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Chapter 1


Myron Bolitar used a cardboard periscope to look over the suffocating throngs of ridiculously clad spectators. He tried to recall the last time he’d actually used a toy periscope, and an image of sending in proof-of-purchase seals from a box of Cap’n Crunch cereal flickered in front him like headache-inducing sunspots.


Through the mirrored reflection, Myron watched a man dressed in knickers – knickers, for crying out loud – stand over a tiny white sphere. The ridiculously clad spectators mumbled excitedly. Myron stifled a yawn. The knickered man crouched. The ridiculously clad spectators jostled and then settled into an eerie silence. Sheer stillness followed, as if even the trees and shrubs and well-coiffed blades of grass were holding their collective breath.


Then the knickered man whacked the white sphere with a stick.


The crowd began to murmur in the indistinguishable syllables of backstage banter. As the ball ascended, so did the volume of the murmurs. Words could be made out. Then phrases. ‘Lovely golf stroke.’ ‘Super golf shot.’ ‘Beautiful golf shot.’ ‘Truly fine golf stroke.’ They always said golf stroke, like someone might mistake it for a swim stroke, or – as Myron was currently contemplating in this blazing heat – a sunstroke.


‘Mr Bolitar?’


Myron took the periscope away from his eyes. He was tempted to yell ‘Up periscope,’ but feared some at stately, snooty Merion Golf Club would view the act as immature. Especially during the US Open. He looked down at a ruddy-faced man of about seventy.


‘Your pants,’ Myron said.


‘Pardon me?’


‘You’re afraid of getting hit by a golf cart, right?’


They were orange and yellow in a hue slightly more luminous than a bursting supernova. To be fair, the man’s clothing hardly stood out. Most in the crowd seemed to have woken up wondering what apparel they possessed that would clash with, say, the free world. Orange and green tints found exclusively in several of your tackiest neon signs adorned many. Yellow and some strange shades of purple were also quite big – usually together – like a color scheme rejected by a Midwest high school cheerleading squad. It was as if being surrounded by all this God-given natural beauty made one want to do all in his power to offset it. Or maybe there was something else at work here. Maybe the ugly clothes had a more functional origin. Maybe in the old days, when animals roamed free, golfers dressed this way to ward off dangerous wildlife.


Good theory.


‘I need to speak with you,’ the elderly man whispered. ‘It’s urgent.’


The rounded, jovial cheeks belied his pleading eyes. He suddenly gripped Myron’s forearm. ‘Please,’ he added.


‘What’s this about?’ Myron asked.


The man made a movement with his neck, like his collar was on too tight. ‘You’re a sports agent, right?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re here to find clients?’


Myron narrowed his eyes. ‘How do you know I’m not here to witness the enthralling spectacle of grown men taking a walk?’


The old man did not smile, but then again, golfers were not known for their sense of humor. He craned his neck again and moved closer. His whisper was hoarse. ‘Do you know the name Jack Coldren?’ he asked.


‘Sure,’ Myron said.


If the old man had asked the same question yesterday, Myron wouldn’t have had a clue. He didn’t follow golf that closely (or at all), and Jack Coldren had been little more than a journeyman over the past twenty years or so. But Coldren had been the surprise leader after the US Open’s first day, and now, with just a few holes remaining in the second round, Coldren was up by a commanding eight strokes. ‘What about him?’


‘And Linda Coldren?’ the man asked. ‘Do you know who she is?’


This one was easier. Linda Coldren was Jack’s wife and far and away the top female golfer of the past decade. ‘Yeah, I know who she is,’ Myron said.


The man leaned in closer and did the neck thing again. Seriously annoying – not to mention contagious. Myron found himself fighting off the desire to mimic the movement. ‘They’re in deep trouble,’ the old man whispered. ‘If you help them, you’ll have two new clients.’


‘What sort of trouble?’


The old man looked around. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘There are too many people. Come with me.’


Myron shrugged. No reason not to go. The old man was the only lead he’d unearthed since his friend and business associate Windsor Horne Lockwood III – Win, for short – had dragged his sorry butt down here. Being that the US Open was at Merion – home course of the Lockwood family for something like a billion years – Win had felt it would be a great opportunity for Myron to land a few choice clients. Myron wasn’t quite so sure. As near as he could tell, the major component separating him from the hordes of other locust-like agents swarming the green meadows of Merion Golf Club was his naked aversion for golf. Probably not a key selling point to the faithful.


Myron Bolitar ran MB SportsReps, a sports representation firm located on Park Avenue in New York City. He rented the space from his former college roommate, Win, a Waspy, old-money, big-time investment banker whose family owned Lock-Horne Securities on the same Park Avenue in New York. Myron handled the negotiations while Win, one of the country’s most respected brokers, handled the investments and finances. The other member of the MB team, Esperanza Diaz, handled everything else. Three branches with checks and balances. Just like the American government. Very patriotic.


Slogan: MB SportsReps – the other guys are commie pinkos.


As the old man ushered Myron through the crowd, several men in green blazers – another look sported mostly at golf courses, perhaps to camouflage oneself against the grass – greeted him with whispered, ‘How do, Bucky,’ or ‘Looking good, Buckster,’ or ‘Fine day for golf, Buckaroo.’ They all had the accent of the rich and preppy, the kind of inflection where mommy is pronounced ‘mummy’ and summer and winter are verbs. Myron was about to comment on a grown man being called Bucky, but when your name is Myron, well, glass houses and stones and all that.


Like every other sporting event in the free world, the actual playing area looked more like a giant billboard than a field of competition. The leader board was sponsored by IBM. Canon handed out the periscopes. American Airlines employees worked the food stands (an airline handling food – what think tank came up with that one?). Corporate Row was jam-packed with companies who shelled out over one hundred grand a pop to set up a tent for a few days, mostly so that company executives had an excuse to go. Travelers Group, Mass Mutual, Aetna (golfers must like insurance), Canon, Heublein. Heublein. What the hell was a Heublein? They looked like a nice company. Myron would probably buy a Heublein if he knew what one was.


The funny thing was, the US Open was actually less commercialized than most tourneys. At least they hadn’t sold their name yet. Other tournaments were named for sponsors and the names had gotten a little silly. Who could get up for winning the JC Penney Open or the Michelob Open or even the Wendy’s Three-Tour Challenge?


The old man led him to a primo parking lot. Mercedeses, Caddies, limos. Myron spotted Win’s Jaguar. The USGA had recently put up a sign that read MEMBERS PARKING ONLY.


Myron said, ‘You’re a member of Merion.’ Dr Deduction.


The old man twisted the neck thing into something approaching a nod. ‘My family dates back to Merion’s inception,’ he said, the snooty accent now more pronounced. ‘Just like your friend Win.’


Myron stopped and looked at the man. ‘You know Win?’


The old man sort of smiled and shrugged. No commitment.


‘You haven’t told me your name yet,’ Myron said.


‘Stone Buckwell,’ he said, hand extended. ‘Everyone calls me Bucky.’


Myron shook the hand.


‘I’m also Linda Coldren’s father,’ he added.


Bucky unlocked a sky-blue Cadillac and they slid inside. He put the key in the ignition. The radio played Muzak – worse, the Muzak version of ‘Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head.’ Myron quickly opened the window for air, not to mention noise.


Only members were allowed to park on the Merion grounds, so it wasn’t too much of a hassle getting out. They made a right at the end of the driveway and then another right. Bucky mercifully flipped off the radio. Myron stuck his head back in the car.


‘What do you know about my daughter and her husband?’ Bucky asked.


‘Not much.’


‘You are not a golf fan, are you, Mr Bolitar?’


‘Not really.’


‘Golf is truly a magnificent sport,’ he said. Then he added, ‘Though the word sport does not begin to do it justice.’


‘Uh-huh,’ Myron said.


‘It’s the game of princes.’ Buckwell’s ruddy face glowed a bit now, the eyes wide with the same type of rapture one saw in the very religious. His voice was low and awed. ‘There is nothing quite like it, you know. You alone against the course. No excuses. No teammate. No bad calls. It’s the purest of activities.’


‘Uh-huh,’ Myron said again. ‘Look, I don’t want to appear rude, Mr Buckwell, but what’s this all about?’


‘Please call me Bucky.’


‘Okay. Bucky.’


He nodded his approval. ‘I understand that you and Windsor Lockwood are more than business associates,’ he said.


‘Meaning?’


‘I understand you two go back a long way. College roommates, am I correct?’


‘Why do you keep asking about Win?’


‘I actually came to the club to find him,’ Bucky said. ‘But I think it’s better this way.’


‘What way?’


‘Talking to you first. Maybe after . . . well, we’ll see. Shouldn’t hope for too much.’


Myron nodded. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


Bucky turned onto a road adjacent to the course called Golf House Road. Golfers were so creative.


The course was on the right, imposing mansions on the left. A minute later, Bucky pulled into a circular driveway. The house was fairly big and made of something called river rock. River rock was big in this area, though Win always referred to it as ‘Mainline Stone.’ There was a white fence and lots of tulips and two maple trees, one on each side of the front walk. A large porch was enclosed on the right side. The car came to a stop, and for a moment neither of them moved.


‘What’s this all about, Mr Buckwell?’


‘We have a situation here,’ he said.


‘What kind of situation?’


‘I’d rather let my daughter explain it to you.’ He grabbed the key out of the ignition and reached for the door.


‘Why come to me?’ Myron asked.


‘We were told you could possibly help.’


‘Who told you that?’


Buckwell started rolling his neck with greater fervor. His head looked like it’d been attached by a loose ball socket. When he finally got it under control, he managed to look Myron in the eyes.


‘Win’s mother,’ he said.


Myron stiffened. His heart plummeted down a dark shaft. He opened his mouth, closed it, waited. Buckwell got out of the car and headed for the door. Ten seconds later, Myron followed.


‘Win won’t help,’ Myron said.


Buckwell nodded. ‘That’s why I came to you first.’


They followed a brick path to a door slightly ajar. Buckwell pushed it open. ‘Linda?’


Linda Coldren stood before a television in the den. Her white shorts and sleeveless yellow blouse revealed the lithe, toned limbs of an athlete. She was tall with short spunky black hair and a tan that accentuated the smooth, long muscles. The lines around her eyes and mouth placed her in her late thirties, and he could see instantly why she was a commercial darling. There was a fierce splendor to this woman, a beauty derived from a sense of strength rather than delicacy.


She was watching the tournament on the television. On top of the set were framed family photographs. Big, pillowy couches formed a V in one corner. Tactfully furnished, for a golfer. No putting green, AstroTurf carpet. None of that golf artwork that seemed a step or two below the aesthetic class of, say, paintings of dogs playing poker. No cap with a tee and ball on the brim hanging from a moose head.


Linda Coldren suddenly swung her line of vision toward them, firing a glare past Myron before settling on her father. ‘I thought you were going to get Jack,’ she snapped.


‘He hasn’t finished the round yet.’


She motioned to the television. ‘He’s on eighteen now. I thought you were going to wait for him.’


‘I got Mr Bolitar instead.’


‘Who?’


Myron stepped forward and smiled. ‘I’m Myron Bolitar.’


Linda Coldren flicked her eyes at him, then back to her father. ‘Who the hell is he?’


‘He’s the man Cissy told me about,’ Buckwell said.


‘Who’s Cissy?’ Myron asked.


‘Win’s mother.’


‘Oh,’ Myron said. ‘Right.’


Linda Coldren said, ‘I don’t want him here. Get rid of him.’


‘Linda, listen to me. We need help.’


‘Not from him.’


‘He and Win have experience with this type of thing.’


‘Win,’ she said slowly, ‘is psychotic.’


‘Ah,’ Myron said. ‘Then you know him well?’


Linda Coldren finally turned her attention to Myron. Her eyes, deep and brown, met his. ‘I haven’t spoken to Win since he was eight years old,’ she said. ‘But you don’t have to leap into a pit of flames to know it’s hot.’


Myron nodded. ‘Nice analogy.’


She shook her head and looked back at her father. ‘I told you before: no police. We do what they say.’


‘But he’s not police,’ her father said.


‘And you shouldn’t be telling anyone.’


‘I only told my sister,’ Bucky protested. ‘She’d never say anything.’


Myron felt his body stiffen again. ‘Wait a second,’ he said to Bucky. ‘Your sister is Win’s mother?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re Win’s uncle.’ He looked at Linda Coldren. ‘And you’re Win’s first cousin.’


Linda Coldren looked at him like he’d just peed on the floor. ‘With smarts like that,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you’re on our side.’


Everyone’s a wiseass.


‘If it’s still unclear, Mr Bolitar, I could break out some poster board and sketch a family tree for you.’


‘Could you use lots of pretty colors?’ Myron said. ‘I like pretty colors.’


She made a face and turned away. On the television, Jack Coldren lined up a twelve-foot putt. Linda stopped and watched. He tapped it; the ball took off and arched right into the hole. The gallery applauded with modest enthusiasm. Jack picked up the ball with two fingers and then tipped his hat. The IBM leader board flashed on the screen. Jack Coldren was up by a whopping nine strokes.


Linda Coldren shook her head. ‘Poor bastard.’


Myron kept still. So did Bucky.


‘He’s waited twenty-three years for this moment,’ she continued. ‘And he picks now.’


Myron glanced at Bucky. Bucky glanced back, shaking his head.


Linda Coldren stared at the television until her husband exited to the clubhouse. Then she took a deep breath and looked at Myron. ‘You see, Mr Bolitar, Jack has never won a professional tournament. The closest he ever came was in his rookie year twenty-three years ago, when he was only nineteen. It was the last time the US Open was held at Merion. You may remember the headlines.’


They were not altogether unfamiliar. This morning’s papers had rehashed it a bit. ‘He lost a lead, right?’


Linda Coldren made a scoffing sound. ‘That’s a bit of an understatement, but yes. Since then, his career has been completely unspectacular. There were years he didn’t even make the tour.’


‘He picked a hell of a time to snap his streak,’ Myron said. ‘The US Open.’


She gave him a funny look and folded her arms under her chest. ‘Your name rings a bell,’ she said. ‘You used to play basketball, right?’


‘Right.’


‘In the ACC. North Carolina?’


‘Duke,’ he corrected.


‘Right, Duke. I remember now. You blew out your knee after the draft.’


Myron nodded slowly.


‘That was the end of your career, right?’


Myron nodded again.


‘It must have been tough,’ she said.


Myron said nothing.


She made a waving motion with her hand. ‘What happened to you is nothing compared to what happened to Jack.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘You had an injury. It may have been tough, but at least you weren’t at fault. Jack had a six-stroke lead at the US Open with only eight holes left. Do you know what that’s like? That’s like having a ten-point lead with a minute left in the seventh game of the NBA finals. It’s like missing a wide-open slam dunk in the final seconds to lose the championship. Jack was never the same man after that. He never recovered. He has spent his whole life since, just waiting for the chance of redemption.’ She turned back to the television. The leader board was back up. Jack Coldren was still up by nine strokes.


‘If he loses again . . .’


She did not bother finishing the thought. They all stood in silence. Linda staring at the television. Bucky craning his neck, his eyes moist, his face quivering near tears.


‘So what’s wrong, Linda?’ Myron asked.


‘Our son,’ she said. ‘Somebody has kidnapped our son.’




Chapter 2


‘I shouldn’t be telling you this,’ Linda Coldren said. ‘He said he’d kill him.’


‘Who said?’


Linda Coldren took several deep breaths, like a child atop the high board. Myron waited. It took some time, but she finally took the plunge.


‘I got a call this morning,’ she said. Her large indigo eyes were wide and everywhere now, settling down on no one spot for more than a second. ‘A man said he had my son. He said if I called the police, he would kill him.’


‘Did he say anything else?’


‘Just that he’d call back with instructions.’


‘That’s it?’


She nodded.


‘What time was this?’ Myron asked.


‘Nine, nine-thirty.’


Myron walked over to the television and picked up one of the framed photographs. ‘Is this a recent photograph of your son?’


‘Yes.’


‘How old is he?’


‘Sixteen. His name is Chad.’


Myron studied the photograph. The smiling adolescent had the fleshy features of his father. He wore a baseball cap with the brim curled the way kids like to nowadays. A golf club rested proudly on his shoulder like a minuteman with a bayonet. His eyes were squinted as though he were looking into the sun. Myron looked over Chad’s face, as if it might give him a clue or some rare insight. It didn’t.


‘When did you first notice that your son was missing?’


Linda Coldren gave her father a quick glance, then straightened up, holding her head high as if she were readying himself for a blow. Her words came slow. ‘Chad had been gone for two days.’


‘Gone?’ Myron Bolitar, Grand Inquisitor.


‘Yes.’


‘When you say gone—’


‘I mean just that,’ she interrupted. ‘I haven’t seen him since Wednesday.’


‘But the kidnapper just called today?’


‘Yes.’


Myron started to speak, stopped himself, softened his voice. Tread gently, fair Myron. Ever gently. ‘Did you have any idea where he was?’


‘I assumed he was staying with his friend Matthew,’ Linda Coldren replied.


Myron nodded, as if this statement showed brilliant insight. Then nodded again. ‘Chad told you that?’


‘No.’


‘So,’ he said, aiming for casual, ‘for the past two days, you didn’t know where your son was.’


‘I just told you: I thought he was staying with Matthew.’


‘You didn’t call the police.’


‘Of course not.’


Myron was about to ask another follow-up question, but her posture made him rethink his words. Linda took advantage of his indecisiveness. She walked to the kitchen with an upright, fluid grace. Myron followed. Bucky seemed to snap out of a trance and trailed.


‘Let me make sure I’m following you,’ Myron said, approaching from a different angle now. ‘Chad vanished before the tournament?’


‘Correct,’ she said. ‘The Open started Thursday.’ Linda Coldren pulled the refrigerator handle. The door opened with a sucking pop. ‘Why? Is that important?’


‘It eliminates a motive,’ Myron said.


‘What motive?’


‘Tampering with the tournament,’ Myron said. ‘If Chad had vanished today – with your husband holding such a big lead – I might think that someone was out to sabotage his chances of winning the Open. But two days ago, before the tournament had begun . . .’


‘No one would have given Jack a snowball’s chance in hell,’ she finished for him. ‘Oddsmakers would have put him at one in five thousand. At best.’ She nodded as she spoke, seeing the logic. ‘Would you like some lemonade?’ she asked.


‘No, thanks.’


‘Dad?’


Bucky shook his head. Linda Coldren bent down into the refrigerator.


‘Okay,’ Myron said, clapping his hand together, trying his best to sound casual. ‘We’ve ruled out one possibility. Let’s try another.’


Linda Coldren stopped and watched him. A gallon glass pitcher was gripped in her hand, her forearm bunching easily with the weight. Myron debated how to approach this. There was no easy way.


‘Could your son be behind this?’ Myron asked.


‘What?’


‘It’s an obvious question,’ Myron said, ‘under the circumstances.’


She put the pitcher down on a wooden center block.


‘What the hell are you talking about? You think Chad faked his own kidnapping?’


‘I didn’t say that. I said I wanted to check out the possibility.’


‘Get out.’


‘He was gone two days, and you didn’t call the police,’ Myron said. ‘One possible conclusion is that there was some sort of tension here. That Chad had run away before.’


‘Or,’ Linda Coldren countered, her hands tightening into fists, ‘you could conclude that we trusted our son. That we gave him a level of freedom compatible with his level of maturity and responsibility.’


Myron looked over at Bucky. Bucky’s head was lowered. ‘If that’s the case—’


‘That’s the case.’


‘But don’t responsible kids tell their parents where they’re going? I mean, just to make sure they don’t worry.’


Linda Coldren took out a glass with too much care. She set it on the counter and slowly poured herself some lemonade. ‘Chad has learned to be very independent,’ she said as the glass filled. ‘His father and I are both professional golfers. That means, quite frankly, that neither one of us is home very often.’


‘Your being away so much,’ Myron said. ‘Has it led to tension?’


Linda Coldren shook her head. ‘This is useless.’


‘I’m just trying—’


‘Look, Mr Bolitar, Chad did not fake this. Yes, he’s a teenager. No, he’s not perfect, and neither are his parents. But he did not fake his own kidnapping. And if he did – I know he didn’t, but let’s just pretend for the sake of argument that he did – then he is safe and we do not need you. If this is some kind of cruel deception, we’ll learn it soon enough. But if my son is in danger, then following this line of thought is a waste of time I can ill afford.’


Myron nodded. She had a point. ‘I understand,’ he said.


‘Good.’


‘Have you called his friend since you heard from the kidnapper? The one you thought he might’ve been staying with?’


‘Matthew Squires, yes.’


‘Did Matthew have any idea where he was?’


‘None.’


‘They’re close friends, right?’


‘Yes.’


‘Very close?’


She frowned. ‘Yes, very.’


‘Does Matthew call here a lot?’


‘Yes. Or they talk by E-mail.’


‘I’ll need Matthew’s phone number,’ Myron said.


‘But I just told you I spoke to him already.’


‘Humor me,’ Myron said. ‘Okay, now let’s back up a second. When was the last time you saw Chad?’


‘The day he disappeared.’


‘What happened?’


She frowned again. ‘What do you mean, what happened? He left for summer school. I haven’t seen him since.’


Myron studied her. She stopped and looked back at him a little too steadily. Something here was not adding up. ‘Have you called the school,’ he asked, ‘to see if he was there that day?’


‘I didn’t think of it.’


Myron checked his watch. Friday. Five P.M. ‘I doubt anyone will still be there, but give it a shot. Do you have more than one phone line?’


‘Yes.’


‘Don’t call on the line the kidnapper called in on. I don’t want the line tied up in case he calls back.’


She nodded. ‘Okay.’


‘Does your son have any credit cards or ATM cards or anything like that?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ll need a list. And the numbers, if you have them.’


She nodded again.


Myron said, ‘I’m going to call a friend, see if I can get an override Caller ID put in on this line. For when he calls back. I assume Chad has a computer?’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘Where is it?’


‘Up in his room.’


‘I’m going to download everything on it to my office via his modem. I have an assistant named Esperanza. She’ll comb through it and see what she can find.’


‘Like what?’


‘Frankly I have no idea. E-mails. Correspondence. Bulletin boards he participates in. Anything that might give us a clue. It’s not a very scientific process. You check out enough stuff and maybe something will click.’


Linda thought about it for a moment. ‘Okay,’ she said.


‘How about you, Mrs Coldren? Do you have any enemies?’


She sort of smiled. ‘I’m the number one-rated woman golfer in the world,’ she said. ‘That gives me a lot of enemies.’


‘Anyone you can imagine doing this?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘No one.’


‘How about your husband? Anybody who hates your husband enough?’


‘Jack?’ She forced out a chuckle. ‘Everyone loves Jack.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


She just shook her head and waved him off.


Myron asked a few more questions, but there was little left for him to excavate. He asked if he could go up to Chad’s room and she led him up the stairs.


The first thing Myron saw when he opened Chad’s door were the trophies. Lots of them. All golf trophies. The bronze figure on the top was always a man coiled in postswing position, the golf club over his shoulder, his head held high. Sometimes the little man wore a golf cap. Other times he had short, wavy hair like Paul Hornung in old football reels. There were two leather golf bags in the right corner, both jammed past capacity with clubs. Photographs of Jack Nicklaus, Arnold Palmer, Sam Snead, Tom Watson blanketed the walls. Issues of Golf Digest littered the floor.


‘Does Chad play golf?’ Myron asked.


Linda Coldren just looked at him. Myron met her gaze and nodded sagely.


‘My powers of deduction,’ he said. ‘They intimidate some people.’


She almost smiled. Myron the Alleviator, Master Tension-Easer. ‘I’ll try to still treat you the same,’ she said.


Myron stepped toward the trophies. ‘Is he any good?’


‘Very good.’ She turned away suddenly and stood with her back to the room. ‘Do you need anything else?’


‘Not right now.’


‘I’ll be downstairs.’


She didn’t wait for his blessing.


Myron walked in. He checked the answering machine on Chad’s phone. Three messages. Two from a girl named Becky. From the sound of it, she was a pretty good friend. Just calling to say, like, hi, see if he wanted to, like, do anything this weekend, you know? She and Millie and Suze were going to, like, hang out at the Heritage, okay, and if he wanted to come, well, you know, whatever. Myron smiled. Times they might be achangin’, but her words could have come from a girl Myron had gone to high school with or his father or his father’s father. Generations cycle in. The music, the movies, the language, the fashion – they change. But that’s just outside stimuli. Beneath the baggy pants or the message-cropped hair, the same adolescent fears and needs and feelings of inadequacy remained frighteningly constant.


The last call was from a guy named Glen. He wanted to know if Chad wanted to play golf at ‘the Pine’ this weekend, being that Merion was off-limits because of the Open. ‘Daddy,’ Glen’s preppy taped voice assured Chad, ‘can get us a tee time, no prob.’


No messages from Chad’s close buddy Matthew Squires.


He snapped on the computer. Windows 95. Cool. Myron used it too. Chad Coldren, Myron immediately saw, used America Online to get his E-mail. Perfect. Myron hit FLASHSESSION. The modem hooked on and screeched for a few seconds. A voice said, ‘Welcome. You have mail.’ Dozens of messages were automatically downloaded. The same voice said, ‘Good-bye.’ Myron checked Chad’s E-mail address book and found Matthew Squires’s E-mail address. He skimmed the downloaded messages. None were from Matthew.


Interesting.


It was, of course, entirely possible that Matthew and Chad were not as close as Linda Coldren thought. It was also entirely possible that even if they were, Matthew had not contacted his friend since Wednesday – even though his friend had supposedly vanished without warning. It happens.


Still, it was interesting.


Myron picked up Chad’s phone and hit the redial button. Four rings later a taped voice came on. ‘You’ve reached Matthew. Leave a message or don’t. Up to you.’


Myron hung up without leaving a message (it was, after all, ‘up to him’). Hmm. Chad’s last call was to Matthew. That could be significant. Or it could have nothing to do with anything. Either way, Myron was quickly getting nowhere.


He picked up Chad’s phone and dialed his office. Esperanza answered on the second ring.


‘MB SportsReps.’


‘It’s me.’ He filled her in. She listened without interrupting.


Esperanza Diaz had worked for MB SportReps since its inception. Ten years ago, when Esperanza was only eighteen years old, she was the Queen of Sunday Morning Cable TV. No, she wasn’t on any infomercial, though her show ran opposite plenty of them, especially that one with the abdominal exerciser that bore a striking resemblance to a medieval instrument of torture; rather, Esperanza had been a professional wrestler named Little Pocahontas, the Sensual Indian Princess. With her petite, lithe figure bedecked in only a suede bikini, Esperanza had been voted FLOW’S (Fabulous Ladies Of Wrestling) most popular wrestler three years running – or, as the award was officially known, the Babe You’d Most Like to Get in a Full Nelson. Despite this, Esperanza remained humble.


When he finished telling her about the kidnapping, Esperanza’s first words were an incredulous, ‘Win has a mother?’


‘Yep.’


Pause. ‘There goes my spawned-from-a-satanic-egg theory.’


‘Ha-ha.’


‘Or my hatched-in-an-experiment-gone-very-wrong theory.’


‘You’re not helping.’


‘What’s to help?’ Esperanza replied. ‘I like Win, you know that. But the boy is – what’s the official psychiatric term again? – cuckoo.’


‘That cuckoo saved your life once,’ Myron said.


‘Yeah, but you remember how,’ she countered.


Myron did. A dark alley. Win’s doctored bullets. Brain matter tossed about like parade confetti. Classic Win. Effective but excessive. Like squashing a bug with a wrecking ball.


Esperanza broke the long silence. ‘Like I said before,’ she began softly, ‘cuckoo.’


Myron wanted to change the subject. ‘Any messages?’


‘About a million. Nothing that can’t wait, though.’ Then she asked, ‘Have you ever met her?’


‘Who?’


‘Madonna,’ she snapped. ‘Who do you think? Win’s mother.’


‘Once,’ Myron said, remembering. More than ten years ago. He and Win had been having dinner at Merion, in fact. Win hadn’t spoken to her on that occasion. But she had spoken to him. The memory made Myron cringe anew.


‘Have you told Win about this yet?’ she asked.


‘Nope. Any advice?’


Esperanza thought a moment. ‘Do it over the phone,’ she said. ‘At a very safe distance.’




Chapter 3


They got a quick break.


Myron was still sitting in the Coldrens’ den with Linda when Esperanza called back. Bucky had gone back to Merion to get Jack.


‘The kid’s ATM card was accessed yesterday at 6:18 P.M.,’ Esperanza said. ‘He took out $180. A First Philadelphia branch on Porter Street in South Philly.’


‘Thanks.’


Information like that was not difficult to obtain. Anybody with an account number could pretty much do it with a phone by pretending they were the account holder. Even without one, any semi-human who had ever worked in law enforcement had the contacts or the access numbers or at least the wherewithal to pay off the right person. It didn’t take much anymore, not with today’s overabundance of user-friendly technology. Technology did more than depersonalize; it ripped your life wide open, gutted you, stripped away any pretense of privacy.


A few keystrokes revealed all.


‘What is it?’ Linda Coldren asked.


He told her.


‘It doesn’t necessarily mean what you think,’ she said. ‘The kidnapper could have gotten the PIN number from Chad.’


‘Could have,’ Myron said.


‘But you don’t believe it, do you?’


He shrugged. ‘Let’s just say I’m more than a little skeptical.’


‘Why?’


‘The amount, for one thing. What was Chad’s max?’


‘Five hundred dollars a day.’


‘So why would a kidnapper only take $180?’


Linda Coldren thought a moment. ‘If he took too much, someone might get suspicious.’


Myron sort of frowned. ‘But if the kidnapper was that careful,’ he began, ‘why risk so much for $180? Everyone knows that ATMs are equipped with security cameras. Everyone also knows that even the simplest computer check can yield a location.’


She looked at him evenly. ‘You don’t think my son is in danger.’


‘I didn’t say that. This whole thing may look like one thing and be another. You were right before. It’s safest to assume that the kidnapping is real.’


‘So what’s your next step?’


‘I’m not sure. The ATM machine was on Porter Street in South Philadelphia. Is that someplace Chad likes to hang out?’


‘No,’ Linda Coldren said slowly. ‘In fact, it’s a place I would never imagine him going.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘It’s a dive. One of the sleaziest parts of the city.’


Myron stood. ‘You got a street map?’


‘In my glove compartment.’


‘Good. I’ll need to borrow your car for a little while.’


‘Where are you going?’


‘I’m going to drive around this ATM.’


She frowned. ‘What for?’


‘I don’t know,’ Myron admitted. ‘Like I said before, investigating is not very scientific. You do some leg-work and you push some buttons and you hope something happens.’


Linda Coldren reached into a pocket for her keys. ‘Maybe the kidnappers grabbed him there,’ she said. ‘Maybe you’ll see his car or something.’


Myron almost slapped himself in the head. A car. He had forgotten something so basic. In his mind, a kid disappearing on his way to or from school conjured up images of yellow buses or strolling sprightly with a book bag. How could he have missed something as obvious as a car trace?


He asked her the make and model. Gray Honda Accord. Hardly a car that stands out in a crowd. Pennsylvania license plate 567-AHJ. He called it in to Esperanza. Then he gave Linda Coldren his cellular phone number.


‘Call me if anything happens.’


‘Okay.’


‘I’ll be back soon,’ he said.


The ride wasn’t far. He traveled, it seemed, from green splendor to concrete crap instantaneously – like on Star Trek where they step through one of those time portals.


The ATM was a drive-through located in what would generously be labeled a business district. Tons of cameras. No human tellers. Would a kidnapper really risk this? Very doubtful. Myron wondered where he could get a copy of the bank’s videotape without alerting the police. Win might know somebody. Financial institutions were usually anxious to cooperate with the Lockwood family. The question was, would Win be willing to cooperate?


Abandoned warehouses – or at least, they looked abandoned – lined the road. Eighteen-wheelers hurried by like something out of an old convoy movie. They reminded Myron of the CB craze from his childhood. Like everyone else, his dad had bought one – a man born in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn who grew up to own an undergarment factory in Newark, barking ‘breaker one nine’ with an accent he had picked up watching the movie Deliverance. Dad would be driving on Hobart Gap Road between their house and the Livingston Mall – maybe a one-mile drive – asking his ‘good buddies’ if there was any sign of ‘smokeys.’ Myron smiled at the memory. Ah, CBs. He was sure that his father still had his someplace. Probably next to the eight-track player.


On one side of the ATM was a gas station so generic that it didn’t even bother having a name. Rusted cars stood upon crumbling cinder blocks. On the other side, a dirt-bag, no-tell motel called the Court Manor Inn greeted customers with green lettering that read: $19.99 PER HOUR.


Myron Bolitar Traveling Tip #83: You may not be dealing with a five-star deluxe property when they prominently advertise hourly rates.


Under the price, in smaller black print, the sign read, MIRRORED CEILINGS AND THEME ROOMS SLIGHTLY EXTRA. Theme rooms. Myron didn’t even want to know. The last line, back in the green big print: ASK ABOUT OUR FREQUENT VISITORS CLUB. Jesus.


Myron wondered if it was worth a shot and decided, why not? It probably wouldn’t lead to anything, but if Chad was hiding out – or even if he’d been kidnapped – a no-tell was as good a place as any to disappear.


He parked in the lot. The Court Manor was a textbook two-level dump. The outer stairs and walkway terraces were made of rotting wood. The cement walls had that unfinished, swirling look that could cut your hand if you leaned against it wrong. Small chunks of concrete lay on the ground. An unplugged Pepsi machine guarded the door like one of the Queen’s guards. Myron passed it and entered.


He’d expected to find the standard no-tell lobby interior – that is, an unshaven Neanderthal in a sleeveless, too-short undershirt chewing on a toothpick while sitting behind bullet-proof glass burping up a beer. Or something like that. But that was not the case. The Court Manor Inn had a high wooden desk with a bronze sign reading CONCIERGE on top of it. Myron tried not to snicker. Behind the desk, a well-groomed, baby-faced man in his late twenties stood at attention. He wore a pressed shirt, starched collar, dark tie tied in a perfect Windsor knot. He smiled at Myron.


‘Good afternoon, sir!’ he exclaimed. He looked and sounded like a John Tesh substitute on Entertainment Weekly. ‘Welcome to the Court Manor Inn!’


‘Yeah,’ Myron said. ‘Hi.’


‘May I be of some service to you today, sir?’


‘I hope so.’


‘Great! My name is Stuart Lipwitz. I’m the new manager of the Court Manor Inn.’ He looked at Myron expectantly.


Myron said, ‘Congrats.’


‘Well, thank you, sir, that’s very kind. If there are any problems – if anything at the Court Manor does not meet your expectations – please let me know immediately. I will handle it personally.’ Big smile, puffed-out chest. ‘At the Court Manor, we guarantee your satisfaction.’


Myron just looked at him for a minute, waiting for the full-wattage smile to dim a bit. It didn’t. Myron took out the photograph of Chad Coldren.


‘Have you seen this young man?’


Stuart Lipwitz did not even look down. Still smiling, he said, ‘I’m sorry, sir. But are you with the police?’


‘No.’


‘Then I’m afraid I can’t help you. I’m very sorry.’


‘Pardon me?’


‘I’m sorry, sir, but here at the Court Manor Inn we pride ourselves on our discretion.’


‘He’s not in any trouble,’ Myron said. ‘I’m not a private eye trying to catch a cheating husband or anything like that.’


The smile did not falter or sway. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but this is the Court Manor Inn. Our clientele use our services for a variety of activities and often crave anonymity. We at the Court Manor Inn must respect that.’


Myron studied the man’s face, searching for some signal that this was a put-on. Nothing. His whole persona glowed like a performer in an Up with People halftime show. Myron leaned over the desk and checked out the shoes. Polished like twin mirrors. The hair was slicked back. The sparkle in the eye looked real.


It took Myron some time, but he finally saw where this was leading. He took out his wallet and plucked a twenty from the billfold. He slid it across the counter. Stuart Lipwitz looked at it but made no move.


‘What’s this for, sir?’


‘It’s a present,’ Myron said.


Stuart Lipwitz did not touch it.


‘It’s for one piece of information,’ Myron continued. He plucked out another and held it in the air. ‘I have another, if you’d like.’


‘Sir, we have a credo here at the Court Manor Inn: The guest must come first.’


‘Isn’t that a prostitute’s credo?’


‘Pardon me, sir?’


‘Never mind,’ Myron said.


‘I am the new manager of the Court Manor Inn, sir.’


‘So I’ve heard.’


‘I also own ten percent.’


‘Your mom must be the envy of her mah-jongg group.’


Still the smile. ‘In other words, sir, I am in it for the long term. That’s how I look at this business. Long term. Not just today. Not just tomorrow. But into the future. For the long term. You see?’


‘Oh,’ Myron said flatly. ‘You mean long term?’


Stuart Lipwitz snapped his fingers. ‘Precisely. And our motto is this: There are many places you can spend your adultery dollar. We want it to be here.’


Myron waited a moment. Then he said, ‘Noble.’


‘We at the Court Manor Inn are working hard to earn your trust, and trust has no price. When I wake up in the morning, I have to look at myself in the mirror.’


‘Would that mirror be on the ceiling?’


Still smiling. ‘Let me explain it another way,’ he said. ‘If the client knows that the Court Manor Inn is a place he can feel safe to commit an indiscretion, he or she will be more likely to return.’ He leaned forward, his eyes wet with excitement. ‘Do you see?’


Myron nodded. ‘Repeat business.’


‘Precisely.’


‘Referrals too,’ Myron added. ‘Like, “Hey, Bob, I know a great place to get some ass on the side.”’


A nod added to the smile. ‘So you understand.’


‘That’s all very nice, Stuart, but this kid is fifteen years old. Fifteen.’ Actually, Chad was sixteen, but what the hey. ‘That’s against the law.’


The smile stayed, but now it signaled disappointment in the favorite pupil. ‘I hate to disagree with you, sir, but the statutory rape law in this state is fourteen. And secondly, there is no law against a fifteen-year-old renting a motel room.’


The guy was dancing too much, Myron thought. No reason to go through this rigmarole if the kid had never been here. Then again, let’s face facts. Stuart Lipwitz was probably enjoying this. The guy was several french fries short of a Happy Meal. Either way, Myron thought, it was time to shake the tree a bit.


‘It is when he is assaulted in your motel,’ Myron said. ‘It is when he claims that someone got an extra key from the front desk and used it to break into the room.’ Mr Bluff Goes to Philadelphia.


‘We don’t have extra keys,’ Lipwitz said.


‘Well, he got in somehow.’


Still the smile. Still the polite tone. ‘If that were the case, sir, the police would be here.’


‘That’s my next stop,’ Myron said, ‘if you don’t cooperate.’


‘And you want to know if this young man’ – Lipwitz gestured to the photograph of Chad – ‘stayed here?’


‘Yes.’


The smile actually brightened a bit. Myron almost shaded his eyes. ‘But, sir, if you are telling the truth, then this young man would be able to tell if he was here. You wouldn’t need me for that, correct?’


Myron’s face remained neutral. Mr Bluff had just been outsmarted by the new manager of the Court Manor Inn. ‘That’s right,’ he said, changing tactics on the fly. ‘I already know he was here. It was just an opening question. Like when the police ask you to state your name even though they already know it. Just to get the ball rolling.’ Mr Improvision Takes Over for Mr Bluff.


Stuart Lipwitz took out a piece of paper and began to scribble. ‘This is the name and telephone number of the Court Manor Inn’s attorney. He will be able to help you with any problems you may have.’


‘But what about that handling it personally stuff? What about the satisfaction guarantee?’


‘Sir.’ He leaned forward, maintaining eye contact. Not a hint of impatience had crept into his voice or face. ‘May I be bold?’


‘Go for it.’


‘I don’t believe a word you’re saying.’


‘Thanks for the boldness,’ Myron said.


‘No, thank you, sir. And do come again.’


‘Another prostitution credo.’


‘Pardon me?’


‘Nothing,’ Myron said. ‘May I too be bold?’


‘Yes.’


‘I may punch you in the face very hard if you don’t tell me if you’ve seen this kid.’ Mr Improvisation Loses His Cool.


The door swung open hard. A couple entwined about one another stumbled in. The woman was openly rubbing the man’s crotch. ‘We need a room pronto,’ the man said.


Myron turned to them and said, ‘Do you have your frequent visitor card?’


‘What?’


Still the smile from Stuart Lipwitz. ‘Good-bye, sir. And have a nice day.’ Then he rejuvenated the smile and moved toward the writhing mound. ‘Welcome to the Court Manor Inn. My name is Stuart Lipwitz. I’m the new manager.’


Myron headed out to his car. He took a deep breath in the parking lot and looked back behind him. The whole visit already had an unreal feeling, like one of those descriptions of alien abductions sans the anal probe. He got in the car and dialed Win’s cellular. He just wanted to leave him a message on the machine. But to Myron’s surprise, Win answered.


‘Articulate,’ he drolled.


Myron was momentarily taken aback. ‘It’s me,’ he said.


Silence, Win hated the obvious. ‘It’s me,’ was both questionable grammar (at best) and a complete waste. Win would know who it was by the voice. If he didn’t, hearing ‘It’s me’ would undeniably not help.


‘I thought you didn’t answer the phone on the course,’ Myron said.


‘I’m driving home to change,’ Win said. ‘Then I’m dining at Merion.’ Mainliners never ate; they dined. ‘Care to join me?’


‘Sounds good,’ Myron said.


‘Wait a second.’


‘What?’


‘Are you properly attired?’


‘I don’t clash,’ Myron said. ‘Will they still let me in?’


‘My, my, that was very funny, Myron. I must write that one down. As soon as I stop laughing, I plan on locating a pen. However, I am so filled with mirth that I may wrap my precious Jag around an upcoming telephone pole. Alas, at least I will die with jocularity in my heart.’


Win.


‘We have a case,’ Myron said.


Silence. Win made this so easy.


‘I’ll tell you about it at dinner.’


‘Until then,’ Win said, ‘it’ll be all I can do to douse my mounting excitement and anticipation with a snifter of cognac.’


Click, Gotta love that Win.


Myron hadn’t driven a mile when the cellular phone rang. Myron switched it on.


It was Bucky. ‘The kidnapper called again.’




Chapter 4


‘What did he say?’ Myron asked.


‘They want money,’ Bucky said.


‘How much?’


‘I don’t know.’


Myron was confused. ‘What do you mean, you don’t know? Didn’t they say?’


‘I don’t think so,’ the old man said.


There was noise in the background. ‘Where are you?’ Myron asked.


‘I’m at Merion. Look, Jack answered the phone. He’s still in shock.’


‘Jack answered?’


‘Yes.’


Doubly confused. ‘The kidnapper called Jack at Merion?’


‘Yes. Please, Myron, can you get back over here? It’ll be easier to explain.’


‘On my way.’


He drove from the seedy motel to a highway and then into green. Lots of green. The Philadelphia suburbs were lush lawns and high bushes and shady trees. Amazing how close it was – at least in a geographic sense – to the meaner streets of Philly. Like most cities, there was tremendous segregation in Philadelphia. Myron remembered driving with Win to Veterans Stadium for an Eagles game a couple of years back. They’d gone through an Italian block, a Polish block, an African American block; it was as if some powerful, invisible force field – again, like on Star Trek – isolated each ethnicity. The City of Brotherly Love could almost be called Little Yugoslavia.
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