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Chapter 1


‘Just behave.’


‘Me?’ Myron said ‘I’m always a delight.’


Myron Bolitar was being led through the corridor of the darkened Meadowlands Arena by Calvin Johnson, the New Jersey Dragons new general manager. Their dress shoes clacked sharply against the tile and echoed through empty Harry M. Stevens food stands, Carvel Ice Cream carts, pretzel vendors, souvenir booths. The smell of sporting-event hot dogs – that sort of rubbery, chemically, yet nostalgically delicious aroma – wafted from the walls. The stillness of the place consumed them; there is nothing more hollow and lifeless than an empty sports arena.


Calvin Johnson stopped in front of a door leading to a luxury box. ‘This may all seem a bit strange,’ he said. ‘Just go with the flow, okay?’


‘Okay.’


Calvin reached for the knob and took a deep breath. ‘Clip Arnstein, the owner of the Dragons, is in there waiting for us.’


‘And yet I’m not trembling,’ Myron said.


Calvin Johnson shook his head. ‘Just don’t be an ass.’


Myron pointed to his chest. ‘I wore a tie and everything.’


Calvin Johnson opened the door. The luxury box faced midcourt. Several workers were putting down the basketball floor over the hockey ice. The Devils had played the night before. Tonight was the Dragons’ turn. The box was cozy. Twenty-four cushioned seats. Two television monitors. To the right was a wood-paneled counter for the food – usually fried chicken, hot dogs, potato knishes, sausage and pepper sandwiches, that sort of stuff. To the left was a brass cart with a nicely stocked bar and minifridge. The box also had its own bathroom – this so the corporate high rollers would not have to urinate with the great unwashed.


Clip Arnstein faced them, standing. He wore a dark blue suit with a red tie. He was bald with patches of gray over both ears. He was burly, his chest still a barrel after seventy-some-odd years. His large hands had brown spots and fat blue veins like garden hoses. No one spoke. No one moved. Clip glared hard at Myron for several seconds, examining him from head to toe.


‘Like the tie?’ Myron asked.


Calvin Johnson shot him a warning glance.


The old man made no movement toward them. ‘How old are you now, Myron?’


Interesting opening question. ‘Thirty-two.’


‘You playing any ball?’


‘Some,’ Myron said.


‘You keep in good shape?’




‘Want me to flex?’


‘No, that won’t be necessary.’


No one offered Myron a seat and no one took one. Of course the only chairs in here were the spectator seats, but it still felt weird to stand in a business setting where you’re supposed to sit. Standing suddenly became difficult. Myron felt antsy. He didn’t know what to do with his hands. He took out a pen and held it, but that didn’t feel right. Too Bob Dole. He stuck his hands in his pockets and stood at a weird angle, like the casual guy in the Sears circular.


‘Myron, we have an interesting proposition for you,’ Clip Arnstein said.


‘Proposition?’ Always the probing interrogatory.


‘Yes. I was the one who drafted you, you know.’


‘I know.’


‘Ten, eleven years ago. When I was with the Celtics.’


‘I know.’


‘First round.’


‘I know all this, Mr Arnstein.’


‘You were a hell of a prospect, Myron. You were smart. You had an unbelievable touch. You were loaded with talent.’


‘I coulda been a contenda,’ Myron said.


Arnstein scowled. It was a famous scowl, developed over some fifty-plus years in professional basketball. The scowl had made its first appearance when Clip played for the now-defunct Rochester Royals in the forties. It grew more famous when he coached the Boston Celtics to numerous championships. It became a legendary trademark when he made all the famous trades (‘clipping’ the competition, ergo the nickname) as team president. Three years ago Clip had become majority owner of the New Jersey Dragons and the scowl now resided in East Rutherford, right off Exit 16 of the New Jersey Turnpike. His voice was gruff. ‘Was that supposed to be Brando?’


‘Eerie, isn’t it? Like Marlon’s actually in the room.’


Clip Arnstein’s face suddenly softened. He nodded slowly, giving Myron the doelike, father-figure eyes. ‘You make jokes to cover the pain,’ he said gravely. ‘I understand that.’


Dr Joyce Brothers.


‘Is there something I can do for you, Mr Arnstein?’


‘You never played in a single professional game, did you, Myron?’


‘You know very well I didn’t.’


Clip nodded. ‘Your first preseason game. Third quarter. You already had eighteen points that game. Not bad for a rookie in his first scrimmage. That was when fate took over.’


Fate took the form of big Burt Wesson of the Washington Bullets. There had been a collision, a searing pain, and then nothing.


‘Awful thing,’ Clip said.


‘Uh huh.’


‘I always felt bad about what happened to you. Such a waste.’


Myron glanced at Calvin Johnson. Calvin was looking off, arms crossed, his smooth black features a placid pool. ‘Uh huh,’ Myron said again.


‘That’s why I’d like to give you another chance.’


Myron was sure he’d heard wrong. ‘Pardon?’


‘We have a slot open on the team. I’d like to sign you.’


Myron waited. He looked at Clip. Then he looked at Calvin Johnson. Neither one was laughing. ‘Where is it?’ Myron asked.




‘What?’


‘The camera. This is one of those hidden camera shows, right? Is this the one with Ed McMahon? I’m a big fan of his work.’


‘It’s not a joke, Myron.’


‘It must be, Mr Arnstein. I haven’t played competitive ball in ten years. I shattered my knee, remember?’


‘All too well. But as you said, it was ten years ago. I know you went through rehabilitation to rebuild it.’


‘And you also know I tried a comeback. Seven years ago. The knee wouldn’t hold up.’


‘It was still too early,’ Clip said. ‘You just told me you’re playing again.’


‘Pickup games on weekends. It’s a tad different than the NBA.’


Clip dismissed the argument with a wave of his hand. ‘You’re in shape. You even volunteered to flex.’


Myron’s eyes narrowed, swerving from Clip to Calvin Johnson, back to Clip. Their expressions were neutral. ‘Why do I have the feeling,’ Myron asked, ‘that I’m missing something here?’


Clip finally smiled. He looked over to Calvin Johnson. Calvin Johnson forced up a return smile.


‘Perhaps I should be less’ – Clip paused, searched for the word – ‘opaque.’


‘That might be helpful.’


‘I want you on the team. I don’t much care if you play or not.’


Myron waited again. When no one continued, he said. ‘It’s still a bit opaque.’


Clip let loose a long breath. He walked over to the bar, opened a small hotel-style fridge, and removed a can of Yoo-Hoo. Stocking Yoo-Hoos. Hmm. Clip had been prepared. ‘You still drink this sludge?’


‘Yes,’ Myron said.


He tossed Myron the can and poured something from a decanter into two glasses. He handed one to Calvin Johnson. He signaled to the seats by the glass window. Exactly midcourt. Very nice. Nice leg room too. Even Calvin, who was six-eight, was able to stretch a bit. The three men sat next to one another, all facing the same way, which again felt weird in a business setting. You were supposed to sit across from one another, preferably at a table or desk. Instead they sat shoulder to shoulder, watching the work crew pound the floor into place.


‘Cheers,’ Clip said.


He sipped his whiskey. Calvin Johnson just held his. Myron, obeying the instructions on the can, shook his Yoo-Hoo.


‘If I’m not mistaken,’ Clip continued, ‘you’re a lawyer now.’


‘I’m a member of the bar,’ Myron said. ‘I don’t practice much law.’


‘You’re a sports agent.’


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t trust agents,’ Clip said.


‘Neither do I.’


‘For the most part, they’re bloodsucking leeches.’


‘We prefer the term “parasitic entities,” ’ Myron said. ‘It’s more PC.’


Clip Arnstein leaned forward, his eyes zeroing in on Myron’s. ‘How do I know I can trust you?’


Myron pointed at himself. ‘My face,’ he said ‘It screams trustworthiness.’




Clip did not smile. He leaned a little closer. ‘What I’m about to tell you must remain confidential.’


‘Okay.’


‘Do you give me your word it won’t go any farther than this room?’


‘Yes.’


Clip hesitated, glanced at Calvin Johnson, shifted in his seat. ‘You know, of course, Greg Downing.’


Of course. Myron had grown up with Greg Downing. From the time they had first competed as sixth graders in a town league less than twenty miles from where Myron now sat, they were instant rivals. When they reached high school, Greg’s family moved to the neighboring town of Essex Fells because Greg’s father did not want his son sharing the basketball spotlight with Myron. The personal rivalry then began to take serious flight. They played against each other eight times in high school, each winning four games. Myron and Greg became New Jersey’s hottest recruits and both matriculated at big-time basketball colleges with a storied rivalry of their own – Myron to Duke, Greg to North Carolina.


The personal rivalry soared.


During their college careers, they had shared two Sports Illustrated covers. Both teams won the ACC twice, but Myron picked up a national championship. Both Myron and Greg were picked first-team All-American, both at the guard spots. By the time they both graduated, Duke and North Carolina had played each other twelve times. The Myron-led Duke had won eight of them. When the NBA draft came, both men went in the first round.


The personal rivalry crashed and burned.


Myron’s career ended when he collided with big Burt Wesson. Greg Downing sidestepped fate and went on to become one of the NBA premier guards. During his ten-year career with the New Jersey Dragons Downing had been named to the All-Star team eight times. He led the league twice in three-point shooting. Four times he led the league in free-throw percentage and once in assists. He’d been on three Sports Illustrated covers and had won an NBA championship.


‘I know him,’ Myron said.


‘Do you talk to him much?’ Clip Arnstein asked.


‘No.’


‘When was the last time you spoke?’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘Within the last few days?’


‘I don’t think we’ve spoken in ten years,’ Myron said.


‘Oh,’ Clip said. He took another sip. Calvin had still not touched his drink. ‘Well, I’m sure you heard about his injury.’


‘Something with his ankle,’ Myron said. ‘It’s day to day. He’s in seclusion working on it.’


Clip nodded. ‘That’s the story we gave the media anyway. It’s not exactly the truth.’


‘Oh?’


‘Greg isn’t injured,’ Clip said. ‘He’s missing.’


‘Missing?’ Again the probing interrogatory.


‘Yes.’ Clip took another sip. Myron sipped back, not an easy task with Yoo-Hoo.


‘Since when?’ Myron asked.


‘Five days now.’


Myron looked at Calvin. Calvin remained placid but he had that kind of face. During his playing days, his nickname had been Frosty because he never displayed emotion. He was living up to his name now.


Myron tried again. ‘When you say Greg is missing—’




‘Gone,’ Clip snapped. ‘Disappeared. Into thin air. Without a trace. Whatever you want to call it.’


‘Have you called the police?’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


Clip gave him the wave-off again. ‘You know Greg. He’s not a conventional guy.’


The understatement of the millennium.


‘He never does the expected,’ Clip said. ‘He hates the fame. He likes to be on his own. He’s even disappeared before, though never during a playoff drive.’


‘So?’


‘So there’s a good chance he’s just being his usually flaky self,’ Clip continued. ‘Greg can shoot like a dream, but let’s face facts: the man is a couple of sandwiches short of a picnic. You know what Downing does after games?’


Myron shook his head.


‘He drives a cab in the city. That’s right, a goddamn yellow taxi cab in New York City. Says it keeps him close to the common man. Greg won’t do appearances or endorsements. He doesn’t do interviews. He doesn’t even do the charity thing. He dresses like something out of a seventies sitcom. The man is a nut job.’


‘All of which makes him immensely popular with the fans,’ Myron said. ‘Which sells tickets.’


‘I agree,’ Clip said, ‘but that just underlines my point. If we call the cops it could damage both him and the team. Can you imagine the media circus if this got out?’


‘It would be bad,’ Myron admitted.


‘Exactly. And suppose Greg is just hanging out in French Lick or whatever hickville town he goes to in the off-season, fishing or something? Christ, we’d never hear the end of it. On the other hand, suppose he’s up to something.’


‘Up to something?’ Myron repeated.


‘Hell, I don’t know. I’m just talking here. But I don’t need a goddamn scandal. Not now. Not with the playoffs coming up, you know what I’m saying?’


Not really, but Myron decided to let it go for now. ‘Who else knows about this?’


‘Just the three of us.’


The work crew rolled in the baskets. Two extras were kept in storage in case someone pulled a Darryl Dawkins and shattered a backboard. They then began putting down additional seats. Like most arenas, the Meadowlands holds more seats for basketball than hockey – in his case around a thousand more. Myron took another sip of Yoo-Hoo and let it roll around his tongue. He waited until it slid down his throat before he asked the obvious question. ‘So how do I fit in?’


Clip hesitated. His breathing was deep, almost labored. ‘I know something of your years with the FBI,’ he said finally. ‘No details, of course. Not even vagaries really, but enough to know you have a background in this kinda stuff. We want you to find Greg. Quietly.’


Myron said nothing. His ‘undercover’ work for the feds, it seemed, was the worst kept secret in the continental United States. Clip sipped his drink. He looked at Calvin’s full glass, then at Calvin. Calvin finally took a sip. Clip turned his attention back to Myron. ‘Greg’s divorced now.’ Clip went on. ‘He’s basically a loner. All his friends – hell, all his acquaintances – are teammates. They’re his support group, if you will. His family. If anyone knows where he is – if anyone’s helping him stay hidden – it’s got to be one of the Dragons. I’ll be honest with you. These guys are a major pain in the ass. Spoiled, pampered prima donnas who think our purpose in life is to serve them. But they all have one thing in common: They see management as the enemy. Us against the world and all that crap. They won’t tell us the truth. They won’t tell reporters the truth. And if you approach them as some, uh, “parasitic entity,” they won’t talk to you either. You have to be a player. It’s the only way to get on the inside.’


‘So you want me to join the team so I can find Greg.’


Myron heard the echoes of hurt in his voice. It was unintentional, but he saw that both men heard it too. His face flushed in embarrassment.


Chip put a hand on his shoulder. ‘I meant what I said, Myron. You could have been great. One of the greatest.’


Myron took a deep swig of his Yoo-Hoo. No more sipping. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Arnstein. I can’t help you.’


The scowl was back. ‘What?’


‘I have a life. I’m a sports agent. I have clients to tend to. I can’t just drop it all.’


‘You’ll get the player’s minimum prorated. That’s two hundred thousand dollars less whatever. And there’s only a couple of weeks left until the playoffs. We’ll keep you on till then no matter what.’


‘No. My playing days are over. And I’m not a private investigator.’


‘But we need to find him. He could be in danger.’


‘I’m sorry. The answer is no.’


Clip smiled. ‘Suppose I sweeten the pot.’


‘No.’


‘Fifty-thousand-dollar signing bonus.’


‘I’m sorry.’




‘Greg could show up tomorrow and you’d still get to keep that. Fifty grand. Plus a share of playoff money.’


‘No.’


Clip sat back. He stared at his drink, dipped his finger into it, stirred. His voice was casual. ‘You say you’re an agent, right?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m very friendly with the parents of three guys that will go in the first round. Did you know that?’


‘No.’


‘Suppose,’ Clip said slowly, ‘I guarantee you that one of them signs with you.’


Myron pricked up. A first round draft pick. He tried to keep his expression cool – to do like Frosty – but his heart was thumping. ‘How can you do that?’


‘Don’t worry about how.’


‘It doesn’t sound ethical.’


Clip made a scoffing noise. ‘Myron, don’t play choirboy with me. You do me this favor and MB SportsReps gets a first round draft pick. Guaranteed. No matter how this thing with Greg plays out.’


MB SportsReps. Myron’s company. Myron Bolitar, ergo MB. Representing sports people, ergo SportsReps. Add it together: MB SportsReps. Myron came up with that name on his own but still no offers came in from major advertising companies to use his services.


‘Make it a hundred-thousand-dollar signing bonus,’ Myron said.


Clip smiled. ‘You’ve learned well, Myron.’


Myron shrugged.


‘Seventy-five thousand,’ Clip said. ‘And you’ll take it so don’t bullshit a bullshitter.’


The two men shook hands.




‘I have a few more questions about the disappearance,’ Myron said.


Using both armrests Clip rose and stood over Myron. ‘Calvin will answer all your questions,’ he said with a nod toward his general manager. ‘I have to go now.’


‘So when do you want me to start practicing?’


Clip looked surprised. ‘Practicing?’


‘Yeah. When do you want me to start?’


‘We have a game tonight.’


‘Tonight?’


‘Of course,’ Clip said.


‘You want me to suit up tonight?’


‘We’re playing our old team, the Celtics. Calvin will make sure you have a uniform by game time. Press conference at six to announce your signing. Don’t be late.’ Clip headed toward the door. ‘And wear that tie. I like it.’


‘Tonight?’ Myron repeated, but Clip was already gone.











Chapter 2


After Clip left the box, Calvin Johnson allowed himself a small smile. ‘I warned you it would be strange.’


‘Serious strange,’ Myron agreed.


‘Finished with your nutritious chocolate beverage?’


Myron put down the can. ‘Yeah.’


‘Come on. Let’s get you ready for the big debut.’


Calvin Johnson walked fluidly, back straight. He was black, six-foot-eight, thin but not gawky or disproportionate. He wore an olive Brooks Brothers suit. Perfectly tailored. Perfectly knotted tie. Perfectly shined shoes. His tightly kinked hair was receding, making his forehead overly prominent and shiny. When Myron matriculated at Duke, Calvin had been a senior at North Carolina. That made him around thirty-five years old, though he looked older. Calvin had enjoyed a solid pro career over eleven seasons. When he retired three years ago, everyone knew he’d end up in the front office. He started off as an assistant coach, moved to player personnel, and just recently was promoted to vice president and general manager of the New Jersey Dragons. These however were just titles. Clip ran the show. General managers, vice presidents, player personnel, trainers, even coaches all bent to his will.


‘I hope you’re all right with this,’ Calvin said.


‘Why wouldn’t I be all right?’


Calvin shrugged. ‘I played against you,’ he said.


‘So?’


‘You were the most competitive son of a bitch I ever faced,’ Calvin said. ‘You’d stomp on someone’s head to win. Now you’re going to be a pissant bench-warmer. How’s that going to sit with you?’


‘I can handle it,’ Myron said.


‘Uh huh.’


‘I’ve mellowed over the years.’


Calvin shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘No?’


‘You may think you’ve mellowed. You may even think you’ve got basketball out of your system.’


‘I have.’


Calvin stopped, smiled, spread his arms. ‘Sure you have. Just look at you. You could be the poster child for life after sports. A fine example to your fellow athletes. Your whole career crashed down around your ears, but you rose to the challenge. You went back to school – at Harvard Law nonetheless. You started up your own business – a growing company in the field of sports representation. You still dating that writer?’


He meant Jessica. Their togetherness seemed to always be an iffy thing but Myron said, ‘Yes.’


‘So you got the education, the job, and the gorgeous girlfriend. Yep, on the outside you’re happy and well adjusted.’


‘On the inside too.’


Calvin shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’


Everyone’s Dr Joyce Brothers. ‘Hey, I didn’t ask to be put on the team.’


‘No, but you didn’t argue much either – except to up your price.’


‘I’m an agent. That’s what I do. I up the price.’


Calvin stopped and looked at Myron. ‘Do you really think you have to be on the team to find Greg?’


‘Clip seemed to think so.’


‘Clip is a great man,’ Calvin said, ‘but he often has ulterior motives.’


‘Like what?’


Calvin did not respond. He started walking again.


They reached the elevator. Calvin pressed the button and the doors immediately slid open. They stepped inside and began to descend. ‘Look me in the eye,’ Calvin said. ‘Look me in the eye and tell me you never think about playing again.’


‘Who doesn’t think about it?’ Myron countered.


‘Yeah, but tell me you don’t take it one step further. Tell me you never drift off and dream about making a comeback. Even now, when you’re watching a game on TV, tell me you don’t sit there and do a slow burn. Tell me you never watch Greg and think about all the adulation and fame. Tell me you never say, “I was better than him,” because it’s the truth. Greg is great. One of the top ten players in the league. But you were better, Myron. We both know that.’


‘Long time ago,’ Myron said.


Calvin smiled. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Right.’




‘What’s your point?’


‘You’re here to find Greg. Once he’s found, you’re gone. The novelty will be over. Clip will be able to say he gave you a chance, but you weren’t up to the challenge. He’ll still be the good guy with the good press.’


‘Good press,’ Myron repeated, remembering the upcoming press conference. ‘One of his ulterior motives?’


Calvin shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that you understand you don’t have a chance. You’re only going to play during scrub time and we rarely win or lose by a lot so that doesn’t happen and even if it does, even if you play spectacularly, we both know it’s scrub time. And you won’t play well because you are such a competitive son of a bitch, you need the points to mean something to the outcome of the game or you don’t play your best.’


‘I understand,’ Myron said.


‘I hope you do, my friend.’ Calvin looked up at the numbered lights. The lights flickered in his brown eyes. ‘Dreams never die. Sometimes you think they’re dead, but they’re just hibernating like some big old bear. And if the dream has been hibernating for a long time, that bear is going to wake up grumpy and hungry.’


‘You should write country songs,’ Myron said.


Calvin shook his head. ‘Just giving a friend fair warning.’


‘Much obliged. Now why don’t you tell me what you know about Greg’s disappearance?’


The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Calvin led the way. ‘Not much to tell,’ he said. ‘We played against the Sixers in Philly. After the game Greg got on the bus with everybody else. When we got here, he got off the bus with everybody else. The last time anyone saw him he was getting into his car. The end.’




‘How did Greg seem that night?’


‘Fine. He played well against Philly. Scored twenty-seven points.’


‘And his mood?’


Calvin thought about it. ‘Nothing I noticed,’ he said.


‘Anything new going on in his life?’


‘New?’


‘Changes, that kind of thing.’


‘Well, the divorce,’ Calvin said. ‘It’s been nasty. I understand Emily can be quite difficult.’ He stopped walking again and smiled at Myron. The Cheshire cat smile. Myron stopped but did not return the smile.


‘Something on your mind, Frosty?’


The smile spread a bit farther. ‘Weren’t you and Emily an item at one time?’


‘A lifetime ago.’


‘College sweethearts, if I recall.’


‘Like I said, a lifetime ago.’


‘So,’ Calvin said, starting to walk again, ‘you were even better with the women than Greg.’


Myron ignored the comment. ‘Does Clip know about my so-called past with Emily?’


‘He’s very thorough.’


‘So that explains why you chose me,’ Myron said.


‘It was a consideration, but I don’t think it’s too important.’


‘Oh?’


‘Greg hates Emily. He’d never confide in her. But since this whole custody battle started there’s definitely been a change in Greg.’


‘How so?’


‘For one thing, he signed a deal with Forte sneakers.’


Myron was surprised. ‘Greg? An endorsement deal?’




‘It’s very hush-hush,’ Calvin said. ‘They’re supposed to announce it end of the month, right before the playoffs.’


Myron whistled. ‘They must have paid him a bundle.’


‘A bundle and a half, I hear. Upwards of ten million a year.’


‘Makes sense,’ Myron said. ‘A popular player who has refused to endorse any products for more than a decade – it’s an irresistible draw. Forte does well with track and tennis shoes, but they’re fairly unknown in the basketball world. Greg gives them instant credibility.’


‘That he does,’ Calvin agreed.


‘Any idea why he changed his mind after all these years?’


Calvin shrugged. ‘Maybe Greg realized he wasn’t getting any younger and wanted to cash in. Maybe this whole divorce thing. Maybe he got whacked on the head and woke up with an iota of sanity.’


‘Where’s he been living since the divorce?’


‘In the house in Ridgewood. It’s in Bergen County.’


Myron knew it well. He asked for the address. Calvin gave it to him. ‘What about Emily?’ Myron asked. ‘Where’s she staying?’


‘She and the kids are with her mother. I think they’re in Franklin Lakes or thereabouts.’


‘Have you done any checking yet – Greg’s house, his credit cards, bank accounts?’


Calvin shook his head. ‘Clip thought this thing was too big to trust to an agency. That’s why we called you. I’ve driven past Greg’s house a few times, knocked on the door once. No car in the driveway or garage. No lights on.’


‘But no one’s checked inside the house?’


‘No.’




‘So for all you know he slipped in the bathtub and hit his head.’


Calvin looked at him. ‘I said, no lights on. You think he bathed in the dark?’


‘That’s a good point,’ Myron said.


‘Some hotshot investigator.’


‘I’m a slow starter.’


They arrived at the team room. ‘Wait here,’ Calvin said.


Myron took out his cellular. ‘Mind if I make a call?’


‘Go ahead.’


Calvin disappeared behind the door. Myron turned on the power and dialed. Jessica answered on the second ring. ‘Hello?’


‘I’m going to have to cancel dinner tonight,’ Myron said.


‘You better have a good excuse,’ Jessica said.


‘A great one. I’ll be playing professional basketball for the New Jersey Dragons.’


‘That’s nice. Have a good game, dear.’


‘I’m serious. I’m playing for the Dragons. Actually, “playing” is probably not the right word. Might be more accurate to say I’ll be getting fanny sores for the Dragons.’


‘Are you for real?’


‘It’s a long story, but yes, I’m now officially a professional basketball player.’


Silence.


‘I’ve never boffed a professional basketball player,’ Jessica said. ‘I’ll be just like Madonna.’


‘Like a virgin,’ Myron said.


‘Wow. Talk about a dated reference.’


‘Yeah, well, what can I say. I’m an eighties kinda guy.’




‘So, Mr Eighties, you going to tell me what’s going on?’


‘No time now. Tonight. After the game. I’ll leave a ticket at the window.’


Calvin stuck his head back in. ‘What’s your waist? Thirty-four?’


‘Thirty-six. Maybe thirty-seven.’


Calvin nodded and withdrew. Myron dialed the private line of Windsor Horne Lockwood III, president of the prestigious investment firm of Lock-Horne Securities in midtown Manhattan. Win answered on the third ring.


‘Articulate,’ Win said.


Myron shook his head. ‘Articulate?’


‘I said articulate, not repeat.’


‘We have a case,’ Myron said.


‘Oh yippee,’ he drawled in that preppy, Philly Main-Line accent of his. ‘I’m enthralled. I’m elated. But before I completely wet myself, I must ask but one question.’


‘Shoot.’


‘Is this case of your customary charity persuasion?’


‘Wet away,’ Myron said. ‘The answer is no.’


‘What? No moral crusade for brave Myron?’


‘Not this time.’


‘Heavens be, do tell.’


‘Greg Downing is missing. It’s our job to find him.’


‘And for services rendered we receive?’


‘At least seventy-five grand plus a first round draft pick as a client.’ Now was not the time to fill Win in on his temporary career change.


‘My, my,’ Win said happily. ‘Pray tell, what shall we do first?’


Myron gave him the address of Greg’s house in Ridgewood. ‘Meet me there in two hours.’


‘I’ll take the Batmobile,’ Win said and hung up.




Calvin returned. He held out a purple-and-aqua Dragon uniform. ‘Try this on.’


Myron did not reach for it right away. He stared at it, his stomach twisting and diving. When he spoke his voice was soft. ‘Number thirty-four?’


‘Yeah,’ Calvin said. ‘Your old number at Duke. I remembered.’


Silence.


Calvin finally broke it. ‘Go try it on.’


Myron felt something well up in his eye. He shook his head. ‘No need,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it’s the right size.’











Chapter 3


Ridgewood was a primo suburb, one of those old towns that still calls itself a village, where ninety-five percent of the students go on to college and no one lets their kids associate with the other five percent. There were a couple of strips of tract housing, a few examples of the mid-sixties suburban explosion, but for the most part Ridgewood’s fine homes dated from an earlier, theoretically more innocent time.


Myron found the Downing house without any problem. Old Victorian. Very big but not unwieldy, three levels with perfectly faded cedar shingles. On the left side there was one of those rounded towers with a pointy top. Lots of outdoor porch space with all the Rockwellian touches: the kind of double swing where Atticus and Scout would share a lemonade on a hot Alabama night; a child’s bicycle tipped on its side; a Flexible Flyer snow sled, although it hadn’t snowed in six weeks. The required basketball hoop hung slightly rusted over the driveway. Fire Department ‘Tot Finder’ stickers glistened red and silver from two upstairs windows. Old oak trees lined the walk like weathered sentries.


Win hadn’t arrived yet. Myron parked and rolled down a window. The perfect mid-March day. The sky was robin-egg blue. The birds chirped in cliché. He tried to picture Emily here, but the picture would not hold. It was far easier to see her in a New York high rise or one of those nouveau-riche mansions all done in white with Erté sculptures and silver pearls and too many gaudy mirrors. Then again he hadn’t spoken to Emily in ten years. She may have changed. Or he may have misjudged her all those years ago. Wouldn’t be the first time.


Funny being back in Ridgewood. Jessica had grown up here. She didn’t like coming back anymore, but now the two loves of his life – Jessica and Emily – had something else in common: the village of Ridgewood. That could be added to the list of commonalities between the two women – stuff like meeting Myron, being courted by Myron, falling in love with Myron, crushing Myron’s heart like a tomato under a stiletto heel. The usual fare.


Emily had been his first. Freshman year of college was late to lose one’s virginity, if one were to listen to the boasts of friends. But if there had indeed been a sexual revolution among American teenagers in the late seventies/early eighties, Myron had either missed it or been on the wrong side. Women had always liked him – it wasn’t that. But while his friends discoursed in great detail on their various orgylike experiences, Myron seemed to attract the wrong girls, the nice girls, the ones who still said no – or would have had Myron had the courage (or foresight) to try.


That changed in college when he met Emily.




Passion. It’s a word bandied about quite a bit, but Myron thought it might apply here. At a minimum, unconfined lust. Emily was the type of woman a man labels ‘hot,’ as opposed to ‘beautiful.’ See a truly ‘beautiful’ woman and you want to paint or write a poem. See Emily and you want to engage in mutual fabric-ripping. She was raw sexuality, maybe ten pounds bigger than she should have been but those pounds were exquisitely distributed. The two of them made a potent mix. They were both under twenty, both away from home for the first time, both creative.


In a word: kaboom.


The car phone rang. Myron picked it up.


‘I assume,’ Win said, ‘that you plan on having us break into the Downing residence.’


‘Yes.’


‘Then parking your car in front of said residence would not be a sound decision, would it?’


Myron glanced about. ‘Where are you?’


‘Drive down to the end of the block. Make a left, then your second right. I’m parked behind the office building.’


Myron hung up and restarted the car. He followed the directions and pulled into the lot. Win leaned against his Jaguar with his arms crossed. He looked, as he always did, as if he were posing for the cover of WASP Quarterly. His blond hair was perfectly in place. His complexion slightly ruddy, his features porcelain and high and a little too perfect. He wore khaki pants, a blue blazer, Top-Siders sans socks, and a loud Lilly Pulitzer tie. Win looked like what you’d picture a guy named Windsor Horne Lockwood III to look like – elitist, self-absorbed, wimpy.


Well, two out of three ain’t bad.




The office building held an eclectic mix. Gynecologist. Electrolysis. Subpoena delivery service. Nutritionist. Women-only health club. Not surprisingly Win was standing near the entrance to the women-only health club. Myron approached.


‘How did you know I was parked in front of the house?’


Keeping his eye on the entranceway Win motioned with his head. ‘Up that hill. You can see everything with a pair of binoculars.’


A woman in her early twenties wearing a black Lycra aerobics suit walked out carrying a baby. It hadn’t taken her long to get her figure back. Win smiled at her. The woman smiled back.


‘I love young mothers,’ Win said.


‘You love women in Lycra,’ Myron corrected.


Win nodded. ‘There’s that.’ He snapped on a pair of sunglasses. ‘Shall we begin?’


‘You think breaking into that house will be a problem?’


Win made his I’ll pretend-you-didn’t-ask-that face. Another woman exited the health club; sadly, this one did not warrant a Win smile. ‘Fill me in,’ Win said. ‘And move away. I want to make sure they can see the Jag.’


Myron told him all he knew. Eight women came out in the five minutes it took to tell the story. Only two of them were awarded The Smile. One wore a tiger-striped leotard. She was treated to the Full-Wattage Smile, the one that almost touched Win’s eyes.


Win’s face did not seem to register anything Myron said. Even when he told him about taking Greg’s temporary slot on the Dragons, Win went on staring hopefully at the health club door. Normal Win behavior. Myron finished up by asking, ‘Any questions?’




Win bounced a finger against his lip. ‘Do you think the one in the tiger-striped leotard was wearing any underwear?’


‘I don’t know,’ Myron said, ‘but she was definitely wearing a wedding band.’


Win shrugged. Didn’t matter to him. Win didn’t believe in love or relationships with the opposite sex. Some might take this for simple sexism. They’d be wrong. Women weren’t objects to Win; objects sometimes got his respect.


‘Follow me,’ Win said.


They were less than half a mile from the Downing house. Win had already scouted it out and found the path with the least chance of being seen or arousing suspicion. They walked in the comfortable silence of two men who had known each other a long time and very well.


‘There’s one interesting aside in all this,’ Myron said.


Win waited.


‘Do you remember Emily Shaeffer?’ Myron asked.


‘The name rings a bell.’


‘I dated her for two years at Duke.’ Win and Myron had met at Duke. They had also been roommates for all four years. It had been Win who had introduced Myron to the martial arts, who had gotten him involved with Feds. Win was now a top producer at his Lock-Horne Securities on Park Avenue, a securities firm that had been run by Win’s family since the market had first opened. Myron rented space from Win, and Win also handled all money-matters for MB SportsReps’ clients.


Win thought a bit. ‘Is she the one who used to make the little monkey noises?’


‘No,’ Myron said.




Win seemed surprised. ‘Who was the one who made the little monkey noises?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Maybe it was someone I was with.’


‘Maybe.’


Win considered this, shrugged. ‘What about her?’


‘She used to be married to Greg Downing.’


‘Divorced?’


‘Yep.’


‘I remember her now,’ Win said. ‘Emily Schaeffer. Built.’


Myron nodded.


‘I never liked her,’ Win said. ‘Except for those little monkey noises. They were rather interesting.’


‘She wasn’t the one who made monkey noises.’


Win smiled gently. ‘The walls were thin,’ he said.


‘And you used to listen in?’


‘Only when you pulled down the shade so I couldn’t watch.’


Myron shook his head. ‘You’re a pig,’ he said.


‘Better than a monkey.’


They reached the front lawn and proceeded to the door. The secret was to look like you belonged. If you scurried around back, hunched over, someone might take notice. Two men in ties approaching the door does not normally lead one to think thief.


There was a metal keypad with a little red light. The light was on.


‘Alarm,’ Myron said.


Win shook his head. ‘Fake. It’s just a light. Probably bought it at Sharper Image.’ Win looked at the lock and made a tsk-tsk noise. ‘A Kwiktight brand on a pro basketball player’s salary,’ he said, clearly disgusted. ‘Might as well use Play-Doh.’




‘What about the dead bolt?’ Myron asked.


‘It’s not locked.’


Win already had out his strip of celluloid. Credit cards are too stiff. Celluloid worked much better – known as ’loiding the lock. In no more time than it would take with a key, the door was open and they were inside the front foyer. The door had a chute and the mail was all over the place. Myron quickly checked some postage dates. No one had been here in at least five days.


The decor was nice in a fake-rustic, Martha Stewart sort of way. The furniture was what they called ‘simple country’ where the look was indeed simple and the price outrageous. Lots of pines and wickers and antiques and dry flowers. The smell of potpourri was strong and cloying.


They split up. Win went upstairs to the home office. He turned on the computer and began to download everything onto floppy disks. Myron found the answering machine in a room that used to be called a ‘den’ but now went by such lofty titles as the ‘California room’ or ‘great room.’ The machine announced the time and date of each message. Awfully convenient. Myron pressed a button. The tape rewound and started playing. On the first message, which according to the digital voice was received at 9:18 P.M. the night Greg vanished, Myron hit bingo.


A shaky woman’s voice said, ‘It’s Carla. I’ll be in the back booth until midnight.’ Click.


Myron rewound and listened again. There were lots of noises in the background – people chatting, music, glasses clinking. The call had probably been placed from a bar or restaurant, especially with that back-booth reference. So who was this Carla? A girlfriend? Probably. Who else would call that late to set up a meeting for even later that night? But of course this had not been just any night. Greg Downing had vanished sometime between the time this call was made and the next morning.


Strange coincidence.


So where did they meet – assuming Greg had indeed made their back-booth liaison? And why did Carla, whoever she might be, sound so shaky – or was this just Myron’s imagination?


Myron listened to the rest of the tape. No other messages from Carla. If Greg hadn’t shown up at said back booth, wouldn’t Carla have called again? Probably. So for now, Myron could safely assume that Greg Downing had seen Carla sometime before his disappearance.


A clue.


There were also four calls from Martin Felder, Greg’s agent. He seemed to grow more perturbed with each message. The last one said, ‘Jesus, Greg, how can you not call me? Is the ankle serious or what? And don’t go incommunicado on me now, not when we’re wrapping up the Forte deal. Call me, okay?’ There were also three calls from a man named Chris Darby who apparently worked for Forte Sports Incorporated. He too sounded panicked. ‘Marty won’t tell me where you are. I think he’s playing a game with us, Greg, trying to up the price or something. But we had a deal, am I right? Let me give you my home number, okay, Greg? How bad’s this injury anyhow?’


Myron smiled. Martin Felder’s client was missing, but he was doing all he could to turn it into a positive lever. Agents. He pressed the mode button on the answering machine several times. Eventually the LCD screen scrolled to reveal the code number Greg had set to call in for messages: 317. A fairly new trick of the trade. Now Myron could call in anytime, press 317, and hear what messages had been left on the machine. He hit the redial button on the phone. Another fairly new trick. Find out who Greg called last. The phone rang twice and was picked up by a woman saying, ‘Kimmel Brothers.’ Whoever they were. Myron hung up.


Myron joined up with Win in the upstairs office. Win continued copying onto computer disks while Myron went through the drawers. Nothing particularly helpful.


They moved on to the master bedroom. The king-size bed was made. Both night tables were cluttered with pens and keys and papers.


Both.


Curious for a man who lived alone.


Myron’s eyes swept the room and landed on a reading chair that doubled as a dressing dummy. Greg’s clothes were strewn over one arm and the back. Normal enough, Myron guessed – neater than Myron, in fact, though that wasn’t saying much. But looking again, he noticed something a tad strange on the other arm of the chair. Two articles of clothing. A white blouse and a gray skirt.


Myron looked at Win.


‘They might belong to Miss Monkey Noises,’ Win said.


Myron shook his head. ‘Emily hasn’t lived here in months. Why would her clothes still be on a chair?’


The bathroom, too, proved interesting. A large Jacuzzi on the right, a big steam shower with a sauna, and two vanities. They checked the vanities first. One contained a can of men’s shaving cream, a roll-on deodorant, a bottle of Polo after-shave, a Gillette Atra razor. The other vanity had an open make-up case, Calvin Klein perfume, baby powder, and Secret Roll-On. A sprinkling of baby powder was on the floor near the vanity. There were also two disposable Lady Schick razors in the soap dish next to the Jacuzzi.


‘He’s got a girlfriend,’ Myron said.


‘A professional basketball player shacking up with some nubile lass,’ Win remarked. ‘Quite a revelation. Perhaps one of us should cry out, “Eureka.” ’


‘Yes, but it raises an interesting question,’ Myron said. ‘If her boyfriend had suddenly vanished, wouldn’t said lover have reported it?’


‘Not,’ Win said, ‘if she were with him.’


Myron nodded. He told Win about the cryptic message from Carla.


Win shook his head. ‘If they were planning on running away,’ he said, ‘why would she say where they were meeting?’


‘She didn’t say where. Only in a back booth at midnight.’


‘Still,’ Win said. ‘It’s not exactly the kind of thing you do before you disappear. Let’s say that for some reason Carla and Greg decide to vanish for a little while. Wouldn’t Greg know where and when to meet her before the fact?’


Myron shrugged. ‘Maybe she was changing their meeting place.’


‘From what? Front booths to back booths?’


‘Damned if I know.’


They checked the rest of the upstairs. Not much doing. Greg’s son’s bedroom had racing-car wallpaper and a poster of Dad driving past Penny Hardaway for a layup. The daughter’s room was done in Early American Barney – dinosaurs and purple. No clues. In fact there were no other clues until they reached the basement.




When they turned on the lights, Myron saw it right away.


It was a finished basement, a brightly colored playroom for the kids. There were lots of Little Tikes cars and big Legos and a plastic house with a sliding board. There were scenes from Disney movies like Aladdin and The Lion King on the wall. There was a television and a VCR. There was stuff too for when the kids got a little older – a pinball machine, a jukebox. There were small rocking chairs and mattresses and knock-around couches.


There was also blood. A fair amount of it in drips on the floor. Another fair amount smeared on a wall.


Bile nestled in Myron’s throat. He had seen blood many times in his life, but it still left him queasy. Not so with Win. Win approached the crimson stains with something akin to amusement on his face. He bent to get a better look. Then he stood back up.


‘Look at the bright side,’ Win said. ‘Your temporary slot on the Dragons may become more permanent.’











Chapter 4


There was no body. Just the blood.


Using Glad sandwich bags he found in the kitchen, Win collected a few samples. Ten minutes later they were back outside, the lock on the front door reengaged. A blue Oldsmobile Delta 88 drove past them. Two men sat in the front seat. Myron glanced at Win. Win barely nodded.


‘A second pass,’ Myron said.


‘Third,’ Win said. ‘I saw them when I first drove up.’


‘They’re not exactly experts at this,’ Myron said.


‘No,’ Win agreed. ‘But of course, they hadn’t known the job would require expertise.’


‘Can you run the plates?’


Win nodded. ‘I’ll also run Greg’s ATM and credit card transactions,’ he said. He reached the Jag and unlocked it. ‘I’ll contact you when I have something. It shouldn’t take more than a few hours.’


‘You heading back to the office?’


‘I’m going to Master Kwon’s first,’ Win said.




Master Kwon was their tae kwon do instructor. Both of them were black belts – Myron a second degree, Win a sixth degree, one of the highest ranking Caucasians in the world. Win was the best martial artist Myron had ever seen. He studied several different arts including Brazilian jujitsu, animal kung fu, and Jeet Kun Do. Win the Contradiction. See Win and you think pampered, preppy panty-waist; in reality, he was a devastating fighter. See Win and you think normal, well-adjusted human being; in reality, he was anything but.


‘What are you doing tonight?’ Myron asked.


Win shrugged. ‘I’m not sure.’


‘I can get you a ticket to the game,’ Myron said.


Win said nothing.


‘Do you want to go?’


‘No.’


Without another word, Win slipped behind the wheel of his Jag, started the engine, peeled out with nary a squeal. Myron stood and watched him speed away, puzzled by his friend’s abruptness. But then again, to paraphrase one of the four questions of Passover: why should today be different than any other day?


He checked his watch. He still had a few hours before the big press conference. Enough time to get back to the office and tell Esperanza about his career shift. More than anyone else, his playing for the Dragons would affect her.


He took Route 4 to the George Washington Bridge. There was no waiting at the tolls. Proof there was a God. The Henry Hudson however was backed up. He swung off near Columbia Presbyterian Medical Center to get on Riverside Drive. The squeegee guys – the homeless men who ‘cleaned’ your windshield with a mixture of equal parts grease, Tabasco sauce, and urine – were no longer at the light. Mayor Giuliani’s doing, Myron guessed. They had been replaced by Hispanic men selling flowers and something that looked like construction paper. He asked once what it was and had gotten an answer back in Spanish. As much as Myron could translate, the paper smelled nice and spruced up any home. Maybe that was what Greg used as potpourri.


Riverside Drive was relatively quiet. Myron arrived at his Kinney lot on 46th Street and tossed Mario the keys. Mario did not park the Ford Taurus up front with the Rolls, the Mercedes, Win’s Jag; in fact, he usually managed to find a cozy spot underneath what must have been a nesting ground for loose-stooled pigeons. Car discrimination. It was an ugly thing, but where were the support groups?


The Lock-Horne Securities building was on Park Avenue and 46th, perpendicular to the Helmsley building. High-rent district. The street bustled with the doings of big finance. Several stretch limos double-parked illegally in front of the building. The ugly modern sculpture that looked like someone’s intestines stood pitifully in its usual place. Men and women in business attire sat on the steps, eating sandwiches too hurriedly, lost in their own thoughts, many talking to themselves, rehearsing for an important afternoon meeting or rehashing a morning mistake. People who worked in Manhattan learned how to be surrounded by others yet remain completely alone.


Myron entered the lobby and pressed the button for the elevator. He nodded to the three Lock-Horne Hostesses, known to everyone else as the Lock-Horne Geishas. They were all model/actress wanna-bes, hired to escort high rollers up to the offices of Lock-Horne Securities and look attractive while doing it. Win had brought the idea home after a trip to the Far East. Myron guessed this could be more blatantly sexist, but he wasn’t sure how.


Esperanza Diaz, his valued associate, greeted him at the door. ‘Where the hell have you been?’


‘We need to talk,’ he said.


‘Later. You’ve got a million messages.’


Esperanza wore a white blouse – an absolute killer look against her dark hair, dark eyes, and that dark skin that shimmered like moonlight on the Mediterranean. Esperanza had been spotted by a modeling scout when she was seventeen, but her career took a few weird turns and she ended up making it big in the world of professional wrestling. Yes, professional wrestling. She’d been known as Little Pocahontas, the brave Indian Princess, the jewel of the Fabulous Ladies of Wrestling (FLOW) organization. Her costume was a suede bikini, and she was always cast as the good guy in the morality play that was professional wrestling. She was young, petite, tight-bodied, gorgeous, and though of Latin origin, she was dark enough to pass for Native American. Racial backgrounds were irrelevant to FLOW. The real name of Mrs Saddam Hussein, the evil harem girl in the black veil, was Shari Weinberg.


The phone rang. Esperanza picked it up. ‘MB Sports-Reps. Hold on a moment, he’s right here.’ She flashed the eyes at him. ‘Perry McKinley. It’s his third call today.’


‘What does he want?’


She shrugged. ‘Some people don’t like dealing with underlings.’


‘You’re not an underling.’


She looked at him blankly. ‘You going to take it or not?’


Being a sports agent was – to use computer terminology – a multitasking environment with the capability of performing a variety of services with but a click of a button. It was more than simple negotiating. Agents were expected to be accountants, financial planners, real estate agents, hand-holders, personal shoppers, travel agents, family counselors, marriage counselors, chauffeurs, errand boys, parental liaisons, lackeys, butt-kissers, you name it. If you weren’t willing to do all that for a client – to be what is known as a ‘full service agency’ – the next guy would be.


The only way to compete was to have a team, and Myron felt he had assembled a small yet extremely effective one. Win, for example, handled all the finances for Myron’s clients. He set up a special portfolio for each player, met with them at least five times a year, made sure they understood what their money was doing and why. Having Win gave Myron a big leg up on the competition. Win was a near-legend in the financial world. His reputation was impeccable (at least in the financial world) and his track record unmatched. He gave Myron an instant ‘in,’ instant credibility in a business where credibility was a rare and heady concoction.


Myron was the JD. Win was the MBA. Esperanza was the all-purpose player, the unflappable chameleon who held it all together. It worked.


‘We need to talk,’ he said again.


‘So we’ll talk,’ she said in a dismissing tone. ‘First take this call.’


Myron entered his office. He overlooked Park Avenue in midtown. Great View. On one wall he had posters of Broadway musicals. On another there were movie stills from some of Myron’s favorites: the Marx Brothers, Woody Allen, Alfred Hitchcock, and a potpourri of other classics. On a third wall were photographs of Myron’s clients. The client wall was a bit sparser than Myron would have liked. He imagined what it would look like with an NBA first rounder in the middle.


Good, he decided. Very good.


He strapped on his headset.


‘Hey, Perry.’


‘Jesus Christ, Myron, I’ve been trying to reach you all day.’


‘Good, Perry. And you.’


‘Hey, I don’t mean to be impatient but this is important. You get anything on my boat?’
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