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         ‘I believe that banking institutions are more dangerous to our liberties than standing armies’

         – Thomas Jefferson, third president
of the United States of America
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      Things were looking up.

      
      First Bank of America had gone from stonewalling me to setting up a meeting. And not just any meeting. A meeting with four
         of its most senior executives on a Monday evening. Why the big turnout for me? It wasn’t the magnitude of my family’s custom,
         that was for sure. I was forced to conclude that it was the perk of my job. Financial investigators were a bit like journalists
         – companies assume we can kick up a stink that could get noticed. Frankly I wasn’t so sure, but you take your breaks where
         you can. Still … four senior executives? They were looking to settle this or kill the problem dead. Either way I figured they
         were about to show their hand, which was fine by me.

      
      The setting was a plush boardroom high up in Manhattan’s newest skyscraper. Commissioned in the boom days it felt somehow
         out of place – inappropriate – now the world had gone bust. Everything about it was expensive and pristine, virgin almost.
         From the war-room-length veneered walnut conference table to the Hamptonesque tea and coffee trolley, it felt like everything being used was being used for the first time. Like the wrapping had just come off.

      
      When I entered the room I had been informed that the chief executive officer ‘himself’ had promised to try and join us on
         the video-conference screen that virtually covered the top half of the wall at one end. But for now the large hi-tech television
         showed an empty chair behind a desk in an executive office. If I knew the city correctly, the downtown view behind the CEO’s
         empty chair suggested his office was somewhere above the current location. God forbid that he should ride the elevator down
         and join us.

      
      Everybody in the room read the summary document I had prepared. Me on one side of the conference table, the four bank execs
         on the other. Me in smart leather jacket and jeans, them in tailored pinstripe two-pieces, the men with ties.

      
      An owlish banker nodded sympathetically and took off his thick round tortoiseshell glasses with a sigh. ‘Ah, another victim
         of Bernard Madoff.’

      
      I gestured at the four people across from me. ‘Actually, another victim of First Bank of America.’

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘I don’t quite follow you, Mr Byrne.’ It was the unnecessarily attractive blonde. I assumed she’d been inserted into the meeting
         to make the client go all soft and gooey. They were trying to push the client’s buttons. This client hated having his buttons
         pushed.

      
      I waved at the improbably long conference table we were sitting round. ‘My father didn’t bank with Bernard Madoff – he banked
         with First Bank of America.’

      
      ‘You’re not seriously blaming us for the actions of Bernard Madoff are you, Mr Byrne?’ said the Owl.

      
      ‘Not the actions, no. But I am blaming you for the outcome. My father trusted you, and you put his money with Madoff.’

      
      A likeable middle-aged male lawyer spoke next. ‘Mr Byrne, you’re not the only one less than happy with some of the things
         the banks – this bank included – have done of late, I assure you.’ The group of bankers shared raised eyebrows and discreet
         rueful shakes of their heads. ‘But, if I may correct you, it wasn’t First Bank of America that put your father’s money with
         Madoff – it was your father himself. We merely informed him of some investment opportunities then facilitated the subsequent
         investment decision made by him and him alone.’

      
      I was OK with their feints – I’d been expecting this kind of beginning to the meeting. At the very least they were going to
         go through the legal motions. But they didn’t have a monopoly on that game. I tried to keep the irony out of my voice when
         I spoke.

      
      ‘Let’s just be clear. Are you saying that my father called First Bank out of the blue to enquire about investing with Madoff
         ?’

      
      The Lawyer knew where this led. ‘No, but –’

      
      ‘Are you saying that he ever called this bank with any intention of investing my mother’s money anywhere other than the long-term
         bond it had been sitting in? That he called you? That he initiated any phone calls? Any calls whatsoever ?’

      
      The Lawyer allowed me my run. ‘No.’

      
      ‘In fact, when he had little or no money – as was the case for the first sixty-five years of his life – did you ever call
         him?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘No.’ I spoke very evenly, deliberately. I wanted them to understand how this looked outside of the cocoon they lived in.
         ‘You called him for the first time when one of your salesmen saw the money that had appeared in my parents’ joint account.
         He called my father – not my mother, mind, my father – and told him of the great returns Madoff was making and persuaded my
         father to cash out a safe, conservative, boring bond and move the money into the nice and exciting Madoff fund. Client monies
         which I believe Bernie Madoff paid your bank an unrivalled commission for.’ I looked at each of them in turn. ‘But, hey, why
         should that set off any alarm bells?’

      
      The Lawyer winced at my departure from the clubby feel to the meeting. Then he put on his best empathetic look. ‘Mr Byrne,
         we have reviewed the tape of that conversation and your father was made fully aware of the risks involved.’

      
      They were stalling. They had come mob-handed to either cut a deal or close me down. Nobody was suggesting a deal, so …

      
      ‘Are you seriously suggesting that every retired blue-collar worker knows the true nature of their investments?’

      
      The granite-faced chief operating officer stepped in. ‘Your father signed paperwork that told us he did.’

      
      I took the measure of the COO and knew it would be dumb to underestimate him. My experience was that in any good corporation
         it was the COO – not the CEO – who was often the son of a bitch, the nuts-and-bolts guy, the drill sergeant beating the best
         out of the troops. This one was no exception. He pushed on.

      
      ‘What Bernard Madoff did, Mr Byrne, was terrible but, legally speaking, your father doesn’t have a case. To be perfectly blunt,
         nobody at this bank forced your father to invest with Madoff. Furthermore, Madoff’s misappropriated funds are being handled
         by a court-appointed trustee. You’re speaking to the wrong people.’

      
      ‘No, Mr Oliver, you’re just speaking to me the wrong way. You – like all the other feeder funds into the Madoff scam – have
         had the good fortune to see the spotlight land on Madoff himself to date. You’re sitting there thinking you’ve dodged a bullet.
         I’m here to tell you that you haven’t.’

      
      The COO gave me an enquiring look. ‘A bullet? Is that a threat, Mr Byrne?’

      
      I smiled in a friendly but firm way. ‘No. It’s a figure of speech. But I also do literal threats. How about: I will launch
         a law suit against this bank for performing insufficient due diligence on Madoff and thereby putting its customers’ money
         at risk?’

      
      I placed both my hands flat on the table in front of me. The Lawyer seemed briefly distracted by something about them. Maybe
         because they were almost twice the size of his. Maybe because of the nicks and scars from a hundred different incidents. Either
         way, when he did look at me, he spoke sympathetically, trying to steer the room towards a more conciliatory outcome. ‘The
         entire Madoff … thing … is a matter for review by Congress, the SEC and no end of regulatory bodies. Your case would be pending
         each and every review, and in the meantime we’d kill it. I’m sorry but it’s true.’

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll launch a class action. I’m sure I could attract, oh, I don’t know, a few thousand aggrieved First Bank investors.’

      
      The Lawyer spoke again, but I didn’t think his heart was in it. ‘Class actions can be expensive.’

      
      I gave the tiniest of shrugs. ‘We’ll fund it by shorting your stock.’

      
      The Owl coughed pointedly. ‘Are you threatening to manipulate our share price, Mr Byrne?’

      
      I gave the executives across from me a sceptical look. ‘You bankers, you see threats everywhere. I’m saying you have a duty
         of care towards your customers. And when I stick you four on the stand and explain to the twelve members of the jury that
         you sat there skimming commission off every Madoff investment, throwing your customers to the dogs, the verdict’s only going
         to go one way. You know it and I know it.’

      
      The COO was bottling up a brutal mood. ‘As we have repeatedly said, Mr Byrne, we don’t recommend investments here – we merely
         advise our clients of the existence of certain opportunities. After that it is their decision and their decision alone. In
         this case it was your father’s decision. We have all the paperwork to prove it.’

      
      I couldn’t resist a small sardonic laugh. ‘Oh please. We all know how these so-called investment opportunities are put together
         – it’s about commission to the bank. The welfare of the client comes a distant second. Who does the due diligence round here,
         the interns? A jury is going to conclude that this bank is run by either idiots or charlatans and we’ll get our pay out.’

      
      Blondie interjected. ‘Michael, you’re making some very serious allegations here. Is it possible that the personal element
         in this has influenced your judgement in this matter?’

      
      I fixed her with my best Shut The Fuck Up stare. ‘Compliance, right?’

      
      ‘Head of Compliance,’ she replied with a smile that was pure Fuck You back at me.

      
      I was momentarily thrown that somebody so young would be head of Compliance at one of the country’s biggest investment banks.
         Maybe she was more ambitious – or able – than I’d first guessed. Either way I found her over-familiar manner grating in the
         extreme.

      
      ‘Well, Head of Compliance, I’d worry a little less about my emotional state and a little bit more about why you felt Bernard
         Madoff’s activities complied with your bank’s investment criteria.’

      
      The Chief Operating Officer was keen to nail myself and a meeting he clearly resented. ‘Mr Byrne, we both know how this is
         going to play out. It’s not going to reach court …’

      
      That was a bold statement. Perhaps they were going to cut a deal, after all. I went to speak but he lifted a hand, requesting
         I hear him out.

      
      ‘… It’s not going to go to court because the SEC and First Bank believe that the public interest would be ill-served by spending
         the next decade in litigation with each other. That is why we’ll agree to pay a fine and in return the SEC will agree to waive
         our liability for our involvement with Madoff. And that will be an end to the matter. Justice will have been seen to have
         been done. The politicians will be happy, the regulators will be happy, the press will be happy. And not one cent of that
         fine will ever come to you. Ever. That’s the way it’s going to be.’ He took a small pleasure in one final remark. ‘You know it and I know it.’

      
      I spoke calmly, matter-of-factly, but I wanted them to be in no doubt that I meant what I was about to say. ‘Mr Oliver, you
         lost my mother’s money and I will make this bank pay.’

      
      He wore the kind of smile a man with a multibillion-dollar institution standing behind him wears. ‘You want to take on this
         bank – let’s see who wins.’

      
      We stared at each other, the COO and myself, our positions on the table, our positions understood. A deal with the SEC? First
         Bank of America must already be in talks. They must know or be very confident of the outcome. They must have known they could
         tell me to go take a running jump into the Hudson. OK, fine – but now I was confused.

      
      ‘If you’re so confident you won’t need to pay out on this, then why bother seeing me?’

      
      There was a pause in the room, a pause I couldn’t read. Everybody looked to the COO – for guidance.

      
      ‘Consider it a professional courtesy, Mr Byrne.’ He looked at me with an air of finality, like the conversation was over.

      
      That collective pause bothered me … but perhaps it was academic.

      
      ‘Well, for the record, I didn’t come here for professional courtesies – I came here for my mom’s money.’

      
      I stood up and took my leather satchel from the chair next to me. Like anybody I wanted to deliver a great exit line, but
         ‘Fuck you and the whore you rode in on’ wasn’t going to help my cause any. I cast a glance at them. There was nothing left to say.

      
      I left the room.

      
      The four bank executives relaxed and grimaced in their own ways. The COO checked his watch and inwardly cursed every minute
         of the meeting. ‘Why did Jerry ask us to see that guy this evening?’

      
      The Lawyer was nonplussed. ‘Said he was some sort of financial investigator. “Trouble” was Jerry’s exact word. Said he could
         make things difficult for us. Said we should sit on him. Let’s face it, what if he started digging around a bit more … ?’

      
      A stillness fell over the room as they swapped slow nervous looks.

      
      The Lawyer broke the silence. ‘Mind you, that aside, poor guy. Taking it up the ass like the rest of them. Madoff … What were
         we thinking?’

      
      The Owl spoke for all of them. ‘We were thinking of the money.’

      
      The COO’s head was already filling with the landslide of corporate actions sitting in his in-tray. ‘The quicker we cut a deal
         with the SEC the better. I don’t want any more meetings like this, even if the customer is a financial investigator.’

      
      The Compliance Officer had already moved on and was swiping an arm across the well-polished table before her. ‘How about these
         new offices. That elevator was like something out of Star Trek.’

      
      The Owl almost shuddered. ‘I’ll prefer it when we’ve moved in. There is nothing scarier in the world than an empty skyscraper.’

      
      The COO couldn’t hide his contempt. ‘Correction. There is nothing scarier in the world than the bill for a skyscraper.’ He shook his head then smiled with resignation at some kind of blackly humorous thought.

      
      The Lawyer added some morbidity of his own. ‘Like it will matter by Friday.’

      
      They all exchanged sharp looks and their smiles faded away.

      
      Then the door opened.

      
      They all looked up. With bemusement.

      
      It was me.

      
      Pointing an automatic revolver at them.

      
      Before anybody could do anything more than register horror and pathetically try to protect themselves by raising their hands
         I emptied the gun into them.

      
      Calmly going from one to the other in turn.

      
      Bodies freezing.

      
      Bodies twitching.

      
      Then bodies motionless. Except for the bullets ripping into them.

      
      Smoke drifting out of the barrel of the gun.

      
      The job was done. Then I left. Still without that great exit line.

      
      The entire scenario at the First Bank of America offices had just been played back to me on a film shot from the point of
         view of the boardroom’s video-conference camera. I had had to watch the very encounter I’d experienced for real the night
         before on an NYPD laptop. The camera set up to include the absent CEO had caught the entire meeting, from its officious beginning
         to its bloody end.

      
      I was sitting in a police interview room in downtown Manhattan. Detective Ashby had paused the laptop we’d been watching the
         film on, sat back in his chair and grinned. He looked at the attractive Latino woman detective to his right like he wanted
         to say something, like he was fit to burst.

      
      The detective grabbed the computer mouse and rewound the film to the moment where I had fired the first bullet. The frame
         he froze it on had a blurry flame coming out of the barrel of the gun. He pointed at me on the screen, he pointed at me in
         the interview room, he pointed at the interview room table. He’d just won the lottery and he was fit to burst.

      
      ‘Mike – can I call you Mike?’ He had a strong voice. The voice of a man who had survived the Bronx projects and made his African
         American parents swell with pride as he passed out of the New York Police Department.

      
      ‘Detective, you’re calling the shots, so I guess you can call me anything you want.’

      
      ‘Mike, you’re gonna have more prison visitors than any convict in history.’ He imagined my name up in lights with his hands.
         ‘The Madoff Murderer. When the networks play this you’re gonna be the poster boy for every person who ever got screwed by
         their bank. And everybody’s been screwed by their bank, right?’ He looked at his partner for confirmation of his humour.

      
      Detective Martinez was leaning against the wall, arms crossed over her chest, a cat-like smile playing around her lips. ‘Is
         it even illegal to shoot a banker?’

      
      This tickled Detective Ashby even more, who leaned back in his chair now. ‘Not if you got one of them banker hunting licences,
         but they only give them out to Treasury Secretaries.’

      
      ‘Shit. Did we ask him if he was the Treasury Secretary?’

      
      Detective Ashby slapped the desk at that one. ‘I was so busy reading him his Mirandas I just plain forgot. Sir, are you by
         any chance the Secretary of the Treasury?’

      
      ‘Detective, I know that film doesn’t look good but, you see, there’s a problem.’

      
      Detective Ashby grew mock serious. ‘Oh, and what sort of a problem would that be, Mike?’ Emphasizing my name, emphasizing whose party this was.

      
      I spread my hands out on the desk before me, almost apologetically. ‘I didn’t do it.’
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      The two detectives went deadly quiet. They looked at each other to confirm that they had just heard what they had just heard.
         Then they both looked at me blankly. Then they burst into laughter. The pair of them. Ashby even had to leap up and pace off
         some of his excitement.

      
      ‘You’re good. Ain’t he good?’

      
      His partner gave me a smile that under any other circumstance would have been delicious. ‘The best.’

      
      Ashby was almost dancing with amusement. They were loving this.

      
      I could understand why. The life of a detective is the life of somebody confronted by violent crime after violent crime, way
         too many of which don’t get solved for lack of resources, lack of community support or lack of morale. To get an open and
         shut case that takes a bad guy off the street and helps the department get closer to some half-assed mayoral performance target
         is cause for celebration. Why not? If I was them, I’d be doing the same.

      
      Detective Ashby wasn’t going to let me spoil his fun. He showed me a large evidence bag containing a visitor’s badge with my face and name on it.

      
      ‘Just which bit wasn’t you, Mike? The bit where you signed in and had your visitor’s picture taken in the lobby?’

      
      ‘No, I’m not …’

      
      ‘You mean, that’s not you meeting with the four victims at the First Bank offices on the film we just watched?’

      
      ‘No, I’m not saying that …’

      
      ‘That wasn’t you talking about dodged bullets and bullets they weren’t going to dodge?’ The light tone evaporating quickly now.

      
      ‘The bullet was a figure of speech.’

      
      Ashby looked to his partner for help in his mock confusion.

      
      ‘What you think, Martinez – the Madoff Murderer or the Figure-Of-Speech Murderer?’

      
      She played along, played like she was trying out both the nicknames in her head. ‘Nah, I’m still going with the Madoff Murderer.
         It’s got more of a feel-good factor about it.’

      
      Ashby looked back at me. Smiling but not friendly. ‘That wasn’t you making the threat about making First Bank pay?’

      
      ‘That wasn’t meant to be a threat …’

      
      The detective dropped his smile. Gave me a stare intended to remind me that beneath the rollicking good humour on their side of the flimsy table my ass was theirs.

      
      ‘Really? Cos that sounded like a threat to me. That sound like a threat to you, Detective Martinez?’

      
      She wasn’t lacking in steel herself right now. ‘Sounded like a big helping of threat, drizzled in hate with a side order of
         menace to me.’

      
      ‘And she’ll have that to go. She can eat it while we drag your ass over to the courtroom to complete this slam dunk of a case.’

      
      Ashby adopted a basketball shot-making pose. ‘Boom. Three seconds to go, the crowd are on their feet, can Detective Ashby
         put it in the hoop? He has the suspect, he passes the suspect, Ashby dodges the bullshit defence, the DA passes the suspect
         back, Ashby leaps into the air and – slam – game over, case closed.’

      
      Still leaning coolly against the wall, Detective Martinez quietly mimicked an imaginary baseball crowd clapping and roaring.

      
      Quite the pair.

      
      I sat there thinking about my options. The film did not leave me a lot of wriggle room. And things were not going to improve
         when they found out who I was.

      
      I straightened up in my chair. ‘Look, Detectives, I know it looks bad, I really do, but I didn’t come back into the room,
         I didn’t have a gun and I didn’t kill those people.’

      
      Detective Ashby dropped his head into his hands.

      
      ‘Don’t do this, Byrne. Please. I got a wife and family to see occasionally. Just occasionally.’ He looked at me through splayed
         fingers. ‘Don’t do the insanity defence. Please. Have some dignity. Think of your children. Do you have children?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘OK, think of somebody else’s children. But please just let us wrap this up nice and quick. Could we … ?’

      
      Detective Martinez crossed the room to join us, leaned in next to her partner and levelled an earnest look at me through her
         long Latin eyelashes. ‘You cooperate with us, Byrne, and we’ll make sure the judge is told all about it. You play ball with
         us and, who knows, you could be out in … ?’ She looked to her co-conspirator for help.

      
      He gave it some thought. ‘Sixty … ?’

      
      She wasn’t buying that. ‘Nah, fifty years tops.’

      
      They both sat back and beamed.

      
      They had me where they wanted me and they were going to have their fun. Fine, but that film was filling my head with questions.
         Questions that would be the difference between jail and freedom, life and death.

      
      For some there’s no end of reasons to kill people – hell, people got killed for staring these days. But it’s not often that
         this much effort was taken to do it. Somebody had played a high-risk strategy for a reason. I had to find out who and why.
         And fast.

      
      As I saw it, there were two ways this situation could play out. On the one hand there was escape. But the detectives were unarmed. A pity. I could have done with stealing a gun
         right now. Also, I didn’t want to hurt them long-term, which restricted my options. Either way I’d have to risk breaking something
         to disable them long enough to get out. Ashby would be fine but Martinez had a nose that rounded off a stunning face. Still,
         if I timed it right I could be out the door and out of the station before their fellow officers even knew what the alarm was
         being raised for. On the other hand, well, there was the case against me. Would forensics clear me by picking apart the film
         footage? Somehow I wasn’t so sure. Certainly not quickly. Somebody had gone to a lot of trouble to fake my involvement, which
         meant they had probably gone to a lot of trouble to make sure it was top quality. Either way, waiting to be cleared by forensics
         was going to mean time – wasted time. And my gut told me that time was the one thing I didn’t have much of here.

      
      I sat up straight in my chair. It was moving time.

      
      ‘OK, Detectives. Let’s assume for a moment that I’m telling the truth and that the person who walked back into that room wasn’t
         me and that I didn’t do it.’

      
      Ashby pulled a long amused face. ‘Ah, the John Wilkes Booth Defence. “You see me with the gun pointed at the president. You
         see me using the gun on the president. You see the body of the president … But it wasn’t me.” Come on, Byrne, let’s not do
         this.’

      
      I brushed aside his scepticism. ‘Somebody went to great lengths to kill some senior bank executives and to frame me for their
         murders. Not only that, the film shows a calm methodical killer, which suggests a very professional hit.’

      
      Detective Ashby couldn’t disguise the fact that he was suddenly seeing a more assured suspect in front of him and was suddenly
         not so sure how to handle me.

      
      ‘Very good, my dear Watson. Use it when you no doubt represent yourself in court. Hey, Martinez, who did you say he used his
         call on?’

      
      His colleague was watching me thoughtfully. ‘His stockbroker.’

      
      ‘Shit. You’re up for multiple homicide and you’re calling your stockbroker? Well, if you were looking for bail money, forget
         it – no judge is gonna let you loose on the streets before this goes to trial.’

      
      Despite Ashby’s disbelief I could see I’d tapped a little way into Detective Martinez, who reprimanded Ashby with a rap on
         the arm. ‘Let him say his piece.’

      
      I pulled my chair in slightly, getting into my stride now. ‘OK, this wasn’t a random drive-by shooting by some drugged-up
         gang member. This was as professional a hit as you get. It poses the following questions: why had the four people in that
         room been killed? Did the killer want to kill all four or, because they were all together, did he have to take out some unlucky
         bystanders? How long had they prepared to make it look like I did it? And why did they want it to look like I did it? Why me of all people?’

      
      Ashby was eyeing me suspiciously, but I had Martinez’s interest and she was willing to pursue it, if just out of curiosity.

      
      ‘OK, let’s say you didn’t do it – let’s say you were set up …’

      
      Ashby didn’t like the direction this was taking. ‘No, Martinez. Let’s bag it and tag it and give it to the DA’s office. Every
         fruitcake theory we start to entertain now is paperwork I’m going to have to fill out. You know how slow I type …’

      
      The Latino officer pushed on. ‘If it was such a professional hit, then it doesn’t make sense that they were “innocent” bystanders.’

      
      This was better. I was leaning across the table myself now. ‘Exactly. Which begs the next question: what did four Wall Street
         bankers know, or what had they done, to get themselves killed? Or, if it was purely to set me up, what do I know or what have I done to deserve getting set up
         like this? And let me tell you right now – in all honesty – I can’t answer the questions about myself.’

      
      Ashby was becoming impatient with the direction the interview had taken – and unsettled by my logic and calm.

      
      ‘Martinez, before we start entertaining Walter Mitty’s pet theories on how the US government was behind the bombing of the Twin Towers, let’s go with the evidence. We’ve
         got motive, we’ve got opportunity, we’ve got it on film and for all we know his jacket is going to come back from ballistics
         with more gunshot residue on it than a gangster at the Valentine’s Day Massacre.’

      
      I decided to put them out of their misery.

      
      ‘As a matter of fact you will find gunshot residue on my jacket.’

      
      ‘Are you jerking my chain? Martinez, is he –? Scratch that – he’s given you a chain and he’s jerking that as well.’

      
      Martinez was filled with the irritation of somebody just made a fool of.

      
      ‘Your jacket’s going to show GSR but you didn’t kill those four people yesterday?’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      She was pissed now. ‘Then who the hell did you kill?’

      
      ‘I killed four other people.’
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      The interview room was silent for some time. Ashby went to speak then changed his mind.

      
      Martinez rubbed her eyes. ‘Either we’re going to solve eight murders today or the captain’s going to reassign us to Traffic.’

      
      But Detective Ashby was already on his feet. ‘Fuck this, Martinez, I’m getting the psych. He may be a cool customer but right
         now he’s making the Son of Sam look like a model fucking citizen.’

      
      ‘Maybe he’s telling the truth …’

      
      ‘Jesus, Martinez, not again!’ He slammed the back of his chair, causing it to crash over. ‘How many bad people you gotta meet
         before you stop giving people the benefit of the doubt? How many?’

      
      Martinez was a strong character, but this got her blushing. I could see there was a history here. A history of him covering
         her back for her backing the wrong people.

      
      ‘OK.’ She stood and joined him. ‘Back to the cell for you, buddy.’

      
      ‘Where a nice doctor is going to fit you for a fucking Napoleon costume. Fucking fruitcake.’ Ashby was seething. Fair enough. Every cop gets to the point where he’s sick of every last suspect. Or just plain tired. Or both.

      
      I hadn’t moved from my place at the table. They were almost out the door when I spoke. And what I had to say stopped them
         in their tracks. Froze them in their tracks.

      
      ‘Four bodies. Eastern Europeans. Tribeca. Third floor. I didn’t get the exact address, but give me a map and I can point it
         out.’

      
      Ashby and Martinez swapped a stunned look then slowly stepped back into the room. She took her hand off the door. Ashby strode
         towards me and leaned close into my face, close enough to let me know he’d been living on coffee and tacos for the last eighteen
         hours. His demeanour told me that if I fucked with him now he was going to forget for one second that he was a cop.

      
      ‘Three, there were three in the apartment.’

      
      ‘Did you check the dumpster down below?’

      
      I didn’t know if Ashby was going to punch me or scream with delight. He raced to the door and yanked it open. ‘Johansson –
         get the captain. Now!’

      
      I opened the door to my apartment. It was dark and the only light I was looking for was the one in my refrigerator showing
            me the way to the six-pack of Bud I had carelessly failed to finish the night before. However, I quickly realized the beer
            was going to have to wait.

      
      I heard a heavy click and the unmistakeable feel of an automatic pistol on the side of my head. I stood still so as not to
            startle my intruder. The gun was pointed slightly up. Whoever he was, he was slightly smaller than me, five foot ten or eleven.
            Useful to know if it went that way.

      
      A heavy Eastern European accent kicked in. ‘Do exactly as we say and nobody has to get hurt.’

      
      The only illumination was from the corridor behind me. I tried to count how many were present but everybody was keeping very
            still. Like they knew what they were doing.

      
      The ringleader stepped into view, smiled, showing me a row of dirty teeth. ‘Now, Mr Byrne, we can do this the nice and easy
            way or the not so nice and easy way.’

      
      I spoke quietly and reassuringly, not wanting to cause any alarm or set off any jittery trigger fingers. ‘Look, if this is
            about the rent …’

      
      I heard three more heavy clicks and the glint of guns in the room.

      
      Tough crowd.

      
      The interview room was filling up. Along with Detectives Ashby and Martinez were Captain Novak and some kind of male desk
         jockey assistant. The captain had Hollywood good looks that seemed better placed on a salesman than a jaded departmental head,
         which is what he was.

      
      The four of them stood over me as if I wasn’t there.

      
      Captain Novak spoke to his team. ‘OK, Detectives, good work. I want a full statement and this report completed and on my desk by end of play. As of tomorrow we are on a skeleton
         service until the weekend. If we can’t hand him over to the DA by tonight then stick him in a cell for the rest of the week.
         If there wasn’t such a body count I wouldn’t even entertain this right now.’

      
      In the presence of their glorious leader Ashby and Martinez were transformed into upstanding members of the NYPD, with a decided
         lack of levity from Ashby.

      
      ‘The suspect is proving very cooperative, sir. We should be able to expedite this relatively swiftly.’

      
      The captain looked at him dispassionately then looked at me with the Authority of Office. He reviewed some information contained
         on the clipboard before him.

      
      Behind the captain, Martinez mouthed to her partner. ‘Expedite? ’

      
      Ashby mouthed back at her, ‘Kiss my black ass.’

      
      The captain looked up. ‘Have we spoken to Organized Crime yet?’

      
      Ashby was revealing the other side to his joker persona – the hard-nosed cop. A good one at that. ‘I’ve apprised Organized
         Crime, the Marshals Service as well as the FBI of the apprehension of the suspect. They are running over his prints as we
         speak and I’ve promised to share all and any case notes as we collate them.’

      
      The captain nodded approvingly. He eyed me, assessed me. Then, as if he had reached some conclusion in his mind, he took off
         his jacket without fuss, placed it on the back of a chair and sat down across the interview table from me. He took his time
         because it was his time, and once he was comfortable he spoke.

      
      ‘Now, how about you tell me all about Monday night, Mr Byrne? How about you tell me what you were doing in a particular apartment
         in Tribeca?’

      
      The blacked-out SUV idled to a stop down a back alley between two redbrick apartment blocks. A gun in each side, I had chosen to cooperate with
            their request that I go with them as their guest.

      
      Once out of the SUV a small barrel-chested conscript type shoved me towards a dark doorway. I was marched at gunpoint up several flights of stairs
            in silence, using the time to take in my surroundings. They were grim. Very grim.

      
      My hosts had not said much but enough to tell me they were Russian. I’d been to Moscow a few times on business, a long time
            ago, in a different life. On one occasion, as I was leaving, there’d been a snarl-up on the roads and the airport taxi had
            taken me the scenic route through some of their projects on the outskirts of the capital. This place was luxury by comparison.
            Maybe these guys were living the American dream here. Maybe they just wanted to show somebody what they’d done with the place.
            Or maybe they thought it was a good place to put a bullet in my head. I was leaning towards the latter.

      
      We reached a third-floor landing where the ringleader unlocked an apartment door. At the same time another door in the corridor opened and a tall young woman – looking like a down-at-heel
            early-era Madonna – stepped out. Her clothes looked like somebody had ransacked a wedding dress to make a disco outfit. But
            with the strikingly platinum-blonde hair and high cheekbones of what I guessed was an eastern Russian background, she pulled
            it off and then some. Not that I was in the mood to appreciate it. She greeted the guys with a disparaging grunt and took
            as much interest in the guns on display as she might somebody’s shopping.

      
      The Russians made no attempt to hide their weapons or step out of her path, forcing her to elbow her way to the landing. A
            couple of the guys tossed lewd remarks after her in their native tongue, which she answered with her middle fingers raised
            behind her as she walked down the stairs.

      
      I was ushered by the flick of a revolver into a dimly lit room that had nothing to do with living quarters and everything
            to do with hiding out. The furniture was minimal and the décor decades old. I was invited by the same gun to sit on one of
            the living room’s two battered couches whilst somebody turned on an equally battered television in the corner.

      
      The barrel-chested Conscript settled himself into the far end of my couch, gun pointed at me. He stared at me almost unblinkingly.
            I could see he was overly alert. I guessed he was the newest member of whatever their association was, and therefore keen
            to earn his stripes with a display of vigilance. In other words, he was bad news.

      
      The Ringleader calmly lit himself a cigarette. In fact, I’d noticed that everything he did was calm. This wasn’t an extraordinary day for him, this was business as usual. They hadn’t
            shouted, they hadn’t made B-movie threats, they hadn’t roughed me up. They were very cool, very calm and very collected. They
            were very bad news.

      
      Everybody in the interview room was waiting for my answer to the captain’s question. I had to suppress a sigh, viewing this,
         as I did, as a slightly hopeless cause. ‘I was taken there at gunpoint by four Eastern European individuals. I believe they
         were Russian.’

      
      Across the room Ashby nudged Martinez and whispered into her ear. ‘I told you he was good.’

      
      She rolled her eyes.

      
      The captain smiled at me as if to say, ‘OK, I’ll play your game.’ ‘That must have been very distressing for you, Mr Byrne.’

      
      I overlooked the insincerity for the moment. ‘It’s not my preferred method of spending an evening.’

      
      The captain continued his performance. ‘And did they make their intentions clear? I mean, are we talking ransom demands here?’

      
      Food had been sent out for and everybody was settling in before the television. I knew enough to realize we were going to
            be here for a while. Now I needed to know why. I didn’t doubt I’d made some enemies in the past – OK, plenty of enemies – but the Russians?

      
      ‘Is there a reason you’ve brought me here?’

      
      The Ringleader was sitting on the couch between a bear-like bearded Russian and another sporting a 1980s blond mullet. He
            turned his head to me, drew deeply on his cigarette and exhaled in his own time. ‘There’s a reason for everything, Mr Byrne.
            Maybe you were bad in a former life. Maybe you were bad in this life … ?’

      
      He lifted an enquiring eyebrow at me. I was meant to get that remark. I was meant to understand what I had done, but what?
            What was it?

      
      ‘I don’t mean to sound slow here, but is this personal? Have I done something wrong to you?’

      
      The Ringleader cursed in Russian for comic effect. It elicited a big laugh from his cohorts. He spoke with his thick Russian
            accent, but he spoke with charm.

      
      ‘It’s not personal to me, no. Let’s just say you’re here as the guest of a mutual friend.’

      
      ‘Mutual? Will I be meeting this mutual friend?’

      
      He played with smoke which rolled out of his mouth. ‘No.’

      
      One of those mutual friends … I looked around the room at a bit of a loss. I needed information, something, anything. ‘Can I ask how long
            I should expect to be here?’

      
      The Ringleader smiled at me. Everybody smiled at me. ‘Check out is four p.m. on Friday.’

      
      I went through the motions of trying to tell my story to the assembled officers. ‘They said they were going to hold me until
         the end of Friday afternoon. Four p.m. to be exact.’

      
      The captain looked at me curiously then back at his detectives. They all exchanged concerned but confused looks. He returned
         to me.

      
      ‘Four p.m. on Friday?’

      
      ‘That’s what they said.’

      
      ‘And you’re sure of that?’

      
      ‘Not much else was happening. I’m sure.’

      
      ‘And when they told you this you just killed them all on the spot, is that it? … Or have I skipped a bit?’

      
      I got cold stares from around the room.

      
      Empty delivery boxes with half-eaten pizzas lay strewn about the floor. It was late and the television was blaring out some
            kind of World’s Scariest Police Chases. It had ignited a small amount of banter amongst the group who were rooting for the escaping drivers and cheering every collision
            with every innocent bystander. Even the Conscript had managed to take one of his eyes off me.

      
      ‘Could I use the bathroom?’ I asked politely.

      
      The Ringleader didn’t even look up, but waved myself and the Conscript away down the hall. The Conscript was quite hooked
            on the show and left the room grudgingly, looking back at the television, pointing his gun after me.

      
      I went down a hallway with wallpaper peeling on all sides to a shabby bathroom at the end. The Conscript stood guard outside.
            He muttered something to me in a dialect I couldn’t follow, but which by its tone suggested he wanted me to hurry up so he
            could return to his show.

      
      My escort hadn’t performed a security sweep of the room before I entered so I was not surprised to see that the small, neglected
            bathroom had bars on the window. I half closed the door and took a leak for appearances’ sake whilst checking all around me.
            No razor blades, no toiletries, no nothing. Just a naked bulb hanging from a wire that had been stapled along the damp ceiling.

      
      I took the last sip of water from my styrofoam cup before me. ‘It wasn’t quite that straightforward.’

      
      The captain clasped his hands together and smiled his best disbelieving smile. ‘And just how straightforward was it, Mr Byrne?
         Because in my experience, and my experience is considerable, there is nothing straightforward about killing four men in cold
         blood.’ His eyes were hard now, at odds with his smiling face.

      
      I said nothing, didn’t feel like playing Ginger to his Fred.

      
      The captain read my mood and broke the silence. ‘What do you know about the Odessa Mafia, Mr Byrne?’

      
      Answering a call from the living room the Conscript shouted something to his gang down the hall then impatiently banged on
            the bathroom door.

      
      ‘Come, come.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’

      
      I turned the light out and stood in the doorway, one hand behind my back as I tucked my shirt in. The Conscript checked me before a roar erupted from the others. He momentarily glanced up at the commotion. A moment was all I needed.

      
      I swung my other hand out, smashing the light bulb into the front of his neck and twisting it. Instant astonishment. Instant
            laceration. Instant desperation. He briefly waved his pistol hand about, but knew he needed all his efforts to release my
            grip from round his neck and the jagged bulb-end I had rammed into his throat, the ceiling wire still attached.

      
      I answered the captain as patiently as I could. ‘Russian crowd operating out of Brighton Beach in the seventies before moving
         into the city, Los Angeles and San Francisco. But these weren’t Odessa. This was some kind of new Russian outfit. Different.’

      
      The captain’s interest was piqued by my take on it, but he responded with an amused air, retaining his condescension. He believed
         that his line of questioning had one unavoidable result for me, and wanted to get to it, with a little bit of a show for the
         troops thrown in. ‘Care to tell us why you were associating with this new and “different” Russian outfit, Mr Byrne?’

      
      ‘Same reason I’m associating with New York’s finest today, Captain. They turned up. Unexpectedly.’

      
      Martinez smiled at that.

      
      The Conscript dropped to his knees. Choking, he lurched into the bathroom. The hand holding the broken bulb crashed into the
            toilet itself. For good measure I flicked on the light switch. His body arched briefly before falling between the toilet and the bath.

      
      I knelt and took his revolver. A 0.50 Action Express Desert Eagle. Not so much a gun as a cannon. I checked the cartridge
            for bullets. Plenty. I punched it back into the gun. Perfect.

      
      The captain took his glasses off with the air of a man who considered dealing with suspects like myself akin to swatting flies.
         ‘And tell me, Mr Byrne. Do you always kill people who turn up … unexpectedly?’

      
      ‘Depends on their line of work.’

      
      The captain squeezed his lips together like he was fighting a smile. ‘And what is your line of work, Mr Byrne?’

      
      I took one step into the living room, directly opposite the three gangsters on the couch, the Ringleader in the middle. Each
            looked up slightly, then each flinched to see me standing with the gun pointed at them. Each tried to act in their own surprised
            way. But surprise meant chaos. Surprise gave me the edge.

      
      ‘I’m a financial investigator at W. P. Johnson and Partners.’

      
      The captain gave it some thought, like he understood some profundity in my answer that was missed by the others. He had the
         management thing down pat. ‘Financial investigator? Audits, forensic accounts, that kind of thing?’

      
      
      
      The blond Russian had his gun off the arm of the couch in a second so I fired a single bullet into his forehead. He crashed
            back into the couch like he’d been thrown there from across the room. The cannon in my hand decorated the wall behind him
            with most of his brains, leaving a hole in his forehead a fat man could stick his finger in.

      
      I nodded at the interview-room table as the banality of my job left everyone nonplussed. The captain was enjoying his leadership
         display.

      
      ‘Financial investigator? Real James Bond stuff.’ He looked around as everybody smiled at his joke. ‘And before that?’

      
      The bearded Russian didn’t have his gun to hand so leapt up from the couch to grab me. However, his first footstep was on
            an open pizza box that skidded from under him. He fell sideways between me and the Ringleader, taking the bullet meant for
            me.

      
      As the bearded Russian dropped to the floor I blew a hole in the Ringleader’s shoulder. His gun got thrown involuntarily across
            the room, leaving him consumed by the scorching pain spreading across his chest.

      
      ‘Who sent you?’

      
      He took a moment to collect himself. ‘Fuck you.’

      
      These were people who put the mafia above their own families. Answers weren’t going to pour out. I stuck the barrel of the
            gun onto one of his kneecaps.

      
      ‘Every wrong answer gets a bullet. Who sent you?’

      
      
      
      I waited a moment before speaking to the assembled officers. ‘I worked for the Treasury.’

      
      ‘Who sent you?’

      
      The pain was making the Ringleader struggle for breath.

      
      ‘Fu-fu … Fuck y–’

      
      Behind him I saw a reflected movement in the window. I leapt to one side as the Conscript, clutching his throat with a blood-soaked
            hand, threw a hunting knife where I had just been standing. Into the chest of the Ringleader.

      
      I swung my gun at them both. But they had nothing left. The Ringleader was busy bleeding to death. The Conscript stood teetering
            in the doorway. Teetering then charging – charging at me, the last charge of a dying bull.

      
      I sidestepped his attack, leaving him to hit a large open window at full steam, where he rolled out, helpless to stop himself.
            After two seconds there was the deep metallic banging of a body landing on a dumpster down below.

      
      I looked back at the Ringleader sliding down in the couch, fighting death, losing the fight.

      
      Then it hit me like a freight train.

      
      ‘I know you.’

      
      He stared at me with a perverse pleasure.

      
      ‘I know you. I’ve seen you. When have I seen you?’ I was pointlessly grabbing him by the shoulders. ‘Where? When?’

      
      He tried another smile, but couldn’t muster the energy. ‘Fffff …’

      
      Then he expired.

      
      Damn it. I took in the carnage around me. One dead Russian on the floor, two on the couch and one somewhere in the alley down
            below. Four dead Russians … Four dead Russians and no answers.

      
      The captain placed his clipboard on the table. ‘The Treasury? How interesting. Any particular part of the Treasury?’

      
      I had to get out of here. Eight people were dead and whatever I’d been drawn into was taking place as we spoke. It was moving
         time.

      
      I looked the captain square in the face. ‘The United States Secret Service.’
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