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Praise for Harlan Coben


‘Harlan Coben specialises in rousing the snake that lurks in the perfectly cut grass of American suburbia . . . Coben makes you care about them but never neglects a plot that is full of his trademark shocks’ Sunday Telegraph


‘Harlan Coben is the modern master of the hook-and-twist – luring you in on the first page, only to shock you on the last’ Dan Brown


‘Gripping and professional popular entertainment of the very highest order’ Irish Independent


‘Every bit as suspenseful as his tick-tock thrillers . . . Coben’s artful depiction of his protagonist makes for riveting reading’ Booklist


‘It is always satisfying to discover a new crime writer – and this is the business . . . this book will keep you up until 2 a.m.’ The Times


‘Harlan Coben. He’s smart, he’s funny, and he has something to say’ Michael Connelly


‘At last a British publisher has given British readers the chance to discover something every US mystery fan already knows – that Harlan Coben is one of the most entertaining and intriguing crime writers around’


Val McDermid, Manchester Evening Guardian


‘Fast action, snappy dialogue and plenty of insider hoops material make this a fast, enjoyable read’ Toronto Star


‘Coben is still one of America’s masters of the hook, the twist and the surprise ending’ Literary Review
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Chapter 1


‘Cesar Romero,’ Myron said.


Win looked at him. ‘You’re not serious.’


‘I’m starting off with an easy one.’


On Stadium Court the players were changing sides. Myron’s client, Duane Richwood, was shellacking the number-fifteen seed Ivan Something-okov, leading 5-0 in the third set after winning the first two sets 6–0, 6–2. An impressive US Open debut for the unseeded twenty-one-year-old upstart from the streets (literally) of New York.


‘Cesar Romero,’ Myron repeated. ‘Unless you don’t know.’


Win sighed. ‘The Joker.’


‘Frank Gorshin.’


‘The Riddler.’


Ninety-second commercial break. Myron and Win were keeping themselves busy with a scintillating game of Name the Batman Criminal. The TV Batman. The Batman starring Adam West and Burt Ward and all those Pow, Bam, Slam balloons. The real Batman.


‘Who played the second one?’ Myron asked.


‘The second Riddler?’


Myron nodded.


From across the court Duane Richwood flashed them a cocky smile. He sported garish aviator sunglasses with loud fluorescent green frames. The latest style from Ray Ban. Duane was never without them. He had become not only identified by the shades but defined by them. Ray Ban was rather pleased.


Myron and Win sat in one of the two players’ boxes reserved for celebrities and players’ entourages. For most matches every seat in the box was filled. When Agassi played the night before, the box had overflowed with his family, friends, suck-ups, young lasses, environmentally correct movie stars, hair weaves – like an Aerosmith backstage party. But Duane had only three people in the box: agent Myron, financial consultant Win, and Duane’s coach, Henry Hobman. Wanda, the love of Duane’s life, got too nervous and preferred to stay home.


‘John Astin,’ Win answered.


Myron nodded. ‘How about Shelley Winters.’


‘Ma Parker.’


‘Milton Berle.’


‘Louie the Lilac.’


‘Liberace.’


‘Chandell the Great.’


‘And?’


Win looked puzzled. ‘And what?’


‘What other criminal did Liberace play?’


‘What are you talking about? Liberace only appeared in that one episode.’


Myron leaned back and smiled. ‘Are you sure?’


In his seat next to the umpire’s chair Duane happily chugged down a bottle of Evian. He held the bottle so that the sponsor’s name could be clearly seen by the television cameras. Smart kid. Knew how to please the sponsor. Myron had recently signed Duane to a simple deal with the natural water giant: during the US Open Duane drank Evian in marked bottles. In return Evian paid him ten grand. That was water rights. Myron was negotiating Duane’s soda rights with Pepsi and his electrolyte rights with Gatorade.


Ah, tennis.


‘Liberace only appeared in that one episode,’ Win announced.


‘Is that your final answer?’


‘Yes. Liberace only appeared in that one episode.’


Henry Hobman continued to study the court, scrutinizing with intense concentration, his line of vision swinging back and forth. Too bad no one was playing.


‘Henry, you want to take a guess?’


Henry ignored them. Nothing new there.


‘Liberace only appeared in that one episode,’ Win repeated, his nose in the air.


Myron made a soft buzzing sound. ‘Sorry, that answer is incorrect. What do we have for our player, Don? Well, Myron, Windsor gets the home version of our game plus a year’s supply of Turtle Wax. And thank you for playing our game!’


Win was unmoved. ‘Liberace only appeared in that one episode.’


‘That your new mantra?’


‘Until you prove otherwise.’


Win – full name: Windsor Horne Lockwood III – steepled his manicured fingers. He did that a lot, steepling. Steepling fit him. Win looked like his name. The poster boy for the quintessential WASP. Everything about his appearance reeked arrogance, elitism, Town and Country Parties Page, debutantes dressed in monogrammed sweaters and pearls with names like Babs, dry martinis at the clubhouse, stuffy old money – his fine blond hair, his pretty-boy patrician face, his lily-white complexion, his snotty Exeter accent. Except in Win’s case some sort of chromosomal abnormality had slipped through the generations of careful breeding. In some ways Win was exactly what he appeared to be. But in many more ways – sometimes very frightening ways – Win was not.


‘I’m waiting,’ Win said


‘You remember Liberace playing Chandell the Great?’ Myron asked.


‘Of course.’


‘But you forgot that Liberace also played Chandell’s evil twin brother, Harry. In the same episode.’


Win made a face. ‘You cannot be serious.’


‘What?’


‘That doesn’t count. Evil twin brothers.’


‘Where in the rule book does it say that?’


Win set his jutting jaw in that certain way.


The humidity was thick enough to wear as undergarments, especially in Flushing Meadows’s windless stadium court. The stadium, named strangely enough for Louis Armstrong, was basically a giant billboard that also happened to have a tennis court in the middle. IBM had a sign above the speedometer that clocked the velocity of each player’s serve. Citizen kept both the real time and how long the match had been going on. Visa had its name printed behind the service line. Reebok, Infiniti, Fuji Film, Clairol had their names plastered wherever there was a free spot. So did Heineken.


Heineken, the official beer of the US Open.


The crowd was a complete mix. Down low – in the good seats – people had money. But anything went in the dress department. Some wore full suits and ties (like Win), some wore more casual Banana Republic-type clothes (like Myron), some wore jeans, some wore shorts. But Myron’s personal favorite were the fans who came in full tennis gear – shirt, shorts, socks, tennis shoes, warm-up jacket, sweatbands, and tennis racket. Tennis racket. Like they might get called on to play. Like Sampras or Steffi or someone might suddenly point into the stands and say, ‘Hey, you with the racket. I need a doubles partner.’


Win’s turn. ‘Roddy McDowall,’ he began.


‘The Bookworm.’


‘Vincent Price.’


‘Egghead.’


‘Joan Collins.’


Myron hesitated. ‘Joan Collins? As in Dynasty?’


‘I refuse to offer hints.’


Myron ran episodes through his mind. On the court the umpire announced, ‘Time.’ The ninety-second commercial break was over. The players rose. Myron couldn’t swear to it, but he thought he saw Henry blink.


‘Give up?’ Win asked.


‘Shhh. They’re about to play.’


‘And you call yourself a Batman fan.’


The players took the court. They too were billboards, only smaller. Duane wore Nike sneakers and clothes. He used a Head tennis racket. Logos for McDonald’s and Sony adorned his sleeves. His opponent wore Reebok. His logos featured Sharp electronics and Bic. Bic. The pen and razor company. Like someone was going to watch a tennis match, see the logo, and buy a pen.


Myron leaned toward Win. ‘Okay, I give,’ he whispered. ‘What criminal did Joan Collins play?’


Win shrugged. ‘I don’t remember.’


‘What?’


‘I know she was in an episode. But I don’t remember her character’s name.’


‘You can’t do that.’


Win smiled with perfect white teeth. ‘Where in the rule book does it say that?’


‘You have to know the answer.’


‘Why?’ Win countered. ‘Does Pat Sajak have to know every puzzle on Wheel of Fortune? Does Alex Trebeck have to know every question on Jeopardy!’


Pause. ‘Nice analogy, Win. Really.’


‘Thank you.’


Then another voice said, ‘The Siren.’


Myron and Win looked around. It seemed to have come from Henry.


‘Did you say something?’


Henry’s mouth did not appear to be moving. ‘The Siren,’ he repeated, his eyes still pasted to the court. ‘Joan Collins played the Siren. On Batman.’


Myron and Win exchanged a glance.


‘Nobody likes a know-it-all, Henry.’


Henry’s mouth might have moved. Might have been a smile.


On the court Duane opened the game with an ace that nearly bore a hole through a ball boy. The IBM speedometer clocked it at 128 mph. Myron shook his head in disbelief. So did Ivan What’s-his-name. Duane was lining up for the second point when Myron’s cellular phone rang.


Myron quickly picked it up. He was not the only person in the stands who was talking on a cellular phone. He was, however, the only one in a front row. Myron was about to disconnect the power when he realized it might be Jessica. Jessica. Just the thought quickened his pulse a little.


‘Hello.’


‘It’s not Jessica.’ It was Esperanza, his associate.


‘I didn’t think it was.’


‘Right,’ she said. ‘You always sound like a whimpering puppy when you answer the phone.’


Myron gripped the receiver. The match continued without interruption, but sour faces spun to seek out the origin of the offending ring. ‘What do you want?’ he whispered. ‘I’m in the stadium.’


‘I know. Bet you look like a pretentious asshole. Talking on a cellular phone at the match.’


Now that she mentioned it . . .


The sour faces were glaring daggers now. In their eyes Myron had committed an unpardonable sin. Like molesting a child. Or using the salad fork on the entrée. ‘What do you want?’


‘They’re showing you on TV right now. Jesus, it’s true.’


‘What?’


‘TV does make you look heavier.’


‘What do you want?’


‘Nothing much. I thought you might want to know I got you a meeting with Eddie Crane.’


‘You’re kidding.’ Eddie Crane, one of the hottest tennis juniors in the country. He was seeing only the big-four agencies. ICM, TruPro, Advantage International, Pro-Serv.


‘No joke. Meet him and his parents by court sixteen after Duane’s match.’


‘I love you, you know.’


‘Then pay me more,’ she said.


Duane hit a cross-court forehand winner. Thirty-love. ‘Anything else?’ Myron asked.


‘Nothing important. Valerie Simpson. She’s called three times.’


‘What did she want?’


‘She wouldn’t say. But the Ice Queen sounded ruffled.’ ‘Don’t call her that.’


‘Yeah, whatever.’


Myron hung up. Win looked at him. ‘Problem?’


Valerie Simpson. A weird, albeit sad case. The former tennis wunderkind had visited Myron’s office two days ago looking for someone – anyone – to represent her. ‘Don’t think so.’


Duane was up forty-love. Triple match point. Bud Collins, tennis columnist extraordinaire, was already waiting in the gangway for the postmatch interview. Bud’s pants, always a Technicolor fashion risk, were particularly hideous today.


Duane took two balls from the ball boy and approached the line. Duane was a rare commodity in tennis. A black man. Not from India or Africa or even France. Duane was from New York City. Unlike just about every other player on the tour, Duane had not spent his life preparing for this moment. He hadn’t been pushed by ambitious, carpooling parents. He hadn’t worked with the world’s top coaches in Florida or California since he was old enough to hold a racket. Duane was on the opposite end of the spectrum: a street kid who had run away at age fifteen and somehow survived on his own. He had learned tennis from the public courts, hanging around all day and challenging anyone who could hold a racket.


He was on the verge of winning his first Grand Slam match when the gunshot sounded.


The sound had been muffled, coming from outside the stadium. Most people did not panic, assuming the sound had come from a firecracker or car backfire. But Myron and Win had heard the sound too often. They were up and moving before the screams. Inside the stadium the crowd began to mumble. More screams ensued. Loud, hysterical screams. The court umpire in his infinite wisdom impatiently shouted ‘Quiet, please!’ into his microphone.


Myron and Win sprinted up the metallic stairway. They leaped over the white chain, put out by the ushers so that no one could enter or leave the court until the players switched sides, and ran outside. A small crowd was beginning to gather in what was generously dubbed the ‘Food Court’. With a lot of work and patience the Food Court hoped to one day reach the gastronomic levels of, say, its mall brethren.


They pushed through the crowd. Some people were indeed hysterical but others hadn’t moved at all. This was, after all, New York. The lines for refreshments were long. No one wanted to lose their place.


The girl was lying facedown in front of a stand serving Moët champagne at $7.50 a glass. Myron recognized her immediately, even before he bent down and turned her over. But when he saw her face, when he saw the icy blue eyes stare back at him in a final, unbreakable death gaze, his heart plummeted. He looked back at Win. Win, as usual, had no expression on his face.


‘So much,’ Win said, ‘for her comeback.’




Chapter 2


‘Maybe you should just let it go.’ Win said.


He whipped his Jaguar XJR onto the FDR Drive and headed south. The radio was tuned to WMXV, 105.1 FM. They played something called ‘Soft Rock’. Michael Bolton was on. He was doing a remake of an old Four Tops classic. Painful. Like Bea Arthur doing a remake of a Marilyn Monroe film.


Maybe Soft Rock meant Really Bad Rock.


‘Mind if I put on a cassette?’ Myron said.


‘Please.’


Win swerved into a lane change. Win’s driving could most kindly be described as creative. Myron tried not to look. He pushed in a cassette from the original production of How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying. Like Myron, Win had a huge collection of old Broadway musicals. Robert Morse sang about a girl named Rosemary. But Myron’s mind remained fixed on a girl named Valerie Simpson.


Valerie was dead. One bullet to the chest. Someone had shot her in the Food Court of the United States Tennis Association National Tennis Center during the opening round of America’s sole Grand Slam event. Yet no one had seen a thing. Or at least no one was talking.


‘You’re making that face,’ Win said.


‘What face?’


‘The I-want-to-help-the-world face,’ Win said. ‘She wasn’t a client.’


‘She was going to be.’


‘A large distinction. Her fate does not concern you.’


‘She called me three times today,’ Myron said. ‘When she couldn’t reach me, she showed up at the tennis center. And then she was gunned down.’


‘A sad tale,’ Win said. ‘But one that does not concern you.’


The speedometer hovered about eighty. ‘Uh, Win?’


‘Yes.’


‘The left side of the road. It’s for oncoming traffic.’


Win spun the wheel, cut across two lanes, and swerved onto a ramp. Minutes later the Jag veered into the Kinney lot on Fifty-second Street. They gave the keys to Mario, the parking attendant. Manhattan was hot. City hot. The sidewalk scorched your feet right through your shoes. Exhaust fumes got stuck in the humidity, hanging in the air like fruit on a tree. Breathing was a chore. Sweating was not. The secret was to keep the sweat to a minimum while walking, hoping that the air-conditioning would dry off your clothes without giving you pneumonia.


Myron and Win walked south down Park Avenue toward the high-rise of Lock-Horne Investments & Securities. Win’s family owned the building. The elevator stopped on the twelfth floor. Myron stepped out. Win stayed inside. His office at Lock-Horne was two floors up.


Before the elevator closed Win said, ‘I knew her.’


‘Who?’


‘Valerie Simpson. I sent her to you.’


‘Why didn’t you say anything?’


‘No reason to.’


‘Were you close?’


‘Depends on your definition. She’s old money Philadelphia. Like my family. We were members of the same clubs, the same charities, that sort of thing. Our families occasionally summered together when we were kids. But I hadn’t heard from her in years.’


‘She just called you out of the blue?’ Myron asked. ‘You could say that.’


‘What would you say?’


‘Is this an interrogation?’


‘No. Do you have any thoughts on who killed her?’


Win stood perfectly still. ‘We’ll chat later,’ he said. ‘I have some business matters I must attend to first.’


The elevator door slid closed. Myron waited for a moment, as though expecting the elevator to open again. Then he crossed the corridor and opened a door that read MB SportsReps Inc.


Esperanza looked up from her desk. ‘Jesus, you look like hell.’


‘You heard about Valerie?’


She nodded. If she felt guilty about calling her the Ice Queen moments before the murder, she didn’t show it. ‘You have blood on your jacket.’


‘I know.’


‘Ned Tunwell from Nike is in the conference room.’


‘I guess I’ll see him,’ Myron said. ‘No use moping around.’


Esperanza looked at him. No expression.


‘Don’t get so upset,’ he continued. ‘I’m okay.’


‘I’m putting on a brave front,’ she said.


Ms Compassion.


When Myron opened the conference room door, Ned Tunwell charged like a happy puppy. He smiled brightly, shook hands, slapped Myron on the back. Myron half-expected him to jump in his lap and lick his face.


Ned Tunwell looked to be in his early thirties, around Myron’s age. His entire persona was always upbeat, like a Hare Krishna on speed – or worse, a Family Feud contestant. He wore a blue blazer, white shirt, khaki pants, loud tie, and of course, Nike tennis shoes. The new Duane Richwood line. His hair was yellow-blond and he had one of those milk-stain mustaches.


Ned finally calmed down enough to hold up a videotape. ‘Wait till you see this!’ he raved. ‘Myron, you are going to love it. It’s fantastic.’


‘Let’s take a look.’


‘I’m telling you, Myron, it’s fantastic. Just fantastic. Incredible. It came out better than I ever thought. Blows away the stuff we did with Courier and Agassi. You’re gonna love it. It’s fantastic. Fantastic, I tell you.’


The key word here: fantastic.


Tunwell flipped the television on and put the tape in the VCR. Myron sat down and tried to push away the image of Valerie Simpson’s corpse. He needed to concentrate. This – Duane’s first national television commercial – was crucial. Truth was, an athlete’s image was made more by these commercials than anything else – including how well he played or how he was portrayed by the media. Athletes became defined by the commercials. Everyone knew Michael Jordan as Air Jordan. Most fans couldn’t tell you Larry Johnson played for the Charlotte Hornets, but they knew all about his Grand-mama character. The right campaign made you. The wrong one could destroy you.


‘When is it going to air?’ Myron asked.


‘During the quarter finals. We’re gonna blitz the networks in a very big way.’


The tape finished rewinding. Duane was on the verge of becoming one of the most highly paid tennis players in the world. Not from winning matches, though that would help. But from endorsements. In most sports, the big-name athletes made more money from sponsors than from their teams. In the case of tennis, a lot more. A hell of a lot more. The top ten players made maybe fifteen percent of the money from winning matches. The bulk was from endorsements, exhibition matches, and guarantees – money paid to big names to show up at a given tournament no matter how they fared.


Tennis needed new blood, and Duane Richwood was the most exhilarating transfusion to come along in years. Courier and Sampras were about as exciting as dry dog food. The Swedish players were always a snooze-a-thon. Agassi’s act was growing wearisome. McEnroe and Connors were history.


So enter Duane Richwood. Colorful, funny, slightly controversial, but not yet hated. He was black and he was from the streets, but he was perceived as ‘safe’ street, ‘safe’ black, the kind of guy even racists could get behind to show they are not really racists.


‘Just check this baby out, Myron. This spot, I’m telling you, it’s . . . it’s just . . .’ Tunwell looked up, as though searching for the word.


‘Fantastic?’ Myron tried.


Ned snapped his fingers and pointed. ‘Just wait till you see. I get hard watching it. Shit, I get hard just thinking about it. Swear to Christ, it’s that good.’


He pressed the PLAY button.


Two days ago Valerie Simpson had sat in this very room, coming in on the heels of his meeting with Duane Richwood. The contrast was striking. Both were in their twenties, but while one career was just blossoming, the other had already dried up and blown away. Twenty-four years old and Valerie had long been labeled a ‘has-been’ or ‘never-was’. Her behavior had been cold and arrogant (ergo Esperanza’s Ice Queen comment), or perhaps she’d just been distant and distracted. Hard to know for sure. And yes, Valerie had been young, but she had not exactly been – to quote a cliché – full of life. Eerie to say it now, but her eyes seemed to have more life in death – more animated while frozen and staring – than when she’d sat across from him in this very room.


Why, Myron wondered, would someone want to kill Valerie Simpson? Why had she tried so desperately to reach him? Why had she gone to the tennis center? To check out the competition? Or to find Myron?


‘Watch this, Myron,’ Tunwell repeated yet again. ‘It’s so fantastic, I came. Really, swear to God. Right in my pants.’


‘Sorry I missed that,’ Myron said.


Ned whooped with pleasure.


The commercial finally began. Duane appeared, wearing his sunglasses, dashing back and forth on a tennis court. Lots of quick cuts, especially to his sneakers. Lots of bright colors. Pounding beat, mixed in with the sound of tennis balls being blasted across the net. Very MTV-like. Could have been a rock video. Then Duane’s voice came on:


‘Come to my court . . .’


A few more hard ground strokes, a few more quick cuts. Then everything suddenly stopped. Duane vanished. The color faded to black and white. Silence. Scene change. A stern-looking judge glared down from his bench. Duane’s voice returned:


‘. . . and stay away from his court.’


The rock music started up again. The color returned. The screen cut back to Duane hitting the ball, smiling through his sweat, his sunglasses reflecting the light. A Nike symbol appeared with the words COME TO DUANE’S COURT below them.


Fade to black.


Ned Tunwell groaned – actually groaned – in satisfaction.


‘You want a cigarette?’ Myron asked.


Tunwell’s smile doubled in wattage. ‘What did I tell you, Myron? Huh? Fantastic or what?’


Myron nodded. It was good. Very good. Hip, well-made, responsible message but not too preachy. ‘I like it,’ he said.


‘I told you. Didn’t I tell you? I’m hard again. Swear to God, that’s how much I like it. I might just come again. Right here, right now. As we speak.’


‘Good to know.’


Tunwell broke into a seizurelike fit of laughter. He slapped Myron’s shoulder.


‘Ned?’


Tunwell’s laughter faded away like the end of a song. He wiped his eyes. ‘You kill me, Myron. I can’t stop laughing. You really kill me.’


‘Yeah, I’m a scream. Did you hear about Valerie Simpson’s murder?’


‘Sure. It was on the radio. I used to work with her, you know.’ He was still smiling, his eyes wide and bright.


‘She was with Nike?’ Myron asked.


‘Yep. And let me tell you, she cost us a bundle. I mean, Valerie seemed like a sure thing. She was only sixteen years old when we signed her and she’d already reached the finals of the French Open. Plus she was good-looking, all-American, the works. And she was already developed, if you know what I mean. She wasn’t a cute little kid who might turn into a beast when she got a little older. Like Capriatti. Valerie was a babe.’


‘So what happened?’


Ned Tunwell shrugged. ‘She had a breakdown. Shit, it was in all the papers.’


‘What caused it?’


‘Hell if I know. Lot of rumors.’


‘Like?’


He opened his mouth, then closed it. ‘I forget.’


‘You forget?’


‘Look, Myron, most people thought it was just too much, you know? All that pressure. Valerie couldn’t hack it. Most of these kids can’t. They get it all, you know, reach such big heights and then poof, it’s gone. You can’t imagine what it’s like to lose everything like . . . uh . . .’ Ned stammered to a stop. Then he lowered his head. ‘Ah, shit.’


Myron remained silent.


‘I can’t believe I said that, Myron. To you of all people.’


‘Forget it.’


‘No. I mean, look, I can pretend I didn’t just put my foot in my mouth like that, but . . .’


Myron waved him off. ‘A knee injury isn’t a mental breakdown, Ned.’


‘Yeah, I know but still . . .’ He stopped again. ‘When the Celts drafted you, were you a Nike guy?’


‘No. Converse.’


‘They dump you? I mean, right away?’


‘I have no complaints.’


Esperanza opened the door without knocking. Nothing new there. She never knocked. Ned Tunwell’s smile quickly returned. Hard to keep the man down. He stared at Esperanza. Appreciatively. Most men did.


‘Can I see you for second, Myron?’


Ned waved. ‘Hi, Esperanza.’


She turned and looked right through him. One of her many talents.


Myron excused himself and followed her out. Esperanza’s desk was bare except for two photographs. One was of her dog, an adorable shaggy pooch named Chloe, winning a dog show. Esperanza was into dog shows – a sport not exactly dominated by inner-city Latinos, though she seemed to do pretty well. The desk’s other picture showed Esperanza wrestling another woman. Professionally wrestling, that is. The lovely and lithe Esperanza had once wrestled professionally under the name Little Pocahontas, the Indian Princess. For three years Little Pocahontas had been a crowd favorite of the Fabulous Ladies of Wrestling organization, popularly known as FLOW (someone had once suggested calling it the Beautiful Ladies of Wrestling, but the acronym was a problem for the networks). Esperanza’s Little Pocahontas was a scantily clad (basically a suede bikini) sexpot whom fans cheered and leered at as she bravely took on enormous evil, cheating nemeses every week. A morality play, some called it. A classic reenactment of Good vs. Evil. But to Myron the weekly action was more like those women-in-prison films. Esperanza played the beautiful, naive prisoner stuck in cell block C. Her opponent was Olga, the sadistic prison matron.


‘It’s Duane,’ Esperanza said.


Myron took the call at her desk. ‘Hey, Duane. What’s up?’


His voice came fast. ‘Get over here, man. Like now.’


‘What’s the matter?’


‘The cops are in my face. They’re asking me all kinds of shit.’


‘About what?’


‘That girl who got shot today. They think I got something to do with it.’




Chapter 3


‘Let me speak to the police officer,’ Myron told Duane.


Another voice came on the line. ‘This is homicide detective Roland Dimonte,’ the voice barked with pure cop impatience. ‘Who the hell is this?’


‘I’m Myron Bolitar. Mr Richwood’s attorney.’


‘Attorney, huh? I thought you were his agent.’


‘I’m both,’ Myron said.


‘That a fact?’


‘Yes.’


‘You got a law degree?’


‘It’s hanging on my wall. But I can bring it if you’d like.’


Dimonte made a noise. Might have been a snicker. ‘Ex-jock. Ex-fed. And now you tell me you’re a goddamn lawyer?’


‘I’m what you might call a Renaissance man,’ Myron said.


‘Yeah? Tell me, Bolitar, what law school would let in someone like you?’


‘Harvard,’ Myron said.


‘Whoa, aren’t we a big shot.’


‘You asked.’


‘Well, you got half an hour to get here. Then I drag your boy to the precinct. Got me?’


‘I’ve really enjoyed this little chat, Roily.’


‘You got twenty-nine minutes. And don’t call me Roily.’


‘I don’t want my client questioned until I’m present. Understood?’


Roland Dimonte didn’t answer.


‘Understood?’ Myron repeated.


Pause. Then: ‘Must be a bad connection, Bolitar.’ Dimonte hung up.


Pleasant guy.


Myron handed the phone back to Esperanza. ‘Mind getting rid of Ned for me?’


‘Done.’


Myron took the elevator to the ground floor and sprinted toward the Kinney lot. Someone shouted, ‘Go, O.J.!’ at him. In New York everyone’s a comedian. Mario tossed Myron the keys without glancing up from his newspaper.


Myron’s car was parked on the ground floor. Unlike Win, Myron was not what one would label a ‘car guy’. A car was a mode of transportation, nothing more. Myron drove a Ford Taurus. A gray Ford Taurus. When he cruised down the street, chicks did not exactly swarm.


He’d driven about twenty blocks when he spotted a powder-blue Cadillac with a canary-yellow roof. Something about it bothered Myron. The color maybe. Powder blue with a yellow roof? In Manhattan? A retirement community in Boca Raton, okay, driven by some guy named Sid who always had his left blinker on. Myron could see that. But not in Manhattan. And more to the point, Myron remembered sprinting past the exact same car on his way to the garage.


Was he being followed?


A possibility, though not a great one. This was mid-town Manhattan and Myron was heading straight down Seventh Avenue. About a million other cars were doing the same. Could be nothing. Probably was. Myron made a quick mental note and proceeded.


Duane had recently rented a place on the corner of Twelfth Street and Sixth Avenue. The John Adams Building, on the fringe of Greenwich Village. Myron illegally parked in front of a Chinese restaurant on Sixth, got passed through by the doorman, and took the elevator to Apartment 7G.


A man who had to be Detective Roland Dimonte answered the door. He was dressed in jeans, paisley green shirt, black leather vest. He also had on the ugliest pair of snakeskin boots – snow-white with flecks of purple – Myron had ever seen. His hair was greasy. Several strands were matted to his forehead like to flypaper. A toothpick – an actual toothpick – was jutting out of his mouth. His eyes were set deep in a pudgy face, like someone had stuck two brown pebbles in at the last minute.


Myron smiled. ‘Hi, Roily.’


‘Let’s get one thing straight, Bolitar. I know all about you. I know all about your glory days with the feds. I know all about how you like to play cop now. But I don’t give a shit about none of that. Nor do I give a shit that your client is a public figure. I gotta job to do. You hear what I’m saying?’


Myron put his hand to his ear. ‘Must be a bad connection.’


Roland Dimonte crossed his arms and gave Myron his most withering glare. The snakeskin boots had a high platform of some sort, pushing his height over six foot, but Myron still had a good three or four inches on him. A minute passed. Roland still glared. Then another minute. Roland gnawed on the toothpick. The glare persisted without a blink.


‘On the inside,’ Myron said, ‘I’m quaking in fear.’


‘Go fuck yourself, Bolitar.’


‘Chewing the toothpick is a nice touch. A little cliché perhaps, but it works for you.’


‘Just keep it up, smart-ass.’


‘Mind if I come in,’ Myron said, ‘before I wet my pants?’


Dimonte moved out of the way. Slowly. The death glare was still locked on autopilot.


Myron found Duane sitting on the couch. He was wearing his Ray Bans, but that was not surprising. He stroked his closely cropped beard with his left hand. Wanda, Duane’s girlfriend, stood by the kitchen. She was tall, five-ten or so. Her figure was what was commonly referred to as tight or hard rather than muscular, and she was a stunner. Her eyes kept darting about like birds moving from branch to branch.


It was not a huge apartment. The decor was standard New York rental. Duane and Wanda had moved in only a few weeks ago. Month-to-month lease. No reason to fix the place up. With the money Duane was about to start making they could live anywhere they wanted to soon.


‘Did you say anything to them?’ Myron asked.


Duane shook his head. ‘Not yet.’


‘Want to tell me what’s going on?’


Duane shook his head again. ‘I don’t know.’


There was another cop in the room. A younger guy. Much younger. He looked to be about twelve. Probably just made detective. He had his pad out, his pen at the ready.


Myron turned to Roland Dimonte. Dimonte had his hands on his hips, emanating self-importance from every pore. ‘What’s this all about?’ Myron asked.


‘We just want to ask your client a few questions.’


‘About what?’


‘The murder of Valerie Simpson.’


Myron looked over at Duane. ‘I don’t know nothing,’ Duane said.


Dimonte sat down, making a big production out of it. King Lear. ‘Then you won’t mind answering a few questions?’


Duane said, ‘No.’ But he didn’t sound very confident about it.


‘Where were you when the shooting occurred?’


Duaue glanced at Myron. Myron nodded. ‘I was on Stadium Court.’


‘What were you doing?’


‘Playing tennis.’


‘Who was your opponent?’


Myron nodded. ‘You’re good, Roily.’


‘Shut the fuck up, Bolitar.’


Duane said, ‘Ivan Restovich.’


‘Did the match continue after the shooting?’


‘Yeah. It was match point anyway.’


‘Did you hear the gunshot?’


‘Yeah.’


‘What did you do?’


‘Do?’


‘When you heard the shot?’


Duane shrugged. ‘Nothing. I just stood there until the umpire told us to keep playing.’


‘You never left the court?’


‘No.’


The young cop kept scribbling, never looking up.


‘Then what did you do?’ Dimonte asked.


‘When?’


‘After the match.’


‘I did an interview.’


‘Who interviewed you?’


‘Bud Collins and Tim Mayotte.’


The young cop looked up for a moment, confused.


‘Mayotte,’ Myron said. ‘M-A-Y-O-T-T-E.’


He nodded and resumed his scribbling.


‘What did you talk about?’ Roland asked him.


‘Huh?’


‘During the interview. What did they ask you about?’


Dimonte shot a challenging glare at Myron. Myron responded with his warmest nod and a pilotlike thumbs up.


‘I’m not going to tell you again, Bolitar. Cut the shit.’


‘Just admiring your technique.’


‘You’ll admire it from a jail cell in a minute.’


‘Gasp!’


Another death glare from Roland Dimonte before he turned back to Duane. ‘Do you know Valerie Simpson?’


‘Personally?’


‘Yes.’


Duane shook his head. ‘No.’


‘But you’ve met?’


‘No.’


‘You don’t know her at all?’


‘That’s right.’


‘You’ve never had any contact with her?’


‘Never.’


Roland Dimonte crossed his legs, resting his boot on his knee. His fingers caressed – actually caressed – the white-and-purple snakeskin. Like it was a pet dog. ‘How about you, miss?’


Wanda seemed startled. ‘Pardon me?’


‘Have you ever met Valerie Simpson?’


‘No.’ Her voice was barely audible.


Dimonte turned back to Duane. ‘Had you ever heard of Valerie Simpson before today?’


Myron rolled his eyes. But for once he kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want to push it too far. Dimonte was not as dumb as he appeared. No one was. He was trying to lull Duane before the big whammy. Myron’s job was to disrupt his rhythm with a few choice interruptions. But not too many.


Myron Bolitar, darling of the tightrope.


Duane said with a shrug, ‘Yeah, I heard of her.’


‘In what capacity?’


‘She used to be on the circuit. Couple years back, I think.’


‘The tennis circuit?’


‘No, the nightclub circuit,’ Myron interjected. ‘She used to open for Anthony Newley in Vegas.’


So much for Mr Restraint.


The glare was back. ‘Bolitar, you’re really starting to piss me off.’


‘Are you going to get to the point already?’


‘I take my time with interrogations. I don’t like to rush.’


‘Should do the same,’ Myron said, ‘when purchasing footwear.’


Dimonte’s face reddened. Still glaring at Myron, he said, ‘Mr Richwood, how long have you been on the circuit?’


‘Six months.’


‘And in those six months you never saw Valerie Simpson?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Fine. Now let me see if I got this right: You were playing a match when the gun went off. You finished the match. You shook hands with your opponent. I assume you shook hands with your opponent?’


Duane nodded.


‘Then you did an interview.’


‘Right.’


‘Did you shower before or after the interview?’


Myron held up his hands. ‘Okay, that’s enough.’


‘You got a problem, Bolitar?’


‘Yeah. Your questions are beyond idiotic. I’m now advising my client to stop answering them.’


‘Why? Your client got something to hide?’


‘Yeah, Roily, you’re too clever for us. Duane killed her. Several million people were watching him on national television during the shooting. Several thousand more were watching him in person. But that wasn’t him playing. It was really his identical twin, lost since birth. You’re just too smart for us, Roily. We confess.’


‘I haven’t ruled that out,’ Dimonte countered.


‘Haven’t ruled what out?’


‘That “we” stuff. Maybe you had something to do with it. You and that psycho-yuppie friend of yours.’


He meant Win. Lot of cops knew Win. None liked him. The feeling was mutual.


‘We were in the stadium at the time of the shooting,’ Myron said. ‘A dozen witnesses will back that up. And if you really knew anything about Win, you’d know he’d never use a weapon that close up.’


That made Dimonte hesitate. He nodded. Agreeing, for once.


‘Are you through with Mr Richwood?’ Myron asked.


Dimonte suddenly smiled. It was a happy, expectant smile, like a school kid sitting by the radio on a snow day. Myron didn’t like the smile.


‘If you’ll just humor me for another moment,’ he said with syrupy phoniness. He rose and moved toward his partner, the Pad. The Pad kept scribbling.


‘Your client claims he didn’t know Valerie Simpson.’


‘So?’


The Pad finally looked up. His eyes were as vacant as a court stenographer’s. Dimonte nodded at him. The Pad handed him a small leather book encased in plastic.


‘This is Valerie’s calendar book,’ Dimonte said. ‘The last entry was made yesterday.’ His smile widened. His head was held high. His chest puffed out like a rooster about to get laid.


‘Okay, poker face,’ Myron said. ‘What’s it say?’


He handed Myron a photocopy. Yesterday’s entry was fairly simple. Sprawled across the entire page it read:


D.R. 555-8705. Call!


555–8705. Duane’s phone number. D.R. Duane Rich-wood.


Dimonte appeared gleeful.


‘I’d like to talk to my client,’ Myron said. ‘Alone.’


‘No.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘You’re not going to duck away now that I have you on the ropes.’


‘I’m his attorney—’


‘I don’t give a rat’s ass if you’re the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. You take him away, I take him downtown in cuffs.’


‘You don’t have anything,’ Myron said. ‘His phone number is in her book. Means nothing.’


Dimonte nodded. ‘But how would it look? To the press, for example. Or the fans. Duane Richwood, tennis’s newest hero, being dragged into the station with handcuffs on. Bet that would be hard to explain to the sponsors.’


‘Are you threatening us?’


Dimonte put his hand to his chest. ‘Heavens no. Would I do something like that, Krinsky?’


The Pad did not look up. ‘Nope.’


‘There. You see?’


‘I’ll sue your ass for wrongful arrest,’ Myron said.


‘And you might even win, Bolitar. Years from now, when the courts actually hear the case. Lot of good that’s going to do you.’


Dimonte looked a lot less stupid now.


Duane quickly stood and crossed the room. He snapped off the Ray Bans, then, thinking better of it, put them back on. ‘Look, man, I don’t know why my number is in her book. I don’t know her. I never spoke to her on the phone.’


‘Your phone is unlisted. Is that correct, Mr Richwood?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And you just moved in. Your phone’s only been hooked up, what, two weeks?’


Wanda said, ‘Three.’ She was hugging herself now, as though she were cold.


‘Three,’ Roland Dimonte repeated. ‘So how did Valerie get your number, Duane? How come some woman you don’t know has your brand-new, unlisted number in her date book?’


‘I don’t know.’


Roland skipped skeptical and moved directly to absolute disbelief. For the next hour he continued to hammer Duane, but Duane stuck to his story. He never met her, he said. He didn’t know her. He never spoke to her. He had no idea how she could have gotten his phone number. Myron watched in silence. The sunglasses made it harder to read Duane, but his body language was all wrong. So was Wanda’s.


With an angry sigh Roland Dimonte finally stood up. ‘Krinsky?’


The Pad looked up.


‘Let’s get the hell out of here.’


The Pad closed the pad, joined his partner.


‘I’ll be back,’ Dimonte barked. Then pointing at no one in particular he added, ‘You hear me, Bolitar?’


‘You’ll be back,’ Myron said.


‘Count on it, asshole.’


‘Aren’t you going to warn us not to leave town? I love it when you cops do that.’


Dimonte made a gun with his hand. He pointed it at


Myron and lowered the thumb/hammer. Then he and the Pad disappeared out the door.


For several minutes no one said anything. Myron was about to break the silence when Duane started laughing. ‘You sure showed him, Myron. Tore him a whole new asshole—’


‘Duane, we need—’


‘I’m tired, Myron.’ He feigned a yawn. ‘I really need to get some sleep.’


‘We need to talk about this.’


‘About what?’


Myron looked at him.


Duane said, ‘Pretty weird coincidence, huh?’


Myron turned toward Wanda. She looked away, still hugging herself. ‘Duane, if you’re in some kind of trouble—’


‘Hey, tell me about the commercial,’ Duane interrupted. ‘How did it come out?’


‘Good.’


Duane smiled. ‘How did I look?’


‘Too handsome. ‘I’ll be fighting off the movie offers.’


Duane laughed too hard. Much too hard. Wanda did not laugh. Neither did Myron. Then Duane feigned another yawn, stretched and stood. ‘I really need to get some rest,’ he said. ‘Big match coming up. Hate to let all this bullshit distract me.’


He showed Myron to the door. Wanda still had not moved from her spot by the kitchen door. She finally met Myron’s eye.


‘Good-bye, Myron,’ Wanda said.


The door closed. Myron took the elevator back down and walked to his car. A ticket was nestled between the windshield and the wiper. He grabbed it and started the car.


Three blocks away Myron spotted the same powder-blue Cadillac with the canary-yellow top.




Chapter 4


Yuppieville.


The fourteenth floor of Lock-Horne Investments & Securities reminded Myron of a medieval fortress. There was the vast space in the middle, and a thick, formidable wall – the big producers’ offices – safeguarding the perimeter. The open area housed hundreds of mostly men, young men, combat soldiers easily sacrificed and replaced, a seemingly endless sea of them, bobbing and blending into the corporate-gray carpet, the identical desks, the identical rolling chairs, the computer terminals, the telephones, the fax machines. Like soldiers they wore uniforms – white button-down shirts, suspenders, bright ties strangling carotid arteries, suit jackets draped across the backs of the identical rolling chairs. There were loud noises, screams, rings, even something that sounded like death cries. Everyone was in motion. Everyone was scattering, panicked, under constant attack.


Yes, for here was one of the final strongholds of true yuppieism, a place where man was free to practice the religion of eighties greed, greed at all costs, without pretense of doing otherwise. No hypocrisy here. Investment houses were not about helping the world. They were not about providing a service to mankind or doing what was best for all. This haven had a simple, clear-cut, basic goal. Making money. Period.


Win had a spacious corner office overlooking Park and Fifty-second Street. A prime-time view for the company’s number one producer. Myron knocked on the door.


‘Enter,’ Win called out.


He was sitting in a full lotus on the floor, his expression serene, his thumbs and forefingers forming circles in each hand. Meditation. Win did it every day without fail. Usually more than once.


But as with most things with Win, his moments of inner solitude were a tad unconventional. For one, he liked to keep his eyes open when meditating, while most practitioners kept them closed. For another, he didn’t imagine idyllic scenes of waterfalls or does in the forest; rather, Win opted for watching home videotapes – videos of himself and an interesting potpourri of lady friends in assorted throes of passion.


Myron made a face. ‘You mind turning that off?’


‘Lisa Goldstein,’ Win said, motioning toward a mound of writhing flesh on the screen.


‘Charmed, I’m sure.’


‘I don’t think you ever met her.’


‘Hard to tell,’ Myron said. ‘I mean, I’m not even sure where her face is.’
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