asleep until almost dawn. He woke early this morning with the same uneasy feeling that had kept him awake. With so many connections to Benny Cooper’s establishment, he was beginning to think they should pull everyone in and put the screws on them. He knew Tawny didn’t want the girls to go to jail, but he didn’t want them killed either. And that’s what was happening. One dead, a second woman had disappeared, a third holed up in her apartment last he heard, and now Hansen. He didn’t want Tawny to be next.


    He’d talk to the captain when he got to work. Maybe he could broker some kind of deal to get Tawny out of her tax mess before she got hurt. After his shower, he noticed he’d missed a call from Tawny. He picked up his cell, hit her number on speed-dial, and punched Send.


    “You’re going to be proud of me,” Tawny said after he identified himself. “I got the name of the missing girl. Cindi Dyson. She’s from Kansas. How’s that for a night’s work?”


    He wondered what else a night’s work entailed and then wanted to punch himself. “Great.”


    “Oh, and Walsh, this is the bad part. This Cindi person might be dead. The doorman referred to her in the past tense.”


    Why did the name Cindi ring a dull bell? It didn’t take long before he made the connection. Hansen’s ex-wife said that she hoped his new girlfriend, Cindi, had better luck with the dirtbag. She didn’t know Cindi’s last name, only that she was an actor, like Dirk, and a would-be writer. Has to be the same girl. “Tawny, don’t leave your apartment. I’m on my way.”


    “Walsh, I can’t wait. I have…an appointment, and I’m late.”


    “We need to talk. I’m serious. Stay there.”


    He hung up before she could argue and called Dennis. He briefly related Tawny’s information. “Tawny believes the missing girl is a Cindi Dyson from Kansas. That’s all I know right now, but the doorman gave her the impression Dyson was dead. And I think Hansen was connected to her.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “Something his ex-wife said. I’ll fill you in later.”


    “I’ll check on the Dyson gal,” Dennis said. “Then I’ll see what the captain says about having someone talk to Melody Carnes. Might be time to start moving in.”


    Linc agreed and was pulling on his pants when his cell rang. At this rate, he’d never get out of his house. It was Harry. “I’m kinda in a hurry, Harry.”


    “What’s going on?”


    “Tawny got more in one night than we got in two weeks.”


    “I’ll bet,” Harry snickered.


    Linc heard the sarcasm, but he let it go. He filled Harry in quickly, then said he’d call him later.


    “Where are you?” Harry asked.


    “On my way to Tawny’s apartment as soon as I get dressed. She may have triggered suspicions. I don’t want her hurt.”


    “Watch out, Linc. She’s a snitch, nothing more.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    “Do you? You’re too concerned for my taste.”


    “We obviously don’t have the same tastes. See you later, Agent Winokaur.”


    “Detective Walsh. If all pans out, you have enough to close Cooper down.”


    “That’s a decision for my captain, Harry. I don’t call the shots.” Silence on the other end of the line. There were times when Harry thought Linc was his man, forgetting the NYPD was city and he was federal.


    “Right. Forgot my place.”


    Linc caught the sarcasm for the second time. “I want to wait until I talk to Tawny. We need specifics, like who told her what, before we bust in the place without knowing who we’re supposed to bust.”


    “Right again. Call me later.” Harry cut him off.


    Linc shut his phone down, irritated not only at Harry’s attitude but at the snide I bet remark that felt like a slap in the face. Even if Tawny never turned another trick, she’d always be a hooker in the eyes of anyone who knew her past. He wondered how many of the Hampton crowd knew about Eileen Cooper, and if they did, how they reacted to her. Did they talk behind her back or did she suffer face-to-face insults? Linc knew women who’d turned in their date books for two kids and a house in the burbs. He guessed they had as high a marital success rate as anyone else. Maybe better, considering they knew at least part of what made a man happy.


    Dammit, he thought, chiding himself for being a sexist pig. As if all it took to please a man was a roll in the hay. He finished dressing and headed for the city, mind revving along with the car’s engine.


    Why had Hansen visited Upper Eighties? Did Cooper contract men for women or for other men? Many clubs did, although it wasn’t a fact that made news. Sex was sex, and everything was on the table between consenting adults when money called the shots. One thing Linc was sure of―Dirk Hansen wasn’t a john. He didn’t have five minutes worth of the fees Benny and his ladies charged. Besides, the guy was an actor and enough of a stud to snag any woman he wanted for sex, even if he was a wife-beating asshole. There were enough women with low self-esteem to fall prey to a bad boy like Hansen.


    Then Linc was in SoHo, half a block from Tawny’s apartment, with no recollection of how he drove into the city. He pulled into a commercial vehicle space near her building and put a tag on the windshield. He went inside the store, flashed his badge, and told the owner he wouldn’t be long.


    “Make it fast,” the guy growled, undaunted by the cop’s presence. “I’m expecting a delivery.”


    Linc didn’t have time to argue. “I’ll be back when I’m back, and I don’t need any crap from you. Persist in giving me a hard time, and I’ll come back with a city inspector. Bet he finds something to close you down for a few days.” That shut him up.


    Linc hurried to Tawny’s door and pressed the bell. He waited, but she didn’t buzz him in. He pressed the bell again. Again, nothing. Damn. He told her to wait and she left anyway. An appointment. He figured what that meant. Tawny was meeting a john. At nine o’clock in the morning. So much for retiring.


    He started back to his car, then remembered something Tawny said at the beach about her neighbor watering her plants. Bet he had a key to her apartment. Wonder if she left an appointment book around. He went back to the bank of buzzers and hit the button under Tawny’s with the name Tony Ambrosio on a plastic strip. Tawny’s bell had no name, but they were in vertical order, top floor on top.


    “Yeah,” a gruff voice answered.


    “NYPD,” Linc said.


    “What’ya want?”


    “Buzz me in and I’ll tell you.” He heard a grumble before the intercom switched off, but the buzzer popped the door. Linc bypassed the ancient elevator and took the stairs. The aroma of curry wafting from the second floor turned into the odor of paint when the third floor door opened and a thin, wiry man covered in paint-spattered overalls stood waiting. His black hair was pulled into a pony tail, revealing two earrings, and he was wiping his hands on a wet cloth. Large abstract canvases sat on easels behind him, similar to a painting he’d seen on Tawny’s wall.


    Linc flipped open his badge case and introduced himself.


    “Sorry, I’m a mess. What’s this about?”


    “I’m looking for Tawny Dell.”


    Ambrosio let out a snort. “Ha. You and every man in New York.”


    “No, not that way.”


    “What way then?”


    “She’s, um, a friend.”


    “So it is that way. Jeez, even the cops.” He unleashed a giant grin. “She’s something, ain’t she?”


    Linc wanted to start over. “No, you don’t understand. We really are friends. I was supposed to meet her here, and she’s not home.”


    “Well, you couldn’t be much of a friend if you don’t know she’s out of here by nine on Tuesdays for her group. So you must be here on…business.”


    Huh? Group? What? Therapy, book club, yoga? “I’m friend enough to know she never does business here. Not that business.” Linc’s uneasiness must have shown, because Ambrosio grinned.


    “How about an espresso?” he asked.


    “No, thanks. I really need to find Tawny. She may be in danger.” That got through to him and the man turned serious. “It’s important,” Linc added.


    “She’s not in any trouble, is she? ’Cause I won’t say anything if I’ll get her in trouble.”


    “No trouble. Honest. Tell me where she is.”


    “She’s a docent at the Metropolitan a couple of hours a week.”


    “Docent?”


    “Don’t you cops know anything? It’s like a guide. No money to the job, but it’s kind of a neat thing, and you gotta be special to be selected. She has a doctorate in art history, ya know.”


    “Yeah, I know.” So that’s why she was there before meeting Cooper. “Hey, thanks. And don’t worry. She’s not in any trouble from me.”


    “Sure you don’t want a shot of caffeine to go? You might need it.”


    But Linc was halfway down the stairs at Ambrosio’s last word, making a beeline for his car, which was now blocked by a delivery van. He played the badass cop one more time, and the delivery driver moved to let him out. In a hurry.


    Wending his way through traffic, he chastised himself for thinking the worst of Tawny and wondered why he was so ready to put her in bed with a john. So ready not to believe in her after she said she’d given up the life. Was he overreacting concerning Tawny’s safety? She gave no indication anyone thought she was prying where she shouldn’t. But she really didn’t have time to tell him everything. Maybe someone was.


    Dirk Hansen’s murder had Linc uptight, and if Cindi Dyson met a similar fate, then someone connected to Upper Eighties would stop at nothing to keep things from unraveling. Didn’t they realize by bumping off those they perceived as threatening, they were inviting scrutiny of the very people they feared?


    Pulling into a rare spot in front of a quick shop near 82nd, he crossed diagonally to the Fifth Avenue entrance of the museum. He asked at the information desk where he might find Tawny Dell without showing his badge. He didn’t want to do anything to expose her dark side.


    The woman referred to a guide. “Oh, you mean Dr. Dell? Let me check.” She flipped through what Linc figured was the day’s schedule. “Right through there,” she said, pointing to his left. “She’s almost finished with her tour, but you can listen in.”


    Linc lined up at the counter to get his entrance button and left a donation, then walked into another century, into another civilization. Tawny was speaking to a group of rapt listeners. She gazed up and saw him. Without missing a beat, she continued her explanation of the depiction on a Grecian urn. Linc stood in back and listened. So much for johns.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Breakfast Interruptus


    


    After the kids left, Benny went back to bed. He’d suffered through another sleepless night, and after reading about Dirk Hansen this morning, he doubted tonight’s sleep would be much better. He managed to nod off, but visions of Hansen and lovely Cindi, her broken body suspended in space, jarred him awake. Were the cops on to Upper Eighties? Would they barge in, snap on the cuffs, and haul him away?


    Eileen brought a second cup of coffee to the bedroom, along with the newspaper, and left him to enjoy a morning in bed. She had no idea what was going on in his head, and he didn’t want to worry her by venting. No doubt she’d be back to cheer him out of his doldrums.


    He wanted to ignore his chiming cell since the only news lately had been bad. Damn, Colin. He rarely called, but when he did it was something Benny didn’t want to hear. He braced himself for the worst.


    “Thought you should know, Benny,” his tech guru said. “That Dell woman was asking all sorts of questions. ’Fraid Charles might have said too much. A couple of the girls too.”


    Benny put down the coffee cup and looked up at the ceiling. He didn’t see the black cloud, but he knew it was there, floating over his head like a curse. Did he really want to know this? “What was she asking?”


    “Darlene said she asked about the girls. How many worked here, who they were? Like that.”


    “What’s wrong with that? She asked me too. She’s trying to be friendly, get a feel for the place.”


    “Yeah, but when one of the girls let slip that Cindi hasn’t shown up in a more than a week, she pumped Charles for her last name, saying maybe Cindi was a friend she’d lost touch with. Darlene said she kinda tricked him.”


    Benny’s stomach took a dive. He pushed the paper off his thighs and reached for the drawer in the bedside table. Where in hell were his antacids? He belched and belched again, but it didn’t relieve the acidic burning sensation gnawing like hot coals in his gut. “Eileen,” he called. Take it easy, Benny.


    “I’m sure it was innocent curiosity, Colin. You know how women are. Always gossiping. Nothing out of the ordinary. It’s not like she’s a spy or anything. Who’s she gonna tell? Relax. Tawny Dell came with well-established bona fides. She’s been turning tricks for more than a dozen years. More than anyone working at Upper Eighties.”


    “Okay, just saying.”


    “Maybe, to be on the safe side, you should tell everyone to keep their mouths shut about Cindi, not that anyone knows what happened to her except Melody. And you, me, and Reggie, of course.” And Eileen. “No, wait. Just remind them not to discuss Upper Eighties’ business. If we mention Cindi, it might make them suspicious.”


    “You think Melody talked?”


    “No. Do what I told you, and we’ll be fine. We can’t be too careful. I’ll talk to Charles myself and then to Tawny on Thursday when she has her second appointment. I’ve arranged a very special client. Reserve the same room, and make sure there’s champagne―Dom Perignon 2000 Brut―and some hors d’oeuvres, this time. You know the drill.”


    “Done, Benny. I guess if you aren’t worried about the other, neither am I.”


    “Glad we’re on the same page.” Benny flipped his cell closed and massaged eyes that felt like they were filled with acid.


    “What was that all about? What about Tawny Dell?” Eileen plopped down on the bed next to him.


    “Oh, nothing. Darlene got suspicious because Tawny was asking about the girls, especially Cindi.”


    “Really? Why would she do that?”


    Benny lost his train of thought when he removed his massaging fingers from his eyes and saw his wife. She wore the one-piece jumpsuit she wore only for him at home and only when the kids weren’t there. She’d be arrested if she wore it anywhere else. It showed off her curves and had cutouts for her boobs and pussy. Her naked body was ultra-sexy, but this little number got him hard on sight. He could go right to work without undressing her, and a little tug of the Velcro seam up the back made getting it off a snap. He wanted her to manufacture them, but she said then it wouldn’t be special for him anymore. She had a point.


    “You look yummy enough to eat.” He pulled her down on the bed. “Two minutes ago I had a headache, burning eyes, and acid reflux. Now, I’m ready to boink my wife.”


    Eileen pulled away, even though her breast was in Benny’s mouth. “Who’s the client you have lined up for Tawny Dell?”


    “You know I never talk names,” Benny gurgled, unwilling to release his mouthful.


    “I know you almost never get involved in setting up clients too, Benny. So I’d say it’s an interesting reversal that you’re doing it now.”


    He backed off his hold on Eileen’s mammary. “Come on, baby. You sound almost jealous. You know you’re the only one who matters in my life.” He groped back to the opening in her jumpsuit, but she pushed him away, getting up―something she never did. Rooted in her breast, he moved right along with her until he almost fell off the bed.


    “I put up with a lot from you, Benny. You claim to be my one and only, yet you’re off banging someone else at least twice a week. Would that make sense to you if I did it?”


    “You do,” he mumbled, wiping drool from his mouth.


    “What? How can you say that?”


    Benny sat back, kind of pissed his breakfast nipple had retreated. “Come on, Eileen. I know you’re not schmoozing with those snooty Junior League women every day. You can’t stand them. Nor are you doing whatever those women in garden clubs are supposed to do when they’re not attending those stupid luncheons. You get dressed up, poke your head into those meetings, leave, then get into your Lexus―a car I pay for, by the way―and hop over to the club to play tennis. You do that whenever I’m gone, but the only balls you see are between the legs of that empty-headed pro, what’s his name?”


    Eileen stood with her legs spread and her hands on her hips, her breasts flushed as pink as her face. “Which one? There are two of them.”


    “I suppose the one who isn’t banging Herb Mokler’s wife. Or maybe you two are playing doubles. How the hell do I know?” Benny sat up straighter. “You must think I’m dense as shit. To quote a cliché, leopards don’t change their spots. You and I are sex junkies. It’s what got us together, and it’s what started Upper Eighties. You knew my conditions when we married. All this,” he waved his arms around the house, “and future security, to ignore my minor peccadilloes. Do you think I don’t understand the goose/gander thing? I just didn’t want to know. But you had to bring it up, and all because you’re jealous of Tawny Dell. You knew who she was. You’re clever, but you’re a lousy liar.”


    “I am not jealous.” She collapsed on the edge of the bed. “Well,” she trilled, “maybe a little.”


    “She’s business. I told you her conditions. No freebies from management. That’s me, and Colin wouldn’t have her if she put it in his mouth. So what’s disturbing you?”


    “That you might think she’s better than me.”


    “I told you, no freebies. What part don’t you understand? Besides, no one’s better than you, sweetie. You’re the mother of my children, my business collaborator, my favorite sex partner. What more do you want? Monogamy?” He patted the bed. “Now, come over here. Daddy’s had a bad week. He’s overwhelmed with anxiety. He needs a release of tension.” Another bed pat.


    Eileen sniffled and shuffled to the bed, her tits swaying in rhythm. Benny knew she did it on purpose, and he loved every undulating beat of her luscious boobs. By the time she threw one leg over his thighs, he had a boner the size of a 2 x 4.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    One More Night


    


    Tawny saw Lincoln Walsh slip into the gallery. Even though she found it irritating earlier when he told her—no, ordered her—to wait for him, then hung up before she could tell him she wouldn’t be there, her heartbeat did a little dance when she saw him. What was the big rush anyway? You’d think her life had been threatened.


    She couldn’t wait for him and be late. This was her assigned time, and her boss expected her. She loved her mornings at the museum, and even though she repeated some of the same things every tour, she fed off the interest of her tour group, who were now enthralled by her explanation of the painting on an Egyptian vase that provided a rare example of the actual painting process of the time, encaustic. Leaning closer, Tawny pointed to the figures on the vase as they mixed the pigments with wax to paint a sculpture of Herakles, while Zeus and Nike presided and Herakles himself surveyed his image. Though the backside of the vase was less accessible, she explained the depiction of Athena and other Gods. She wanted her audience to appreciate the painting as a record of life at that time, but also to understand the mythology. She moved from one piece to another to another. Before she knew, the hour’s allotted time had run out. She accepted thanks from the group and answered a couple of questions before they scattered to either another guide or their individual meanderings through the museum.


    “I learned something this morning,” Linc said.


    “There’s lots to learn, even for me.”


    “You did good, Doctor.” His tone sounded sincere, with no hint of sarcasm for once.


    “Thanks. So now you know what I do in my spare time. Surprised?


    “Not at all.”


    She snickered.


    “Well, okay, a little surprised.”


    “You obviously went to my apartment, and when I wasn’t there, what did you think about my appointment?” When he didn’t answer, she snickered again. “Can’t get past it, can you, Walsh?”


    He grimaced. “Can we go somewhere and talk? Is there a coffee shop?”


    “There are a few, but the one downstairs is probably the most casual. At the main entrance you’ll see the sign that reads Cafeteria and the New American Wing. Go straight back as far as you can, through Medieval and Vienna Porcelain to the Lehman Collection, then go down the stairs. I have some things to do first. I’ll meet you in a few minutes.”


    “Coffee?” he asked.


    “Great, thanks.” He nodded and took off. Sure, he thought she was with a client. She could tell by his embarrassment when she called him on it. Tony must have told him where she was. Walsh probably pulled his badge and Tony would have told him his bank account number if he asked. Sweet Tony. She couldn’t expect him to hold back from the cops.


    Tawny signed out and headed for the cafeteria. She found Walsh at a back table in the cafeteria. Two coffees and a plate of pastries shared the table. She took a seat.


    “Now, what’s all the fuss about?” she asked.


    “The picture of the guy I showed you? You know, the one with the streaked hair?”


    “What about him?”


    “He’s dead, found early this morning in a Dumpster in Hell’s Kitchen. When I interviewed his ex-wife, she said his new girlfriend’s name was Cindi.”


    Tawny didn’t say anything for a long moment. She couldn’t. The words froze in her throat. “Cindi is the one the doorman referred to in the past tense. He said her name was Cindi Dyson. Not is, Walsh. Was. She’s dead. I know it.”


    “We have enough to close down the place. Someone’s killing off the girls.”


    A funny feeling churned in the pit of Tawny’s stomach. Things were coming together she didn’t quite understand, and it concerned Mario and Colin and a member of Mario’s inner circle. Someone he was willing to protect. Why? Could it be tied to Cindi? Was that why Mario showed up at Upper Eighties? He didn’t need to go there for a woman. Mario could have a woman delivered to his apartment every night of the week if he wanted. No, Mario went there to tell Benny to keep whatever happened quiet. But what happened, exactly? She couldn’t mention her suspicions to Walsh until she found out more. With Mario involved, if he was, she felt the noose tightening around her throat.


    “You still don’t have proof Sarah Marshall worked at Upper Eighties.”


    “One of our guys is questioning Melody Carnes now. You want to bet she rolls on Benny?”


    “Find out what she knows. If she says Sarah worked at Upper Eighties, I’m out of there. If not, you have to give me until Thursday to find out. Go on, call him.”


    Linc punched in Dennis’s number, asked his question, and listened. He turned to Tawny after he broke the connection. “She’s gone. Neighbor said she left yesterday with a suitcase.”


    “See? I can give you a hundred reasons why she left. Would you believe my parents think I’ve worked here for the last fifteen years, with modeling jobs on the side? It’s what women like me do to protect our secret lives. Melody Carnes won’t allow the whole world to find out what she does, even if she’s covering up something she shouldn’t.”


    “She’ll go to jail.”


    “She’s waiting it out, hoping the problem will pass so she doesn’t have to lie. You have to let me go in one more time.” She leaned forward across the table. “These women won’t talk, and I doubt their clients will either. Benny’s too smart to leave a hard copy of his client list. Colin must have it on his laptop, and it’s password-protected. I checked.”


    “You opened the computer? What if someone saw you?”


    “I was in the office legitimately. Benny has a bank of mailboxes where he leaves the money so he never pays the girls directly. While I was there, I booted up the computer, doubting I’d ever get into the program, but I thought it was worth a try. Colin is the only one who knows the code. Maybe Benny.”


    “There’s probably a date book or calendar on the computer, then the sign-in sheets are shredded once the information is entered. I bet he backs up everything nightly and has some kind of device that wipes out the hard drive if the computer’s compromised. It’d be the smart thing to do.”


    “Let’s hope opening the computer doesn’t ring bells or he’ll know someone tried to access his information. Your people could go in, Walsh, and you might even get the doorman to fold. But the only bodies you have are Sarah Marshall, who you haven’t connected to Benny’s establishment, and Dirk Hansen, who isn’t talking. Even if you find out Sarah worked there, it doesn’t prove anyone at Upper Eighties killed her. The best you’ll do is get a few people on lesser charges.”


    “You’re beginning to sound like a cop.”


    “No, I’m being logical. The doorman knows something, I’m sure.”


    “You think he’ll break?”


    “Probably, but I doubt he knows enough. If murder’s involved, don’t you want to get whoever’s responsible? Charles is just a worker drone. Come on, Walsh. Give me until Thursday to come up with some answers. If I fail, you can do your thing. I’ll be careful, promise. I’ll go early. Maybe the one suspicious gal won’t be there, and I can talk to the others. Find out more.”


    “Someone was suspicious?”


    “A woman thing, I think. Nothing more.” Linc frowned. She knew he was weighing his options. “One more night. It’s what you and your boss wanted me to do.”


    “It’s too risky.”


    “So now it’s risky, and it wasn’t before? What’s changed?”


    “Hansen, for one. My guess is he went there to shake them down, and they got rid of him.” Linc rolled his eyes. “I think the captain is ready to pull the plug, and…”


    “And what?”


    He didn’t respond.


    She waited, drank her coffee. “Let me ask you. You said no one’s made a complaint about blackmail, so you have no proof of that, right?”


    Walsh turned away, unable or unwilling to look her in the eyes. “Right.”


    “We live in a very litigious society. Maybe Benny’s taping to protect himself. It works both ways.” But she’d bet someone blackmailed one of Mario’s people. “If women are being murdered,” Tawny said, “I want to find out who’s doing it more than you. Murders of prostitutes piss me off.” She took in a deep breath, released it in a slow steady stream. “It could have been me.”


    He turned toward her. “That’s what I don’t want to happen.”


    His words were so sincere her breath caught in her throat.


    Reaching across the table, he covered her hand with his. “I couldn’t deal with that. I sent you in there. I’m responsible for you.” His big, dark, gorgeous eyes steadied on her. “I care, Tawny. More than as just a cop.”


    The heat of his hand warmed every molecule of her body. It was a reaction she’d never experienced. She rested her other hand over his and spoke in such a soft voice she almost didn’t hear her own words. “You have to know this can’t go anywhere, even if we wanted it to.”


    “Does that mean you’d want it to? Even the possibility?”


    She swallowed whatever was swelling in her throat. “No.” He didn’t say anything, but the quirk in his expression said he knew with his whole heart she was right.


    He remained silent until they were outside, standing on the street. “Come on. My car’s over there. I’ll drive you home.”


    “Thanks, but I have errands to do.” She didn’t, but if he brought her home, she wouldn’t have the willpower to resist him, the attraction was that strong. Besides, she did have things to do, but she’d rather Walsh knew nothing about them. Not yet.


    “Let me go to Upper Eighties one more night. If I don’t come up with anything, you can get an Army brigade to storm the place.”


    He hesitated, then raised his hand to her cheek, brushing it with a feather touch. “One night. I’ll be close if anything goes wrong.”


    “Deal.” She started to leave, and he latched on to her arm and pulled her back. The scent of his aftershave―no, the scent of him, kept her close too long. Her mind won out over her emotions, and she stepped away. “Gotta go, Walsh. We’ll keep in touch.”


    “Tawny,” he called, but she hurried toward the subway, resisting with every fiber of her being to turn around and wrap herself in his comforting arms. Forget him. But in spite of her efforts, the absurdity of her with Lincoln Walsh filled her thoughts on the way home.


    He’s a cop. A sex crime investigator. Deep down, he’d never forget or forgive what you are―what you’ve been for fifteen years. This is a job, and when it’s over, you’ll never see him again.


    She arrived home on autopilot, changed clothes, and put on a pot of coffee. Then she booted up the computer and went to work, willing Walsh from her mind.


    Years ago, when she met Mario Russo through another client, she didn’t know who or what he was, other than a successful businessman, owner of a large construction company. If she’d read about him in the papers, she didn’t connect the gentle man with the crime boss who rarely let anyone take his picture. Stunned when she finally saw a photo, she debated whether to drop him as a client. He was attractive and cosmopolitan, an intelligent conversationalist, and a considerate lover, always treating her with respect. She saw no reason to let him go.


    After she’d made her decision, she consciously avoided reading anything about him. Mario never talked about either of his businesses, and she never asked questions. Ignorance was the better road where he was concerned.


    Today was different. Today she wanted to know everything about him, especially who in his cadre of associates meant enough for him to go out on a limb to protect.


    * * * * *


    Linc had a running dialogue with himself all the way back to his precinct. He’d done everything wrong. He should have opted out of this investigation as soon as he realized his feelings for Tawny had veered off track from professional to personal. He put her realistic assessment of their uncharted relationship out of his mind in favor of his gut instinct that Tawny was holding something back. Something that could put her at greater risk and jeopardize the operation. Why? What did she know?


    Should he tell the captain what he thought, how he felt, or should he let it ride for two more days? Tawny had begged him to give her one more night, and he said it was too risky. Considering what they suspected from the beginning, she’d been at risk since they pulled her into the operation. No, the primary reason he wanted to pull the plug was because she was going to Upper Eighties for one more night with some stranger. One more night making love to someone other than him.


    He stopped for lunch, thought, and thought some more. Drank enough coffee to wake a corpse. Went back to his desk. Fortunately, the captain was out. He really didn’t want to decide right now how much to tell him, what to leave out. When should he make that decision? Could he let it ride until Thursday? He spoke as little as possible with the other guys, then sat at his desk and riffled through the case updates, but nothing registered. He couldn’t think straight. He’d been up half the night. He needed to go home, get some sleep. Instead, when he got back in his car, he headed for SoHo.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    The First Crack


    


    Benny stayed on the island expecting the worst, but no one banged down his door and hauled him off to jail. No word from Colin that any client had flipped out and gone postal. And because he was home with Eileen, allowing her to make him happy, he heard no more jealous rages. All the bad things were behind him. Benny was sure.


    Then Melody called, and he almost suffocated from the weight of the black cloud bearing down on him.


    “I won’t tell you where I am,” she said, “but my neighbor Joe called to tell me the police came to my apartment. They showed him a picture of Serena. He recognized her from the paper. Then they showed one that from his description sounded like you. I threw away my cell phone, and I’m using one I bought with minutes. I can’t stay away forever, Benny. I’ll have to tell the truth eventually, then my parents will find out what I’ve done, and it’ll kill them. I’m screwed either way. They’ll say I’m an accessory to murder by covering it up. What should I do?”


    Benny shuffled to the bathroom and fumbled in the medicine cabinet where Eileen kept a stash of prescription antacid. Nothing over the counter was going to smother the continuous inferno blazing in his stomach. “Don’t say anything now, honey. Stay where you are for a while. I’ll send you money. Give me a little time, okay?”


    “I don’t need money, but I’m not sure how long I can hold out. If they know what’s going on, then pretty soon the whole thing will be out in the open, and I’ll go to jail for lying. My parents will disown me.” She started sniffling.


    “A few more days, a week tops. I’ll make it worth your while. For Benny, please.”


    “Money won’t matter if I’m in prison. Maybe I can plea bargain. You know, like they do on Law and Order.”


    Jesus. “Take care, honey. Call me in a couple of days. I’ll know better what to do. Just don’t let them know where you are.” Benny hung up before he heard another word. He went into the bedroom and collapsed on the bed. He didn’t want Eileen to know about this. Not yet. Not until he figured out what to do. One thing came to mind, but he doubted it would work. What did he have to lose? He picked up the phone and called Mario Russo.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    A Double Case of History


    


    Linc stood in the doorway of Tawny’s building. Get in your car and go home. But he couldn’t. He had to see her, talk to her. He pressed the buzzer. No answer. She said she had errands, but that was hours ago. He pressed the buzzer again and waited a full thirty seconds before she answered.


    “Who is it?”


    “Walsh.” Silence stifled the street sounds. “Buzz me in.”


    “Why are you doing this?”


    “Buzz me in and I’ll tell you.”


    “Please, Walsh. Go away.”


    “If you don’t let me in, I’ll push every button on the panel. Tony will let me in; someone will.”


    This time he waited longer. He had his finger on Ambrosio’s bell when the door buzzed. He pushed it open and bounded up the stairs.


    She stood at the open door, without makeup, wearing a pair of baggy shorts and a tank top, no bra. Flip-flops on her feet. She’d pinned her hair up, but tendrils fell carelessly around her face. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.


    “This is a mistake,” she said.


    “I don’t think so, and neither do you.” He kicked the door closed and moved into her.


    “It’s lust. Plain, unadulterated lust.”


    “It’s more, but it’s that too.”


    “I can’t fight it, Walsh. I want to, but I can’t.”


    “Then don’t.” He put his arms around her and drew her to him. She didn’t resist. He kissed her hair and her eyes and her mouth, and she returned the kiss with the same passion. When their lips parted, he held her close, his face buried in her hair. She smelled of soap and a hint of the citrusy jasmine perfume she always wore.


    “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted any woman. So much, in fact, that it physically hurts. But that’s not all I want from you.” He lifted her chin, and they stared into each other’s eyes. “Do you understand?”


    “I don’t understand any of this.” She nestled her head in the crook of his neck. “I’m not used to these feelings, and I never thought I’d feel them. I’m confused, Walsh. You’re confusing the hell out of me.”


    “Because you’re holding back, afraid I’m going to hurt you. It’s happened before, and you’re never going to let it happen again. That’s the rub, isn’t it?”


    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Don’t I? Marblehead High School. Senior year. I don’t know the particulars, but I know enough.”


    She moved away from him, her cheeks flushed a brilliant rose. Covering her face with both hands, she said, “You couldn’t leave it alone, could you? You had to put my life out there for all your cop friends to salivate over.”


    He pulled her arms down and sandwiched her face between his hands, forcing her to look at him. “I didn’t do that. I got the information through a private source.”


    “Why?”


    “You gave yourself away the night we shared the pizza. I knew you were hiding something. I wanted to know you, to understand you.”


    She drew back from him. “Oh, you mean to find out what ghastly event in my life turned me into a whore?”


    Shit! This wasn’t turning out the way he’d planned. But then, what did he expect? He’d invaded her privacy, dug into the ugly corner of her life that shaped it. He felt his face twist in the harshness of her words.


    “Don’t like that word, do you? What would you prefer? Call girl? Prostitute? Hooker? Harlot, tramp, slut? All good words meaning the same thing. And they all describe me.”


    “Don’t.” He moved to her, but she stepped out of his range and turned, facing the waning light outside the window, made even dimmer by the shade from the surrounding buildings. “You want to know me? Okay, Walsh. I’ll take you back to the summer after I graduated high school. You’re so hungry for the sordid details I’ll give them to you, straight from the horse’s mouth. You won’t have to dig into hospital records or newspaper articles.”


    “You don’t have―”


    “No, you went to a lot of trouble to find out, you should know everything, not only what some hacker dug out of the dirt for you. It’s what you’ve wanted ever since we met.”


    He could see her reflection in the glass.


    “Now you will,” she said, meeting his gaze in the window with a cold, solid stare.


    She seemed to slip out of the present with a deep sigh, arms crisscrossed around her, as if she were holding herself together. He came up behind her and pulled her close to offer her comfort. He waited maybe two minutes before she started, maybe three. An eternity.


    “Picture the scenario. Teenage girl, innocent to the point of naïve, falls madly in love with the most popular boy in school. Captain of the football and baseball teams, smart, handsome. Every girl in school wanted him, but he chose this starry-eyed novice who thought he walked on water. A virgin, she gave herself to the person with whom she’d spend the rest of her life, never thinking of the consequences. Of course, you know what happened. Stupid teenage girl got pregnant.”


    Tawny drew a long, choppy breath. Linc listened, tightened his arms around her. She was right. This was what he wanted to hear, and part of him hated himself for wanting to.


    “She should have gone to her parents, but they’d put so much trust in her. She’d done everything right. Straight A student, SATs in the stratosphere, acceptance to one of the best schools in the country. How could she let them down by doing something so colossally stupid?”


    She removed his arms from around her body and took a step forward. Linc wanted to keep contact, so he put his hands on her shoulders and gently massaged the tight muscles. She didn’t shrug him off.


    “She goes to the boy for…for what?” Their gazes met in the window. “Help? He loved her, right? That’s what he told her to get her into bed. He’d do the right thing. Not marriage. She didn’t want that. She wanted his support. A hand to hold, a shoulder to cry on. But he was going off to college. There was no place in his life for a stupid girl who didn’t know enough to make him wear a condom.”


    “He turned you away?”


    She didn’t correct the exchange of pronouns and gave up the cryptic references. “You guessed it. I was the one pretty girl in school no boy could bed. Except him. He wore his victory like a badge of honor. I didn’t know that at the time. I only knew he wasn’t going to let a pregnant girl get in the way of his life.”


    “So you arranged an abortion.”


    “It was one of those friend of a friend knew this doctor things. I should have gone to my parents, but I was sixteen, ashamed, and humiliated. I hoped it would stay secret, hoped my parents wouldn’t find out. If they did, I’d deal with it. I was going off to Brown in the fall, so it wouldn’t have long-lasting legs.”


    “You were sixteen and going to college?”


    This time he saw her weak smile reflecting back at him. “I started school young and skipped a grade in elementary school.” She released a weak laugh, almost mocking. “Hard to believe someone so smart could do something so idiotic, isn’t it?”


    He turned her around and took in her beautiful face, kissed her forehead. “We’ve all done things we wish we hadn’t.”


    “True, but some have much longer consequences. You can figure out the rest. The doctor ran into complications. At least he was smart enough to know if I didn’t get to a hospital, I’d die. He made my friend promise to take me right before he packed up his things and left town.”


    Linc wiped a tear from her cheek.


    “I almost did die. When I woke and found out what they had to do to save my life, I wished I had.”


    He didn’t know the right words to say. Even though he knew he was crossing a forbidden line when he pried into Tawny’s past, he’d been powerless to stop. Now he needed to convince her it wasn’t prurient interest but an effort to understand her life so he could be part of it. He drew her into the warmth of his body, one hand on the small of her back, the other cradling her head. He felt her tears slick on his neck. She stood wooden, arms welded to her sides, unresponsive.


    “And you’d never trust anyone again, would you?”


    She pulled away. He couldn’t read her expression. It was as if all the hurts of the past had hardened inside her, and she had trained herself to keep them there, out of the harsh glare of strangers. Or would-be lovers.


    “That wasn’t a conscious objective. It just happened.” A brief smile, perfunctory at best, found its way to her lips. “I wasn’t playing games or being coy. Men wanted me because they couldn’t have me. They bought me presents to win me over, but I could only be won so far. In the beginning, I never thought of asking for payment. The first one to leave money told me to buy something pretty with it. So I did. It snowballed from there. I found the more money they left, the more worthy I became. I bought a lot of pretty things. I used men the way I guess I felt I’d been used. I had no problem with the ethics. Like I said, no one made me do anything I didn’t want to do, and no one felt shortchanged. I made sure men used protection, not for fear of getting pregnant. I knew that would never happen.”


    “And your parents?”


    “They were disappointed I didn’t go to them, but more concerned about my health. They coddled me the whole summer, but I was too numb to enjoy the attention.”


    “Did you ever hear from the boy? Wasn’t he even interested in what happened, how you dealt with the situation?”


    “Not that summer. It was like I never existed in his life, but he must have known. Small town and all that. His apathy hurt more than anything, and it took a long time to rationalize what kind of person I’d fallen in love with. A very long time.” A smile crossed her lips, this time full and satisfying.


    “But then one evening, six or seven years ago, I was with…a date.” She glanced at him, unable to hide the sheepish expression. “He was a well-known playwright. Gay, but in the closet for anyone outside a small group of theater friends. We were at a table in some trendy after-theater place whose name escapes me, with the actors in his play, almost all well-known. My high school lover, Brian, that was his name,” her voice hitched as if speaking the name caused a gag reflex, “Brian saw me and made a point of coming over. He looked the same, a little heavier, hair starting to thin. I wondered what I’d seen in him, but I suppose that happens when you run into old lovers. I was gracious; he was impressed. He introduced me to his wife. Seven Sisters sort, lockjaw, pearls.” She made a funny sound, neither a laugh nor a sigh. “You know the type, although I doubt it’s your type.”


    “No, not my type.”


    “He called the next day. I’m guessing he must have bribed a restaurant employee to get my number from someone at our table, probably with a good tip.”


    “He called you? After you met his wife? Did he know―I mean―”


    “I know what you mean. I don’t see how he could have. No, he was the same sleazy guy I couldn’t see through ten years before. What goes around comes around.”


    During her story, Tawny had moved to the sofa; Linc took the seat next to her. Stiff at first, she relaxed as she sank back into the deep cushions. He stretched his legs, eyes focused on hers, and took her hand. When her fingers curled around his, he felt they’d reached a turning point.


    “Now you know more about me, but not everything,” she said. “Maybe you even think you understand me, know the reasons I chose the path I did. But I doubt it, because I really don’t know myself why I made those choices. I saw a shrink for years. He told me I understood myself and I could keep going to see him, and he could keep taking my money if all I wanted was the company.” She laughed. “I stopped going after he said that.”


    “So, what do we do now?”


    “I don’t know, Walsh. I’ve unburdened my soul. That doesn’t make you mine or me yours.”


    “No, but it’s a start. I want to see you when this is over. I need to help you get through this mess, clear it up so you don’t have to think about it again.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “And I want to make love to you, but not tonight. Not because I don’t want to, but because I do.”


    “You’re a masochist.”


    “No, I’m a realist.”


    “Well, get real about this. I don’t know where this is going, but there are some things you’re going to have to face up to if what we have is more than lust.”


    “Like what?”


    “I’m going to be blunt. I was what I was, and that history isn’t going to change. I don’t want it thrown in my face out of anger or jealousy. I don’t want you ever to use it against me. You’ll take a lot of crap from your cop friends for being a sex crime investigator involved with a hooker. It’s a bad movie scenario. In fact, I could jeopardize your job. I want you to think about that before we start something that could turn into a quagmire.”


    “I’ve never much cared what anyone thought. But my life is mine, not anyone else’s. I’ll worry about the job later.” He got up. “I’d better go, before I lose my resolve.”


    “Promise you’ll think about what I said.”


    “I will, promise. I want this to work.”


    She walked him to the door. “You know what’s interesting about you, Walsh?”


    He turned, surprised she had anything more to say, especially about him. He couldn’t read her manner. Easy, he thought, as if she were saying goodbye to an old friend. She was so beautiful he wanted to scoop her into his arms and press his lips to hers. But tonight, Tawny was chocolate cake, and he was on a restrictive diet. One bite could ruin everything. “Not too much, I imagine,” he said.


    “You’re wrong. You’re a man, and you never once talked about yourself. You probably don’t know how rare that is.”


    “Not much to talk about.”


    “Somehow I doubt that.”


    “Another night, Tawny.”


    She followed him to the door.


    He leaned over and brushed his lips to hers. “Good night.”


    “Night.”


    He didn’t want to leave but he did. He closed the door behind him and jogged down the stairs. His insides were shaking. Not from fear or nerves or misgivings, but from seeing a world filled with possibilities. He hadn’t felt that way in many, many years.


    * * * * *


    She stood at the window and watched him. He smiled, and this time she put her hand to the glass to let him know she saw him and smiled back. He walked to the end of the block and turned the corner. Should she have told him about Mario? If she had, it would open up more than his presence at Upper Eighties and the fact that one of his people had a problem there. It would expose the ten-year relationship with the mob boss. Walsh knew about it, but she saw no point in rubbing his face in it, especially tonight. That kind of thing could be a problem for a long time. She had no illusions about it.


    She wasn’t out of the woods yet. She needed one more night at Cooper’s to find out what was going on there. But that was only part of her problem. She had a big tax dilemma—two other overseas accounts that could definitely put her in jail if they were found, not to mention Walsh’s reaction. And it was too late to fess up to them, either to the IRS or to Walsh. If she were going to do that, she should have done it when this whole thing started.


    She had an idea. She’d call Mario’s accountant, Rick Martell, to take care of the problem for her. He was the one who set them up. He could make them go away, and she could do some good with the money at the same time.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Backstabber


    


    Mario Russo faced life head on. No sugarcoating. No false truths. The chemo treatments weren’t working. The pains had escalated in intensity; time was running out. Cooper’s call gave him the incentive to put his house in order.


    He poured a scotch and collapsed onto the sofa. What he wouldn’t give for a cigarette. The two guys in the house, bodyguards whose job seemed more superfluous by the day, didn’t smoke. If he had a pack, he’d light up and suck smoke into his lungs until every last cigarette was gone. What difference would it make now? He’d die before he’d contract lung cancer, but at least he’d enjoy himself while checking out.


    Facing his own mortality, Mario thought back over his life. What he said to Tawny was true. He harbored few regrets. He’d been groomed to inherit his position from his father, who came from Sicily as a young man and worked his way up the mob ladder. While in his father’s household, he did what was expected of him, but he yearned to make his mark outside its confines. He started Russo Construction from scratch, made a lot of money, and turned it over to his sons. He kept the rackets out of the business and his sons out of the rackets. Except for bid-rigging a public project or two, or ten, the company remained legitimate. He never used inferior materials, installed faulty wiring, or produced shoddy workmanship. It would have been so easy, but the Russo name on the company masthead meant something to him. He didn’t need the construction business to launder money. There were plenty of other ways.


    Some referred to Mario as The Gentleman Don or the Robin Hood of crime. He laughed at the latter sobriquet, a misnomer if ever there was one. He kept his bounty, got richer from it. In spite of reports linking him to every crime in the city, his twisted code of ethics prevented him from engaging in a few. Unlike his father, he refused to traffic in human beings, including prostitutes. He didn’t deal in drugs, undoubtedly the biggest moneymaker, nor did he illegally dump toxic waste from his construction jobs to save on cleanup. He left the door open for the other families to fight over the spoils he rejected. It meant more for them, and they had no problem with that.


    Everything else was fair game: extortion, racketeering, hijacking, car theft, fraud, even murder. But his secret pleasure was screwing the fat cats. Those arrogant, holier-than-thou bastards who sat in their pristine high-rise offices screwing everyone else. They were easy targets because they thought they could get away with anything. They all had skeletons in their closets. Mario knew what they were and used them. Gambling, insider trading, sexual perversions. He snickered at the last one, betting Benny Cooper knew some of those. Too bad Mario was going to die. He and Benny could clean up.


    In the end, crime was about control, and the most egregious crime one could commit against Mario Russo, the one he would avenge without a flicker of conscience, was betrayal.


    Reaching for the bottle of scotch, he half-filled his tumbler. The liquor didn’t eliminate his pain as much as anesthetize him to it. He avoided overindulging because he would take a sleeping pill, and dying from a barbiturate, alcohol overdose wasn’t on his agenda. At least not until he settled his affairs. Mario had groomed his heir apparent to follow his path. He might. He might not.


    Business was business. Mario understood.


    But Rick Martell was turning out to be a major disappointment. It wasn’t only that he fucked around on his wife’s niece. Mario knew about that before the tub of lard with the two-hundred-dollar shirts crushed the hooker, and he could hardly hold infidelity against him, could he? But Martell was fucking around with Russo Family money, and that was an unpardonable sin.


    Did Martell think because Mario was dying he’d lost his marbles? That he wouldn’t know the books were cooked? Mario had started a company, even did the accounts himself in the beginning. He didn’t leave matters in others’ hands like his father had done. Mario knew all about two sets of books. Martell wasn’t just screwing the IRS―a plus for Mario―he was screwing Mario Russo.


    To get accounts straight, he brought in Yossie Horowitz, to pinpoint what Martell was doing, how he was doing it, and where the money was stashed. The Jew could untangle the government’s financial bailout when the government couldn’t—that’s how good he was. Yossie got what he needed in one night by breaking into Martell’s office, cracking the computer password, and downloading Martell’s hard drive. He left things as he found them, then went home and decoded everything, including the bank accounts. He learned Martell had finagled them so only someone like Yossie understood them. He’d created shell companies to divert embezzled money. A lot of money. Mario was more than pissed, but he’d held off taking care of his nephew by marriage until Yossie transferred the accounts to his control.


    The time had come. After Cooper’s heads-up that the police had visited the woman who witnessed Martell murdering the hooker, Mario figured she’d roll on the accountant to save herself. Martell would plea bargain his fat ass to a lesser charge by flipping on Mario. He wouldn’t want to, but he would.


    Business was business. Mario understood.


    It wouldn’t matter, because by then Mario would be long dead. But Rick Martell held the key to more than the Russo family. He knew enough about every crime family in the country to take them down. If exposed, they would target Mario’s sons in revenge, and Mario couldn’t let that happen. It was his job to end the threat. Now. Mario couldn’t give Martell a pass. His nephew had betrayed him. He thought of his wife, Victoria, and her niece, Angela, then Mario did something he hadn’t done in many years. He made the sign of the cross.


    Seeing an end to his tenure, he needed to step up the action. First, find out everything he could about Cooper’s cleanup man.


    Then he thought of Tawny Dell. Was her appearance at Upper Eighties a coincidence? In his business, there was no such thing. Though he hoped he’d be proven wrong, he doubted there was one now.


    * * * * *


    Before Mario summoned Reggie Cart to his office, his man did a thorough investigation of the ex-boxer. Reggie acted as muscle for a mid-level hood in Queens, doubled as a bouncer in Queens, and moonlighted driving a cab around Manhattan. Word was he didn’t much care who he worked for and kept a tight lip, except he probably blabbed to his lover, that runt queer Colin who worked for Cooper. The thought of the little fuck activated the hairs on Mario’s arms. Imagine the audacity to think he could blackmail one of Mario Russo’s people. Nothing would give him more pleasure than to stuff Colin’s cojones in his own mouth and make him chew before Mario nipped his femoral artery and watched him bleed out. But not until Reggie did what Mario wanted.


    Over-muscled to the point of steroidal, Reggie towered over the five-feet-nine Mario, now more wizened because of the menacing disease rotting his insides. The boxer appeared akin to an automaton, as if he were slightly brain-damaged. Maybe too many punches in the ring, maybe he was plain dumb. Either way, Reggie acted respectful, even subservient, when he entered Mario’s office.


    It didn’t take but a couple of questions for Mario to learn the man would do about anything for a price. Everyone and everything was fair game, except Colin and anything to do with children or animals. Too bad Mario was on his way out. He could have used an amoral man like Reggie Cart.


    When Reggie found out Mario knew all about Martell and the girl’s murder, he told Mario what he had done with the body. So, not so tight-lipped after all. Then Reggie told Mario something that twisted his gut almost as bad as the cancer, and Mario let out a long, disbelieving breath.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Bad Timing


    


    Lincoln Walsh made Tawny think things she had no business thinking. Like love and a real life. What a fool she was. Those things weren’t in the cards for her. Though she had no regrets, how could she expect any man to overlook the life she’d led? Still…


    She checked the clock on the bedside table. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be late for her meeting with Rick Martell. Hopefully, he could do what she wanted to take care of her money problem.


    Damn, it was a lot of money. Money she’d saved over the years for her retirement. With or without Walsh in her life, those two other offshore accounts Rick Martell set up weighed heavily on her. All her sleuthing would be for naught if they were found, and since the FBI and Treasury knew of one, they might go hunting. Whatever was left from the already exposed account after taxes, interest, and penalties would be a nice nest egg, and if all went the way she hoped, she wouldn’t need any more money.


    Unfamiliar with the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn, Tawny hailed a cab. She’d never met Martell. Mario had instructed him to set up the offshore accounts and file her taxes, laundering her illegally made money into a shell company Martell created to pay her the “legal” money she made as a model. The rest went into offshore accounts. If she’d claimed all of it, an audit would surely have followed unless her modeling job was strutting her stuff on the Victoria Secret runway, earning five grand an hour. She didn’t want Mario involved now. He had enough problems without involvement in hers.


    Martell’s office inhabited a center spot in an unobtrusive strip mall. There was no sign other than one that said, Ring the Bell. She did. The blind on the small window parted, and a voice asked who she was. She said her name, and the door opened. Tawny had heard Martell was a big man, but big understated his massive bulk.


    “Miss Dell,” he said. “Nice to meet you at last.”


    He locked the door after her, and she followed him into a no-frills office, a stunning contrast to the luxuriously appointed setup at Upper Eighties. Impeccably dressed in a perfectly tailored light worsted wool, he moved with unexpected grace, not the shuffling waddle typical of a man his size. She saw no secretary.


    Two frames hung on the office’s wall. In the first, a group photograph, Tawny recognized a younger Mario Russo, a lovely woman she assumed was Mrs. Russo, Martell, and his pregnant wife. The other frame held a degree from City College in the name of Richard Martelli. She wondered why he’d anglicized his name, but given his professional, almost aloof manner, she took the visitor’s seat without asking. The huge desk fit the man or, conversely, the huge man fit the desk.


    She gave Martell a list of where she wanted the money dispersed.


    “That’s a lot of money, Miss Dell. I doubt the feds would find the two accounts in question.”


    “They found the first one.”


    Martell stiffened as if he’d been accused of wrongdoing. “It’s a different world now than it was ten years ago, when I created that account. Because the FBI and Homeland Security are zeroing in on banks with ties to terrorist organizations, things have become more transparent. Makes guys like me more creative.” A crack in his serious expression told Tawny that Rick Martell possessed a healthy ego. His statement was a verbal pat on his own very broad back. “Put simply,” he continued, “many of the old safe havens aren’t so safe anymore.”


    “How could my name have come up?”


    “No telling. Could have been they knew you were connected to Mr. Russo. The feds have been watching him for years. They know what he eats for breakfast. Your association goes way back. On the other hand, it could have been plain bad luck. But the two newer accounts are brilliantly hidden, if I have to say so myself.”


    She wanted to ask him why he didn’t switch the older account into a safer place, but she was small potatoes compared to his other clients. Hardly worth bothering with except Mario asked him to help her in the first place. Any comment would seem ungrateful. “Well, I’m not willing to take the chance they won’t be found.”


    “It’s your money, Ms. Dell. I’ll do whatever you want, if you’re sure.”


    She didn’t think Rick Martell would embrace the real reasons she wanted the accounts closed. “I’m sure. Can you do it now?” He looked hesitant. “I know it’s asking a lot, but I’d feel better if you’d make the transfers immediately.”


    He shook his head but didn’t argue further. “If that’s what you want.”


    She spent an hour while he pulled up her account on the computer and transferred the money to the various destinations on her list.


    “Done,” he said. “No need to worry anymore.”


    Ever since Mario mentioned one of his people had problems with Colin at Upper Eighties, Tawny wondered who Mario cared enough about to expose himself to Benny. Her previous computer search of the crime boss had supplied her with more information than she needed, but now some of it started to make sense. Besides learning his sons ran his construction company and supposedly were not involved in the family business, she learned Rick Martell was more than an accountant. He was related by marriage. This was the perfect opportunity.


    “You know, I’m working for Benny Cooper, and he’s paying me a considerable amount of money in cash. Should I keep it in a safe deposit box or should you run it through the modeling job?”


    He froze and stuttered his response. “Who…who’s Benny Cooper.”


    She noticed the difference between his actions and his words. She’d play it cool. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you might know him. Forget I mentioned him.”


    “Why would you think I should know him? I mean, I know what you do, Miss Dell. If you’re working for him, why would you think I know him? I don’t understand. I’m a happily married man. Married to Mr. Russo’s niece, in fact. Happily married.”


    Methinks thou dost protest too much, Mr. Martell. A sheen of perspiration covered Martell’s upper lip, and he pulled a starched white handkerchief from inside his jacket pocket and patted it dry. Now that Martell was pressing her, she had to come up with an answer.


    “Since you don’t know Mr. Cooper, what makes you think whatever I’m doing for him involves the sex trade? I have a doctorate in art history. How do you know my work isn’t related to that?”


    Martell’s face reddened. “S-sorry, I assumed. That was stupid of me. I apologize. Now, what was the question?”


    The man was wound tight. She didn’t want to belabor the point or to put Martell on the defensive any more than she had. “The work I’m doing for Mr. Cooper that he’s paying for in cash—should I put it in a safe deposit box or should you run it through my modeling business?”


    “Um, safe deposit box. Since you’re diverting your other money, you might need to tap into your resources. No one can touch it without a court order, and there’s no reason the police or the FBI would do that.”


    That’s what you think. “Thank you. That’s what I wanted to know.” She got up and swung her satchel over her shoulder. “I’d better be going. Thank you for making the transactions. I appreciate it.”


    “No problem.”


    Martell walked her to the door, she thanked him again, and he let her out. She heard the latch lock behind her. All in all, a very informative afternoon. She was getting good at this spy stuff, but she also hoped her assignment would soon be over.


    Making her way to the cab stand half a block down, she noticed a tall, muscled black man standing in the doorway of a quick shop, coffee clutched in a hand as big as a baseball mitt. The sun reflected off his shaved head, his cold eyes riveted on her as if she were a space alien. The intensity of his stare burned her back all the way to the cab stand. When she got in the back seat, she turned to see him still staring.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    A Pitiful Subterfuge


    


    Tawny left Martell’s, changed into sweats when she got home, and ran a few miles around Lower Manhattan. She showered, did laundry, cleaned the loft, and made sambar, a thick Indian soup of lentils and vegetables, fragrant with curry. All the activity was supposed to keep her from thinking about Walsh, but he was all she thought of while exhausting herself.


    She’d laid it on the line. Straight, no bullshit. She knew what made men tick better than most women, at least the men who paid for her—ego, money, sex, a combination of two, or more likely, all three.


    Walsh liked nice clothes and had a thing for shoes, but he was rarely the topic of his own conversation. As for money―no, uh-uh. Money was not his driving force, or he wouldn’t be a cop. That left sex. At first she thought that’s what he was about―dangerous for a sex-crime investigator―but he walked out the door when she was at her weakest, when they both knew he could have taken her. But he walked. So what was his story?


    Get him out of your mind, Tawny Dell. Nothing good can come of your life with him in it or you in his. The decision made, she ate dinner and went to bed with a book to keep her mind from wandering. That didn’t work either because she thought back to the afternoon and the phone call she received from FBI Special Agent Harry Winokaur inviting her to lunch tomorrow. He introduced himself as Walsh’s friend. Walsh had mentioned him casually, and from those times, she’d guessed they were close. So why would Winokaur want to have lunch with her? Simple. He wanted to warn her off messing up a cop’s career.


    She woke early, languished over coffee with The Times, checked the computer, and faced the fact it was time to get ready for a lunch she didn’t want to go to. She tucked a man-tailored shirt into belted slacks, slipped into a pair of sandals, and she was out the door to meet Winokaur at a Noodle Shop in Lincoln Center.


    Studying the people waiting in line when she arrived, she didn’t see anyone who looked like they were waiting for her. Should she stand in line or wait outside? Then the man at the door asked if she was Miss Tawny. When she nodded, he directed her upstairs. Another man gestured her to a table where a lone man sat drinking hot tea. He stood and offered his hand.


    “Ms. Dell, Harry Winokaur.”


    She had conjured an image of Winokaur, maybe because of the Harrys she’d known over the years, but she couldn’t have been more wrong. Where she had pictured a man of average height, stocky, and balding, Winokaur towered over her by six inches, and she was five-ten. Lean, of medium complexion, with a full head of salt and pepper hair, cut short, he could easily be described as handsome. Hazel eyes, wary at first, warmed when he smiled, returning her gesture. One front tooth had a slight chip, she noticed, robbing him of male-model perfection.


    “I wasn’t sure what dishes you liked, so I just ordered tea,” he said.


    “I eat anything without meat.”


    “That makes two of us.”


    Interesting Walsh never mentioned that, though why should he? He had only referred to Winokaur in a hero-worship way, without defining their relationship.


    Winokaur picked up the menu, perusing the lunch specials with great interest, but Tawny felt he could recite the dishes from column A and column B verbatim. This was breathing time.


    “You’re probably wondering why I asked you here,” he said, still studying the menu.


    “Yes.”


    “You know Mario Russo.”


    It wasn’t a question. “You know I do. What is it you want, Agent Winokaur?”


    “Call me Harry.”


    “At the risk of sounding rude, I don’t want to call you Harry. I’ve entered into a business arrangement with the NYPD and, in turn, the IRS. They have me in a vise. Now I have an ugly feeling the FBI is involved. Somehow I’m not disposed to feel chummy about this.”


    “You’re getting chummy with an NYPD investigator, though.” He lifted his gaze from the menu and focused on her.


    Tawny’s heart rate soared. Take a deep breath. “Is that what this is about?”


    “Partly.”


    “And the other part?”


    “I’m worried about sending you into Cooper’s establishment again.”


    Tawny sipped her tea. “Why should it matter to the FBI? This isn’t your case.”


    “It wasn’t until Mario Russo went there, and he is my concern.”


    Tawny thought Winokaur had more to say, but he didn’t. “I can find out about Sarah Marshall, Agent Winokaur. I almost did the other night, and except for one woman, I would have. I found out about the missing woman, Cindi Dyson. I don’t understand. This is what Detective Walsh asked me to do. Why are you concerned?”


    “First, there’s another body connected to Cooper’s establishment. What do they call it? I can never remember.”


    “Upper Eighties.”


    “That’s right. It’s located in the upper eighties, isn’t it?


    She didn’t think that was a question either.


    “The other body was the boyfriend of Cindi Dyson,” Winokaur said. “I’m sure Detective Walsh told you about it. He’s concerned. So am I.”


    “You still have no proof anyone there killed him.”


    “True, but he’s another connection to the place. Then, there’s Russo. Why did he go there, Ms. Dell, and on the same night you were there? I find that fascinating.”


    “Are you implying his visit was connected to me?”


    “Was it?”


    “No.”


    “Russo doesn’t need to go to Cooper’s place for a woman. From what I understand you weren’t the only visitor to his Park Slope hideaway. Then, of course, there’s the fact his accountant does your taxes.”


    That admission stopped her. How did Winokaur know that? Was he guessing? Martell’s name wasn’t on her tax return. Had the feds found the other offshore accounts before he closed them down? No, Martell said they were safe, and now they weren’t hers anymore. So the FBI figured that Mario went to Cooper’s for another reason. Anything she said was a lose/lose answer. She didn’t respond.


    “Nothing to say?”


    No point denying Martell did her taxes. No law against that, and other than the one offshore account, the tax returns must have passed scrutiny or they’d have been all over her for tax fraud. “Even if Mario’s accountant did my taxes, and I’m not saying he did, is that against the law? Something I missed in the IRS manual?”


    “The IRS didn’t find your money, Ms. Dell. They don’t have the resources to investigate offshore accounts. You came up in a different investigation. Maybe if we searched more thoroughly, we’d find others.”


    What other investigation, she wondered. Why would her name come up? “Is this what’s called tightening the vise? Aren’t I doing everything Detective Walsh asked?”


    He leaned across the table. The warmth in his eyes vanished, and Tawny saw the cop, hard and resolute. “Yes, and more, but I’d hate to see you get out of one mess and into another. For more reasons than you know.”


    She knew. Winokaur wore his feelings on his face like a child caught in a lie, no matter how he tried to hide them. “I know you and Walsh have a connection. He’s more to you than an NYPD cop, isn’t he?” He froze, and Tawny knew she guessed right.


    “What makes you ask?”


    “The reverence in his tone when he spoke of you. The concern you have right now I’m about to screw up his life.”


    The smile was warm again, a sign he was surprised but relieved. “I hadn’t planned on going there today, but it’s on the table now, isn’t it?”


    Harry Winokaur was lying through his teeth. Maybe he hadn’t consciously planned on bringing up Lincoln Walsh, but Walsh was what he really wanted to talk about. The waiter came and Harry ordered stir-fried eggplant, Tawny fried tofu and vegetables. They agreed to share.


    “How much do you know about Detective Walsh?” he asked her. “Has he ever talked about himself?”


    She shook her head. “No. I found that strange. A man who didn’t think he was the most interesting subject in the universe.”


    Winokaur smiled. “No, he definitely doesn’t think that. I’m going to fill you in, so you know the complexities you’re dealing with.”


    “And you think I should know this why?”


    “I’m a great judge of character, Ms. Dell. And I know my son.”


    Tawny was taken aback. “Your…your son?”


    “Not biologically, but as close as two men can be without DNA.”


    The food came fast, even by Chinese restaurant standards. Both put some from each dish onto their plates. Winokaur asked the waiter for hot chili in oil.


    “My wife and I had a son, Davey, our only child,” Harry said. “He died of leukemia when he was six. That was almost thirty years ago. We’d lived with the prospect of his death for a couple of years―hospitals, treatments, remissions and reoccurrences―but we were still devastated when it happened. A big black hole had dug its way into our lives and there was nothing to fill it. The hole kept getting bigger; my wife and I grew further apart. One day, a social worker friend from Upstate called. He had an eight-year-old boy who’d come into the system and needed a foster home. He explained the boy’s circumstances. I listened and talked it over with my wife.”


    Tawny didn’t know why Winokaur was telling her the story, but she had an idea.


    “Linc hadn’t been abused, more like neglected. No father. Mother a drug addict and a―”


    Winokaur’s medium complexion reddened. She glanced at him. “You can say it. A prostitute.”


    He nodded. “It was one of those cases where the child had become the parent, taking care of his sick mother. At the time, the police questioned whether she took her own life or someone helped her along, but they couldn’t prove anyone else was involved. The boy came home from school and found her, wrists slashed, blood everywhere.”


    A flash of insight nearly blinded her. Tawny’s hand froze in midair, a tofu chunk perched between her chopsticks. “In the bathtub?”


    “He did tell you.”


    She sighed as a few moments with Walsh clarified his reactions. Tough life for a little kid. “No. It was a guess.”


    Winokaur stared at her a long time before continuing. “He was a beautiful boy, on the scrawny side, angry and confused, more alone than he’d ever been. We were strangers. It took us a long time to gain his trust. He took a few detours during his teenage years, did a tour in the Marines, psychology in college. Took a lot of ribbing about the psychology from his co-workers. Linc tried to figure out all the ills in the world, tried to understand. We all know that’s not possible, but I always gave him A for effort. All in all, he turned out okay, I think.”


    Tawny learned more about Walsh in thirty seconds from Winokaur than she had from the detective in a few weeks. “He turned out fine,” Tawny said. “You should be proud.”


    “When he decided on law enforcement, I was pleased. I tried to talk him into applying to the Bureau, but he wanted to be a cop and stay in New York. He was torn between Homicide and Special Victims. Turns out he straddles both, and he’s good. I didn’t like that he’d deal with sex crimes, considering his history, but I understood. He’s helped more than a few women. Not a zealot, mind you, but he’s tried to get them out of the business.”


    “And then I came along, and he did exactly the opposite. He forced me back in it.”


    “And then you came along.” Winokaur unconsciously stirred the food on his plate, captured a bit of eggplant in the chopsticks but didn’t eat it. “He worried at first about that, but a woman was dead, and Linc wanted her killer. He can be very determined, but he rationalized it was a simple tradeoff, you for Sarah Marshall’s killer. Then I saw he wasn’t dealing with the situation very well. He was getting in over his head. With you.”


    Tawny didn’t know what she was supposed to say―It’s a passing fancy? He’ll get over me? When he faces reality, he’ll come to his senses? Winokaur’s gaze lingered on her, waiting for a reply. She said nothing, put the suspended tofu in her mouth, and chewed slowly.


    Winokaur returned to his lunch, but she could see he had about as much interest in eating as she did. After a few minutes, he said, “How do you feel about him?”


    Given his personal connection with Walsh, she had half expected the question. “I’m doing a job. That’s all I’ve ever done. Walsh is no different to me than any man. Than you, for instance.”


    “Excuse me for being blunt, Ms. Dell, but you’re full of shit. At the first mention of Linc’s name your cheeks turned as red as the satchel you’re carrying. Like I said, I’m a good judge of character.”


    “Then let me put it to you straight, and ease your mind. What do you think would happen to Walsh’s career if he and I rode off into the sunset? He’d be mocked, his fellow officers would think he’d lost his marbles, all because he got a hard-on for a whore. He’d be finished, and I’d be the cause. Do you think I could bear that responsibility?”


    This time it was Winokaur who kept silent.


    She played with the rice on her plate. “I’m not stupid. I’m going to do my job, and when I’m finished, you won’t have to worry about me messing up your son’s life. That’s what you really wanted to hear, isn’t it?”


    Winokaur didn’t answer for a long moment. “I’m not sure what I wanted to hear. I do know this, though. For all his life, Linc has never had a serious relationship. He’s not a man who has problems attracting women; one look at him confirms that. But I’ve never noticed him taking an interest in any woman longer than a date or two, not that I’ve followed him around and checked his bed on Sunday mornings.


    “I refuse to judge you. We all make choices. I want Linc to be happy. There’s always been a layer of melancholy deep inside him that nothing my wife or I did could lift. Whatever choice he makes, I’ll be behind him. The choice may not be one I’d make, but he’s not me, and I’m not him. He wouldn’t be the first cop to fall in love with a professional. If I’m being truthful, I’d prefer his choice not be you. We’re on the same page, Ms. Dell, so eat your lunch and relax.”


    Relax? I don’t think so, Agent Winokaur. But she forced another bite of food into her mouth, even though it had lost its taste. When they finished, he said, “You know something you’re not sharing about Cooper’s place, don’t you? And it concerns Mario Russo.”


    “Give me tonight,” she said. “If I can’t verify my theory, I’ll tell Walsh what it is. I don’t want to do it now. I could be wrong.” She met his gaze. “Please.”


    “As long as you agree to get the hell out of there if you think you’re in any danger.”


    For the second time in a week, she said, “Deal.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Bad Feeling


    


    Linc slept fitfully and woke tired. For the last two nights, thoughts of Tawny raced through his mind, one on top of the other, leaving him so confused he wasn’t sure what anything meant anymore.


    Lust. He’d come home on Tuesday and looked it up in the dictionary: intense sexual desire or appetite. Uncontrolled or illicit sexual desire or appetite; lecherousness.


    Yes, Tawny Dell incited strong sexual feelings, but there was more. Something internal he couldn’t explain. He needed to step back and consider what she said about her past, study it objectively. It didn’t help when he got to his desk and found a message from Harry mentioning Mario Russo’s two visits to Cooper’s establishment, the second on Monday night―the night Tawny worked there.


    Linc realized at that moment what Tawny was talking about. The part of her history he’d consciously ignored. Tawny Dell engaged in a long-term relationship with the crime boss, among others. Could Linc file that in a folder that read “Never Open”? Could he disregard all the men Tawny had taken money to service over a fifteen-year career? Reality. That’s what she called it, and she was right. Linc didn’t know many men who could put that kind of a woman’s past behind him. Could he? He had no answers. All he knew was he wanted her in ways that defied logic. Tawny, the woman. Not the high-priced call girl.


    He put the conflicting thoughts aside and spent the afternoon working with a rape victim at the hospital. Her information pointed to the same young white male rapist, and she was the only one so far who could make a clear identification. This could be their lucky break. A police artist was with her now.


    After an okay from the captain to stake out Cooper’s place, Linc requisitioned an unmarked car to make sure Tawny went in and came out safely. If she recognized him, she’d be pissed. She had his cell number. If anything went wrong, he’d be there in a matter of minutes. He wanted to call and warn her to be careful, but he didn’t want to bring up what she’d be doing.


    Reality.


    Six o’clock. He’d grab a bite to eat and get in position by nine. Her appointment was at ten, but he wanted to be there early because he’d bet she’d go early and snoop.


    “Come on,” Dennis said, barreling into the office. “We’re gonna take a ride.”


    “Where to?”


    “Brooklyn.”


    Linc checked his watch. “I’m staking out Upper Eighties tonight. Get one of the other guys to go.”


    “This ties to the Cooper case.”


    “What case?” Linc said. “We don’t have a case.” Not unless Tawny gets something tonight.


    “We do now. Ever hear of a guy by the name of Rick Martell?”


    Why did that name ring a bell? “Sounds familiar. Who is he?”


    “The name would sound an alarm if you were a fed. He’s Mario Russo’s money man, related to the old man by marriage.”


    He remembered now. Harry had mentioned him, suggesting Martell had set up Tawny’s offshore account. Linc’s stomach flipped. He had an ugly feeling he didn’t want to hear what was coming next. “What’s he got to do with us?”


    “Martell’s dead, and he left a suicide note. Couldn’t live with the guilt of killing a couple of hookers. Wanna guess who?”


    Now he knew he didn’t want to hear this. “Sarah Marshall and Cindi Dyson?”


    “You got it, Einstein. That’s why the guys at the 62nd called us. That enough of a connection for you?”


    Linc checked his watch one more time. He could make it back before nine, at the latest ten. Tawny’s leaving was more important than her going in. Mind made up, he grabbed his jacket. How long could this take? He followed Dennis to the car. “I don’t suppose he wrote where he committed this murder, like Benny Cooper’s establishment.”


    “Said he killed both women in some motel in Brooklyn. Dumped Marshall in the harbor and put Dyson in a suitcase and dumped her in the East River near the Main Street section of Brooklyn Bridge Park. This time he weighted it down so she wouldn’t pop up.”


    “Man, I hate to hear that.”


    “Why?” Dennis asked, getting behind the wheel.


    “Don’t you find that a little too convenient?” Linc buckled his seatbelt. “Guy leaves a suicide note, confesses to one murder we haven’t been able to pin on anyone, then he tells us where to find the body of a second woman we only suspected was dead. Sounds like someone wanted to tie up all the loose ends with a big pretty bow. I bet the note’s written on a computer too. Not in Martell’s handwriting.”


    “Don’t know. We’ll find out when we get there.”


    “Brooklyn,” Linc said. “This stinks.”


    Dennis groaned. “I hate when you’re logical. Fucks up everything.”


    “Mario Russo’s all over this. Listen to this. It’s hypothetical, but it could have happened this way. Tawny found out that Cindi Dyson worked at Cooper’s. That we know for a fact. Suppose Martell killed Dyson there. Could have been an accident, rage, who knows? Russo finds out and tells Cooper to keep his mouth shut. Meanwhile, someone dumps the girl’s body. What if Melody Carnes was involved or found out about it? She takes off but finds out the cops were knocking on her door. She panics and calls Cooper. Then Cooper calls Russo.”


    “Why? Cooper isn’t the kind of guy who’d call a mob boss. He’d pack the girl off, give her a bundle, and tell her to keep her mouth shut.”


    “Right, but he’s covering up a murder, accidental or not. That’s enough to put him in prison.” Linc thought for a minute. “Okay then, what if Martell confesses what happened to Russo. They’re tight, he’s Russo’s accountant, connected by marriage. Russo calls Cooper to make sure this isn’t going anywhere. Cooper assures him it isn’t, but after we try to question Carnes, the cat is slowly creeping out of the bag. If she’s involved, she’ll make a deal to save her ass, and in the process flip on Martell.”


    “And if she flips on Martell,” Dennis said, “Martell might flip on Russo.”


    “Right,” Linc said, drawing out the word as the scenario fell into place. “And Martell knew where all the dirty money is.”


    “Why not take out Melody Carnes and solve everyone’s problem?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe by the time Russo found out, she’d flown the coop. Hmm,” Linc said, leaving the sound hanging.


    “What?”


    “Maybe there’s something more. What if Russo wanted to get rid of Martell?”


    “You mean for other reasons?”


    “Yeah,” Linc said, “why not?”


    * * * * *


    The forensic crew was already at the scene when Linc and Dennis arrived. They put on protective shoe coverings and the detective in charge, Ron Shute, waved them inside. The familiar smell of death hung in the air.


    “Thirty-eight to the temple,” Shute said after they exchanged names. “Martell is supposed to pick up his kid from school on Thursdays to take her to dance class while his wife gets her hair done. When he didn’t show, his kid called the mother, and she called over here. When Martell didn’t answer, she drove over, probably to tear into his ass. Martell’s Caddy’s parked outside, and the door to the office was unlocked. That scared her because it’s always locked. That’s the way she found him.”


    “Where is she?”


    “She gave a statement and one of our guys took her and the kid home. They were pretty shook.”


    “No wonder.”


    Martell’s massive torso spread over his desk like a beached whale, one hand holding the gun, the other outstretched. A Mont Blanc pen lay to the side of the gun. Linc took in the office. “Where’s the computer?”


    “Gone, and there’s nothing here to connect him to the mob. Our computer specialist said his files are most likely backed up and stored somewhere, ’cuz they ain’t here either.”


    “This is as phony as that end-of-the-world charlatan,” Dennis said.


    Linc studied the body. “Time of death?”


    “M.E. said sometime late yesterday morning.


    “Anyone check on Russo?”


    “First thing. He was having a chemo treatment, not that he’d leave himself without an alibi.”


    “Where’s the note?” Shute pulled a plastic bag from a folder. Linc glanced at Dennis. “What’d I tell you?”


    “Printed, but it’s signed.”


    Linc looked closer. “It’s an accountant’s stamp. Still, it doesn’t add up. All these years, everything Russo’s been involved in, including murder, hasn’t bothered Martell. Now, all of a sudden, he grows a conscience? I don’t buy it.”


    “How the hell did they think they’d get away with this?” Dennis said.


    “Who?” Shute asked.


    Dennis shrugged. “That’s the question. Russo has to be involved. No one takes out one of his people without his consent unless they want to start a war.”


    “Any bruising on the body?” Linc asked. “Martell wouldn’t put a gun to his head and shoot himself because someone told him to. They’d have to put him out first.”


    “Have to wait for the medical examiner for that one,” Shute said. “But I’d guess you’re right. Someone caught him off guard, knocked him out, and set him up while he was unconscious.”


    Linc circled the body. “It’d have to be some blow to put this guy out. Whoever did this was big and very strong.”


    “That lets out Cooper,” Dennis said. “I can’t see him tackling Martell.”


    “Neither can I.” Two men came in with a gurney and body bag and started to move Martell. Linc turned to Shute. “Have the M.E. check for Taser marks. That’d be one way to put this guy down.”


    “If they’re there, the doc will find them. Divers will start the search for the girl’s body around the park area in the morning,” Shute said. “Won’t find anything tonight. With the currents, maybe never. Whoever dumped her would have to drive into the circle. Might find something there.”


    “If the note’s the way it happened,” Dennis said.


    Linc moved toward the door. Dark shadows covered the street as dusk turned into night. “You ask around if anyone noticed anything out of the ordinary?”


    “Couple of my men are doing that now, but it’s after hours. Most of the shops are closed.” Shute pointed to the street. “Here they come.”


    The three detectives met the two uniforms outside. “What’d you find?” Shute asked.


    Linc listened, but it took a minute for him to register what he heard. When he did, cold sweat sprouted from his pores. He turned to the detectives. “Can we keep a lid on this for a few hours?”


    “Jeez, I don’t know. Probably already leaked, with the M.E. and everything.”


    “Try. Someone’s life could be at stake.”


    Shute shifted from one man to the other, then shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”


    Linc turned to Dennis. “We need to get back to the city,” he said, pulling out his cell. “Now.”


    As they walked to the car, Dennis said, “Both the taxi driver and the store owner described Tawny Dell.”


    “Sure as hell sounded like her. And I didn’t like the sound of the other person they described. I’m getting a bad feeling.”


    “Shit, I hate when you get those.”


    “Me too,” Linc said. “This time more than ever.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Digging Deeper


    


    That morning, Benny picked up two other children and took them all to day camp. Thursday was Eileen’s day to carpool, but she’d pulled her back playing tennis and didn’t want to miss a massage appointment. After he dropped off the kids, Benny returned home to enjoy his morning coffee and newspaper in solitude before heading for the city. Instead of going to Upper Eighties, his chauffeur dropped him off at Gruber’s Deli for lunch. He schmoozed with Sam, devoured a pastrami on rye, and drank his cream soda. He ordered a coffee to go. Today would be a great day. At least he thought so until he arrived at Upper Eighties and Colin waved him into the office.


    The day was sunny, no clouds in the sky, perfect temperature. Couldn’t be better. Then why did Benny have this feeling of doom? If he kept going to his apartment, ignored this needless distraction, nothing could spoil his day, right? But Benny responded to Colin’s beckoning finger and stepped into the office in spite of the urge not to.


    “I shouldn’t tell you this,” Colin began.


    Benny put up his hand. “Then do us both a favor and don’t.”


    “Something’s going to happen today that might upset you. You should be prepared.”


    “Oh, Jesus.” Benny pulled the cover off his coffee. “Let me drink first. I might need the jolt.”


    “Then I suggest you get the scotch.”


    “That bad?”


    “Worse,” Colin said.


    What could be worse than two dead women, a psycho mob accountant, and a crime boss breathing down his ass? Colin appeared smaller somehow, pinched, and he looked scared. The only time Benny saw Colin scared was the night Rick Martell pulverized Cindi. Nothing could be that bad. Or could it?


    His chest tightened. “What? Tell me.”


    “Mario Russo hired Reggie to do Rick Martell.”


    “Do? What does “do” mean? You mean like a gay thing? Martell’s gay?”


    Colin made a noise somewhere between a gasp and a snort. Maybe a guffaw. “No, Benny. Reggie doesn’t cheat on me, and if he did, he wouldn’t butt-fuck a hippo like Martell.”


    Benny made a yech sound. “That’s disgusting, Colin.” He took another sip of coffee. “If that’s not what you meant, what did you mean?”


    “Do. Like off. You know, kill, murder.”


    “Kill, mur―” Benny’s ears started ringing. He wished he’d stayed home, wished he’d never left the frenetic pace of Wall Street. Wished he’d been on a steady diet of saltpeter. “Mur―” Colin’s voice became otherworldly. The office zoomed out until all Benny saw was a tiny square in a field of black with teensy Colin in the middle, right before he hit the floor like a sack of cement. He barely felt the spilled coffee burn the shit out of his pecker.


    * * * * *


    Benny woke with a start. Colin held a glass of scotch to his mouth, and the liquid dribbled down his chin onto his shirt. Gurgling, he shook off his tech.


    “I hope that’s not the good stuff,” Benny muttered.


    “You don’t leave that in the office.”


    Benny pulled himself up. His pants were coffee-stained. Good thing he kept clothes in the apartment. He jiggled himself. “God, that coffee was boiling hot.” He jiggled himself again. “Hurts like hell. Bet I’ll have a blister.”


    “Forget your dick. This is serious.”


    “What were you saying before I had a low blood sugar attack? Something about m-mur―, mur―. I can’t even say it. Tell me that was part of my blackout. Like a hallucination or a dream sequence. Tell me, Colin.”


    “I shouldn’t have told you.”


    “Jesus Christ.” Benny got up and brushed himself off, wincing as he felt the raw spot rubbing inside his boxers. “What in hell was Russo thinking? Why do that?”


    “I’m gonna tell you what Reggie told me. He wasn’t supposed to, but he did. Russo figured if the cops came down hard on Melody, eventually she’d talk. She’d roll on Martell, and Martell would roll on Russo to cut himself a deal.”


    “Russo’s going to be dead in a few months. What would it matter?”


    “Martell knows everything, and not only about the Russo Family. He’d be the biggest catch for the feds ever because he knows where all the money is. Russo couldn’t afford that. If he didn’t take care of business, someone else would.”


    “So let them. Why get Reggie to do his dirty work? No offense, Colin, but Reggie isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.”


    “I do take offense, Benny. Reggie’s my partner. And he’s loyal.”


    “Loyal,” Benny shrieked. “He told you. How loyal is that to Russo?” Benny rubbed his eyes. This couldn’t be happening. “Who else have you told?”


    Colin blinked a few times. “Um, no one. Only you. I figured when Martell’s death hit the news, you’d give everything away. You’re not the cool guy you think you are, Benny. You get too excited. You could flip out in front of people. They’d be suspicious. You’re not supposed to know a guy like Martell.”


    “Okay, okay.” Colin was right, but that didn’t make anything better. This disaster was like an infection immune to medication. Every action to cover up one sore required something stronger to cover up a much worse disease. Pretty soon they’d need to amputate.


    “Oh, and here’s the best part,” Colin said, although Benny couldn’t imagine there was a best part. “Martell left a note saying he killed both Serena and Cindi in a fit of passion in a Brooklyn motel. He wrote where Reggie actually dumped the body. It’ll all work out. You’ll see. They won’t be able to connect Serena or Cindi to us, and the cops will get off our backs.”


    Benny wanted to say he didn’t think the cops were on their backs till now, not really. One phone call from the Walsh cop and a visit to Melody when she wasn’t even home hardly constituted harassment. She’d keep her mouth shut. It didn’t make sense for her to do anything else. Everything was fine. No need to get rid of Martell unless Russo had another reason to dispose of the fat man.


    He couldn’t think about the dead accountant anymore. If he did, his head would explode. He’d use his precious gift of denial to rid his mind of Russo, Martell, Serena, Cindi, Dirk Hansen, and especially Reggie. He had other plans. Big plans. And he couldn’t let a little thing like a mob hit get in his way.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Haven’t We Met Before?


    


    Tawny arrived at Upper Eighties at eight thirty, an hour and a half before her appointment. She hoped to find someone to chat with on the fourth floor. After punching in the day’s code, she slipped the key in the door lock, and the door popped open. Colin issued individual codes for clients, then Charles verified the appointment when they arrived and called the hostess. The subterfuge made wealthy men feel important. The strategy reminded her of the rich dupes who begged that crook financier to invest their money so they could become a member of a club so exclusive, only the crème de la crème were allowed. Then they lost all their money. The lure was nothing more than psychology.


    She was about to close the door when a young woman scurried up the stairs and dashed by her. “Hi, I’m Marsha, and I’m late. I like to get here early, but traffic was ugly. I thought my cab driver would stroke out.”


    The woman hardly took a breath, and her greeting exploded into one long sentence. She was exotically pretty, either Greek, Italian, Indian, or perhaps Turkish. Wild curly black hair hung halfway down her back, and her eyes were so dark and smoky, Tawny couldn’t see her pupils. She wore a deep shade of lipstick that only flattered someone with her coloring, and her smile was blinding. Marsha headed for the desk where she scribbled her name and pulled Tawny along to the stairs, by-passing the elevator. “Are you Tawny?”


    “Yes, how did you know?”


    “Well, I know everyone else, so you had to be you. I’ve got to run. What time’s your client?”


    “Ten.”


    “Mine’s now. Want to meet for a drink on four in an hour? That’d make it nine thirty? We’ll have half an hour to get to know one another. By then I’ll have unwound.” Tawny barely had time to agree before Marsha said, “See ya,” and she was gone, taking the stairs two at a time, her full gypsy-styled skirt rustling in her wake.


    What a whirlwind. She spoke with a slight accent, British but not British. Tawny liked her and had the feeling Marsha would tell her what she wanted to know, if she didn’t find out before. After Marsha’s colorful exuberance, Tawny’s simple black halter-cut sheath appeared sedate and boring. At least she wore her hair loose and accessorized with artsy hand-made silver and turquoise earrings she’d bought in Peru because the stones matched her eyes. She couldn’t wait for nine thirty. Not so for the ten o’clock appointment, whoever he was. She didn’t want to be here. Didn’t want to get back in the game. Her thoughts flashed to Walsh. It’s all your fault.


    The hall was quiet, the door to the office closed. She turned the knob. No one, but this time papers covered the top of Colin’s desk, and a screen saver fluttered across the monitor. He’d left the computer on. She peeked outside the door, listened, and checked her watch. Eight thirty-five. Appointments were scattered, but she was pretty sure they began on either the hour or half-hour, so everyone who was here was working, except the hostess. She tiptoed down the hall to the front. Charles sat at his desk, engrossed in what she now knew were sudoku puzzles. She only needed a few minutes.


    She tiptoed back to the office and slipped inside, easing the door closed. Tawny had already decided Rick Martell had something to do with Cindi Dyson’s disappearance. All she needed to do now was prove it. If she could corroborate that Sarah Marshall had worked at Upper Eighties, she was out of there for good.


    Riffling through the loose papers on the desk, she saw bills: electric, water, phones. Nothing like sign-in sheets, calendar, or a date book. That had to be on the computer. She jiggled the mouse, and the computer screen came to life, exhibiting a monthly expense report. That made sense. She was about to minus the screen when her eyes wandered to the task bar, and she saw the word Schedule. She clicked on it, and there it was. Today in date book form, complete with room numbers and hours.


    She saw Marsha’s name next to client TC at eight thirty in room thirty-two. That was on the third floor. Tessa, room twenty-two, second floor, near where Tawny was last time and where she would be again tonight. The initials for Tess were AG. Tawny saw her name, but there was nothing but the room number and time. No initials. She didn’t see Darlene’s name. Good. One thing she wouldn’t have to worry about.


    She clicked a back arrow and the page changed to yesterday’s date. How far back would she have to go to see Cindi’s name or Sarah/Serena? When was Cindi’s last night? About two weeks ago? Three? Click, click. No Serena. No Cindi. She kept turning the calendar back and scanned each page. Still nothing. Could Colin have wiped the two names off the computer? That would be the smart thing to do. Immersed in her search, she didn’t hear a sound until Colin’s voice wafted over her left shoulder, and they weren’t welcoming.


    “What are you doing in my office?”


    The voice frightened Tawny into a quick turn. She sucked in an audible breath. Colin appeared confused at first, then angry.


    “Oh, you scared me, Colin.” She let out a long whew! and flapped her hand over her heart. “No one was here, and I forgot where Benny told me to go.”


    “Really.” It wasn’t a question. “You could have asked Charles. He has tonight’s schedule.” He moved behind her and glanced at the screen. “You have the wrong date too. If I remember correctly, I had billing on the screen. The schedule is in the task bar, and it’s on today’s date.” He pointed. “That page is two weeks old. Don’t you know what day it is?” He slammed down the cover of the laptop.


    She faced him and responded as haughtily as she could. “Actually, I wanted to know if my Monday night’s client was on the computer. No one would tell me his real name, and I wanted to know. Then when I touched the pad on the back arrow, it kept flipping over. I couldn’t stop it.”


    “That’s why there’s a mouse, Ms. Dell. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were spying.”


    She forced a laugh. “Why would I spy? I wanted to know who I was with Monday, and I want to know who I’m seeing tonight. I don’t like not knowing. I’ve always checked out my clients to make sure they’re not nut jobs.”


    Colin huffed. “That’s what I do. It’s why Benny hired me. You work here, you accept you’ll be with a safe partner.” He stared at her for a long time. “Is that all, Ms. Dell?”


    She wanted to ask how safe Sarah Marshall or Cindi Dyson had been, but without proof, that would be way out of line. She couldn’t slink out of there like she’d done something wrong. The best defense is an offense. “I still don’t know who my appointment is with, Colin. I like to know ahead of time. Would you tell me, please?”


    “I don’t know. Benny arranged your appointment both times. He seems to think you’re special.” With a sneer, he said, “Me? Not so much. Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”


    “You haven’t been much help,” she said, exasperated.


    “My job isn’t to help you. I work for Benny. I suggest you check with Charles for your room. My computer is off limits to you from now on. From now on, when I go out to dinner I’ll be sure to shut it off and leave temptation for the bedroom.”


    Her cheeks burned.


    “I have the coffees, Colin,” a deep, resonant voice said. A large shadow loomed in the dim light of the hallway. Towering over Tawny, he took up the entire exit, blocking her from leaving. Tawny recognized him, and she could tell by his hard, squinty stare that he recognized her too.


    From yesterday.


    The man staring at her from the quick shop, near Rick Martell’s office.


    The pounding in her chest increased. Get the hell out of here, Tawny. Now.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    The Skinny


    


    “Hey, I saw her coming out of Martell’s office yesterday,” Reggie said.


    Tawny wasn’t sure what was happening, but she had a feeling she was in trouble. “And I saw you standing at the store nearby.”


    “What were you doing there?” Colin asked.


    “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”


    “Yeah? Well, it might be,” Colin said. “Now I’ll ask you again, what you were doing there? And you’d better answer straight.”


    Tawny didn’t like Colin’s tone, but thinking the truth wasn’t so unbelievable, she said, “Mr. Martell does my taxes. I had some questions about the money I’m making here. Now, are you satisfied?”


    Colin and Reggie exchanged glances, but this was Colin’s show. “How do you know Mr. Martell?”


    “What is this, twenty questions?”


    “Answer.”


    Her chin lifted in defiance. “Mr. Martell and I have a mutual friend. I have lots of friends, Colin. And I don’t think you’d want to check with this one to verify what I’m saying. He might be more than a little pissed.”


    Whether Colin put two and two together, or whether he didn’t know where to take the conversation, he backed off. Tawny didn’t want to press to find out why Colin’s friend was in Brooklyn, standing around Martell’s office. She just wanted to get the hell out of the office.


    “Now, do you mind if I leave? I have an appointment in”―she checked her watch―“an hour, and I’d like to go upstairs and have a drink.”


    “I thought you didn’t drink.”


    “I might make an exception tonight after the shoddy way I’ve been treated.” She started for the door and turned. “You know, Colin, I don’t like the way you talked to me tonight. I don’t think Mr. Cooper would either.”


    “Don’t bother telling him,” Colin said. “I will.”


    Tawny wondered if he would. She turned to leave, but Reggie blocked her way. She stared at him. He stared back. “Excuse me,” she said. The man must have gotten a signal from Colin, because he moved to let her pass.


    What the hell was going on? Why all the interest in Rick Martell? So what if she was there? More importantly, why was the big guy there? Who was he? She approached the front desk as if nothing had happened. Charles dragged himself from his puzzle when she approached.


    “Evening, Ms. Tawny. Here early again, aren’t you?”


    Good. He hadn’t heard what went on in the office. “I finished with my business early and didn’t want to go all the way home. I’ll have a drink upstairs before my appointment. Would you sign me in at ten, please?”


    “Gotta sign you in when you get here, same as Ms. Marsha, then I put your appointment time next to it. Those are the rules. Mr. Cooper likes to know who’s here at all times.”


    I’m sure he does. Easier to pick his sursy for the evening. “Of course,” she said.


    He waved the sign-in clipboard. “You’re good to go.”


    “Are you feeling better, Charles? You weren’t well Monday evening.”


    “Huh? Oh, yes, thank you. Had a little bug. I did what you said and took an antacid. After about half an hour, I felt fine.”


    “Glad to hear it.” Tawny pricked her ears. She heard nothing. Should she be worried? She needed to forge ahead. “By the way, do you have the name of my client tonight? No one’s mentioned it, and I see there aren’t any initials next to my name.”


    “Cuz no one gave them to me, Ms. Tawny.”


    “Strange.”


    “Not really. Sometimes when Mr. Cooper is here, he sets up the appointment, and I call him.”


    The doorbell rang. Charles checked out the window, then a monitor off to the side of his desk. Numbers popped up on the screen. The code.


    “You’d better go. We try to keep the clients and ladies separate. That’s why appointments are staggered. Mr. Cooper doesn’t want them to see a lady they may prefer over their arranged partner. He’s very considerate about everyone’s feelings.”


    How nice. Not all the appointments started on the hour or half hour, not that it made a difference. This would be her last night. Still, she admired Benny’s foresight. He’d thought of everything.


    Charles picked up the phone and pressed one number. “We have the gentleman for room twenty. Yes, Ms. Angie. Right away.” He hung up. “I have to let this gentleman in now. You can use the stairs. See you when you check out.” Charles got up and left her, moving toward the entryway that faced the elevator and was partially blocked off from the rest of the first floor.


    So, Angie was tonight’s hostess. At least it wasn’t Darlene, though she could be in one of the rooms. Retracing her steps down the hall, she saw the office door was closed. She didn’t want to run into Colin or his friend again. Ever. She knew a back door led to a garden area and once again debated her exit. No, she’d come this far. If she got what she needed from Marsha, she’d get the hell out of there.


    When she climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, the massive room was silent and empty. Damn. This was her last chance to pump someone for information. She checked her watch. Nine fifteen. Fifteen minutes before meeting Marsha. Still shaky from the office fiasco, she took long, deep breaths to calm herself. Opening the fridge behind the mahogany bar, she pulled out a ginger ale and popped the top. She dropped a few ice cubes into a glass and poured, then walked around, taking in the framed erotic art on the walls. Caught up in the beautiful paintings, she didn’t realize the time had passed until she heard Marsha’s high heels clattering across the polished wood floor.


    “Great, aren’t they?”


    “Oh, hi. Yes, they’re lovely. I wonder where he got them.”


    “India.” Marsha headed for the bar and poured a glass of white wine. “Can I get you another drink?”


    “No, thanks, I haven’t finished this one.”


    “My appointment was a regular,” Marsha said. “He thinks he’s in love with me. He’s kind of cute, but not my type.”


    “What’s your type?” Tawny asked.


    “First criterion, he has to be Jewish. My father would stroke out if I brought home a Gentile. That would be worse than knowing what I did three nights a week.”


    Tawny almost choked on her drink. “You mean your father would prefer you be a call girl than to bring home a non-Jewish boyfriend?”


    “Honestly? He wouldn’t be happy either way. I come from a very strict Orthodox family.”


    Tawny shook her head and burst out laughing. She’d heard stories about the lengths some girls went to protect their working lives from their parents, but this one took the cake. “I’ve heard everything now. How do they think you’re making all this money?”


    “They don’t know I’m making it, and I’m not going to do it much longer. I’ve invested everything in stocks, and believe it or not, I haven’t lost any money.”


    “How do you get away with that?”


    “It’s tricky. I set up a phony consulting business, invest my―ahem, fees―in the market, and pay taxes on the profits. It’s really more complicated, but I’m a finance major at NYU, which helps. I’ve set up similar accounts for some of the other girls.” She pulled out a card. “Here, I take less than the standard fee most financial planners take. Everyone here has made money on their money.” She sipped her wine, then smiled in an almost embarrassed way. “I’m good.”


    Tawny took her card. Marsha Ariel. “Thanks, Marsha. I think you’ll hear from me. Ariel, interesting name.”


    “I’m Israeli. My father came here as a consultant to a large firm and stayed. He plans to go back when there’s a peace agreement. He should live so long.”


    “So you’ve made some of the girls rich.”


    “Rich is relative, but they’re comfortable enough to feel secure if they ever want to quit. One girl I helped died, though. I really liked her too. And I haven’t seen one of the others for a while. She was new, and I hadn’t started with her yet. I hope nothing’s happened to her. She was a writer, gathering information to write a novel about the life. Cool, huh?”


    Tawny’s heart rate soared. She may have learned everything she wanted to know without asking. Cindi Dyson was a writer. She had to be sure. “What was the name of the girl who died? Maybe I knew her.”


    At that moment, Darlene got off the elevator. She started walking toward them. Tawny recognized her pinched expression, and if Darlene knew talkative Marsha, she had every reason to be afraid.


    “Hi, Darlene,” Marsha said.


    Tawny reached across, took Marsha’s arm. “What was her name, Marsha?” she said quietly. “The dead girl. It’s important.”


    Something about Tawny’s tone must have alerted Marsha, and she answered in a hushed voice. “Sarah Marshall. Sweetest girl on the planet. They fished her out of the harbor a couple of weeks ago. Must have been a client, but she was careful who she took up with. I can’t imagine how it happened. I turned her account over to her parents. Sad.”


    “What’s sad?” Darlene asked.


    “Oh, I was telling Tawny―”


    “Nothing important, Darlene.” Tawny let out a slow breath as she interrupted her new friend. “Just getting to know each other.”


    Marsha studied Tawny for a fraction of a second and got a knowing look in her eye. She changed the subject. “About the Holocaust movie I saw. So sad I could barely contain myself. I don’t know why I go to those things. Those poor people. Some of my parents’ relatives.”


    “Must be awful,” Darlene said with barely a hint of sympathy.


    Tawny could tell Darlene didn’t give a rip about the Holocaust or Marsha’s people or anything else. Then Tawny’s cell rang. She pulled it from her satchel. Walsh. Not now. She’d call him back when she got out of there.


    “Aren’t you going to answer?” Darlene asked.


    “I’ll get it later. Nothing important.”


    Darlene glared at her suspiciously. “I’m going to grab a can of Coke and head home. I’ll pick up something to eat on the way. I’m starved.” She grabbed her drink and said goodnight.


    After she left, Marsha said, “You want to tell me why you did that?”


    “You don’t know me, but trust me, okay?” She watched the younger woman size her up. “Please.”


    “If it were anyone other than Darlene, I probably would have said something. But I don’t like her, never did, and I’m a good judge of character. I don’t know what’s going on, and I don’t want to know.” She checked her watch. “It’s almost time for your appointment. You’d better go.” Marsha got up. “I have a feeling we won’t see each other here again, will we?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe not. But I have your card.”


    Marsha turned a slanted eye to study Tawny. She drained her wine, picked up her tote, and left the ballroom without another word. Tawny watched her leave. That was close, she thought. She got the information she came for. Time to get the hell out of Dodge. Screw the appointment.


    Tawny hoped she didn’t run into Colin on her way out. She’d head for the door, and if Charles made a stink, she’d run. She got to the second landing and ran right into Benny.


    “Tawny, just the person I wanted to see.”


    “I’m a little early, Benny. I was going to step outside for a breath of air, then head for the room.”


    “Nonsense. I’ll escort you. You can relax there. Your appointment is waiting. He was early too.”


    He cinched her arm and led her to the same room she occupied Monday night. He opened the door. She didn’t see anyone. Must be in the bedroom. She guessed this guy was strictly business, leaving the expensive bottle of Dom Perignon in the cooler without opening it. A plate of hors d’oeuvres and a vegetable tray with three different dips sat on the table. Benny must have realized she didn’t eat caviar, because she didn’t see any.


    He stood there, watching her.


    Trapped!


    She should have kept going instead of allowing Benny to take control. She’d wait until he left and sneak out. Resigned, she put her satchel in the closet and walked into the bedroom. Empty. “I thought you said my appointment was already here.”


    “He is,” Benny said. “May I introduce Benny Cooper, Ms. Dell.”


    Tawny almost laughed until she saw Benny was serious. “Benny, we had a deal. No freebies for the boss.”


    “That’s right. This is no freebie. Your money is in your mailbox, courtesy of tonight’s client, Benny Cooper.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    The Unexpected Client


    


    An ominous feeling settled on Linc as he and Dennis drove back to the city. The description of the black man standing around Rick Martell’s office didn’t ring a bell, it gonged. “Dennis, when you were running down the people who worked for Cooper, didn’t you mentioned the Cockney who worked in Cooper’s office, Colin what’s his name, had a black boyfriend?”


    “Yeah. Big guy, ex-boxer. Reggie Cart’s his name. Has a record for assault with a deadly weapon.” Dennis took his hands off the wheel and put up his fists. “His hands. He attacked someone while he was still boxing professionally. You think…”


    “Yeah, I do. Now why would he be at Martell’s?”


    “I don’t know, but the description sure fits. Why do you think Tawny was there?”


    Linc remembered what Harry said. “Tawny knows Russo. Martell worked for Russo. Maybe Martell handled her money, even set up the off-shore account.”


    “Plausible,” Dennis said.


    Linc got on the cell and called the captain, explained the situation and why he wanted to keep the murder of Rick Martell quiet, at least for a few hours. The captain listened and agreed. Said he’d do what he could to smother the news. Then Linc called Harry. The call went to voicemail.


    “Harry, call me back ASAP.” Linc closed his phone. “What bothers me is Tawny’s at Cooper’s tonight. If Cart saw her at Martell’s, it means she saw him and can identify him as a possible suspect in Martell’s murder.”


    “Unless she’s the shooter.”


    Linc shrugged that off. “No way. I bet she went there to find out how much she’ll have to pay the IRS.”


    “Well, my man, if Colin’s boyfriend killed Martell and Dell saw him, she’s in big trouble.”


    As Linc tried Harry again, he noticed brake lights ahead. “Damn, voicemail.”


    “Uh-oh. Something’s going on up there.” Dennis radioed in to find out. “Four cars.”


    “Damn.” All three lanes were at a dead stop.


    “If you agree she’s in trouble,” Dennis said, “call for the raid now.”


    “If she can pin the murder on this Cart guy, what’s to stop him from silencing her the minute we bust in? I’ll call to warn her.”


    “What if she’s in the middle―” Dennis looked sheepishly at him.


    “Let’s hope not.” Linc didn’t want to think of that, couldn’t think of it. He’d programmed Tawny’s number to speed-dial. The call went to voicemail. “Doesn’t anyone answer their calls?”


    “This traffic is a mess, Linc. I don’t know how long we’re going to be stuck here. I’d put on the siren, but it wouldn’t do any good. We’re too far back.”


    Linc tried Harry again. Nothing. He tried Tawny. Same. He wanted to make sure she was all right.


    “You’re sweet on her, aren’t you?” Dennis asked.


    Linc rubbed his temple. “I must be out of my fucking mind.”


    “Happens,” Dennis said.


    “What? Falling for a hooker or being out of my mind?”


    “Both.”


    * * * * *


    Tawny knew she should have broken from Benny’s grasp and run for the door. “What are you doing?”


    “I’m paying for your services. Does it really matter who pays you? My money’s as good as anyone’s.” He nuzzled into her neck and whispered, “Let me tell you what I like.”


    He did, and Tawny said, “I feel like you tricked me. But you’re right. You’re paying, and you should get your money’s worth.”


    A moment of guilt struck her like a clap of thunder, and Walsh was the reason. She had the information he wanted. Sarah Marshall worked here. It still didn’t make the man in front of her, breathing like he’d completed a marathon, guilty of murder. And now she was about to engage in a sexual encounter she’d rather avoid. Because of you, Walsh. Then why was she feeling like she was betraying him? Betraying herself?


    Benny’s voice brought her back. “Let me help you with your dress.”


    Once he took it off, she was committed. She pictured Walsh shrugging, his voice clear in her head. It’s what you do, Tawny. Did. Do, Walsh. Thanks to you.


    She turned around and Benny unzipped the back of her dress. It fell to the floor. Facing him again, she noticed Benny’s gaze riveted on her like a hunter locks on a ten-point buck. Tawny let him ogle. She wore a lacy black bra and a black thong. Nothing else except black sling-backs. Men liked women naked with high heels—it was a dominatrix thing—and Benny possessed all the characteristics of a submissive, or at least a switch. She stepped out of her dress, unsnapped the front clasp of her strapless bra, and let it fall to the floor. Crossing her arms in front of her, she circled her nipples with her index fingers, hardening them so they peaked to attention. Benny watched, mesmerized.


    She’d done this hundreds of times before. Fifteen years’ worth, and yet tonight seemed surreal, as if it were the first time. Nerves. Who’d have thought she’d have them? She didn’t want to do Benny. She wanted out of this room and out of this life.


    “My God, you’re beautiful,” he said.


    Damn. “You like what you see?”


    Benny gulped. “Like? I’m getting hard looking at you.” He started to move toward her, but she put her hand, palm out, on his chest.


    “Not yet, Benny. You’re my slave. Now stand there. I’ll take care of the rest.”


    “Hmm, slave.” His voice trembled. “I like that.”


    Yup, submissive, Tawny thought. When she started to take off his jacket, he stopped her. Fishing in his pocket, he pulled out nipple clamps.


    Tawny plucked them from his fingers and tossed them on the sofa. “Very nice, but I never use toys unless I have to.” She glanced at the swelling protrusion in his crotch. “And unless that’s a dildo in your pants, I doubt you’ll need artificial incentives.”


    “That’s because two of the most perfect breasts I’ve ever seen are staring me in the face.” He leaned down, pursed his mouth like a goldfish.


    “Patience, Benny. Now keep your hands and mouth out of my way for a while, okay? You’ll have your turn.”


    “Whatever you say, Tawny. I’m your slave. Ooh, I love the sound of that.”


    I can do this one more time. Just one more time.


    Benny practically drooled in anticipation when she unbuttoned his shirt, one button at a time, and pinched his nipples. “Isn’t my touch better than nipple clips?”


    “Oh, God, yes, yes. You have glorious fingers, like flower petals brushing my skin.”


    She leaned down and pulled the front panels of his shirt around her head, not unlike a photographer hiding under the black cover, and sucked hard. Benny moaned.


    “We have a ways to go before you should be moaning. A long way.” She played a little longer, then peeled off his shirt.


    He wasn’t in bad shape, a little hairy for her tastes, but acceptable for a man of fifty. She unbuckled his belt. He moaned again when she dropped his pants.


    “I like them hung up,” he said.


    “Servant work costs extra. I don’t do servant work.”


    Benny’s breathing ratcheted up a notch. “Okay. I can live with that.” He stepped out of his pants. His erection shot through the opening of his boxers. “I spilled burning coffee on my cock. There’s a blister, so you have to be careful.”


    “I’m not heavy into S&M, not that I’d classify bursting a blister on a man’s member S&M.” She took his hand and led him to the bedroom. “Why don’t you relax? Here, sit down on the bed.” When he did, she lifted his legs onto the mattress and stuffed a pillow beneath his knees. “Do you like it rough or easy?”


    “Easy to start. Then I like it rough. But don’t forget the blister.”


    “I promise, I won’t.” She tweaked her nipples again. Benny gawked, licked his lips. “Oh, Benny, it feels so good. But it’ll feel better when you do it.”


    Benny rose and reached for her, but she signaled him off. “What’s the rush? Don’t you enjoy looking at me?”


    “I could look at you all day. You’re a Goddess. I’ve always wanted you, but try as I might, I could never get you. This is a dream come true. The ultimate. I’ll pay double for another hour. Triple.”


    “You won’t want another hour when I finish with you. You’ll be so exhausted you’ll need to check into rehab to get some rest.”


    Benny’s hand went to his dick. “My cock is ready to explode, and you haven’t even touched it yet.”


    She perched on the edge of the bed. He reached for her breasts. This time, she let him fondle her. She had to admit he had a nice touch, but he was too eager, and at the rate Benny was panting, he wouldn’t last long. Then she could get the hell out of there.


    She slipped off his shorts. “My, my, you’re circumcised. That makes you much more sensitive.”


    “I’m Jewish.”


    “I’ve only had a few Jewish clients over the years, usually single. Most of the married ones are good family men. They don’t do whores.”


    “That’s because their wives would cut off their balls.”


    Tawny smothered a smile. “Is that the reason? Figures. So married Jewish men don’t do whores, huh? That’s what I am, aren’t I, Benny? And you love fucking whores, don’t you?” She bit his nipple, and he yelped. “Oh, I’m sorry, did I bite too hard, or don’t you like dirty talk?”


    “No, not too hard.” Benny’s breathing moved from panting to the precipice of hyperventilating. “And I love fucking whores who talk dirty. It gets me hot.”


    If he got any hotter, he’d burn off Tawny’s fingerprints. She pinched Benny’s nipples with one hand and tickled down his leg with the other, teasing near his member but never touching it.


    “Your wife’s a whore, too, isn’t she?”


    “Not any more. She only does me.”


    “Really. How lucky you are to be such a cheat and have a faithful wife.” Tawny believed the part about the faithful wife like she believed Chicken Little’s warning that the sky was falling.


    “Eileen understands me.”


    “Yes, she would have to.” Tawny sat up, and zeroed in on Benny’s dick. “Oh, I see the blister now. It must hurt terribly.”


    “It does. Maybe you could kiss it.”


    “I’m afraid that’s all I can do. If you entered me, that bubble would burst open, and the pain would be excruciating.”


    “Jeez, I never thought of that. Do you give rain checks?”


    Tawny almost laughed. Who but Benny would think of a rain check? “If you’re not satisfied when I finish with you, we’ll discuss it. For now, I’ll be gentle, work around it with my tongue. I guarantee the pleasure will erase all pain.”


    Benny gasped. “The thought of your tongue on my cock is sending shivers all through my body.”


    As she was leaning down, the door to the apartment burst open. Tawny got up and turned, unsure what to expect. Eileen Cooper, Colin, and the big black man with the shaved head moved into the bedroom.


    Benny took one look at Eileen, jumped up, turned to hide himself, and banged his blistered pecker on the bedside table. His scream could be heard in Greenwich Village.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Black Comedy


    


    With her thong and sling-backs the only items between her and total nudity, Tawny squared her shoulders, threw back her head, and returned Eileen’s penetrating glare―a perfect translation of the old adage, if looks could kill. The men, though never having shown interest in her before, stared in either appreciation or shock. Or maybe it was disgust. She couldn’t determine which.


    Benny was dancing around the room, almost in tears, coddling his wounded penis. Sweat poured off his naked body.


    “Oh, my God. My blister ruptured. Listen to my voice. It’s higher. I’ve been emasculated.” He flopped on the bed. “Help me, Eileen. Get some salve or something to ease my pain.”


    “Fuck you, Benny,” Eileen said. “You couldn’t wait to get in her pants. Why her, of all women? I hope that overworked prick shrivels and falls off, you son of a bitch.”


    “Eileen, please, baby.” When she didn’t answer, Benny screamed, “Colin, you do this sort of thing. Get something. I’m losing consciousness.”


    Tawny heard Colin mumble something under his breath about a drama queen.


    “‘Do this sort of thing?’ I don’t do that sort of thing with anyone other than Reggie. Least of all to you, Benny. Your pecker has seen too much action. There’s a limit to working for you.”


    “Eileen, please. It feels like someone jabbed me with a hot poker.”


    Eileen sneered at him. “Would that I had one. Why don’t you get your whore du jour to finish what she was about to do. That ought to soothe your pitiful-looking appendage.”


    Benny turned his pleading to Tawny. “Tawny, please. There’s Vaseline in the bathroom cabinet. I can’t walk or I’d get it myself.”


    Benny was pathetic. Tawny almost felt sorry for him. Almost, but not quite. “Of course, Benny, but I can’t believe the mother of your children would let you writhe in pain over a little extra-curricular activity.”


    “A little—Why you…you—”


    Tawny felt no embarrassment as she walked naked past Eileen to retrieve Benny’s lubricant in the bathroom. In a sideways glance, she noticed the woman’s poisonous scowl and Colin’s restraining her from a likely physical attack. When Tawny returned, she scooped a blob of jelly onto her pinky finger and rubbed it over Bennie’s inflamed blister.


    Benny moaned and offered Tawny a grateful smile. “Thank you. I’ll remember this.”


    It was past time for Tawny to get the hell out of there. She picked up her bra, intending to drop it in her satchel, and stepped into her dress with as much dignity as she could muster. But instead of heading to the closet to gather her tote, she turned toward the door. Eileen blocked her way.


    “Where do you think you’re going?” Eileen said.


    “I don’t work with an audience. I’m leaving.”


    “I’m afraid we can’t let you.”


    Tawny squared her shoulders and stretched to her full height to look down on Eileen. “I’d like to see you stop me.”


    “Reggie?” Eileen said, summoning the massive hulk to stand sentry at the door like a giant redwood.


    Tawny wasn’t exactly sure what was going on, but she didn’t like it. “So that’s your name. Well, Reggie, would you move aside, please?”


    “Sorry, ma’am. I’m afraid not. You see, you saw me at Mr. Martell’s.”


    “And you saw me. What’s the big deal?”


    “Mr. Martell had a little accident. After you left, he fell and crushed his rib cage. It was a very bad fall. Broke every bone in his chest. That was for poor Cindi. Then he shot himself. I imagine someone found him by now. He left a note and everything. You’d probably have heard it on the news when you got home.”


    Tawny’s stomach did a major cartwheel, and her brain made a crucial calculation. The reason they wouldn’t let her leave was because she could identify Rick Martell’s murderer, a big problem from Reggie’s point of view. Her supposition was confirmed when Colin spoke up.


    “So you see now, Ms. Dell, why we can’t let you go.”


    “Colin, I thought you didn’t tell anyone about Martell,” Benny said. “How come Eileen knows?”


    “Sorry, Benny, but she pays me more than you do.”


    “Huh?” Confused, Benny asked, “What the fuck does that mean? Eileen? I don’t understand.”


    Eileen walked over to the side of the bed and flicked the flaming red head of Benny’s penis. Tawny hoped Benny’s howl would summon the police, but New Yorkers were famous for ignoring screams and anything else they didn’t want to get involved in, and she doubted Benny’s voice carried far enough anyway. She tried to slip around Reggie, but it was no use.


    “What’d you do that for?” Benny said.


    Eileen made another move for Benny’s dick, but he caught her hand. “I’m pissed, Benny. You betrayed me. And with her.” She snapped her head in Tawny’s direction. “Let me explain something. You see, I like what we have. I like my two houses, my tennis club on the island, the Lexus SUV, and I like all the money I spend on restaurants and clothes and shoes and jewelry and all the things that keep me beautiful. And I only have to fuck you to get them. So if you think I’d let some little whore like Serena Marshall screw up all that because she heard Colin blackmailing a client over the phone, you’re nuttier than I think you are.”


    “You…you killed Serena?”


    “She came to me, like she would her own mother. You remember, don’t you, honey? I trained her. She trusted me. She wanted to turn Colin in to the cops. She didn’t realize if she turned Colin in, she was turning us in too. I couldn’t let that happen now, could I?”


    “Jesus.”


    “Please, sweetheart,” Eileen said. “I told you. The Lord’s name? It offends me.”


    “You killed that poor girl, and you’re not offended?”


    Now it dawned on Tawny what she couldn’t remember Monday night. Tessa started to ask Tawny if she’d read the newspaper, but she didn’t finish because Darlene stopped her. Was it about Sarah Marshall’s investigation? She’d been so nervous, she couldn’t think straight. It could have been the proof she needed with a little more coaxing, only now it was too late. Benny was prattling on, acting like he’d been a harmless bystander when, in fact, he enabled everything that happened by being purposely ignorant.


    “Why didn’t you tell me, Eileen? I could have talked to her―right after I fired Colin.”


    “You didn’t fire me after you found out about Martell,” Colin said. “And you know why? Because this place would go under without me.”


    “I should have fired you, and it looks like this place is going under anyway, doesn’t it?”


    “Stop it, you two,” Eileen said. “Don’t you see, Benny, we didn’t want you to know what Colin was doing.”


    “You knew?”


    “Of course. It’s a very lucrative deal, especially when we target men who go to all the clubs. I’ve kept up with some of the girls who tell me things. Kind of a Ya-Ya Sisterhood. Business was off, Benny. The bad economy hurt, and Versace is expensive.” Eileen got up, wriggled in her tight dress, and flipped her mane of bleached hair at Tawny. “Besides, those guys never knew who was turning the screws, but they wouldn’t talk anyway because they didn’t want their wives to know. ’Course, most of them kept their peckers in their pants after they paid up. A few didn’t, and they were fair game for another phone call. But there are always others. We were careful who we chose.” She glowered at Colin. “Except when shit-for-brains over there decided to go after Martell without consulting me. I could have told him the fat man wasn’t a good choice.”


    Colin appeared visibly ashamed.


    “But we took care of that,” Eileen continued. “Actually, it was brilliant. We pinned both Cindi’s and Serena’s murders on Martell. Two birdies with one big stone. Should have done Melody, too, but the woman disappeared. Locked her apartment and took off. That’s a pity. She’s the one who could put us all in prison.”


    “I don’t believe this,” Benny said, apparently forgetting his sore dick. “You’re all crazy. You can’t kill off people, Eileen. You just can’t.”


    “I did it for us, Benny.”


    Tawny listened as Eileen unloaded everything, sealing Tawny’s fate. She’d be one more prostitute, dead at the hands of some nutcase avenging his twisted history. But at least now, she couldn’t be lumped in with the other two women.


    A chime sounded from the closet. Tawny’s phone.


    “What’s that?” Colin said.


    Tawny acted like she didn’t hear because she knew who it was.


    “It’s coming from the closet,” Colin said. He opened the door and removed Tawny’s satchel and dug the phone out of an inner pocket. He checked the readout. “Private number. Who is it, Ms. Dell?”


    “How do I know? You’ve got the phone.”


    “Answer it,” Eileen said.


    “No.”


    Eileen thrust the phone at her. “Answer it. If you don’t, I will.”


    Perfect! “Go ahead.”


    “Reggie,” Eileen said, her gaze never leaving Tawny.


    Reggie put two fingers on either side of Tawny’s neck and pressed. She thought she was going to pass out.


    “Answer the phone,” Reggie said.


    Eileen was right at her ear. Tawny took the phone and opened it. “Hello.”


    “Are you all right?”


    Eileen nodded at Reggie, and he increased the pressure on Tawny’s neck. His fingers felt like ice picks sticking in her. She gasped. “Yes, I’m…I’m all right.”


    “Martell was murdered yesterday, and witnesses put you at the scene. But that’s not what I’m worried about. There’s a black guy—”


    “I’m all right. Don’t worry. Gotta go.” And she snapped the phone shut.


    “Bitch,” Eileen said. “She cut him off. Who was that?”


    “A friend.”


    “He sounded like a cop.” Eileen said.


    “A cop! Your friend is a cop? What did I ever do to you? I paid you more money than I ever paid anyone, and you called the cops?” Benny was pulling on his boxers and shrieked, “Ouch!” when they touched the raw blister. “Jesus. I’m ruined forever, out of commission.”


    “Enough with your cock,” Colin said. “Knowing you, it’ll be back in action by tomorrow.”


    “More money?” Eileen said. “You paid this scrawny bitch more money than anyone?”


    Tawny was getting pissed. They weren’t going to let her go, so what difference did it make. “Because I’m worth it, Eileen. Like Dane Phillips preferred me over you. That’s just a fact. There were others who said the same thing. Good thing you lassoed Benny when you did, because your days were numbered. Why, even your boobs are falling. That’s the end, when a girl’s boobs forsake her. Poor Eileen. And what did you wind up with? That.” She pointed at Benny, limping and moaning. “He’s probably had more women than the two of us together have had men. Pitiful.”


    Eileen went rigid and Tawny thought for the third time she was going to hit her. Then, Eileen deflated, and her eyes filled with tears. “That’s not true. I had plenty of good years left. And my tits are still where they always were, isn’t that right, Benny?”


    “Right now I don’t give a shit about your tits. And, Colin, Eileen paid you with my money. And this is what you both do for me? Kill my girls?”


    Eileen put on a little girl voice and puckered her lips. “Only Serena, baby. I was protecting you.”


    “And what about Dirk Hansen? Did you give Reggie the order to do him, too?”


    “If they ever found Cindi’s body, the police would have zeroed in on him. Then he would have told them all about Upper Eighties. He was another loose end we couldn’t let unravel.”


    Benny collapsed on the bed, grimacing as he grabbed his crotch. The whole scenario reminded Tawny of a screwball black comedy, only it wasn’t funny because she was the next hooker the cops would find in the harbor. Did Walsh have any idea what was going on? Is that what he was trying to tell her? If so, then where the hell was he?


    “Anyone scheduled for later, Colin?” Benny asked.


    “No. You were our last customer.”


    Benny’s evil eye at Colin would have stopped a charging bull at Pamplona. Tawny was beginning to wonder how Upper Eighties could be so successful with this bunch of dingbats at the helm. But so far no one has been able to pin anything on them, so they must be doing something right.


    “What do you want to do with her?” Colin said, switching his questions from Eileen to Benny and back to Eileen. “She can identify Reggie at Martell’s. We can’t let her go.”


    “Sure you can,” Tawny said. “Why would I talk? Do you think I want the police to know that Rick Martell was my accountant? They might delve deeper into my finances and find my offshore account.”


    “Should we ask Mr. Russo?” Reggie said. “He should know what to do.”


    At the mention of Mario Russo’s name, Tawny stiffened. Why would Mario know anything about this? Reggie killed his accountant. Unless…


    “You mean Mario Russo, the mobster?” Tawny asked.


    Eileen turned to Colin. “When are you going to teach Reggie to keep his mouth shut?” A smile curled her lips as she transferred her gaze to Tawny. “Now we have to get rid of her, not that it will break my heart.”


    “Maybe you should call Mario Russo,” Tawny said.


    “Maybe Mario Russo doesn’t need to be called.” Everyone turned to the door of the bedroom, where Mario stood, wearing a gray silk suit, black turtleneck, and a lethal expression.


    “I like your doorman, Benny. When I said my name he’d have given me the keys to Fort Knox, if he had them.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Trouble


    


    “Tawny’s in trouble,” Linc said. “She cut me off before I could finish.


    “Maybe she was in the middle of something.”


    “I don’t think so. The phone wasn’t next to her mouth. It was pulled away, I could tell. Someone was listening.”


    “Call it in. The 19th will be there in a hurry.”


    Should he? If he did and they killed her in a panic, he’d never forgive himself. If he didn’t, they might kill her anyway, and he’d never forgive himself.


    Linc shifted his focus out the car window. “Traffic’s moving now. Once we’re off the bridge, we’ll be there within a few minutes.”


    A tow truck had come from the other side and moved one of the wrecks from the far lane. Dennis put on his flashers, and cars shifted and repositioned until he could squeeze through. “This has to be the upside for all the shit cops take.”


    Dennis’s words barely registered. Linc’s thoughts were on Tawny. Why hadn’t she called as soon as something went wrong? Maybe it was his overactive imagination. Maybe she was in the middle of something and she couldn’t talk. He checked his watch. It was after eleven. Her appointment was at ten. He opened his cell and dialed her again. The phone went to voicemail. She’d definitely answer if she could.


    “Tawny’s in over her head,” Linc said. “She can identify this Reggie fellow as a possible murder suspect. They won’t let her go.”


    “We don’t have a warrant, but we have probable cause. And she’s a material witness.”


    “Yes, she is. If I have to arrest her to get her out of there, I will. We’ll see how Cooper reacts.” Linc’s cell rang. It was Harry.


    “Sorry, Linc. I couldn’t take your call earlier. This is the first chance I’ve had. Mario Russo tried to give my guys the slip tonight, but they had backup. Want to guess where he went?”


    His gut twisted. “Shit.”


    “Yup. Cooper’s.”


    “We’re on our way.”


    “Have you talked to the Dell woman?”


    A stab of irritation hit Linc at Harry’s derogatory tone in reference to Tawny. He let it pass. “Briefly. She cut me off when I tried to warn her she might be in danger.”


    “Does she know about Martell?”


    “No.”


    “I don’t like that Russo is there, but before you get all bent out of shape, he could—” Harry paused.


    “He could what?” Linc asked.


    “Be her appointment.” Harry said it but sounded like he didn’t want to.


    That was one of many thoughts about Tawny that Linc had put out of his mind. Thinking of her with Russo tonight turned his stomach. Reality was rearing its ugly head. Tawny had warned him, and he didn’t listen. And he wouldn’t listen now either.


    “Was he alone, or did he have one of his goons with him?” Linc asked.


    “He could have ordered someone to meet him there. I have two men there. One out front, one out back,” Harry said. “They’ll keep me posted.”


    “Where’s the guy out front parked?”


    “He’s in a Ford Escape, parked a few doors east of Cooper’s place on the other side. Name’s Clauson. Russo’s car’s up the street. There’s an exit in back, but the only way in or out is an alley a few buildings down.”


    Linc chastised himself for not knowing about the back exit. But how could he have known Martell would be murdered? Did Tawny even see Reggie Cart at the scene?


    “What are you planning?” Harry asked.


    Linc thought about the possibilities. “I can’t barrel in there as much as I’d like to. Not without a warrant. I need time to check it out.”


    “Um, yeah, okay. Keep me informed. Be careful.”


    “I’ll keep in touch.” Linc called another member of their division, Roland Steele, and gave him the address of Cooper’s place and how to access the back entrance. “Stop anyone suspicious from leaving. We’re on our way.” He sucked in a few deep breaths, avoiding eye contact with Dennis.


    The traffic was steady on FDR Drive. Dennis took the 61st Street exit, and before Linc knew it, they were parked within spying distance of the townhouse nicknamed Upper Eighties. Heavy drapes covered the windows, leaving the place dark and ominous.


    They saw the Escape and approached on the driver side. Clauson expected them and said he’d be ready if they needed him for backup, but his job was to stay on Russo. They traded cell numbers.


    Linc and Dennis crossed the street. They climbed the steps and Linc rang the bell.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Capo di Tutti


    


    Tawny wasn’t sure what was happening. Mario leaned against the door, confident and relaxed. Why is he here?


    Mario shook his head in a dismissive gesture. “You people are the biggest group of fuck-ups I’ve ever come across, and I’ve dealt with some first-class morons.”


    His cancer-ravaged voice sounded twice as ominous as anything she’d ever heard. Rather than say anything, she slunk into the boudoir chair in the corner and crossed her legs, trying to appear as calm as the crime boss. She doubted she’d pull it off, considering the twitches of fear rattling her insides. Her worst nightmare had come to pass. Every person in the room wanted to kill her, and she had no way out. Despite Linc’s assurances of her safety, who’d really care about another dead hooker?


    “Tawny, Tawny,” Mario said in a tone that conveyed not only weariness but disappointment. “You retire and then you show up here with the almost believable story that the IRS discovered your off-shore account. Yeah, the IRS found out, but not until the feds clued them in. That’s over their heads these days. Even a man like me, captivated by your beautiful body, had to be a little suspicious.”


    At that, Eileen snorted. Russo glared at her, obviously annoyed at being interrupted, and she slunk into the corner.


    “So I put a man on you to be sure. And wouldn’t you know? Who comes calling at your place? A good-looking NYPD cop by the name of Lincoln Walsh. Did a check on him too. Not the kind of cop who blackmails pros to sleep with him, though I’ve known a few of those. Then, as if he’s not enough, you have lunch today with a federal agent at a noodle shop in Lincoln Center. Your kind of woman isn’t his thing either. So I ask myself—what’s she up to? And I came up with one conclusion. You’re working undercover for the cops.”


    “That’s not true, I—”


    “I knew there was something hinky about that bitch,” Eileen interrupted. “Look at her, sitting there like she’s better than the rest of us.” A quick glance at Russo. “Not better than you, Mario. Everyone else, though.”


    Now Benny snorted.


    Mario ignored Eileen, his focus riveted on Tawny. The thumping in Tawny’s chest reminded her of the timpani at the end of a symphony. Ba-boom, ba-boom. She could scarcely think for all the noise. She had to make an effort to clear her name, or she’d die in this chair.


    “It’s not what it seems, Mario.” She spoke with the calm assurance of someone who’d done nothing wrong. “They had me between a rock and a hard place. The IRS found an offshore account, like I told you. The girl they fished out of the harbor called Walsh and mentioned Benny’s name, but that was hardly proof she worked here or that Benny had anything to do with her death. They gave me a choice. Prison or come here to find out whether Cooper killed her or had her killed. That’s all. You were never in the picture.”


    Mario looked weak and tired, his face expressionless. Tawny needed to convince him she hadn’t betrayed him, but more was going on here, and she couldn’t figure out what. Why would Mario care about Benny and a dead hooker?


    “Wait, wait!” Benny cried, facing Tawny. He flailed his arms in all directions, settling an accusing finger at her. “You came here to get proof I killed Serena? Why you…you Benedict Arnold. Traitor, that’s what you are. A goddamn traitor.” He spun around to Mario. “And I, the world’s biggest schmuck, thought I was giving you a present. The most beautiful woman in my establishment, and you knew each other all along.” He slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Schmuck. That’s what I am. An A-number-one schmuck.”


    No kidding, Tawny thought.


    Eileen chimed in, directing her question to Mario. “You knew Tawny before Monday? Had a long-running affair with her?”


    Mario shifted his gaze to Eileen. His eyes were cold and narrow. For the first time Tawny saw the side of him she’d only heard about.


    “Did you think you were my one and only, Eileen? I hope I never gave you that impression. You were one of many. Only Tawny was special, which is why this is so…upsetting.”


    Eileen huffed and puffed and executed a series of Miriam Makeba-like tongue clicks.


    “Wait, wait!” Benny said again. “You fucked my wife? When was this, Eileen?”


    “Before we were married, sweetheart. Before you chose me to be the mother of your children. Then I never saw Mario again, did I, Mario?”


    “That’s right, Benny. She married you and took herself off the market. Now,” Mario said, turning his attention back to Tawny, “you were saying.”


    Tawny was hoping Benny and Eileen would get into it, distract Mario from probing further. No such luck. There wasn’t a friendly face anywhere. Other than Colin reaching for his partner’s hand, the two men stood like mannequins. Eileen glowered at her, and Benny coddled his dick, sneering whenever their eyes met. Mario, though looking more exhausted by the minute, remained as cool and composed as when he made his entrance. He waited.


    Her fate depended on Mario’s goodwill, which was in short supply tonight. “I never told the police anything because I never found out anything until tonight. As far as I knew, the dead girl didn’t even work here.”


    “What were you doing at Martell’s yesterday?” Mario persisted.


    Mario knew she went to Martell’s, and the only way he could is if Reggie told him. Reggie or one of the others in the room. She couldn’t tell him the real reason because if she ever got out of there, everyone in the room would tell the police. “I met with him to find out what to do with the money Benny was paying me.”


    “You could have called him for the answer.”


    “I had a few other questions too. I’d rather not say in front of these people.”


    “Why didn’t you call me?” Mario asked.


    Mario’s grilling turned Tawny’s mouth into desert sand. “I didn’t want to bother you. You have enough on your plate right now.”


    “Thoughtful.” His tone was anything but complimentary.


    Harnessing her fear had become a losing struggle. When she brushed a strand of hair off her face, she realized her hand was shaking. She met Mario’s gaze. Don’t flinch. Act like you have nothing to hide. “I thought Monday night was…business. How could I know you were friends with—” Tawny flipped her hand dismissively in Eileen’s direction. “Them. They’re not in your league.”


    “What?” Eileen popped a button on her blouse, and her left boob bounced half out. “That’s like saying we have no class. Why you’re nothing more than a little whore, sitting there like your shit doesn’t stink.”


    Tawny drew a slow bead on Eileen. “It doesn’t.”


    Mario blew out a giant guffaw and broke into laughter. “I love cat fights, and this could be entertaining if I were in a better mood.” The laugh vanished as quickly as it had materialized. “Unfortunately, I’m not.”


    Charles knocked and stuck his head in the door. Had he been lingering outside getting an earful?


    “Excuse me, Mr. Russo, I saw two men on the security camera. They identified themselves on the intercom as police officers. They want to see Mr. Cooper. Like right now.”


    “Hold them off for a few minutes, will you?” Mario said calmly.


    “Yes, sir.” Charles turned and hustled out.


    “Mr. Russo?” Benny yelled after Charles. “Why are you telling him? Who the hell pays your salary? Whose place is this anyway?”


    “Shut up, Cooper, and get dressed,” Mario said. “Everyone else, do what I tell you.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Would’a, Could’a, Should’a


    


    Linc tapped his foot impatiently at the long time it took between speaking into the intercom and someone opening the door. When He pushed his way past the doorman. “Took you long enough,” he said.


    “I had to reprogram the code. Sorry.”


    Linc flashed his badge and absorbed the posh surroundings. “I’d like to see Mr. Cooper. Tell him Detectives Walsh and Hyde are here, please.”


    “He has guests.”


    Linc stepped forward. “Call him.”


    The doorman nodded nervously and picked up the phone. He punched one number and told whoever answered that the police were there. He listened. “Yes, sir.”


    “Mr. Cooper will be right out.”


    Linc didn’t see anyone else in the place and wondered where Tawny was, whether she was still here. He couldn’t ask. Not yet.


    Moments later, Benny strode down the hall with a slight hitch in his step, a pained expression, and an extended hand. “Detective Walsh. We spoke on the phone a couple of weeks ago, right?”


    “Correct.” Linc took Benny’s hand. “About Sarah Marshall. My partner Dennis Hyde.”


    Cooper nodded toward Dennis. Linc expected Cooper to give him a hard time—mention his lawyer, ask for a warrant, but instead Cooper said, “Yes, I remember. Awful about Sarah. Of course I knew her through my wife as Serena. Lovely girl.”


    Linc searched the reception area, craning his head down the hall. “Nice place.”


    “What can I do for you, Detective? I’m entertaining guests in my apartment.”


    “You own this building, correct?”


    “One of my corporations does, yes. Is that why you’re here? To find out if I own this building?”


    Linc ignored the not-so-subtle jab. “Are these all apartments?”


    “Yes.”


    “You rent them?”


    “Yes. I make them available for the night to visiting acquaintances.”


    “Like a bed and breakfast,” Dennis said.


    “Without the breakfast.” Benny clicked his tongue. “What’s this about?”


    “You keep an apartment here when you live on the other side of the park. Why is that?”


    “If you must know, I don’t like to stay in that big apartment in the summer when my wife and children are on the island. Now that’s the last question I’m answering until you tell me why you’re here asking them.”


    “I’m looking for a young lady, Tawny Dell. I know she was here earlier this evening.”


    Benny hesitated a beat too long. “How do you know that?”


    Finally. He’d hit a nerve. “I know.”


    Benny took his time. “Yes, Ms. Dell was here earlier. She occasionally rents one of my apartments to…entertain. She usually stays for a couple of hours, then leaves.”


    Denying Tawny had been there would be more suspicious than telling the truth, and except for the bullshit story that Tawny rented a room to entertain, that’s what Cooper did.


    “What does she do when she’s here?”


    “You’d have to ask her. I’m not her keeper. I just rent the rooms. In fact, I’ve only met her once. People come and people go. There’s no law against that, is there?”


    Cooper was lying, but until Linc knew Tawny was safe, he would tread carefully. “She hasn’t left.”


    “And you know this how?” Benny said.


    “She’s a friend.”


    Benny smirked. Linc figured what he was thinking. Not quite, Cooper. Not even close.


    “Amazing to think Ms. Dell has a…friend in the police department.” Benny turned to Charles. “Ms. Dell left, didn’t she, Charles?”


    Leading the witness, Cooper. Naturally, Charles said she left right after eleven. If Tawny left, it wasn’t on her own steam.


    “I’d like to check the building, starting with your apartment,” Linc said.


    “Don’t you believe me?”


    Linc didn’t respond.


    “Do you have a warrant?”


    There it was. “No, but I can get one.” Talk about bullshit. At this hour of the night, getting a warrant would take long enough for Cooper to sanitize his apartment and wipe all traces of Tawny from the building. But if he had to, Linc’d wake up every judge in the city.


    “You know, my first inclination is to say go ahead, get one. But why go to all the trouble? I have nothing to hide.” He smiled at Linc, then at Dennis. “Follow me.”


    The two men followed Benny down the hall, passing the open door of the empty office. Desk neat, computer closed. Point made. Tawny wasn’t hiding in there.


    Benny slipped a key card into a hidden slot and what looked like a panel sprang open. No knob. The lacquered crimson walls and carved mahogany furniture gleamed in the dimly lit apartment, giving the place a warm, cozy ambience. Flowery perfume wafted in the air. If Tawny was right about Cooper’s penchant for trying out his girls, this small suite struck the right tone.


    Mario Russo had entered the building and never left, but seeing him sitting at the table having a drink with a sexy blonde took Linc by surprise. The three seemed chummy, like old friends.


    Linc had seen the crime boss on television many times, though never in person. He couldn’t believe this was the same man. In person, Russo’s shrunken appearance visually verified what everyone said about his numbered days. Linc could almost smell his decay.


    Benny grinned at Linc’s surprised reaction to Russo’s presence. “My wife, Eileen, and Mario Russo,” he said, introducing them. “We were having a drink. I’d ask you to join us, but I know you guys are forbidden to drink on duty.”


    Linc never wanted a drink as much as he did now. He ran his tongue across his dry bottom lip. “Thanks, but no thanks.”


    “Look around,” Benny said. “It’s a small place. You can see no one’s here. If you’d like to check the rest of the building, I’ll have Charles show you around.”


    Linc’s heart skipped a beat. Tawny wasn’t here or Cooper wouldn’t offer a tour. Of course, he could be calling his bluff, but Linc doubted it. Had Harry’s man in back of the building caught her leaving? If so, with whom? Surely Clauson would have sounded the alarm. “I’d like to see the room Ms. Dell rented this evening.” He didn’t mean to put so much sarcasm into his request, but that’s the way it came out.


    Benny was about to answer when Mario Russo stood. “If you don’t mind the interruption, Benny, I think you should have a lawyer and they should have a warrant. There’s no reason for them to come into your home at this hour and search it.” Russo turned to confront Linc straight on, steady and unflinching. “Nothing this gentleman mentioned suggests probable cause, does it, Officer Walsh?” His mouth curled into a lopsided grin.


    Russo meant to demean Linc. He ignored the slight. “We have Ms. Dell’s prints at the scene of a murder.” There hadn’t been time to corroborate Tawny’s prints or anyone else’s, but they didn’t know that. “Enough reason?”


    “Whose murder?” Benny asked.


    Linc matched Russo’s stare. “In case you haven’t heard, Mr. Russo, the victim was in your employ. Richard Martell.”


    Russo didn’t break eye contact. “Of course I heard. Rick’s wife called me as soon as she found out. Besides working for me, he was related by marriage. I’m still in shock.”


    “I’m sorry for your loss,” Linc said with forced politeness. One less crook in the city was nothing to be sorry for. Russo acknowledged the words of sympathy with a nod.


    “We also have witnesses who saw a man who fits the description of your employee’s friend, Mr. Cooper, a—” Linc pulled out a notebook to feign checking the name, although he knew it by heart―“Reginald Cart. We found his prints in Mr. Martell’s office also.”


    Russo snorted. Linc found the reaction interesting. Had Russo insisted Cart wear gloves? If so, Cart’s prints wouldn’t be in the office, and Russo knew it. “He’s the roommate of Cooper’s office manager, I believe.”


    “Why would Reggie have anything to do with this Martell man?” Benny asked.


    “I have the answer to that, Benny,” Russo said, without skipping a beat. “Mr. Cart sometimes makes deliveries for me. He picked up some papers from Rick today.” Turning to Linc, he said, “Could be when your witnesses saw him.” Russo lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply.


    Benny’s eyes zeroed in on the cigarette, and he started to say something. Instead, he sighed and kept his mouth shut. Linc bet smoking was prohibited at Upper Eighties.


    “Small world, isn’t it?” Smoke spiraled from Russo’s mouth as he spoke.


    “Getting smaller all the time,” Dennis said.


    After squinting at Dennis as if he were a lower life form, Russo carried on, zeroing in on Linc. “From what my niece told me, her husband took his own life. Strange, I never imagined Rick to be the type.”


    “Mr. Martell’s death was a homicide,” Linc said. “The note he left claimed Martell killed Sarah Marshall and a young prostitute by the name of Cindi Tyson.” Linc turned to Benny. “Did you know either of those women, Mr. Cooper?”


    Blood rushed to Benny’s face. “You know I knew Sarah, but I’ve never heard of the Dyson girl.”


    “Oh, is it Dyson?” Linc asked, checking his notebook again. “Hmm, so it is. Thank you for correcting me.” He stared at Benny, whose face now glistened with sweat.


    “I must have misheard.”


    “Must have. I have it on good authority she rented a room here occasionally. Like Ms. Dell. Am I mistaken?”


    “She…she may have. Colin would have that information. I’m not always here, so I don’t know everyone who rents a room when she or he is in town.” Benny cleared his throat. “Anything’s possible.”


    Linc wanted to pursue this line of questioning, but Cooper would call his lawyer and the conversation would be over. Besides, it wouldn’t help find Tawny.


    Russo stopped further discussion anyway, referring back to Martell’s murder. “Rick’s note might be right, however,” he said. “He suffered an unfortunate incident when he was a boy. He accidentally killed his sister. He’s been seeing therapists for years, but I’m not sure they helped him deal with the guilt. I’m no psychologist, but an incident like that could have devastating effects. In fact, Rick had been rather distracted lately. Maybe he took the only way he knew to stop the pain.”


    “Maybe,” Linc said. “I’ve heard worse theories, and you’ve explained why Cart was at Martell’s office, but I’d still like to talk to him. Maybe Martell hinted at what he was going to do. Do you have Cart’s contact information, Mr. Cooper?”


    Russo interrupted before Benny could respond. “Come on, Walsh. You can get Reggie’s address with one phone call.”


    Though not physically imposing, Russo exuded awesome power. He spoke in the voice of a stage actor, clear and resonant, with no hint of his Sicilian roots or Brooklyn accent.


    “This visit reeks of harassment,” Russo continued. “I know all about that. For some reason, the police in this city think I’m the cause of everything bad that happens. Now someone has murdered the accountant my sons and I employed for our construction business. As for Ms. Dell, I doubt it would take much checking to find out Mr. Martell managed her money and did her taxes, which is why her prints were identified in Rick’s office. I’m sure you already knew that, and that she and I have known each other for many years.”


    The two men stared at each other in a room as quiet as church during Sunday sermon. His comment twisted the knife in Linc’s back. Was he that obvious, or did Russo know something he shouldn’t? Had he seen Linc at Tawny’s apartment? If so, she was as good as dead.


    Eileen Cooper shifted in her chair but one look from Russo and she remained quiet. Linc summoned his professional reserve from a place deep down, seething with hate. “For the record, Mr. Russo, where were you this morning?” Linc checked his watch. “Yesterday morning now?”


    Russo smiled, as if he’d anticipated the question. “SUNY Downstate, enduring a chemo treatment. Twenty people can verify that. Besides, why would I want to murder Rick? That’s not the way I do business, contrary to what people think.”


    “No, you get others to do your dirty work,” Dennis said.


    Russo scowled at the detective. “You’d have to prove that, and you can’t.”


    Linc couldn’t waste any more time. Maybe Tawny had managed to leave the building before anyone arrived on the scene and was on her way home. But even as the thought flittered through his mind, he knew she would have answered her phone when he called. No, she was in serious trouble. Maybe fatal trouble. “Thanks for your time, Mr. Cooper. I might want to talk to you again.” He forced an impatient smile at Eileen and nodded at Russo.


    “Next time,” Benny said, “I think I’ll take Mario’s advice and have a lawyer present.”


    “Your call,” Linc said, heading for the door.


    Benny walked alongside him. “I’ll show you out.”


    In the lobby, Linc asked, “Was Martell a customer here?”


    “What do you mean, customer?” Benny said. “Customer for what?”


    Linc got right in his face, his patience exhausted. “You can bullshit all you want, Benny, but you run a whorehouse. I can have this place closed down in fifteen minutes. So don’t play stupid. Truth is I don’t much care about your business. I don’t care who comes here to get laid, who services them, or how much they pay. Places like this have been around since the beginning of time, and they’ll be here long after you and I have returned to dust.


    “But I do care that two young women are dead, and I think you had something to do with their murders. And if anything happens to Tawny Dell, I’ll personally see you spend the rest of your life in a place where the gangbangers will have you for their personal fuck. Do I make myself clear?”


    Benny’s smug smile disappeared. He started to say something but stopped.


    “What?” Linc asked. When Benny didn’t answer, Linc said, “You’re in over your head, Benny. It won’t be prostitution charges anymore; we’re talking multiple murders.”


    Benny blew out a breath. “Either I go to jail or I get a bullet in the back of my head, Walsh. I’m fucked either way.”


    “My way you’ll stay alive.”


    After hemming and hawing, Benny said, “Tawny was okay when she left, and I don’t know where she went.”


    “Who was she with?”


    Benny started to reply, but Russo strutted down the hall. “Officer Walsh,” he called. “I’ll walk out with you.” He made a big deal out of yawning. “It’s past my bedtime, and I have to get up early in the morning.”


    Benny shrugged helplessly. He’d never say anything with Russo around.


    “Good night, Detective,” Benny said. “Good night to you too, Mario.”


    “Night, Benny. I enjoyed this evening. We’ll have to do it again sometime.” His gaze steady on Benny, he said, “Soon.”


    Benny closed the door, and the three men stepped outside onto the stoop. Dennis descended the stairs and walked toward the alleyway a few doors down.


    Good, he’s checking the back exit to see if Steele saw anyone leave.


    Linc was astounded at the crime boss’s gall. There were no threats Linc could make to a dying man, no words to convince him to tell him where Reggie Cart had taken Tawny, if that’s what even happened. But he had to try.


    “Where is she, Russo?”


    “You mean Tawny? Why would I know?”


    “She has to mean something to you after all the years.”


    Russo nodded. He looked down the street and took his time. “She means a lot to me.” Then he met Linc’s gaze. “Best whore in the city, and believe me, I’ve known most of the good ones. Smart, sexy, and incredibly beautiful. Most perfect breasts I ever sucked into my mouth. I can taste them as we speak. That woman knows how to bring a man to the edge of paradise and carry him over.”


    Russo’s pale, gaunt face gave off an almost holographic glow in the dim light of the street lamps, his dark eyes steady, the smug curl of his lips. Linc wanted to stop him, recognizing a bizarre sense of betrayal to the woman who had burrowed her way into his heart. But some perverted curiosity riveted him to Russo’s every word.


    “Have you had the pleasure, Walsh? It doesn’t take much to open her legs. Only a few thousand dollars. Off your pay scale, I imagine. But the best part is after all the years she’s been in the business when you put it in her she’s still as tight as a virgin. Isn’t that amazing? In fact, Benny gave her to me Monday night as a present. She got me off, too, even though the debilitating effects of the chemo have wreaked havoc on my libido. Only someone special has those magical powers. Bet she failed to mention that, didn’t she?”


    Linc’s fists were clenched so tight his nails dug into his palms. Never in his life had he wanted so badly to lay someone out. Not in his youth when anger had been his soul mate; not in Iraq at the bastards who took his best friend’s legs. However misguided, those people were fighting for a cause. Russo was plain evil, as toxic as the malignant cancer that ravaged his insides.


    All the talk of the gentleman don, the ethical mobster who wouldn’t pray on the weak, was so much bullshit. Linc willed himself calm, relaxed his fists, and swallowed the venom bubbling like a witch’s brew in his gut. He wouldn’t be goaded into sinking to Russo’s level, although the temptation equaled an alcoholic’s desire for the taste of whiskey on his tongue. Linc drew a deep breath, let it out slowly. “Tawny Dell cheated the government. She will pay.”


    “Determined to get your man…or woman, are you? I hope you find Tawny, Officer.” Russo snapped his fingers. “Oh, it’s detective, isn’t it? Sorry. Anyway, hope you find her. She’s a special lady.” He smiled. “But then you know that, don’t you?”


    “What do you mean?”


    Russo shook his head. “Nothing. Nothing at all. Best be going. Good night.”


    I can’t let the fucker just walk away. Linc wanted to go after him, but for what? No one denied Tawny was at Cooper’s tonight. The only lie Linc caught was Cooper saying he didn’t know who Cindi Dyson was. Without Tawny’s verification that he did, he couldn’t prove that either. He’d drag in every woman who worked there if necessary. Someone would break. He could pull the Coopers in too, but their lawyer would have them out within the hour. Rounding up everyone tonight wouldn’t help find Tawny, and he had a sick feeling he needed to do that before he did anything else.


    He stood on the doorstep. He believed Benny Cooper. The man was a sex fiend and a pimp, but he didn’t know where Tawny was or he would have told. But Russo knew. He gave the orders. He’d made people disappear for years, and the police had never nailed him for any of their disappearances. Linc watched him walk down the street to his car with a stride that said Gotcha, cop.


    Linc turned around, safely out of the mob boss’s sight, and punched in Clauson on speed dial. “Did you hear from Steele? Did anyone leave through the back entrance?”


    “I’ve tried, but he hasn’t answered. I saw your partner head toward the alleyway a few doors down. Check, will you? I’ll stay on Russo.”


    Linc had a bad feeling. He hurried toward the alley, then started running, past two buildings, three. Turning up the speed, he got to the end of the buildings to the alley and backtracked until he saw Dennis hunched over a fallen figure.


    “Steele,” Dennis said. “He’s bad. Looks like a sledge hammer hit him. Before he passed out, he said they took the woman out the back door and the big guy took him down. I’ve already called it in.”


    “Cart. Shit. Shit.” Linc’s heart raced as he punched in Clauson’s number and told him what happened. “Dennis called it in, and I’m calling the captain for a warrant to turn this place upside down and putting out a BOLO for Cart and his buddy. Stay on Russo. He’s our only hope to get the woman.”


    Linc called the captain, then he punched in Harry’s number. “I’m getting a warrant for Cooper’s place. Russo was there, but he’s gone.”


    “You talk to him?” Harry asked.


    “Yeah, but Cart hammered your man Steele. We’ve called EMS, and Clauson’s on Russo now. If he can stay on him and he goes to Dell, we’ve got him.”


    “How’s Steele?”


    “I don’t know. He’s out cold. We’ll have to wait and see. The two men drove off with Tawny Dell right under our noses.”


    “If Russo’s behind this, and he knows Dell saw Cart at Martell’s, she’s in serious trouble.”


    “Yeah, I know.” He shut off his phone, disgusted with himself for being so tunnel-visioned. When he arrived, all he could think of was getting Tawny out, even if he had to arrest her. He should have gone in earlier. Should’ve, would’ve, could’ve. All moot. He didn’t. He slapped his leg, impatient. Getting a warrant would take forever.


    “Hurry up,” he said under his breath. “Hurry up.”


    “We’ll get her,” Dennis said. “Someone will tell us where she is.”


    “Let’s hope.”


    Tawny had done her job too well and found out enough to get her killed. He’d put her in danger, and if she died he’d be at fault. A sick feeling roiled in his stomach that he hadn’t felt since he was a boy. Since the day his whole world came crashing down in a bloody sea of red.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    So Close, So Far Away


    


    Oh, Walsh, I messed up.


    Tawny wriggled in the backseat of the car. When they drove past Upper Eighties, she glimpsed two men standing at the door of the townhouse. She couldn’t see clearly for the passing cars, but the one ringing the bell looked like Walsh. She’d screamed Walsh in her throat. Look this way. I’m right here. A few feet away. So close.


    But tape covered her mouth, and Colin drove by, looking straight ahead.


    She thought back. After Charles announced the police were at the door, Mario met her pleading gaze with a hopeless shrug. Business, his gesture indicated. Just business.


    She drew in a breath to scream, but Reggie clamped a hand over her mouth and held her in a viselike grip while Colin followed Mario’s instructions to find something to restrain her. No question who called the shots.


    Colin returned with a roll of duct tape, tore a piece, and slapped it across her mouth the minute Reggie let go, sealing any chance of making herself heard. She tried to squirm away from the big man, but she might as well have tried to move a mountain. His muscular arms didn’t even twitch in answer to her pitiful attempt to free herself. Colin grabbed her arms and pulled them behind her. She marveled at the small man’s strength as he wrapped a long strip of tape around her wrists.


    Mario spoke to Reggie quietly and gave him a key. Colin listened. Why Reggie? Though neither Reggie nor Colin were candidates for MENSA, Colin appeared to be the brighter of the two. She determined Reggie would more likely follow orders without asking questions, confirmed when Colin started to say something and Mario cut him off.


    “Get her out of here,” Mario said to Reggie. Colin huffed but avoided looking at the crime boss when he did.


    As Reggie pushed Tawny ahead of him, Mario whispered that he’d see her later. So they weren’t going to kill her right away. That was the one positive note in a long, ugly evening.


    Reggie and Colin hustled her into the elevator and descended to ground level. She was a rag doll in Reggie’s hold, unable to break loose. They exited the back door to a walled-in patio where the scent of lilac filled the air. Colin separated one key from a ring and unlocked the gate.


    The minute they dragged her through the door, she heard, “FBI. Let the girl go, and turn around.” Reggie handed her off to Colin as if they’d practiced the move, turned, and ignoring the demand to stop, launched himself at the agent so fast, Tawny couldn’t keep track of what was happening until she saw the gun fly out of the cop’s hand. Reggie whacked him again and kept whacking him until he went down and didn’t move. Tawny feared the guy was dead.


    No matter how hard she tried to free herself from Colin’s hold, the little man held firm until Reggie once again took control. Her feet barely touched the ground as he dragged her through patches of green, past the backs of three buildings, and into an alley where their car waited. She let out a deep-throated moan, hoping to attract the attention of someone in the buildings, but it faded into the sounds of late-night street traffic, music that thrummed from one of the apartments, and the wind that had kicked up since early evening.


    “Shut up or I’ll put you to sleep,” Reggie said.


    She didn’t doubt for a moment he could or would. He pushed her into the backseat of a small car, got in beside her, and they rolled out of the alley onto the street, another car in late night traffic no one noticed. That’s when she saw Walsh, and all hope of rescue faded.


    Reggie tied a rag over her eyes. Good. They wouldn’t see the fear that mixed with tears. She wondered why it mattered if she saw where they were taking her. She had little chance of escaping and less of survival, especially now that Mario had taken charge.


    How naïve she’d been all those years. How Mario’s caring, almost fatherly attention had lulled her from what everyone in the world knew but her. She’d refused to believe his other side existed. Now she knew enough to put everyone in that room on death row. She’d wind up like the other two women and the Hansen guy, in either the harbor or a garbage container, or maybe a landfill, covered by tons of trash. By the time someone found her, if they did, the cops would need dental records to identify her.


    Benny―poor, stupid Benny―was the victim of his own greed and voracious sex drive. A reluctant accomplice by way of his murderous wife, a woman afraid to lose everything, and who, in the end, would. The days of Upper Eighties were numbered. Tawny wished she could warn the women who worked there that now would be a good time to take an extended vacation before the police pulled them in and exposed their lives. That was the threat she and many others faced in choosing their lifestyle. Death had seemed a remote consequence.


    Tawny leaned back in thought. Mario clearly disliked Colin. By blackmailing Martell, the Cockney started a chain of events that resulted in disaster for everyone. But as she suspected earlier, there was more to it. Reggie wouldn’t murder one of Mario’s people without authorization, which meant Mario had contracted the hit on Martell. Why? A family matter? Cheating on his wife’s niece? By his own admission, Mario didn’t think that was a mortal sin. So there had to be another reason to kill Rick Martell. Revenge? For what?


    Ah, for the one thing Mario wouldn’t tolerate. For the same reason he was going to kill Tawny: betrayal. Martell had done something Mario couldn’t forgive, and for that he paid the ultimate price.


    It didn’t take a genius to figure out why Mario entrusted Tawny to these two. He could employ smarter people to do the job. This was Mario’s swan song, and he didn’t want anything muddying his family after he was gone. Colin and Reggie were expendable. So was she. As Mario had tied up the murders of the two women, pinning them on Martell, he would now eliminate her by pinning it on the two hapless dolts in the car.


    Even if Tawny’s analysis was on the mark, it didn’t mean a damn thing. She’d figured out the answers, which only made her more dangerous to everyone if she were free. Maybe she could convince Mario she wouldn’t talk. But he’d seen Walsh go into her house. He’d seen her eating lunch with an FBI agent. How in hell could she sweet talk him out of that?


    Walsh was searching for her. That’s why he was at Upper Eighties. Would he continue when he learned she wasn’t there? Did she even matter to him, or was she nothing more than collateral damage in his pursuit of solving bigger crimes?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    No Honor Among Thieves


    


    Relieved, Linc watched as two NYPD squad cars and one unmarked sedan screeched to a stop in front of Upper Eighties. Another car blocked the alley two buildings up from Cooper’s. A for effort; fucked up for timing, Linc thought. Dennis picked up the warrant a detective from their unit brought while Linc went to the unmarked car where Harry was answering his cell. When he snapped his phone shut.


    “Clauson lost Russo.”


    Linc’s gut twisted into a pretzel. “How?”


    “Another car pulled out and blocked his way. By the time the guy moved, Russo was out of sight.”


    “Did he nab the guy?”


    “Yeah, but he was just a kid who said some guy paid him a bundle to get in the way. Didn’t know Russo from Adam. Clauson took his information and let him go. He put out a BOLO on Russo’s car and plates, but he’s probably positioned one of his boys to do a switch. He’s done that before.”


    Things weren’t adding up. “How’d he know about Clauson’s car?”


    “Having followed Russo for years, he always expects someone’s on his tail. He’s usually right.”


    “Shit! That may have been our only chance to find Tawny. We’re going into Cooper’s. You coming?”


    “Yeah,” Harry said, “as an observer.”


    Linc raked his fingers through his hair in frustration. “If the Coopers don’t where those two guys took Tawny, we’re screwed.”


    “Benny should have kept his job on Wall Street. I don’t think he knew the hole he’d dug himself until tonight.”


    Dennis, warrant in his hand, joined Linc and Harry, with the cops following. Charles let them in and stepped aside when Dennis waved the warrant. Cooper answered the door of his apartment with the phone to his ear. His demands indicated he was talking to his lawyer. One of the NYPD detectives read Benny and Eileen their rights, while a uniform made the rounds of the rooms on the first floor and two others took the stairs to the upper levels.


    “I had nothing to do with this,” Eileen Cooper argued. “It was all Colin. Colin and Reggie.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “Benny might have known.”


    Benny rolled his eyes and strained to turn, fighting the cop snapping on handcuffs. “Shut up, Eileen. They can’t prove anything if you shut up.” His body wilted, and he released a long sigh. Pitiful basset eyes centered on Linc. “I couldn’t see past the tits.”


    “You don’t think we can prove anything, Benny? People will be waiting in line to flip on you.” But it was Tawny he was worried about. She knew enough to put the guilty culprits behind bars for a very long time, and it’d be in everyone’s interest if she was never found. “A federal agent is on his way to the hospital because of Reggie Cart. Tell me where Russo took Tawny Dell, before you’re charged with another murder.”


    Cooper’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “I never knew about any murders until yesterday. None of them. Well, Martell crushing Cindi was an accident. You have to believe me.”


    The suitcase that was supposed to contain Cindi’s body that Martell wrote about in his suicide note hadn’t been found, so Cooper’s admission confirmed the woman’s cause of her death, whether divers found her or not.


    Dennis towered over Cooper. “But you covered it up, you son of a bitch.”


    Cooper swallowed, a big clunking sound in his throat. “She was already dead. What could I have done?”


    “You could have called the police.” Linc’s voice shook. “She has family. They need closure.” He turned away in disgust, then back. “Maybe you never gave that a thought. Well, here’s something else to think about. Dirk Hansen died because you didn’t call the police, and an innocent woman might still die tonight if we don’t find her. Your silence caused Rick Martell his life. Murder is written all over you.”


    Dennis pumped his finger in Cooper’s chest. “That makes you an accessory after the fact, before the fact, conspiracy, procurement. I could go on. You’ll be old and gray by the time you get out of prison.”


    “Where is she, Cooper?” Linc asked again.


    Dark stains ringed the armpits of Cooper’s shirt, all the way to the green alligator logo. His face was red and blotchy, eyes watery, and his voice trembled. “I don’t know. I swear. Don’t you think I’d tell?”


    Benny Cooper was the kind of guy who’d give up his own kid if it kept him out of prison. Linc wished he found pleasure in the Coopers’ turning on each other, but that wouldn’t help find Tawny.


    “The only thing I might have heard,” Benny said, “and I’m not sure, was…” He stopped.


    “Was what?” Linc asked, hope flaring.


    “If I tell you, you’ll give me a deal, right?”


    Anger boiled in Linc’s gut, and he charged Cooper with fists drawn. Dennis pulled him away. “Ain’t worth it, partner,” he said in Linc’s ear.


    Linc nodded and took a deep breath. “Tell me and I’ll keep Russo from knowing you spilled your cowardly guts to save your ass.”


    “New Jersey,” Cooper blurted out. “I think I heard Russo whisper New Jersey in Reggie’s ear.”


    “What are you doing?” Eileen whined. “If they find her―”


    “If they find her, what?” Dennis asked Eileen. “You know where they took her?”


    “No, and I wouldn’t tell if I did. I’m not stupid, you know. You’re gonna try to pin everything on me.”


    Benny snorted. “Now she shuts up. Jesus.”


    “Benny, the Lord’s name?” Eileen said. “Remember?”


    Linc caught Harry’s gaze out of the corner of his eye, then said, “What room was Tawny in tonight, Cooper?”


    His gaze narrowed. “How should I know?”


    “Because you were getting ready to bang her when we broke in,” Eileen said. “That’s how you should know.” She turned to Linc. “He set himself up with her tonight, the horny pervert. Imagine, having me for a wife and going after inferior pussy.”


    “Imagine,” Harry said under his breath.


    “Shut up, Eileen,” Cooper said.


    Linc wanted to put his fist through Cooper’s expensive bonded teeth, but he felt Harry’s hand on his arm.


    “Don’t. He’d file battery charges, and you’d be on suspension.” Harry whispered in Linc’s ear. “Besides, too many witnesses here.”


    Eileen started laughing hysterically. “Benny has a blister on the head of his pecker the size of a grape. He couldn’t do anything if he wanted to. Not without pain. You should’ve seen him jumping around in agony when he hit the bedside table. It was a sight. That’s why he’s walking funny, poor stupid bastard.”


    Cooper’s face turned the color of a ripe tomato. Spittle spewed from his mouth when he spoke. “I said, shut the fuck up.”


    “Tawny was the only one who would tend to it,” Eileen said. “Rubbed the poor baby with Vaseline.”


    “She was the only one kind enough,” Benny said.


    “Yeah, and all the while she was trying to put you in jail.”


    Benny shut up but mumbled something about a traitor under his breath.


    “Found this upstairs, Linc,” one of the detectives said, waving a purse. “It was in the closet.”


    “That’s Tawny Dell’s,” Linc said.


    “You sure?” Harry asked.


    “Positive.”


    “I’ve seen her with it, too,” Dennis said. “It’s hers.”


    “Champagne and a nice setup of munchies up there. Oh, and I found these.” He swung the nipple clamps by the chain. “Got Cooper’s initials on them in rhinestones.”


    “Those are diamonds, you moron,” Cooper said. “Do you think Benny Cooper would have rhinestones?”


    Jesus. “Where’s the doorman?” Linc asked.


    “Probably hiding in his apartment,” Cooper said.


    “Where?” Dennis asked. Cooper told him to go outside and down the stairs to the basement. Linc nodded, and Dennis left.


    “After forensics leaves, I want the office emptied. Computers, papers, everything you can find, and get them downtown. If the cupboards are locked, break them open. There are tapes. I want them.” He walked over to Cooper. “What’s Mario Russo got to do with you, Cooper?”


    “I barely know the man. Eileen knows him better than I do, don’t you, sweetheart?”


    “Fuck you, Benny,” Eileen spat back. “That was a long time ago.”


    “What was he doing here?”


    Cooper shook his head. “That’s where I draw the line, Walsh. I wouldn’t live twenty-four hours if I cross Russo.”


    Linc couldn’t argue.


    “All I’m saying now is I didn’t kill anyone, didn’t order anyone killed. And that’s it. I’m not saying another word until I speak to my lawyer. Cooper, over and out.”


    With that, Cooper pinched his lips tight.


    Linc couldn’t listen to another word anyway. The Coopers’ vitriol wouldn’t help find Tawny. He walked out of the apartment.


    Harry followed. “We’ll find her,” he said.


    “Probably not before it’s too late. Reggie and Colin have nothing to lose by killing her, unless they’re too stupid to figure out the Coopers will trade them out to save themselves. If we find them alive.”


    “If we find them at all, they’ll be dead,” Harry said. “Russo doesn’t leave loose ends.”


    “No, and he’s too smart to stash her in a building that’s on the books, but I don’t know where else to start.”


    “We’ve had forensic accountants trying to untangle his holdings for years,” Harry said. “If Russo wanted to hide something, Martell made it go away. He was smart. Very smart.”


    “What about construction sites?” Linc said.


    “That’s a lot of territory. Russo’s company has jobs in three states. New Jersey’s one of them.”


    Linc felt his stomach muscles tighten. Harry was right. Too much territory to clear in one night. If Tawny was somewhere in New Jersey, they were fucked.


    Dennis came back into the building. “Doorman heard Colin say New Jersey as they were taking Tawny out the back door. That’s all he heard, he said. He might know more, but he asked for a lawyer. I had one of the cops from the 19th take him in.”


    “Not so dumb after all,” Linc said.


    Linc, Dennis, and Harry walked out of Upper Eighties while the cops were loading the Coopers into two squad cars. “Talk about nothing to lose,” Linc said. “Russo’s fighting for his life. I thought he was going to collapse when I saw him earlier. He mentioned chemo treatments. Even if he shows up at the hospital tomorrow morning, it’ll be too late for Tawny. He’ll get rid of her tonight.”


    “In New Jersey,” Dennis said.


    “Yeah.” Linc turned to Harry. “He’s too smart to use his cell, but Reggie and Colin aren’t,” Dennis said, “nor were they prepared for this. I’ll put a track on their cells.”


    Mario Russo had spent his life besting the authorities. He wouldn’t let a woman dethrone him at the end of a long, successful career. And he wouldn’t let two fuckups do it either. He’d kill them and kill Tawny too. Leave no witnesses. No loose threads.


    “I’ve got phone calls to make,” Linc said. “It’s our only chance to save Tawny.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    The End of the Line


    


    Tawny crouched in the back seat, blind, bound, and silenced. She offered little resistance, knowing it was useless. All she had were her ears.


    Colin drove for about forty-five minutes. After a while, he drove fast. Highway driving, though she couldn’t guess which direction. No heavy traffic sounds, but then it was the wee hours of the morning, and even in New York, life slowed at that hour. The two men spoke little on the way until they began to argue about turns and streets. The only thing she learned was wherever they were looked like a ghost town. That sounded hopeless. Who would hunt for her in a ghost town? Fear spread through her like wildfire. She needed to get away from these bozos or she was cooked.


    The car stopped after a short distance on bumpy road. Tawny could hear the dirt spatter off the wheels into the mudguards. Ghost town, dirt roads, pitch black night. Her heart sank. Even if by some miracle she managed to escape, she was on her own in nowheresville.


    Reggie yanked her out by the upper arm and pulled her along; Colin shuffled beside her. Her high heels sank in the dirt, forcing her to trot along on the balls of her feet.


    “Where’s the key?” Colin asked.


    Tawny heard Reggie mumble and fumble, then a key turned in a lock. They walked inside an area that smelled dank and musty, as if it had been shut up for months, maybe years.


    “Over there,” Reggie said. “The fluorescent lantern Mr. Russo said would be inside the door.”


    Which means there are no lights or they’ve been turned off. Given the awful smell, this is an abandoned building. She almost laughed at the empty theories. What possible difference could it make if she was right? This was the end of the line.


    “Got it,” Colin said. “There, better. We can see.”


    The tap-tap of their shoes echoed in the space as Reggie gripped her arm and dragged her, tripping, up two sets of stairs. He pushed her along for a few steps, brushing against a doorframe, and into a room. The moldy odor gave way to the scent of fresh air, even in the warm night. What did that mean? An old building? Would they push her out of a window? Would a fall from the third floor be fatal? Reggie removed the blindfold, and after her eyes focused, the scene was nothing like she imagined.


    The lantern cast a dim light on a room striped to its core except for a radiator. Why hadn’t they removed that for scrap metal? Was it left on Mario’s orders? Even the window frames had been removed, exposing the vast blackness outside. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered now.


    Reggie pushed her onto the floor against the solid steel, wrenching her shoulder and forcing a muffled sound from her throat. She thrust her jaw forward, hoping he’d remove the tape.


    “Okay, I’ll take it off,” Colin said. “Scream all you want. No one will hear you. We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere.” With a swift flick of his wrist, he ripped the tape from her mouth.


    “Ow.” Tawny felt like her skin had been peeled off.


    “Don’t complain, or I’ll put it back on.”


    “I’m not. Thank you.” After another scan of the room, she asked, “Where are we?”


    “City renovation project, looks like. This will all come down, I’m told.”


    “When?”


    “I don’t know. Soon, I imagine. Enough questions. Your friend will be here soon to explain everything.


    “Friend?”


    “Mr. Russo. He’s your friend, isn’t he?”


    Colin’s sarcastic tone clearly indicated the opposite. No, Mario wasn’t her friend any more, or else she wouldn’t be in this death trap. “You won’t get away with this. The Coopers will sell you out to save their own necks. You know that, don’t you?”


    “Yeah,” Colin said. “Benny’s a survivor. Survivors do whatever it takes to survive. And all because Serena heard me on the phone.”


    “That was a careless mistake for someone so smart, Colin,” Reggie said, putting his big arm around the smaller man. “But we’re partners. We’ll be fine.”


    Dream on. Too bad she wouldn’t be around to see the end result. Then she remembered Mario was coming. Maybe she could talk him out of killing her, for old times’ sake. “So you notch one more murder on your belt, then what?”


    Reggie answered, his tone one of awe. “Mr. Russo said he’d give us lots of money to do this one last job, then he’d take care of us, get us out of the country.”


    Tawny laughed. “And you believe that? You’re bigger fools than I thought. Mario Russo can’t let you live. You know too much.”


    “He’ll take care of us,” Colin said. “He said he would.”


    Yeah, he’ll take care of you, all right. Tawny thought Colin was the smarter of the two, but now she realized they were both dumb as rocks. No arguing with rocks. Still, she had to give it her best shot.


    “You think he’s going to let you walk away after he contracted you to kill Martell? Think again. You’re both loose ends. Mario doesn’t leave loose ends.” The two men exchanged glances, and Tawny thought she might have penetrated their thick skulls. But then they smiled.


    “You’re trying to make us let you go,” Reggie said. “Ain’t gonna happen. Mr. Russo’s a man of his word. Everyone knows that.”


    Then it dawned on Tawny what Mario planned. Of course. Perfect. “Listen to me. This building is going to come down, all right. Probably tomorrow or the next day, with the three of us in it. Mario will kill you both, and he’ll make it look like you killed me before they blow up this building. Are you both so dumb you don’t see that?”


    “Who you calling dumb?” Reggie pulled back his arm to strike Tawny, but Colin grabbed his wrist. “Mr. Russo said no bruising. One swipe of your mitt and she’d be black and blue.”


    “You hear what she called us?”


    “Reggie, to be honest,” Colin said, “I don’t think we’ve done things as smart as we thought. We’re involved in four murders, and we’re running from the cops. How smart is that?”


    “Yeah, but in a couple of days we’ll be in Rio, lying on the beach, with tons of muscle men all around.”


    Colin reached up and touched a finger to Reggie’s cheek. “You can look, sweetie, but you can’t touch.”


    “I wouldn’t touch, Colin. Why would I when I have you?”


    The two were into each other. This was a good time to make a break. With nothing to lose, Tawny had to try. She’d purposely avoided the light to accustom her eyes to the dark. Slowly, she slipped off one high-heeled shoe, then the other. Both men had forgotten her for the moment, and she didn’t want to capture their attention. Pulling up her knees to gain traction, she finagled her bound hands against the radiator, and coordinating the thrust of her legs with the force of her arms, levered herself off the floor and ran for the door like an Olympic sprinter. Surprise was on her side. It took them too long to realize what she’d done.


    The place was dark as pitch, but her eyes had adjusted enough to find her way to the stairs. Don’t look back. Just keep going.


    Maybe big Reggie was as slow as his brain, but after seeing the speed with which he attacked the cop, she doubted he’d be far behind. Ignoring the refuse littered on the stairs cutting into her bare feet, Tawny hustled down the first flight. She heard the two men jockeying for position, swearing at each other for being inattentive.


    Good, swear and argue and blame each other. I’m getting the hell out of here.


    She got to the first floor and saw the glass door, hoping the two geniuses forgot to lock it when they entered. Because her hands were bound behind her, she turned around to open the door, allowing herself a glance backward. Reggie and Colin were squeezing down the stairs, side by side, impeding their own descent. If this were a movie, she’d be laughing at the Two Stooges, but it wasn’t, and she didn’t have time to find the humor. She pulled the door, swiveled around, and scooted through the exit before it slammed again. Now it was a matter of speed. She ran as fast as she could but not as far as she’d hoped, before a light flashed in her face.


    Tawny crashed headlong into Mario Russo. He teetered, but he caught himself and grabbed her with strength she didn’t know his frail body still possessed. “Going somewhere, Tawny?”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    Time’s Running Out


    


    Linc hovered over his desk and checked his watch. Two a.m. Too damn bad. This was a matter of life and death. Tawny’s life, and if he couldn’t track her down, her death. Dennis was in for the long haul. Harry tagged along too.


    Linc punched in the number of one of Mario Russo’s sons, Dennis phoned the other. Neither was happy at being awakened. At first reluctant to give out any information, both men conceded and listed their construction company’s current projects. Two were in New Jersey, but both were a long way from the city. Their two lists tallied.


    “I doubt Russo would involve his sons,” Harry said. “He’s meticulously kept them clean.”


    “I know. I’m grabbing at straws. I have to find her. It’s my fault she’s in danger.”


    “Nothing’s your fault, son. Tawny insisted on this one last night. Could you have dissuaded her?”


    “I tried, but maybe I didn’t try hard enough.”


    “Whether Russo lives long enough or not, if Cooper and his wife roll on him, they’ll never go to trial. Mario’s famous for payback. Screw him, and one day when you least expect it, your life will be over. He’ll make sure someone in his organization pays the check. As far as the two bozos who took the Dell woman, neither of them will see the inside of a courtroom either.”


    “I don’t give a shit about any of them. I’d kill them myself if I could get away with it.”


    Linc felt Harry’s hand on his shoulder. “I know. We’re not giving up here. Colin’s plates are on the airwaves. Russo’s, too, although we’re not sure which car he’s driving. The whole city’s on alert. Something will break.”


    “Right now I feel as useless as I’ve ever felt. It’s the middle of the night, and I have no idea where to look for her. Don’t even know if she’s still alive.”


    * * * * *


    Mario smiled weakly as Tawny stood frozen outside the door, her heavy breathing audible in a night as soundless as a forgotten graveyard. The sky, dark and foreboding, matched Mario’s expression―the one she had seen for the first time tonight. It confirmed he was everything the media claimed. Then his countenance changed and became fatherly again, and she saw the man she had known all those years.


    “I can’t let you go, Tawny,” he said with a short, ragged breath. He looked tired and sick, but he squared his shoulders as Reggie flung open the door so hard, he almost unhinged it. Colin, right behind him, stopped short at Reggie’s back.


    “Can’t you two do anything right?” Mario said. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. “Can’t hold on to a woman for more than an hour without her getting away?” He rubbed his index finger down the side of her cheek. “I have no doubt she would have lost you two idiots and found a way back to the city. Even with her hands secured behind her back, the first car that came by would have stopped for a prize like Tawny.”


    “Sorry, Mr. Russo,” Colin said. “She took us by surprise.”


    “That’s why she’s smart and you two are stupid. A smart man never lets down his guard.”


    “It won’t happen again,” Reggie said.


    Mario said something under his breath Tawny couldn’t make out, but from the tone, she figured Mario agreed with Reggie. It wouldn’t happen again.


    “You, Reggie, wait outside for now; and Colin,”―he said the name with distaste―“go upstairs. We’ll be there in a minute.” The two men followed Mario’s directions like obedient children.


    He guided Tawny inside and up to the musty room. They were alone. She felt sure she had minutes to live. “You can’t kill everyone, Mario. Cooper will talk like a parrot on speed.”


    “Most of what he knows is hearsay, except for the night with Rick. And that only matters if he’s around when the case gets to court. He won’t be. Neither will that whore wife of his. I almost fell over when I learned Eileen was the one calling the shots in their operation. She put out the hit on Sarah Marshall and that pretty-boy, Hansen. And those two did the dirty work. Who’d have thought?”


    Tawny tilted her head, scowled. “Is that what you called me, too? Whore?”


    Mario shook his head. “You were special, Tawny. For ten years. That’s why your betrayal is so disappointing.”


    “What should I have done? Go to prison? Besides, if Benny was killing off his girls, snitching on him wouldn’t have bothered me one bit. But I never mentioned you to the cops, and I wouldn’t have.” She wondered if that sounded believable. Even if it did, Mario wouldn’t trust her. He wasn’t conditioned to believe anyone he perceived as a threat.


    But she would have turned in Rick Martell without a second thought when she found out he’d killed Cindi Dyson and walked away without remorse. Mario knew that about her. Her action would have brought him unwanted attention. Any way she looked at it, she was screwed.


    “It wasn’t killing the girl that turned you against Rick, was it, Mario? There was more to it. Was he stealing from you? Is that what his death was all about?”


    “You always were the smartest of my women, Tawny. Rick was screwing me over, embezzling millions. I suspected, but I wasn’t sure until I brought someone in to go over the accounts. Rick funneled money out of the country with unparalleled brilliance, and it took someone with his ingenuity to track it down. He betrayed me, and that is an unpardonable sin. No, Rick was going down anyway, but this was such a perfect setup I couldn’t resist. Those two”—he gestured with his head in two different directions—“would do anything for money.” He leaned in, close to her ear. “And they’re dispensable, but don’t tell them I told you.”


    “I tried. They wouldn’t believe me. They think you’ll be true to your word and get them out of the country.”


    Mario laughed. “They’re perfect, aren’t they?” He dug into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “I gave these up years ago.” He lit up. “Doesn’t matter now.” He dragged fully, exhaling curls of smoke through his nose and mouth. “Might as well enjoy the time I have left.”


    “After all these years, Mario. Is this the way it’s going to end?”


    “I’m afraid so, my dear.”


    “Why? You’re sick. You’ll never live to go to jail. What difference will it make if you let me go?”


    “You think it’s only about me, Tawny? Do you know how many others are involved? Chicago, L.A., Boston, Vegas, Miami. This is a network, and Rick was embezzling from all of them. He was very smart, had it all on disks. If I hadn’t figured out what he was doing, he’d have gotten away with it. Unfortunately, you’re smart too. You figured out there was more.


    “Cooper will say I contracted those two yokels to take care of Rick because he was fucking around on my wife’s niece. That’s acceptable, and I won’t be around to refute it. But if you talk, my associates will come after my sons and their families, because that’s what they do. I couldn’t let that happen.”


    “So how do you know you can trust the next guy?”


    “When you make an example of someone, it ensures his successor won’t be so stupid. I needed someone who knew what to look for. I’ve groomed my replacement. He knows everything. He also knows it can’t get out or there’ll be a bloodbath. It’s like a new administration in Washington coming in and erasing everything the old administration did. You see my predicament? You’re a loose end. A lovely one, to be sure, but I can’t let you unravel my life’s work.” He put his hand on her shoulders. “Now, enough talking. I’m very tired, and I need to knot the threads. Come on.”


    He shuffled to his right and picked up a coil of electrical cord, then opened the door and spoke to Reggie. “Take her upstairs and tie her to the radiator so she can’t run away from you again. Third floor, like I told you.” He thrust the cord at Reggie. “Use this.”


    Reggie took the cord, swung Tawny around, and pushed her toward the stairs. “You don’t have to do this, Mario,” she pleaded over her shoulder.


    “I’m afraid I do, my dear. Sorry.”


    She saw Mario clutch at his stomach as if he had a sudden pain.


    Breathing hard, he said, “I can’t tell you how it breaks my heart.” He stooped down, his wasted face grimacing, picked up another fluorescent lantern, and looped the handle over his arm. He lifted a discarded two-by-four from a pile and used it as a cane to steady himself before following them up the stairs, one at a time.


    Jamming her big toe on one of the steps, Tawny cried out, but Reggie paid no attention and pushed her harder. When they got to the room, Reggie shoved her onto the floor. Her already painful shoulder shot burning daggers through her, and she cried out.


    “Don’t stand there, Colin, hold her down while I unwind this cord,” Reggie said.


    Colin, used to giving the orders, mumbled under his breath and sat on Tawny to keep her from wriggling out of his grasp. She fought Reggie as he wrapped her ankles first, then encircled her legs, lifting her until he reached her waist, where he threaded the coil through the radiator pipes, out again, around her arms, and up to her shoulders. She couldn’t move, tied and bound like a mummy.


    Mario entered the room and surveyed Reggie’s handiwork. “Good job,” he said, right before he drilled a Taser into the big man’s side, taking out his biggest problem first. Then he swung the two by four high into the air and down with all the force he could muster onto Colin’s head. Tawny couldn’t believe the sound. The body of the puny Cockney slammed into the floor, felled by one sickening blow, opening a gash on the back of his skull. He sank to the floor next to her in a heap, expelling a fatal-sounding last breath.


    Reggie jerked and twitched, making horrible noises resembling an animal caught in a trap. But seeing his lover sprawled bloody beside him, he marshaled his strength to rise like a leviathan out of the deep while emitting a low, raspy growl that gained force as he rose.


    Mario didn’t wait for him to get up off all fours. “Don’t look,” he said.


    Tawny closed her eyes and turned away, but the thud of wood on bone was unmistakable, not once but twice. A whooshing sound from Reggie’s lungs ended in silence. Turning slowly, she saw his massive hulk draped over his partner, blood and bone and brain matter spattered everywhere, including on her. Tears stung her eyes, and she thought she’d be sick. Bile threatened to erupt, and she swallowed it down by sheer force of will. But resolve alone couldn’t stop sobs from exploding in a steady, relentless burst, generating tremors to ripple through her body.


    Mario, breathing hard and sickly pale, leaned on the blood-stained weapon, then slowly collapsed to the floor. Focusing on her, he said breathlessly, “Sorry you had to witness that, but I had no choice.”


    She gained control, but her voice quavered. “We all have a choice.”


    He struggled to rise. “I must leave now. I have a terrible headache. Strange, I rarely get them, but I have a doozey tonight. I’m sorry it has to end this way, Tawny. I really am.”


    What did that mean?


    He picked up the used strip of tape, avoiding the sticky puddle metastasizing on the floor, and reached to place it across her mouth.


    “Wait! End what way? You’re going to leave me here to die? Like this?”


    “This building, along with the entire block, is scheduled for demolition tomorrow at six a.m. The six floors above will tumble down on top of you. If you’re lucky, it’ll be quick, maybe even painless.” He met her gaze. “Maybe not.”


    Panic gripped her. “Why not just shoot me? Why leave me like this?”


    “It’ll look like those two were holding you here when the building collapsed on the three of you.”


    “But…but the police will know those two died hours before the building came down. You won’t get away with it.”


    His eyes flickered at half-mast. “Yes, I know, but it won’t matter.”


    “Then why?” she asked.


    “Loose ends, Tawny. I never leave loose ends.”


    “I wouldn’t have given you up, you know.”


    He smiled. “Yes, you would have. Everyone does in the end.” He slapped the tape across her mouth. “Can’t have you crying out, sorry. Now, I have a car to get rid of, then I’m going home for some badly needed rest.” He turned and dragged one foot after the other, until he was out the door and out of sight. She heard his slow footfalls on the stairs until they faded into the silent night.


    * * * * *


    The phone jarred Linc awake. He checked at his watch. Four a.m. Where was everyone? He vaguely remembered Dennis leaving, signaling the unspoken reality that they couldn’t do anything more tonight. Linc stayed at the station, unwilling to give up. He checked and rechecked every construction site in New Jersey, every building or property owned by Mario Russo, every false lead. Only to wind up at square one. His compulsion to find Tawny finally succumbed to the demands of his body, and he fell asleep at his desk.


    “Walsh,” he answered groggily.


    “Clauson here. Thought you’d want to know. Mario Russo crashed his car early this morning. EMS took him to Downstate.”


    “How bad?”


    “The accident wasn’t bad, but the report I have is that Russo’s comatose. Might have had a heart attack or something, but the cop who filed the report said he was spattered with blood. I’ve already called Harry. I’m on my way there now.”


    “I’ll meet you,” Linc said, already out the door.


    Hold on, you son of a bitch. Don’t you fucking die on me. Not yet.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Two


    Two Plus Two


    


    It took Linc less than twenty minutes in the light traffic to drive to the hospital. He parked by Clauson’s car, and Harry rolled in right behind Linc. They hurried inside the emergency room, half-filled, even in the early morning hours.


    “Doctors think he might have had a heart attack or a stroke,” Clauson said, “but it could be the cancer. They’re doing tests now. Whatever, he’s in bad shape.”


    “Did he say anything?”


    “He was unconscious when they brought him in. Paramedic said the blood spatter wasn’t from the accident. Russo didn’t have a cut on him.”


    That meant someone else’s blood. Was it Tawny’s blood? Was he too late? “Any way to talk to him?”


    Clauson didn’t even bother to answer the question. “If I hadn’t lost him—”


    “Not your fault. I shouldn’t have let her go in last night. It didn’t feel right, and I let her go anyway.”


    Clauson put his hand on Linc’s shoulder. “I’m going to find the doctor. See if there’s any change in Russo’s status.”


    “You couldn’t have stopped her,” Harry said. “She saw Martell yesterday. Maybe he said something that got her thinking he killed the Dyson girl, and she wanted proof before she said anything.”


    Linc stopped. He stared at Harry a long time, almost as if he were seeing through him. His heart almost stopped. “You…you knew Tawny was at Martell’s. And you knew Martell was dead. How?”


    “It was all over the news, Linc.”


    “No. Not initially. Last evening, when Dennis and I were on the way back from Martell’s. I tried calling to tell you, but your phone went to voicemail, and I never got around to it. The news wasn’t made public until long after. I purposely told the guys at the 62 to put a lid on Martell’s death because it jeopardized Tawny. Then, when you called me back, you asked me if Tawny knew about Martell. Later, after the news broke, you said if Russo knew Tawny saw Reggie at Martell’s she’d be in serious trouble.” He shook his head. “Something like that. The detectives surely called Martell’s wife, and she called Russo. No one else knew. But you knew, Harry.”


    Harry rarely lost his composure. Calm and steady. That was Harry. But Linc saw it now. The nervous reaction, the sputter.


    “Someone must have called me. I don’t know. I can’t remember who.”


    The picture forming in Linc’s mind was so preposterous he didn’t want to believe it. The man who meant the most to him, the beacon who’d saved him from being passed from one foster home to another, probably from one jail to another, had sold his soul to the devil. Dazed, he stumbled to a seat in the waiting room, his whole world collapsing inside him. Nothing made sense anymore.


    Harry joined him. “It’s not what you think.”


    “No? Then what is it? How did you know something you couldn’t have known? There’s only one way. Russo. He’s been ahead of us every step of the way. He knew Tawny would be at Cooper’s tonight. I sure as hell didn’t tell him. He knew enough to block Clauson’s car. I didn’t tell him that either.” Linc covered his face with his hands, rubbed his eyes. He mustered the courage to face Harry. “How long?”


    Harry shook his head. “Don’t go there, Linc. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Linc rocked in his seat, his stomach tied into a knot. “My God, you know where she is.”


    “You’re way off base.” Harry’s face tightened, and he leaned into Linc. “Leave it alone, son. This has nothing to do with you.”


    Linc struggled for breath. “It has everything to do with me. Where is she?”


    “She’ll ruin your career, your life. You’ll be right back where you started when I took you off the streets.”


    “Jesus, Harry. How could you? Russo of all people. What did he have on you?”


    “Doctors aren’t talking,” Clauson said, joining the two men. He glanced from Harry to Linc. “Hey, did I interrupt something? Family business, maybe?”


    “Yeah,” Linc said, staring at Harry’s gray face. “Family business.” He forced his gaze away to face Clauson. “Jim, do you mind. I need a couple of minutes more with Harry.”


    Clauson shrugged. “No problem. You sick, Harry? You look terrible.”


    “I’m fine. Give us a minute, will ya?”


    “Sure. I’ll be over there.” Looking confused, Clauson sauntered over to the nurse’s station. He glanced once over his shoulder.


    Harry leaned back in his chair, avoiding Linc’s eyes.


    “Talk to me, Harry.”


    Harry stared straight ahead, his breathing slow and steady. After a few minutes, he spoke in a dull monotone. “It was right after Davey died. You know the story, my son had been sick for over two years, in and out of hospitals, treatments, everything we could do to keep him alive. Insurance paid for most of the medical bills, but we were still left with an exorbitant amount. Out of my reach, really. I was just starting at the agency.” He glanced at Linc for the first time. “You don’t do this work for the money. You know what beginners make, and that was thirty years ago.”


    He didn’t wait for an answer. “Russo was making his bones in his father’s organization. Hard to say this now, but my bosses thought, as far as mobsters, he was one of the better ones.” Harry’s laugh reeked of sarcasm. “Now there’s an oxymoron for you, a good mobster. But Mario Russo was more a split personality, the good mobster―honest construction company, stayed out of drugs and prostitution to the detriment of the bottom line―but he was also the cold-hearted son of a bitch who could put a bullet between the eyes of anyone he perceived to betray him, without so much as a shred of remorse.”


    Linc watched him, aware that every word Harry spoke drove a wedge into his heart and between them. Nothing in his life would ever be the same.


    “We’d picked up Carlito Giavelli, an upper level mobster in Russo’s father’s band of criminals. He’d bartered his way into witness protection by promising to sing every song in the program: names, dates, the works. He was a piece of shit. I was on watch detail. Every one of us would have rather seen him get the chair—back then, that’s what it was. We had him in a safe house. Remember the case?”


    Linc nodded, knowing now where this was going and why he’d heard the story from everyone but Harry.


    “Russo picked me, not because I was young—the young ones are idealistic, eager to save the world from the bad guys. No, he picked me because he knew about Davey. Knew I was in over my head financially, about to lose my house, my wife, everything I owned, partly from lack of money, partly because I couldn’t cope with the loss of my son. It was a one-time deal, he promised. My bills would be paid, and I’d be ridding the world of a lowly piece of scum.” Harry smiled. “Funny thing, I agreed with him. Giavelli was that and more. He once killed a rival for a woman by cutting off parts of his anatomy while the guy was still alive. Started with fingers, then toes, then hands. He saved the guy’s gonads for last. Then he watched him bleed out.”


    Linc had heard the story and thought Giavelli was the type he’d want to practice the eye for an eye adage on. “So you told him where Giavelli was stashed.”


    Harry nodded. “I made him promise not to hurt my partner. He agreed. But Brian had a sixth sense. He could smell trouble coming. Russo’s hired guns blew off the lock on the door and came in shooting. Brian was ready for them, but he didn’t stand a chance. They shot Brian, shot me, and shot Giavelli. It was a bloodbath.”


    Harry’s eyes had filled with tears when he turned to Linc. “No one considered I had anything to do with the murder. Hell, I almost died from my wounds, but I’ve lived with that guilt for thirty years, always on the edge of turning myself in. I should have, but I didn’t have the guts. When Ruth died, I thought I could end the guilt. I can’t tell you how many times I put the gun in my mouth, but I didn’t have the guts to pull the trigger. I thought I could make up for it by being a good cop, but Russo lied. I’ve been in his pocket ever since but only to give up some piece of shit who’d have been on the public’s dole in prison. Most of the time, I was happy to oblige, ridding the world of one more cancer on society. I never compromised what we might call the good guys, and I only took his money one more time, so I could send it to my partner’s widow. A lot of money, Linc, but it still didn’t make up for what I’d done. I’ll never come to terms with that.”


    “No, I don’t imagine you ever could.”


    “In my defense, I’ve been a good cop, done some good things. You know that. I’ve never helped put down anyone who didn’t deserve it. Never.”


    Linc felt as if his insides had been torn out of him. “So you set yourself up as Lord and God over who lived or died, who deserved it and who didn’t, right, Harry? And what about Tawny? Is she dispensable? Does she deserve to die?”


    “You deserve better,” he said without a moment’s hesitation, “and she doesn’t deserve you at all.”


    “That’s not your decision to make, is it? Where is she?”


    After a moment’s pause, he answered tentatively. “I don’t know. All I know is come six this morning, she won’t be able to incriminate Russo or anyone else. Let it go, Linc. It’ll be better for everyone concerned.”


    “You mean better for you.”


    “That too,” Harry said. “Though with Russo dead, there’ll be no one to enforce my debt.”


    “Don’t be too sure. Russo couldn’t resist passing on such a valuable asset to his family. A fed in his employ.”


    “You owe me.”


    Tears stung Linc’s eyes. He spoke through the lump in his throat with a harshness he’d never heard from his own lips. “No, you owe me. I wanted to be like you. You were my hero, Harry. Superman, Batman, and the Six-Million-Dollar Man all wrapped up in one package. Now I find out you’re none of those things. I never knew you at all.” He wiped a tear that crawled down his cheek, feeling no shame. “You’re no better than the people you’ve sworn an oath to protect us from.”


    Linc walked away, confused and conflicted. He avoided Clauson’s gaze while he fought for composure. The agent worked under Harry, and until Linc figured out what he was going to do about his mentor, he’d say nothing to anyone.


    “Any change in Russo?” Linc asked.


    “No. What’s going on between you two?”


    “Not now, Clauson. Talk to Harry. I’ve got something to do.” But when he turned to leave, Harry was already gone.


    “I’ll get in touch if Russo wakes up and they let me talk to him,” Harry said.


    Linc nodded. “I hope it won’t be too late.” He went outside to the parking lot, his insides shaking. His whole world had collapsed for the second time in his life, and it made no difference that he was a grown man rather than a child. He tried to put himself in Harry’s shoes, but every time he hypothetically slipped his feet into them, he felt the crush of reality. Harry had lived his professional life as a lie, carrying the heavy burden of a man’s death on his shoulders and in his heart. And now it had come full circle at the moment when he might regain his freedom from the bloodsucking bastard that held him hostage for thirty years. What bizarre irony.


    Linc tried to keep from checking, but he gave in and glanced at his watch. Did he really want to see how close it was to six o’clock? Five thirty. Thirty minutes left. What could happen at precisely six o’clock? Something timed. A bomb?


    Mike Russo was the younger of Mario’s sons and the less combative, if he hadn’t been awakened for the second time in one night.


    “What the fuck do you want now?” he asked sleepily.


    “You said you had no construction sites out of state right now,” Linc said.


    “Jesus,” he muttered. “Did you really need confirmation of that at five thirty in the morning?”


    Linc ignored the question. “Are you tearing anything down, detonating any buildings. Explosives, wrecking balls, anything. Something that will take place at six this morning?”


    “We don’t do demolition. We sub-contract to companies that specialize.”


    “Have you sub-contracted a job then? Come on, Russo. An innocent person’s life is at stake.”


    Silence on the other end of the line.


    “You’re asking me to incriminate my father.”


    “Your father is at Downstate Medical Center. He ran his car off the road. Doctors don’t know whether he had a heart attack, a stroke, or whether it’s the cancer, but he might not make it.”


    “I…I didn’t know. No one’s called. Gotta go, Walsh. Gotta call my brother.”


    “Wait. Where? I need to know, Russo.”


    Another long silence. “Kearney. They’re taking down an old hotel and surrounding buildings to make way for a new hotel and large scale mall.” He mentioned the exit. “You know where I’m talking about?”


    “Yeah, I think so. Are they using explosives?”


    “I don’t think so. They’ll use bulldozers and either a high-reach excavator or a wrecking ball for the old hotel.”


    “Any way to stop them, delay the thing for a few hours until we can make sure no one’s inside?”


    “You can try, but I doubt you’ll get anyone at the office to answer at this time of the morning, and the men are probably on the job already. I don’t have a cell number.” He gave Linc the name of the company and the owner’s name.


    “Mike?”


    “What.”


    “Thanks.”


    “You know, Walsh. My father may be all the things people say, but he kept us away from his other business and, most important, he was a damn good father.”


    Linc knew better than most what he meant, especially now with Harry’s betrayal. “I believe you.” Mike gave him more specific directions, and he hung up. Five forty. He speed-dialed Dennis, waking him from a deep sleep. Linc explained where he was going and why.


    “Get someone to call the Kearney police while you try to find whoever’s in charge to stop the demolition. I’m on my way. Meet me there. It’s a whole city block, and she’s somewhere inside.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Three


    An Inevitable Conclusion


    


    Tawny slipped in and out of sleep, her nightmares an unlikely respite that kept her from acknowledging her hopeless situation. A booming noise, followed by a series of tremors woke her, scaring her witless. An earthquake, she thought at first. They were rare in New York but not unheard of.


    But this was no quake. Another crashing sound. More rattling of the building. With every thundering crunch, a plume of dust spewed into the room through the glassless windows, covering her in suffocating powder. Terrified to the point of hysteria, she wanted to scream out, to run, but she could do neither. The moans in her throat were lost to the noises outside. Tied to the radiator by the heavy electrical cord, she realized it was useless to struggle. The one solid item that hadn’t been salvaged from the building held her firmly secured. Wriggling and pulling against her restraints only deepened the gouges in her skin. She wheezed out a puff of air and accepted the inevitable.


    She was going to die.


    Then another pounding thump, another wrenching vibration, another shower of dust. Only this time a large chunk of cement bounced off her aching shoulder onto the floor, bringing tears to her eyes.


    After another thunderous bang shook the building, water shot through the window. Was it raining? Plaster fell from the ceiling in chunks, exposing the interior studs. Of all the ways she ever thought of dying, being crushed to death under a mountain of debris wasn’t one of them.


    * * * * *


    Linc usually traveled through the Holland Tunnel from his home in New Jersey to work in Manhattan but rarely left his house this early. This morning, coming from his office, he reversed direction. Red light flashing on his dash, he zoomed through the heavy morning traffic. Once in New Jersey, he maneuvered around the armada of trucks.


    Linc was oblivious to everything except whether Dennis had connected with the owner of the demolition company, or if the Kearney police had arrived on scene to stop the demolition. Was Tawny even there? He checked his watch. Six-ten. Could this be a futile waste of time while Tawny was somewhere else, already dead? He pushed the thought from his mind because this was his only hope to save her.


    Linc’s thoughts veered to Harry’s deceit, and his pulse quickened even more. Harry had saved his life, but he was dirty. Could Linc end the career of a man he’d looked up to his whole life? When the day was over, he’d have to face those choices, but he couldn’t do it now.


    Linc didn’t know where the hell he was. He exited where Mike told him, but nerves and desperation stymied his usually keen sense of direction. Sweat trickled down his back.


    After a few wrong turns, he followed the thick, sooty air to the wasteland of deserted and semi-demolished buildings. Barriers blocked the road, and cinder particles and debris covered the ground and spewed into the atmosphere. High-pressure hoses fought a losing battle to control the dust. If Tawny was here, he was definitely too late. He banged the steering wheel. “Damn, damn.”


    Linc pulled behind a Kearney police car. Two cops were talking to a heavy-set guy in a yellow jacket and hard hat, pointing to a multi-storied building under attack from a large crane wielding a wrecking ball. Bulldozers and excavators dotted the scenery, but next to explosives, the wrecking ball was the one thing Linc didn’t want to see. He hopped out of the car and sprinted to join them, readying his identification.


    “Walsh, NYPD.” He yelled to be heard over the sound of the demolition. “There’s a strong possibility a woman is trapped in one of those buildings, more than likely the tallest one. Can you order a stop to the demolition?”


    The man in the hardhat nodded and pulled out a small walkie-talkie while the two cops said they’d just arrived.


    The huge steel ball made a last half-hearted ram into the building before swinging to a slow stop. Building rubble covered the area. Linc started to move in the direction of the building, but Hardhat pulled him back.


    “I can’t let you near there. The foundation’s been weakened. It’s an old building and could collapse any minute. I’ll get my men to go inside. They know what dangers to look for.”


    “I’ve got to get inside.”


    “You willing to risk your life?” Hardhat asked.


    Linc looked at the building, then back at the foreman. “Yeah, I am, and I’ll go with or without your approval.”


    Hardhat shook his head in defeat. “Okay, as long as these fellows heard you accept responsibility for your wellbeing,” he said, pointing to the two uniforms. “I’ll get a couple of my guys to help. First, lemme get you some protective gear. Won’t help much if the building comes down on you, but it should protect you from falling debris.” He hurried into the on-site trailer and came out with a jacket, boots, goggles, and hardhat. “See if these fit,” he said. Then he spoke into the walkie-talkie again and called for a couple of men. “You need a knife or something. What if she’s tied up?”


    Linc had been so focused on finding Tawny, he wasn’t thinking ahead. “Thanks. If she’s in there and still alive, she’s probably bound.”


    That was the most positive answer Linc allowed himself. He couldn’t imagine Mario Russo leaving any witnesses. Maybe, just maybe, though, he spared her so her death would fall to the wrecking ball while he was alibied in the city, sleeping in his own bed. How could Russo know he’d be teetering in the hands of the Grim Reaper before the morning’s end?


    Linc suited up. The boots were a size too big but manageable. The protective clothing fit. Hardhat went back inside the building and came out with a knife in a sheath. Linc shoved it in one of the jacket’s deep pockets.


    More cars pull in. He turned around to see Dennis and Clauson jog over. Dennis grabbed him by the arm. “You crazy son of a bitch. You’re not going in there, are you?”


    “I’m not dressed like this for nothing,” Linc said. He glanced at Clauson. “Russo?”


    “Still unconscious but hanging in there, last I heard.”


    “You can’t let him in there,” Dennis implored the foreman. “That building’s ready to fall down.”


    “It was a hazard before we started,” Hardhat said. “I’ve ordered all demolition stopped to lessen the vibrations. But time is money. You have twenty minutes, then we start. So find out if she’s there, and get the hell out.”


    “Thanks,” Linc said. “You’ve thought of everything.”


    “You won’t believe this,” Hardhat said, “but something like this happened before. Long story.”


    Dennis grabbed Linc’s arm. “You sure you want to do this? You could get killed.”


    Linc nodded.


    “Man…”


    “I’ll be fine,” Linc responded.


    Dennis shook his head. “I know better than to try and talk you out of anything.” He balled his fist and pumped it into Linc’s chest. “Good luck, partner.”


    Linc said, “I’ll need it,” but not so anyone could hear.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Four


    Not Yet Out of the Woods


    


    Benny sat in a stinking holding cell in the 19th precinct, rubbing elbows with drunks and addicts and thieves. He was already starting to itch. Cooties crawled all over him, a drunk hit him up for money, and someone’s hand fondled his ass. Didn’t these people know who he was? Princess Eileen had put up such a fuss that they separated her from everyone else.


    When the police stormed the door at Upper Eighties, waving a warrant, Benny wasted no time phoning his attorney, Stan Klein, whose voicemail message threw Benny into a tirade of four-letter words. He didn’t have much time, and some electronic voice was telling him to leave a message at the beep and Mr. Klein would get back to him. Fuck that! Right after the word cocksucker, Klein picked up the phone, his voice a sleepy growl. Did Benny give a rat’s ass that his lawyer was sleeping? Did he keep the son of a bitch in Benzes so he could avoid Benny’s midnight calls? He did not, and Benny made that clear.


    For one of the few times in his life, Benny thought of someone other than himself. His children. After a quick summary of the situation, Benny told Klein to inform Eileen’s mother, who was babysitting, to please stay at the house until Klein got him and Eileen out of jail. “And you better get us out fast,” he added. Not fast enough, he thought now.


    In Benny’s mind, the worst thing he did was fail to report Cindi’s unfortunate demise. If he’d done that, the police would have charged him with procurement―even though he wasn’t a pimp―and closed him down, which would have been a better situation than the one he faced now: accessory to murder after the fact. And not one murder charge, three. He doubted it made a difference that he only covered up Cindi’s murder and didn’t know about the other two until last night. Oh, yeah, Martell brought the total to four. He had nothing to do with that murder either. Now that the authorities had him by the nuts, they’d dig and dig until they found all his hidden money, and the feds would swoop down on him like voracious locusts. When they finished, he’d rot in prison until his pecker shrunk to a circumcised peanut.


    Then he remembered something Walsh said. The cop would make sure the gangbangers would make him their personal fuck if anything happened to Tawny that he could have prevented. But he couldn’t help Tawny. He didn’t know where Russo told Reggie to take her.


    What was he thinking? Men like Benny didn’t go to prison for tax evasion. Not Republicans. He leaned forward and dropped his head in his hands. It was dawn, and he was still in this stinking hole.


    Eileen started this, but she did it for him. Well, for her too, but who could blame her for not wanting to give up her life. Eileen’s hair would turn gray without Clairol, and she’d never have her nails done again. She’d kill herself in prison. The thought was too depressing. His head hurt trying to put everything in perspective.


    He didn’t notice the man standing outside the cell until he heard him clear his throat. He’d seen him before but couldn’t place him.


    “Harry Winokaur,” the man said. “FBI.”


    “I have nothing to say until I talk to my attorney.”


    “Then listen, jackass. When your lawyer gets here, discuss my offer with him. I’m sure he’ll advise you to take it.”


    * * * * *


    Linc jogged toward the dilapidated building with one other guy, a ruddy-faced, stocky worker named Bill, while a few others hurried to search the other buildings―old shops, a convenience store, and a few long-empty skeletons. None were in jeopardy of falling down, and most were easily accessible. According to Hardhat, the hotel had taken quite a few solid whacks this morning.


    “We removed the front doors first thing,” Bill said. “The building was locked until then and the first floor windows boarded up to keep out vagrants. If the woman’s inside, whoever put her here had a key.”


    “My guy would have had a key,” Linc said. Russo’s company probably deconstructed the building to salvage reusable materials.


    “You take the first floor,” Bill said to Linc. “Nothing much there. Mostly lobby space. I’ll take the second. Then we can split the remaining rooms and go to the third and so on. If you feel you’re in danger in any part of the building, don’t proceed. And watch yourself on the stairs. There’s debris everywhere.”


    Linc nodded and began searching the first floor space, calling out Tawny’s name. There was barely enough light to see.


    Nothing of value remained in the skeletal building, including molding and trims. When the first floor proved vacant, he headed for the second floor. Bill met him, and they quickly surveyed the rest of the rooms by going in two different directions. On three, they split, Bill taking the back half, Linc the front. He heard Bill call out. “She’s over here, Detective, along with a couple of stiffs.”


    Linc ran down the hall, mindful the oversized boots made his footing more treacherous. “Where are you?”


    “Here, not far from where they were using the ball.”


    Linc followed Bill’s voice, until he found the room where Tawny lay unconscious, strapped to the radiator. His heart sank. “Is she—” The question caught in his throat.


    “She’s breathing, but I can’t say how bad she’s hurt.”


    A quick glance revealed Colin slumped over Reggie in a congealed puddle of blood. Crusty matter clotted their bashed-in heads. He bypassed them to get to Tawny. When he called her name she stirred and moaned, and his heart spiked with hope. Bill ripped the tape off her mouth, and Linc pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the soot around her eyes, lips, and nose.


    “Tawny, can you hear me?” He said her name again and again.


    “She’s knocked out,” Bill said. “Better cut those bindings. She might freak if she sees a stranger tugging on her.”


    “Do you see anything attached to the radiator, like explosives or a timer?” Linc asked.


    “Jeez, I didn’t think of that.” Both men flattened to the ground, checking her back without moving her and examining behind the radiator. “I don’t see anything,” Bill said. “You?”


    “No, she’s clear.”


    Bill unraveled the lengths of cord as Linc snipped it.


    “Tawny,” Linc said. Again she stirred. Deep grooves marred her skin. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”


    She opened and stretched her mouth, dry from all the cement dust filling the room. A chunk of plaster fell down on top of them. Linc pushed away the pieces.


    “Hurry up,” Bill said. “This place is about to come down.”


    Tawny breathed out a sob. “Walsh. Is that you?”


    “Yeah, it’s me, and Bill here. We’re gonna get you out.”


    She tried to move her arms. “God, I’m so sore, I can’t move anything. How long have I been like this?”


    “Too damn long,” he muttered. “Can you stand?”


    She tried to get up and would have collapsed if Linc hadn’t grabbed her. “I can’t. My whole body’s numb.”


    “I’ll carry you.”


    “You sure you can?” Bill asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Linc?”


    “Yeah?”


    “You saved me.”


    “We’re not out of here yet.” As he uttered the last word, a loud creak sounded from above.


    “Watch out,” Bill yelled. “The beam is falling.”


    Linc hadn’t yet picked her up, and he didn’t have time to get her out of the way, so he did the only thing he could think of. He covered her with his body. The beam came down on top of them, along with chunks of plaster and dust. But all he felt was the weight of the heavens descend on his head. He thought he heard her scream his name, a split second before the lights went out.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Five


    Going Home


    


    Tawny sat in the hospital waiting room, numb and dazed. She’d cleaned up, but her dress was still covered with cement dust. The nurse gave her booties for her bare feet. Her shoulder felt like a wedge had been hammered into her joint, and the rest of her body protested in pain. An emergency room doctor declared nothing broken. A bad bruise, he said, and it’d take awhile to heal. He washed her cut face and feet with antiseptic and placed a couple of strips of suture tape in lieu of stitches. Her body was a roadmap of bruises from the tight cords, but all that would pass with time.


    What wouldn’t pass was what Walsh had done to save her life. She’d be dead if he hadn’t covered her with his body, and he might be dead for doing it. He’d taken the full brunt of the beam on the back of his head and right shoulder. A CT scan confirmed cranial bleeding, and he was already in surgery. After they got that under control, they’d perform surgery on his shoulder. They couldn’t be sure how bad it was until they got inside. If he lived. The thought that saving her might cause his death brought tears to her eyes.


    A guy came over and introduced himself as Linc’s partner, Dennis Hyde, and another, an FBI agent named Jim Clauson, did the same. Both men acted concerned, but she was too disoriented to respond with anything more than wan smiles and tentative nods to words she couldn’t process. Dennis told her Linc was tough, and he’d make it. She figured he was trying to make her feel better, and although she appreciated his effort, she felt just as bad after he spoke to her as before. Other detectives from Linc’s unit came and went. Most offered smiles she barely acknowledged.


    Harry stood alone on the other side of the waiting room. She acknowledged him, but he wouldn’t look at her and didn’t speak to anyone except Clauson and the doctor. She knew how close he and Walsh were, but she didn’t understand his aloofness. Maybe he thought if it weren’t for her, Walsh wouldn’t be fighting to stay alive. Well, if he didn’t want to talk to her, that was okay. She didn’t feel like talking anyway.


    She didn’t know how long she sat there. Days perhaps, but she knew it wasn’t. More like five or six hours because she drifted in and out of sleep due to the medication the doctor forced on her. She was stunned to learn it was already the next morning when she woke. She’d been in the hospital almost twenty-four hours.


    She looked up. Harry handed her a cup of coffee. It had sugar but tasted good.


    “Thanks,” she said. “Any news?”


    “The surgery was successful. He’ll live, but he’ll be in the hospital and out of commission for a while. Shoulder’s bad. He’ll need reconstruction. He’s sedated now. No need to hang around.”


    “Can I see him?”


    “Better not,” Harry said. “I think you’ve done enough.” He turned away to reclaim his seat on the other side of the waiting room.


    Tawny’s heart almost stopped at his words. Before her eyes filled with tears, she put the coffee down and headed for the door. On the way out, she ran into Dennis Hyde.


    “You been home yet?” he asked.


    Tawny shook her head. “I’m going now.”


    “You mean you’ve been here all this time? No food, no sleep?”


    “Plenty of time for food and sleep.”


    “How is he?”


    She told him what she knew, biting back the tears. “Tell him something for me, will you?”


    “Why don’t you tell him yourself?”


    Tawny glimpsed Harry through the glass doors. He saw her, scowled, then turned away. “Tell him I…tell him thanks. He saved my life and I’ll be forever grateful. For everything.” She started to walk away when Dennis grabbed her arm.


    “I’m sure he’d want to hear that from you in person.”


    “I’ll be back,” she said, knowing she wouldn’t. She hailed a cab and went home.


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    Six Months Later


    


    “Hiya, Walsh.”


    Linc placed a briefcase in the passenger seat of his parked car before he looked her way. Dressed casually, no suit and tie under his open parka, hair a little longer than the length he wore it six months before. Still a handsome picture. He hadn’t seen her sitting on the side steps of his house when he came out the front door. She’d arrived early, bundled up against the frigid February weather.


    “Tawny,” he said, surprised. “What…what are you doing here? I thought you were in Europe.”


    “No ‘Good to see you, Tawny? How are you? You’re looking good?’ Just ‘What are you doing here?’”


    “You caught me off guard. I figured you were gone for good. I didn’t expect to see you sitting on the steps of my house.”


    “That was the point.”


    “I guess I’m not cool enough to act blasé.”


    “You? Not cool? Don’t be ridiculous.” That got a smile out of him. She was on a roll, if one smile was a roll.


    “How’d you know where I lived?”


    “You’re not the only detective, you know.” She grinned. “First I called your office and asked for you. I would have called Harry, but I don’t think he likes me very much.” She paused, noticed the frown on Walsh’s face. “They told me you’d resigned. I left a message for your partner. He called me back and told me where you lived. I taxied over.”


    “My ex-partner, you mean.”


    “Why’d you leave, Walsh? You were their golden boy, had it made. Hero and everything. Dennis said you still have problems with your shoulder, and you have some numbness in your arm and hand. Is that why?”


    Walsh grimaced. “It was a good excuse, but no, that’s not the reason. I still have some mobility problems, still doing therapy, but it’s getting better every day. Should be back to normal in a couple of months. The numbness is pretty much gone.” He wriggled his hand, settled his beautiful dark eyes on her. “Guess I lost my taste for it all.”


    “Have anything to do with Harry?”


    He avoided her eyes. “Why’d you ask that?”


    “A guess. I heard he retired too.”


    “Had a lot to do with him. But there were other factors.”


    He turned back to her. This time his gaze penetrated with such intensity she felt naked and exposed. “Me?” she asked.


    Walsh shrugged. “Dennis gave me your message when I woke up in the hospital. Then the nurse told me she got a call from a woman every day while I was there, asking about my condition. I knew it had to be you. I called you, but you never answered. Was that on purpose?”


    She nodded.


    “Why?”


    “A million reasons―and none.”


    “Not a very satisfying answer.”


    He was still staring at her, but satisfying or not, it was the best answer she could come up with right then. She didn’t add anything to it.


    “When I got out, I went to your loft to thank you for sitting vigil and for caring, but you were gone. To Europe, Tony said. Even gave him your plants. You left without telling me in person, not even goodbye.” He closed the door of his car and wrapped his arms across his chest. “What made you come back? The feds kept their part of the bargain and cleared your name. You had nothing hanging over you.”


    “Yup, I paid them all their money. I guess almost dying gave me some credibility.”


    “Why?” he persisted.


    “Oh,” she said in a long breath, “Europe wasn’t as much fun as I thought it’d be. Times had changed; nothing was as I remembered. I love museums, but in my state of mind I found them claustrophobic. I needed to get out and do something. I minored in archeology in college, so I went to Israel, worked on a dig for a while. Then I realized I was homesick. Can you believe that? There I was, amid all that history, padding my résumé to expand to more than my specialties, and I was homesick.”


    “For what?”


    Though bundled up in a warm coat, the frigid air pierced right through, and she shivered. “Not for this weather, I can tell you that.” The digression was more to evade the real answer. It’d come later. “You in a hurry? Bad time?”


    “I went back to school, but I’m sure you must know that too. I can miss this morning’s class.”


    That was a good sign. He wasn’t racing away from her. “Psychology, Dennis said. That was your college major, wasn’t it?”


    He drifted back to the steps. “Double major, along with criminal justice. Look, why don’t we go up to my apartment. You’re freezing. I’ll make a pot of coffee and we can catch up.”


    She nodded. “Okay. Sounds good.”


    He took her by the arm. “Thought I’d work on my Master’s, get that doctorate, then go into practice. Maybe in the process I can figure out why people do what they do, because I sure as hell don’t understand any of it.”


    That was the most he’d ever talked about himself, and she liked that he did. “Can I be your first patient?”


    Walsh smiled, his eyes brightened. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you, Tawny Dell. You always knew who you were. Never made excuses, never lied. Take me as I am or not at all. I always admired that about you.”


    “You mean you didn’t think I was fucked up?”


    “We’re all fucked up. Maybe you knew it better than most.”


    She tilted her head in appraisal of his assessment and decided she agreed. “I went home to Marblehead before I moved back. Got things squared away with my parents.”


    Walsh leaned forward, interested. “What did they say?”


    “They were devastated, of course. It was a very emotional visit. The hardest thing I’ve ever done. But I’m glad I went and came clean. I’m lucky to have them in my life, after what a disappointment I’ve been.”


    “I doubt they saw it that way.”


    “They said they didn’t, but they did. They love me, so they forgave me.”


    She walked alongside him up the driveway of the gingerbread Victorian, waited while he talked to the old woman sweeping off her back porch and craning her neck to see who he was with. They climbed the stairs to the second floor. His apartment wasn’t what she expected, although she had no idea what that was. The furniture was comfortable, with a guy’s mandatory recliner―not an ugly one―a flat-screen TV, and a wall of shelves overstuffed with books.


    He must have noticed her surprise because he said, “Did you think I was illiterate?”


    “Not at all, but I didn’t expect a voracious reader either.”


    “What did you expect?” He went into the small galley kitchen, stealing glances in her direction.


    Good question. She realized now she barely knew him. Other than the sexual attraction and the undercover operation, she had no idea if he liked old movies or sports or walks in the park. She’d been a small part of his life.


    She watched him grind the coffee and fill the pot with water. He turned it on, and the coffee bubbled into the pot, releasing a rich aroma that wafted through the small space. She also noticed his left hand appeared to move with more difficulty than his right.


    A lump formed in her throat. Had she made a mistake coming here? He’d saved her life, and now he’s permanently damaged because of it. And I walked away when he needed me. Does he curse me every time he tries to use that hand? Does he hate me for leaving?


    He caught her looking as he leaned against the doorjamb, waiting.


    Heat rose to her cheeks. “I don’t know what I expected.”


    “Back to my original question, then. Why are you here?”


    Her insides shook with nerves, her heart fluttered. “The most important reason is to thank you for my life. It’s a long overdue thank you.”


    “You’re welcome. What else?”


    She’d planned this meeting, knew what she wanted to say, and now, faced with his question, her mind was a total blank. Just tell it like it happened, Tawny.


    “There I was, Walsh, where I thought I always wanted to be, going from museum to museum, digging in the ground with excavation tools and brushes, and I wondered why I felt so alone. Wasn’t that what I always wanted?” She shed her jacket and sat at one of the two chairs at the small table and took in more of the room. There was a framed photo on the mantle of a very pretty woman. The photo was old, creased in a place or two. She knew who it was. “The answer, put simply, was no. Then I asked myself why, and I came up with the most startling answer. I missed you. Can you beat that?”


    Walsh brought one mug of coffee to the table at a time, with his right hand, then a spoon, and a pitcher of cream. He went back for the carafe of coffee. He poured two cups and took the other chair, his gaze settled on her with a questioning expression that made her feel once more naked and vulnerable. “Cream, no sugar, right?”


    “You remembered.”


    “Not much I forgot about you, Ms. Dell.”


    “So what do you think?” she said. “The part about I missed you, I mean?”


    “How can you miss what you don’t really know? What you wouldn’t allow yourself to know?”


    She’d known this wouldn’t be easy. The bitter edge in his voice spoke volumes. “I knew having me in your life would cost you, maybe your job, Harry, all your friends who’d think you were nuts for hooking up with someone like me. I rationalized leaving by saying it was better for you.” She poured cream into the cup and stirred, sipped. “Coffee’s good.”


    “And?”


    “Altruism doesn’t suit me, because I kicked myself the whole time I was gone. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. You were there when I woke up in the morning, and I saw your face before I fell asleep. Every morning, every night. I didn’t know what to do. So I came back. When I did, I found out you’d walked away from it all. From the police department, from Harry. There was so much I didn’t know, and I’d been the catalyst that made everything happen.”


    At the mention of Harry’s name, Walsh pulled back, and his expression darkened. “Ah, Harry.” He drank his coffee. “I haven’t seen him since the night I got hurt. He’s tried, but I…I can’t. Maybe someday, but I doubt it.”


    She watched him a long time before she asked. Walsh was an open book. He wore his feelings like another article of clothing, only they covered his face. “What happened?”


    “I haven’t told anyone this. Not a single soul.” Walsh took his time, as if he questioned mentioning whatever he’d held back. “He was an informant for Russo.”


    The cold, hard words threw Tawny, but something else surfaced. “That’s how Mario knew I was at Upper Eighties that night. Harry told him.” She shook her head. “I always wondered. I thought it was Eileen, except she was as surprised to see him as everyone else there. Then I thought it was one of the girls, Darlene. Maybe she’d been one of Mario’s women. But she reported only to Eileen. Can’t trust anyone, can you?”


    “Nope.”


    “How long had it been going on?”


    “Since before I came into his life. Thirty-plus years, and I never guessed. No one did. I fought with myself whether to inform on him, but I couldn’t.”


    “So you resigned.”


    “Yes, but that wasn’t the only reason, and it wasn’t you either, although you were part of it. My decision involved a combination of things, but mostly it was me. By keeping his secret, I condoned what he did. I couldn’t tell, but I couldn’t stay on the force knowing what I knew. I suffered many sleepless nights before I decided. Harry had given me a life, and by keeping quiet I figured I paid him back. But we were finished.”


    “Oh, Linc, I’m so sorry. I know what he meant to you.”


    “That’s the first time you called me Linc.”


    She leaned across the small table and touched his face. “Nothing beats the right moment.”


    He captured her hand and kissed the palm. “I was never sure if he knew where you were that night. He said he didn’t know, but I think he did, and he chose to let you die. He must have told Russo about Clauson’s tail. How else could the old man have arranged for someone to block his car? Everything fell into place once I knew.”


    Tingles shot through her at the brush of his lips on her skin. “Harry figured if I died, you’d be free of me. He didn’t want you saddled with my history.” She hesitated. “I had lunch with him one day. Did he tell you?”


    “No.”


    Walsh’s surprised expression was no surprise. Harry would never have mentioned his contrived lunch. “He told me about you, about your―”


    “My mother? A psychologist would say Harry was trying to make a not-so-subtle connection that my interest in you was because my mother was a prostitute. That’s a load of Oedipal crap. My mother was a drug addict who turned tricks to pay for her habit. Was it a hard beginning for a kid? Yes. No question about it. She was sick and fragile and victimized. Was I fucked up about it? Sure. But I got over it, because you can’t let someone else’s mistakes ruin your life. She was the architect of her downfall, not me. But there’s a clear distinction between the women I’ve dealt with professionally and my mother, and an even a clearer distinction in my relationship with you. You? Ah, you were…different, right from the beginning.”


    She watched him, and he watched her. “Harry knew your motives were clear of any childhood connection, which is why he wanted me out of the way. That’s why, if he knew where I was, he’d have let that building come down on me. He bartered me in exchange for you.”


    “It backfired, didn’t it? With a simple slip of the tongue, Harry gave himself away. I almost didn’t notice it. I often wondered if subconsciously he wanted me to know. Russo’s meter was running down. Harry would be free. Almost. Except for me. He wouldn’t be completely free unless I forgave him.”


    Tawny smiled. “I see the psychology courses are working.”


    “Just trying to make sense of everything. I’ll never know the answers. Maybe I don’t want to know. I can’t let it ruin all the good things I remember.”


    “I wonder if Mario would have given up Harry in exchange for leniency.”


    “I doubt it. What he had with Harry was between the two of them. There’s that thing about honor among thieves. Mario Russo protected his own. It was built into his character.”


    “Unless he thought you betrayed him.”


    “And you did.”


    “Not really. I told it all to the police after. I suspected Rick Martell killed that girl, but I wouldn’t say anything until I had proof. If I’d spoken up, maybe everyone would still be alive. I’ve thought about that a lot.”


    He drew a long breath. “You couldn’t know how it would play out any more than I knew Harry was batting from both sides of the plate.”


    “Mario thought he had reason to kill me. He couldn’t bring himself to do it by his own hand, so he hired those two bozos to do the job for him. Then he had to get rid of them too. Mario was who he was, who he was raised to be, but Benny and especially Eileen were much worse. I’m sure you read the statement I gave to the police. I told the prosecution I’d be happy to testify at their trials, but Harry got Benny to give up Russo for a deal. What’s more, he got him to give up his wife.”


    “Big deal about Russo. He gave up a dead man who never regained consciousness. A massive aneurism, the doctors said. Harry was free. I always wondered how much he knew about the inner workings of the mob. Did he know of any others like him? Traitors?”


    Tawny noted the bitterness in Walsh’s tone.


    “He made himself look good before he resigned, but it was a false show, and he knew I knew it. To his credit, Benny insisted none of his girls be charged as part of his plea bargain. Cut years off his sentence. Melody got probation, though.”


    “I heard that,” Tawny said. “Hooray for Benny.”


    “Eileen went down. She contracted the murders of innocent people to keep her in the good life. She deserved it, but I felt sorry for their kids.”


    “The innocent always suffer, don’t they?”


    A faraway look seeped into Walsh’s eyes, and then it was gone. “It happens,” he said. “The Cooper kids went with Benny’s sister. Eileen’s mother fought for them, but the courts decided the sister could give them a better environment. She was younger, well off, and she wanted them. Heard tell Eileen knew a few of the girls in prison from the old days, and Benny started teaching the guys inside how to make money in the stock market.”


    “Good luck with that,” Tawny said, laughing. “Leave it to that pervert. He can turn those lemons into lemonade, can’t he?” They both laughed, although none of what they were talking about was funny. They realized it at the same time and stopped laughing.


    There was so much to say. So much she wanted to tell him. “Strange thing, one of Benny’s girls was probably better at making money than he was. I put a chunk of what was left of my money with her before I took off, and she’s doubled it. All nice and legal. So I’m not flat broke.”


    “Maybe she can invest some money for me.”


    Tawny would never mention the money Rick Martel diverted went to dozens of charities, both local and national: rape crisis centers, homes for unwed mothers, and children’s shelters. All donated anonymously, and the only other person who knew would never tell. Like the particulars of her past, Lincoln Walsh didn’t need to know. Maybe some day she’d tell him. Maybe not.


    Walsh reached across the table and took her hand. “What about you? You’re back in the city. What are your plans?”


    “I’ve got a job with the museum, and not as a docent. I applied for a job as assistant curator for the classical wing, and they hired me. I start in April.”


    “Hey, that’s terrific,” Walsh said. “So you’ll be around awhile.”


    “No plans of leaving again.” She drained her coffee and poured some more. “What about us?” She raised her gaze to meet his. This time neither looked away.


    The wide grin of moments before softened, and his expression became thoughtful. “That night, when you laid it out for me―you know, about what you were and that I’d have to come to terms with it if we had something real. I gave it a lot of thought. How would I react if we were out to dinner and ran into someone you slept with?”


    “How would you react?” Tawny felt her heart thumping. Everything was coming down to this moment, to his answer. She lifted the mug to her lips and her hand shook. Liquid sloshed inside the cup.


    “I’d watch the man and know he was thinking―that I was the luckiest guy on earth.”


    She tried to smile, but all she wanted to do was cry. She hated blubbering women, had never been one. But damn, that’s what she felt like doing. She breathed in and swallowed the sobs by sheer force of will. “That’s about the best answer you could have given.” She placed the mug down. “So where do we go from here? Help me, Walsh. I’m new at this relationship stuff.”


    “I’m kind of a novice myself, but I guess we start at the beginning, like all relationships―with a date. What are you doing for lunch? I know a great vegetarian restaurant not far from here. They even have tofu jerky.”


    Tawny broke up. She hadn’t laughed for so long she’d forgotten what joy sounded like. “I was afraid you wouldn’t want me, but I couldn’t stay away.”


    He got up and pulled her to him. “I almost gave up hope you’d come back to fill that empty place in me with your name on it.” He kissed her, running his fingers through her hair.


    Tawny felt warm inside, her own empty spaces filling so full they were going to spill over. “I’m glad I came back too. After all, you saved my life. Doesn’t that kinda make me yours?”


    He tilted his head in contemplation. “Yeah, I guess it does. No more running away, Tawny Dell. We’re in this together from now on.”
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    Chapter One


    The Performance


    


    Diana Racine, Fraud of the Century


    


    That was the headline in the morning’s Times-Picayune. She’d heard the accusation since she was a child. Charlatan in Miami, carny huckster in Detroit, and a dangerous witch in Boston. Others had called her a hustler, schemer, faker, pretender, gypsy, quack, phony, and scamster. That last was from Vegas. Totally biased reporting there.


    They were all right. She was a fraud. And a damn good one too. A thirty-three-year old, five-foot-two bundle of fraud.


    To a point.


    Well here I am, people of New Orleans. Judge for yourselves.


    She peeked around the curtain at the filled-to-capacity crowd, blew a curl off her forehead, and smoothed her skirt. After massaging her neck to loosen the tight muscles, she drew a deep breath, let it out slowly. They’re just people, Diana. You’ve done this a thousand times before. She stepped onto the stage to the welcome sound of applause.


    After a few minutes of waves, smiles, and some audience banter that passed for warm-up, she picked out a cute guy in the first row. “What about you, handsome? Are you ready to be spooked?” She bent down closer to him and dropped her voice into her sexiest register. “Care to have your innermost secrets exposed to this raucous crowd?


    “I’m ready for anything with you, Diana.” He reached out for her, nearly making contact. “In fact, you can take me home and find out everything about me.”


    The audience burst into laughter and applause. Diana threw back her head, tossing her mane of shiny black curls, and laughed along with the others. Waggling her finger at him as she strutted backward on high heels, she said, “Uh-oh, I better stay away from you. You could put an end to my act.”


    She teased a few others before scanning the crowd and randomly chose a chunky, red-faced woman from the third row, coaxing her to come onstage. Random to everyone but Diana.


    “You don’t have to if you’d rather not,” she said to the woman. “And you can stop the reading at any time. No problem.”


    After hemming and hawing, the woman went into a huddle with her husband for a minute.


    The crowd spurred her on.


    “Oh, go ahead,” one man shouted.


    Another voice rang out. “Scaredy cat.”


    The woman chewed her lip. “Oh, why the hell not?” She rose from her seat. “I have no secrets.”


    Perfect.


    The sparse stage displayed two wooden chairs and a café table containing a pitcher of water, tissues, and a stack of plastic cups. As the woman approached, Diana detected the stale smell of cigarettes.


    “Please, have a seat and relax.”


    “Yeah, right,” the woman said sarcastically. She eyed the water.


    “You’re thirsty,” Diana said and added promptly. “Nothing telepathic. Just an observation.” The woman’s lips twitched into a tight smile. Diana poured a cup of water and handed it to her. “All set?”


    “Yes, I’m fine. A little nervous, that’s all.”


    “No need to be.” She took the other chair. “If you wish, you can tell me your name.”


    “Oh, I thought you’d tell me.” The woman chuckled, and scattered sounds of amusement rose from the dimmed theater. Diana joined in with a smile. She searched the faceless crowd and shrugged, as if she’d never before heard the comment. “Well, that’s a new one—a subject turning the tables. I have to admit, you have me stumped.” Elsie Cavanaugh.


    “Elsie. Elsie Cavanaugh,” the woman responded.


    “Okay, Elsie. You managed the first surprise of the evening, now let me hold your hands and see whether I can surprise you, okay?”


    Elsie sucked in a deep breath, let it out in a huff, and reached her hand across the table. “Okay, I’m ready.”


    The audience went dead silent. Diana felt their expectation. She took Elsie’s hands in hers, closed her eyes, and let some time pass before she spoke in a voice everyone could hear. “You have a child who’s away and you’re worried. A young man, right? Answer yes or no. Nothing more.”


    “Yes.”


    “He’s in his early twenties.” Not too hard to figure for a woman her age. The young man part would have been a fifty-fifty chance…if I were guessing.


    “Yes, that’s right. He’s—”


    Diana’s eyes flared open. “Please don’t say anything before I finish.” Elsie nodded and Diana closed her eyes again. “I see a uniform. He’s in the military―”


    “How did you know that?”


    “And stationed overseas. The Middle East, I believe.” Thank you, phone records.


    Elsie’s bottom lip quivered. “Oh, dear God, is he all right? I haven’t heard from him in weeks.”


    Diana opened her eyes. “He’s fine, fine. Missing you. I think you’ll hear from him soon.” General information. Law of averages.


    Tears filled Elsie’s eyes. “Oh, thank you. I’ve been so worried.” Sporadic applause drifted throughout the theater, along with the obvious intakes of breath, signifying either belief or skepticism.


    “Are you all right, Elsie?” Diana asked. “Would you like a moment to gather yourself?” She poured more water into Elsie’s glass and her own. The stage lights seemed especially brilliant tonight. Sweat dripped down her back. Both sipped their water.


    “That’s better,” Elsie said, plucking a tissue from the box and wiping her cheeks. “Go on.”


    Diana slipped back into meditation mode, waiting long enough to pique interest before speaking. After all, she was an actress, and the believability of her performance was as much a part of her act as the revelations she imparted.


    “I have a strong sensation you want to quit something, maybe your job. No, no,” she said shaking her head. “That’s not it. Ah, you want to quit smoking, but you’re afraid you’ll gain weight, like before.”


    “How did you…I can’t believe you know that.” Elsie turned to the audience. “How did she know that?”


    Because I’ve been there. Every smoker has. The struggle with the pounds was worth it, because quitting restored her sense of smell, a vital tool of the trade. “You can do it, Elsie. Just takes a little willpower…and a patch or two.” Murmured agreement skittered through the audience. Acutely aware of her timing, she held off another moment to let her success resonate. “By the way, Elsie, I’m sorry.”


    “Sorry? About what?”


    “I sense you recently lost a pet, a traumatic experience you haven’t quite gotten over.”


    “Yes, our dog, Beamer. He was a member of the family.” She dabbed the damp tissue to her eyes. “Did my husband tell you this?”


    “No,” Diana said. “You told me.” Now a buzz rose from the theater. Diana waited, milking the theatrical moment for all it was worth. She didn’t enjoy resurrecting the woman’s loss, but the emotional response of touching a raw nerve never failed to pull the audience into her mystical world.


    “But I see you have a new puppy in your life. A border collie you’ll grow to love as much as Beamer.”


    A smile lit Elsie’s face. “Yes, he’s a love.”


    After a few more on-target disclosures, Diana ended the reading. Elsie hugged her and left the stage to a thunderous ovation.


    Diana acknowledged her fans with an appreciative smile, careful not to bask too long in their adulation. The smile faded when a knifelike pain stabbed the back of her neck. Her hand shot to the base of her skull, and she massaged the tendons until the discomfort eased.


    What the hell was that?


    Composing herself, she bowed and left the stage. The persistent applause almost drowned out the announcement that the show would resume after a ten-minute break to give Ms. Racine a chance to rest.


    “How’d you know about the dog?” Diana’s father, hot on her heels, almost tripped her.


    “Lucky guess.” Diana hurried toward her dressing room, still rubbing the ache in her neck. She attributed the unsettling twinge to exhaustion, or maybe she jerked her head and pulled something. What else could it be? She snatched a cold bottle of water from the mini fridge, rolled it across her cheek and around her neck, then reclined on the chaise. After twisting off the cap, she gulped half the bottle.


    “Did Jason get that information for you?” Galen paced the floor, hands stuffed in his pockets, a strand of thinning gray hair flopped onto his forehead. He looked at Diana curiously. “I don’t remember nothing’ ’bout no animal.”


    “Galen, I’m tired. No inquisition, please. The woman lives on a farm. It’s only natural she’d become attached to an animal. Deductions. Sometimes they’re better than facts. Besides, I mentioned an animal; she brought up the dog. Might have been a lamb for all I knew.”


    “Yeah, but she didn’t mention a new puppy. You did. And she sure as hell didn’t mention no border collie.”


    “What’s the first thing someone does when their dog dies? They get another one. So, like I said, lucky guess. Border collies are farm dogs. Hell, I bet old Beamer was the same breed.”


    “They herd sheep, not cows.”


    Unwilling to rise to the discussion, Diana put her head back and closed her eyes. “Do we have to go to that Mardi Gras party tonight? I’ll be drained after this.”


    “You sound like you’re actually readin’ ’em. How could you be drained? All you gotta do is memorize a few things. What’s so hard about that?”


    “I guess I’m tired from the schedule. This is the sixth performance in seven days, with only one day off between cities, and that was a travel day.”


    “You got nights off between shows this week, and when they’re over, you’ll have a few days to rest. And yes, we have to attend the party. Won’t look good if you don’t show up. Besides, lots of important people’ll be there. You get a few new clients from this shindig every year. Good publicity too.”


    “Just what I need, more publicity.”


    “Ain’t done you no harm up to now, that’s for sure. You’ve packed every house, not to mention the fees your private clients cough up.”


    “That’s because I’m good at what I do.” She rolled the water bottle across her forehead. “God, it’s hot out there.”


    “You got ’em eatin’ right outta your hand, little girl. They’re believin’ every word you say. Hell, even I believed you.”


    Diana scowled at her father. “Thanks for reminding me what a fake I am.”


    “Get over it. I don’t have to remind you ’bout the nice livin’ you’re makin’. Come on, up. Time to get on out there. Remember, third row from the back on the end. Young man, twenty-two, just graduated college.”


    “I remember. Lots of school loans, cheerleader girlfriend, Mustang. I remember.” She dragged herself off the chaise. “Where’s Blanche?”


    “Your mother’ll be here in time to go to the party. Now go on, scoot.”


    Diana took another sip of water, freshened her lipstick, and hustled back toward the stage. She hated when she was tired, cranky, and acting like a prima donna. She hoped that didn’t come across in her performance, or else she’d read about it in the morning papers. Besides, her neck still tingled and she didn’t understand why. A quick, chiropractic jerk of her head produced a satisfying crack, and she massaged the area. As she was about to pull back the curtain, Jason, her computer researcher, caught her arm.


    “How’d you know about the dog?”


    “Lucky guess. You know, farm, animals. Women get attached.”


    “This was a little closer than that. Border collie? No information I gave you.”


    “I’m a psychic, remember?” She winked and pointed to her head, as if that explained everything.


    “Yeah, well, when you veer from the script like that, the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Spooks me, Diana.”


    “Gotta go, Jase. That’s my cue.” She smiled, blew an air kiss, and sashayed onstage to the waiting crowd.
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