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Lo! Death has reared himself a throne


In a strange city, lying alone


Far down among the dim West,


Where the good and the bad and the worst and the best


Have gone to their eternal rest.


—Edgar Allan Poe, “The City in the Sea”
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On January 19, 2000—actually, late on the evening of January 18, 2000—Jeff Jerome opened the doors of Westminster Hall, granting me the privilege of observing the annual visit of the Poe Toaster. In return, I promised to be somewhat elliptical about certain identifying details. If my account does not gibe with the few known facts about the visitor or the visit to Edgar Allan Poe’s original grave site, a tradition since 1949, then I’ve done my job as I intended.


I am indebted to other Poe folks, especially Jeffrey Savoye, who shared his knowledge of Poe through interviews and the Poe Web site, where he has compiled a list of Poe paraphernalia. I am grateful to Richard Kopley, Shawn J. Rosenheim, and Kenneth Silverman, and all the scholars who gathered in Richmond in October 1999, the 150th anniversary of Poe’s death. My Poe reading list included Silverman’s Poe biography and the Johns Hopkins University Press edition of Arthur Hobson Quinn’s Poe: A Critical Biography. Nicholas Basbanes’s book A Gentle Madness, credited within these pages, also was crucial reading. The Enoch Pratt Free Library, one of Baltimore’s enduring treasures, provided answers to many questions.


Mary Butler Davies contributed invaluable information about nineteenth-century jewelry. John Roll and Joan Jacobson read earlier versions of this manuscript and, as always, made wonderful suggestions. The “second team”—Vicky Bijur and Carrie Feron—did the same. Generous Baltimore Sun colleagues—Rob Hiaasen, Peter Hermann, Rafael Alvarez—made contributions of which they might not even be aware. Thanks also to all my colleagues on Allegheny Avenue (Harry, Don, Brian, David, Dennis, Hal, Joe, Lynn, Nancy, Suzanne, Tim, and sometimes Mark), who pretend that I’m a normal co-worker.


Novels begin in strange places. This book grew out of the long-ago still unsolved slaying of a beloved high school teacher, Don McBee. There is no character in these pages who resembles Don McBee, one of the most generous men I’ve ever known. But this book belongs to him.
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He begins on January 1, always January 1, playing with his body’s schedule until he is increasingly nocturnal, staying up until dawn. Sometimes he finds an all-night diner, although he has learned not to rely on the crutch of caffeine to get through this. He takes a book, sips water or juice, eats plain things: a soft-boiled egg, whole wheat toast, rice pudding. It takes almost three weeks to prepare, another three weeks to recover, but preparation is crucial. He learned that the first year.


The first year. How long has it been now? He doesn’t want to count. How naïve he was, how unthinking. How young, in other words. He did not stop to consider the enormity of the commitment he was making, how quickly it would begin to feel like a prison sentence. He did not know how the cold settled in one’s bones for days. He did not realize the cape would rip and unravel and he would have to learn to repair it, for he could not risk taking it to the seamstress at the dry cleaners. He did not work out the logistics of buying roses at this time of year, how he would have to move from florist to florist and buy more than he needed, lest someone put it together.


The cognac was easy, at least. He bought it by the case, at a 10 percent discount, at Beltway Liquors.


What’s the difference between a ritual and a routine? It’s a question he asks himself almost every day. Are rituals better than routines, more elevated? Or do rituals invariably slide into routine, until we forget why we started and why we continue? Another good question, but he’s afraid pondering the answer will only tempt him to sleep, and he is determined to see the sun rise today. Once upon a midnight dreary … ah, but such allusions are unworthy, the sort of obvious unthinking wordplay one expects from the newspaper hacks who write about him. Even in print, they cannot capture him.


He would not say it out loud—for one thing, he has no one to whom to say it—but he has begun to feel a kinship with Santa Claus. Who knows, Saint Nick was probably real once. A man decides to put on a red suit, visit a few houses in his village, and leave gifts behind. The first year, it was a lark. The next year, it was an obligation. And then the next, and the next, until he could never stop.


But in that case, the tradition outgrew the man, so others had to step forward and preserve it. He cannot count on this happening here. He had been chosen, and soon he must choose.


The room is cold. The landlord turns the heat down at night. He stirs the embers in the dying fire, tucks a stadium blanket around his legs. He knows this blue-plaid blanket. It was his father’s; it came in a plastic bag that zipped and had been used exclusively for its named purpose. He remembers being beneath it at Memorial Stadium, watching the Colts, drinking hot chocolate from an old-fashioned thermos, the very thermos that now sits on his desk, dented here and there and full of herbal tea, not chocolate, but still going strong.


“He takes such good care of his things,” he overheard his mother say once, admiringly, to a friend, and he was so unused to this prideful tone in her voice that he determined he would always be known for this. He takes such good care of his things. He still has his train set, his Lincoln Logs, a silver bullet presented to him by Clayton Moore, even the blue Currier & Ives plates from his mother’s kitchen. The Museum of Me, that’s how he thinks of his place here in North Baltimore, where every item has a history. It’s a charming image: his apartment behind Plexiglas, hushed visitors trooping through, as if this were Monticello or Mount Vernon. Ladies and gentlemen, this thermos was present for the Colts’ loss to the New York Jets, as was this plaid blanket.


Actually, he remembers the blanket better than the games; it was scratchier then, for it was still new, and they could never fold it so it went back into the case. Mother always had to do that for them when they got home. He wonders what happened to the case, how the blanket survived when the case did not.


But it’s the same thing with the body, is it not? The case cannot survive, yet it may leave something behind. He has no children, no money to speak of, and his things—his books, his various collections—will go to his alma mater, déclassé as College Park might be. His only legacy is this secret, and he can give it to only one person. Yet it seems increasingly possible that no one will have it. No one wants it.


There would have been more possibilities a generation ago, he’s sure of that. More men like himself from whom to pick. These days, he does not meet many people, like himself or otherwise, and this saddens him. There was one, encountered by chance in the all-night diner on Twenty-ninth Street—but no, that young man was clearly not what he seemed. He finds himself loitering in used-book shops and antiques stores, where young women go into ecstasies over old green-handled potato mashers and pastry cutters. He feels as if he is not much different. An odd tool, prized for its quaint, decorative quality but of no utility.


He did not think people could go out of style, but apparently he has. The vocabulary used to describe a man like himself, once full of solemn dignity, has been reduced to the simperingly ironic. Bachelor. Sometimes, meeting a new person, he pretends to be a widower. If the new acquaintance is a woman, her face lights up in a way she may not realize. A widower! It means he was capable of living with someone, at least once. But that was the one thing of which he was never capable, no more than he could end a sentence with a preposition. He needs solitude, craves it the way some people yearn for food, or sex, or drink. Is it so freakish to want to live alone?


His head tips forward from its own weight; he jerks it back and fixes his gaze on the view. A rim of light is on the horizon. No clouds, which means it will be even colder today than it was yesterday, and colder still tomorrow. The appointed night has never been less than freezing; he has not once caught a break with the weather, and there have been times—sleet sharp as knives, streets impassable with snow—when he wondered if he would make it at all. This year promises to be no different. Why January? he thinks, not for the first time. Why not October, the day he died? The weather is so much more reliable then.


The ghostly glow in the east expands; the sky’s hem is pink. Ten more minutes, and he will let himself sleep. Perhaps if he recited something. He remembers a game he and P played, where someone picked a single word—dream, night, midnight, soul—and then recited in turn, until their knowledge was exhausted. P had always won, but P is long gone. He has to play by himself.


Let’s see, “Night.” The night—tho’ clear—shall frown. “Soul.” There is a two-fold silence—sea and shore—body and soul. One dwells in lonely places. “Heaven.” Thank Heaven! the crisis— / The danger is past,/And the lingering illness is over at last— / And the fever called “living” / Is conquered at last. “Dream.” Is all that we see or seem/But a dream within a dream?


Which makes him think of yet another line: I have been happy—tho’ but in a dream / I have been happy—and I love the theme.


One dwells in lonely places. The fever called living. Isn’t he morbid tonight? Then again, it’s not as if there were many cheerful lines from which to pick. We do not choose him, P had said; he chooses us. Oh, P had been seductive as a vampire in those early days, and his aim was not much different. But it was not the poetry that reeled him in, or the tales. For him, it was the discovery of the house where three men had met, bestowed a prize, and changed the course of literary history. That such a thing had happened, here in Baltimore, was wondrous to him.


He had been fifteen then, sure of the prizes awaiting him—not for writing but for acting or directing. When the prizes and the expected accolades did not come, he accepted his lot in life. He realized some were made to create, others to appreciate. He became a first-class appreciator; he apprenticed himself to P and the rest was—he grins, refusing to finish the cliché. Besides, it’s not even accurate. How can one be history if no one knows who you are?


The sun is up, which means he may lie down. His body is almost ready, but for how many more years? And what if something unexpected happens—an accident, an assault? That man he approached … there was something unsettling about him, now that he considers it. Maybe it was for the best when the man declined to come home with him that night, that he so misunderstood the invitation. A man was beaten in his home not far from here, just before New Year’s. A single man, living alone. A bachelor. A man with an opera subscription and membership at a certain health club and a summer house in Dewey Beach. Things he has too—well, not the summer house and not box seats. How funny it would be, how ironic, if he were to complete his mission this year only to die on the way home, beaten by some lunatic.


I’ll find someone this year, he promises P—and himself. Somehow, some way. He must. Nevermore will be forevermore, but not for me. This will be my last visit to the grave of Edgar Allan Poe.
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His card said he specialized in porcelain, but Tess Monaghan couldn’t help thinking of her prospective client as the Porcine One. He had a round belly and that all-over pink look, heightened by a rashlike red on his cheeks, a souvenir of the cold day. His legs were so short that Tess felt ungracious for not owning a footstool, which would have kept them from swinging, childlike, above the floor. The legs ended in tiny feet encased in what must be the world’s smallest—and shiniest—black wing tips. These had clicked across her wooden floor like little hooves. And now, after thirty minutes in this man’s company, Tess was beginning to feel as crotchety and inhospitable as the troll beneath the bridge.


But that had been a story about a goat, she reminded herself. She was mixing her fairy-tale metaphors. He seemed to be a nice man, if a garrulous one. Let him huff and puff.


“I don’t have a shop, not really,” he was saying. “I did once, but I find I can do as much business through my old contacts. And the Internet, of course. A good scout doesn’t need a shop.”


“Of course.”


He had been chatting about Fiestaware and Depression glass since he arrived. It wasn’t clear if he even knew he was in a private detective’s office. That was okay. She had nothing else to occupy her time on a January afternoon.


“Those auction sites are really for-amateurs-only, if you know what I mean. That’s where I go when I want to unload something that doesn’t have any real value but which people might get emotional about. For example, let’s say I was going to try to sell a Fiestaware gravy boat in teal, which is a very rare color. I’d have to set the reserve so high that people would get all outraged and think I was trying to cheat them. But put a Lost in Space lunch box out there, and they just go crazy, even if it’s dented and the original thermos is missing.”


Tess glanced at her notes, where so far she had written the man’s name, J. P. Kennedy/antique scout, and not much else. She added gravy boat/teal and Lost in Space—no thermos.


“Now, you have some nice things,” the Porcine One said suddenly. “This Planter’s Peanut jar and the Berger cookie jar. I could get you good money for these. And the clock. Especially the clock.”


He stared almost hungrily at the Time for a Haircut clock that had once hung in a Woodlawn barbershop. Tess wondered if he would be similarly impressed by the neon sign in her dining room at home, which said “Human Hair.” That had come from a beauty supply shop, one where the demand for human hair was no longer so great as to require solicitation.


“Look, Mr.”—she glanced covertly at her desk calendar, having blanked on his name—“Kennedy—”


“Call me John. No relation.” He giggled; there was no other word for it. A cheerleader or a sorority girl would have been embarrassed to emit such a coy little squeal. “I’m JPK, I guess you could say. That’s why I sometimes use the full name, John Pendleton Kennedy, to avoid confusion, but it only seems to add confusion. You may call me John.”


“Mr. Kennedy,” she repeated. Being on a first-name basis was highly overrated, in Tess’s opinion. “I was under the impression you were interested in hiring me, not scouting my possessions for a quick buck.”


“Oh, I am, I am. Interested in hiring you.” But he was looking at her Planter’s jar now, where she stored her business-related receipts until she had time to file them. He even held out a pudgy pink hand, as if to stroke the jar’s peanut curves. On the sofa across the room, Tess’s greyhound, Esskay, raised her head, ears pointed straight up. The Porcine One’s hand was dangerously close to the Berger cookie jar, which held Esskay’s favorite treats.


“People rush so, these days,” Mr. Kennedy said. Yet he spoke as quickly as anyone Tess had ever known, his words tumbling nervously over each other. “No pleasantries, no chitchat. I suppose we’ll stop saying ‘How are you?’ before long. I can’t remember the last time someone said ‘Bless you’ or even ‘Gesundheit’ after a sneeze. Again, I blame the Internet. It creates an illusion of speed. And E-mail. Don’t get me started on E-mail.”


Get him started? All Tess wanted to figure out was how to get him to stop.


“It’s a hard time to be an honest man,” he said, then looked surprised, as if caught off guard by his own non sequitur. A good sign, Tess thought. He had inadvertently veered closer to the subject of why he was here.


“How so?”


“Dealers such as myself, we are expected to go to great lengths to make sure the items we buy and sell are legitimate. Yet there is little protection afforded us by the law when we are duped. When I buy something, I do everything I can to ensure I’m dealing with someone reputable. Then it turns up on some hot sheet and I’m expected to give it back, with no recompense for my time and money.”


Tess had no idea what he was talking about. “You bought something that was stolen and you had to give it back?”


“Something like that.” He folded his little hands across his round belly, settling into his chair as if Tess were a dentist, the truth an infected molar she was preparing to extract. No, he was more like a patient in therapy, one who enjoyed the endlessly narcissistic process of paying someone to figure out why he did what he did.


But she had no patience for this form of Twenty Questions, although she had played it with other clients. It was one thing to coax a woman into confessing that she feared her husband was having an affair or to help a tearful mother admit she was looking for a runaway daughter, driven out of the house by a stepfather’s inappropriate attentions. This man, the Porcine One, Mr. Kennedy, was interested only in objects. Which he called, perhaps inevitably, objets.


“Please, could we cut to the chase, Mr. Kennedy?”


“John. Or Johnny, if you will.” The same high-pitched giggle came geysering out of him.


Tess pointed to the Time for a Haircut clock. “I hate to be strict, but in five minutes, if you haven’t explained why you’re here, my hourly fee is going to kick in. And I don’t charge in increments. In other words, you’re soon going to be paying me the equivalent of several place settings of Fiestaware.”


He looked thoughtful. “What color?”


“Mr. Kennedy.”


He held up his hands, as if to ward off a blow, although she had not spoken in a particularly loud or forceful voice. The greyhound hadn’t budged during the exchange.


“You may think it’s a petty beef. A man did me wrong in a business deal.”


Did me wrong. It struck her as an odd phrasing, better suited to a blues song than fenced goods.


“You underpriced something and someone took advantage of your ignorance?”


He shook his head, which made his chins wobble. He looked so soft he might have been sculpted from butter. She imagined him melting, à la the Witch in The Wizard of Oz. Then she imagined cleaning up the greasy little puddle he would leave behind.


“No, he sold me an item that was not what he said it was. The authenticity papers were forged.”


“And the item was—?”


“That’s not important.” He saw this was not going to satisfy her. “A bracelet. It had belonged to a young woman from a prominent family, or so he said. That was the part that proved to be a lie.”


“So? Caveat emptor applies to you, does it not?”


“He cheated me.” Mr. Kennedy squeezed his little hands into an approximation of fists, but his fingers were so short he could barely hold on to his own thumbs. Tess, five foot nine since age twelve, found small men amusing.


“Then sue him.”


“Litigation would bring no remedy and might do much harm.” He paused, waiting to see if she was following him. She wasn’t, but then, she wasn’t trying very hard. She could use a job, but she didn’t need this job.


“Any financial recovery I might make would be overshadowed by the damage to my reputation. It was a sophisticated forgery, quite cunning, and the best appraisers are caught from time to time, but still … my business depends on word of mouth. Besides, there was not a lot of money involved. I paid only one thousand dollars for the bracelet.”


Tess caught a little flash of daylight. “And how much did you think you could sell it for?”


The question irritated Mr. Kennedy, who huffed and puffed indignantly. “Obviously, one has to make a profit…. If one wants full value for an item, let one take it to the marketplace himself and absorb all the costs, all the risks. I am not a currency exchange, I am not—”


“How much did you think it was worth, Mr. Kennedy?”


He sighed. “If the letter had been real, I would have taken it to auction in New York. Handled right, it would have brought in a nice sum—although not so much as if Princess Diana had worn it. Strange times we live in.”


“Who owned it? I mean, presumably who owned it?”


“Betsy Patterson.”


The name meant nothing to Tess, but she surmised it should.


“You might know her better as Betsy Bonaparte.”


She did, but not by much. “The Baltimore girl who married …”


“Jerome, Napoleon’s brother. The emperor later forced him to come home and marry someone more suitable. Still, if it had been true—” He made a fish mouth, as if to kiss good-bye his dream of an easy score. Something told Tess it was the only kind of kissing he got a chance to do.


“He cheated you.”


“Yes.”


“But if the letter had been authentic, you would have cheated him. Do you believe in karma, Mr. Kennedy?”


“I’m an Episcopalian,” he squealed.


Tess pinched the bridge of her nose. She was on the verge of a headache, something she usually experienced only via a hangover. “Please tell me what you think a private detective can do for you.”


“I believe the man who cheated me has a secret—a secret he would go to great lengths to protect. If I knew his secret, he would have to pay me the money he owed me. But it involves following him, and he would recognize me if I attempted that. I need a private detective to prove what I think is true.”


“Mr. Kennedy, you’re talking about blackmail, and I can’t be a party to it.”


He looked indignant. “How is it any different from tracking insurance cheats and adulterous husbands around town, snapping their pictures and turning them over to lawyers? Isn’t that a form of blackmail?”


She wondered how he had come to be so perceptive about the work that filled most of her hours. For every flashy headline-making case that had put Tess in the public eye for a few days, there were twenty basic no-brainer jobs that fit Mr. Kennedy’s thumbnail description. “Perhaps, but it’s legal.”


“Well, let’s say you verify my hunch and forget I told you why I wanted to know.”


“I can’t fake amnesia, Mr. Kennedy.” She was becoming interested in spite of herself. “But if you know this person’s secret, or think you do, why not bluff him?”


“I need proof, and I can only get the proof on one day of the year. Which happens to be the day after tomorrow at Greene and Fayette Streets, sometime between midnight and six A.M. January nineteenth.”


“You know the time, you know the place. Why not wait for him there?”


“As I told you, I’m not very good at being inconspicuous.”


She could see that. In the fedora and camel’s-hair coat he had worn to this interview, he resembled a beige bowling ball. And his prancing walk was unforgettable.


He looked at her slyly. “The date doesn’t mean anything to you, does it?”


“January nineteenth? Not offhand.”


“It’s the birthday of Edgar Allan Poe. And the night that the Visitor, the so-called Poe Toaster, comes.”


Tess knew this story. Everyone in Baltimore did. For more than fifty years now, someone had visited the old graveyard where Poe was buried, leaving behind three roses and half a bottle of cognac. No one knew the man’s identity. It had been suggested that the baton had passed, that a new Visitor came now, perhaps even a third one. Life magazine had photographed him one year, but from a respectful distance. It was one mystery no one wanted to solve. Unless—


“You think the man who cheated you is the Visitor?”


“As I said, I have no proof. But if I did …” He held his palms up in the air, but the gesture was not as charming as he had intended.


“But that’s sick. Why don’t you just drive around to area malls and tell kids waiting in line there’s no Santa Claus? What if you unmask the Visitor and he decides to stop? You’ll have ruined a beautiful tradition the entire city loves.” Even if few had ever seen it, including Tess. It was awfully cold on a January midnight. But she had read the dutiful accounts in the Beacon-Light every year. The visit was, in some ways, Baltimore’s groundhog, a dead-of-winter ritual that held a promise of spring.


“I wouldn’t take the knowledge public. I’d simply use it to ensure he paid me what I’m owed. If I’m right,” he added. “I could be wrong, I suppose.”


“Which would only make it worse. The Visitor might be scared away for no reason.”


“It’s a childish custom, if you think about it.” Mr. Kennedy sniffed. “And it will end one day, for whatever reason. Everything ends. Does that woman still go to Valentino’s grave? Does Joe DiMaggio still send flowers to Marilyn Monroe, now that he’s dead? Everything peters out. A dramatic ending would be better. It would give people—what’s that hideous word?—closure. Might generate a few headlines for you as well, and you’ve never been averse to publicity.”


The last was untrue, unfair even. Tess loathed the media in the way only a former reporter could. The Beacon-Light had never written about her without getting at least one salient fact wrong, and it had given her four different middle initials over the years. As for free advertising, she had noticed that the bump of interest she received after any press attention, large or small, yielded little in actual work. The sort of people who picked a private investigator because her name had shown up in the morning paper were not people who thought things through with much care.


“How did you happen to come to me, Mr. Kennedy?”


He lowered his eyes. “Truthfully?”


“Please.”


“Truthfully, I’ve been working my way through the phone book, concentrating on the smaller agencies. No one has agreed to help me, and it’s January seventeenth.”


“In other words, you have a little more than twenty-four hours or your window of opportunity closes for a year. Isn’t there some other way to find this man and make him pay you what he owes? You’ve seen him, you know what he looks like, you had a name for him.”


“He’s vanished. He might as well be smoke. He gave me a fake name and address.”


“How can you know so little about him and be so sure he’s the Visitor?”


“Um—the person who introduced us alluded to same.”


“Go to him, then. Or her.”


“That person … has moved away. So you see why I need your help.”


“Never.” She was tempted to say Nevermore, but she tried not to mock clients to their faces, even the ones she was turning down.


“But if—”


“Never.”


Mr. Kennedy stood, tapping his pudgy fingers on the lid of the cookie jar. Esskay was back at full alert, ears pricked in perfect triangles, but he didn’t seem to notice. He was abstracted, lost in thought.


“You weren’t my first choice,” he said. “I’ve tried four others, but they were too busy to grant me an appointment.”


“Good.” He might have meant to insult her, but Tess was relieved to know the clock was working against him.


“I’d like to state for the record that I didn’t hire you.” She admired his phrasing, the way he pretended the decision had been his. “And I’m going to assume our discussion here has been confidential.”


“That’s how I do business. I can’t vouch for anyone else, however.”


“I don’t suppose you’d want to sign something to that effect? I mean, how naïve would a man have to be to count on such a promise, without proof?”


“I don’t know. How naïve—or greedy—would a man have to be to believe that a bracelet offered at a bargain price really belonged to Betsy Patterson Bonaparte?”


“It’s not about greed,” he murmured, more to himself than to her. “It never is, not really, although that’s what most people think.” Unselfconsciously, he lifted the lid of the cookie jar, picked a dark-brown square from the top, and tossed it in his mouth before Esskay could roll from the sofa and demand her portion.


“Mr. Kennedy—”


“I’m sorry, I should have asked first. I have such a sweet tooth, it’s a sickness with me.”


“No, it’s just that … those are homemade dog treats, from a bakery in South Baltimore. They’re made of molasses and soy.”


“Oh. Well, that explains why it wasn’t sweeter.”


He buttoned his camel’s-hair coat to the chin and tapped out into the world. Tess almost—almost—felt sorry for him. But watching him trot away, she found herself thinking of the ending of Animal Farm, where it was no longer possible to tell the men from the pigs, or the pigs from the men.
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Two days out of five, Tess still turned in the wrong direction when she left her office at day’s end. She headed south, to her old apartment in Fells Point, instead of north, to the house where she had lived for almost a year. She did it again after the Porcine One’s visit and chided herself under her breath.


To observe she was a creature of habit was to say that Baltimore was the largest city in Maryland—factual, but nothing more. Tess loved ruts, reveled in ruts, hunkered down into her routines like a dog who had dug a hole in the backyard in order to snooze the summer day away. She sometimes worried she was just a few chapters short of becoming an Anne Tyler character, a gentle Baltimore eccentric shopping at the Giant in her bedroom slippers and pajama bottoms.


Actually, she had gone to the grocery store in her pajama bottoms, but just once, and very early in the morning. Besides, they were plaid, with a drawstring,  and indistinguishable from sweatpants. And she had worn real shoes.


Moving, even if it had not been her idea, had promised a fresh start, a chance to embrace change. Now it was becoming apparent that Tess was capable only of substituting one routine for another. She had swapped her bagel breakfast at Jimmy’s for a bagel and coffee at the Daily Grind, switched her allegiance from the Egyptian pizza parlor on Broadway to the Egyptian pizza place on Belvedere. She did go to a new video store, the exquisitely stocked Video Americain. She ended up renting movies she had already seen.


The new house underscored her oddness. It was a house, a domicile, in only the loosest use of the word—it had four walls, a roof, indoor plumbing, and electricity. Tess had nicknamed this work-in-progress the Dust Bowl, and she was getting accustomed to going through life sprinkled with bits of plaster, wood, and paint. Sometimes, she found the oddest things in her bed: a latch from one of the kitchen cabinets, for example; a screwdriver; even the occasional nail on her pillow, as if a disgruntled carpenter wanted to send a warning.


She had known it needed much work and known it would take much time. Even as a first-time homeowner, she had been savvy enough to realize the estimates were only a fraction of what they would become, in both labor and material costs. But she had forgotten about God, so-called acts thereof. The weather had been gleefully uncooperative for much of the past year, sending rain whenever outside projects were planned, dropping temperatures when indoor projects involved powerful solvents that needed to be vented, whipping up a little mudslide the day the landscaper arrived.


Still, they had managed to accomplish quite a bit—and the house was still a wreck. Under her father’s watchful eye, Tess had dutifully arranged for what she thought of as the essential-but-dull improvements: roof, heating and cooling system, updated electricity, replacement windows, new plumbing, new siding. The result was a snug, energy-efficient aesthetic nightmare, with odd bits of wallpaper and the hideous taste of the former owners hanging on like ghosts, from the Pepto-Bismol–pink tile of the forties-era bath to the avocado-green appliances in the cramped kitchen.


But it was home, and it showed a handsome face to the outside, as Tess noted with satisfaction when she pulled into East Lane. Her father had been appalled at her decision to choose cedar shingles over aluminum siding, toting up the cost of maintenance over the years. Tess had been adamantly impractical on this one point. She wanted the optical illusion of a house that faded into the trees. Her boyfriend, Crow, had heightened the effect by painting the door olive green. In summertime, Tess had felt as if she were entering a treehouse when she came home, passing through the green door into a private world hung in the oaks and elms above Stony Run Park.


But now it was winter, and the house looked even smaller than it was, not unlike a wet cat. Tess loved it still. Her fingertips brushed the mezuzah her mother had foisted off on her, ignoring Tess’s protestations that she was bi-agnostic. “Home,” she said, more or less to herself. She had a home, be it ever so humble. So what if her fingernails were never really clean again, or if strands of paint appeared to be woven in her brown braid. It was worth it, just to walk through the door and say, “Honey, I’m home!”


And to hear Honey call back from the kitchen, “How was work today?”


Crow did not live with her, not officially. They had tried living together when their relationship was too new, and failed miserably. So now he kept his own apartment, although he was here six nights out of seven, coming and going with his own key and using the plural possessive about life on East Lane. It worked somehow. Tess’s mother, of all people, had fretted about the money thrown away on Crow’s unused apartment. (Her father, for his part, was capable of pretending that his thirty-one-year-old daughter hadn’t gotten around to having sex yet.) Tess had countered that $550 a month was a small price to pay for a relationship that worked.


Esskay made a beeline for Crow’s voice, Tess right behind her. Alas, Crow was preparing wood, not dinner, stripping paint from the kitchen cabinets while a boom box provided him with his own private Mardi Gras, courtesy of Professor Long-hair’s version of “Big Chief.” Or maybe it was Dr. John.


“Why didn’t you call?” Tess asked plaintively, leaning against the doorjamb—or where the doorjamb would be, eventually. “I would have brought takeout.”


“Lost track of the time,” Crow said abstractedly, examining the one cabinet that was almost done. Her father had wanted to yank out everything in the kitchen and start over, replacing the original cabinets with modular units from Ikea. But Crow had a hunch that maple lurked somewhere beneath the layers of paint, past bile green, past egg-yolk yellow, past mud brown, past no-longer-glossy white. The kitchen cabinets were a veritable history of bad American taste, circa 1930–1975. It was taking forever, but now the wood was in sight. He stroked the exposed patch softly. “It’s going to be beautiful.”


“You’re beautiful,” she said, meaning it as a joke, not quite able to carry it off. His face was streaked with dirt, his hair stood up in strange tufts, he had on elbow-high rubber gloves and protective eyeware. And yet he was beautiful to her. He was growing up so nicely, her six-years-younger man, his face thinning out, his body filling out. He had begun lifting weights with her this past year, just to be companionable, and now all sorts of interesting changes were taking place. Friends who had once teased her about him now wanted one too, as if he were a Fendi baguette or a pair of Jimmy Choo shoes. But Crow was no accessory, and no knock-off version of him would do.


Esskay sniffed the air and stalked off, angry that she couldn’t detect any food smells beneath the paint remover. Crow thumbed through the take-out menus that formed the spine of their diet these days. Tess had intended to start cooking once she had her own house, but it hadn’t worked out that way.


“Thai? Chinese? Pizza?”


Slumping already, she drooped a little more with each suggestion. No menu ever seemed right for the cold bright days of January, when the mind argued for abstemious balance and the body yearned for the rich treats of the recent holidays.


“What then?”


She didn’t know what she wanted. The more she had in life, the more complicated this question seemed. She had always thought it would be the other way around. “Honestly?”


“Always. That’s our one rule.”


“Let me run over to Eddie’s before they close, pick up cheese, crackers, a box of brownie mix, and a bottle of red wine.”


Crow, usually so agreeable to her whims, frowned. “Can we at least bake the brownies this time, or are you going to eat them out of the bowl raw?” he asked, removing his gloves. “I worry about you and salmonella.”


“We’ll bake them, I promise. I just happen to think brownies and wine go well together. But, Crow—”


“Yes?”


“Maybe you could keep those glasses on. I mean—for later. They really do something for you.”


A rubber glove hit her head as she ran toward the door.
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Later arrived sooner than usual. Within an hour, they were in bed, bodies spent but glasses not yet empty, the pan of brownies cooling on the top of the old-fashioned gas stove. Giggling and relaxed, Tess began to tell Crow about the Porcine One, thinking it nothing more than a good story. Her work did yield good conversational fodder at day’s end, although not as often as one might think. And the rules of confidentiality made it tricky. She sometimes thought about “hiring” Crow and paying him the princely sum of, say, one dollar a year, so she could tell him everything. Luckily, the Porcine One wasn’t a client, so she could gossip about him freely—and meanly.


But Crow was not as amused as Tess was by the tale of John P. Kennedy.


“Jesus, Tess, it would be awful if he found someone who was willing to do it. The Visitor might never come back.”


“He won’t find anyone. He only has a day left, and he made a point of telling me he couldn’t get an appointment with anyone else—everyone else being so much more in demand, apparently.”


“So he said.”


“Why would he lie?” The greyhound had sneaked into the room and draped herself at their feet like a heavy, furry quilt. Tess nudged her with her toes, only to have the greyhound sigh and expand, taking up that much more of the bed. Esskay subscribed to the Manifest Destiny theory of sleeping space, and the headboard was her horizon.


“Maybe he wants you to feel confident that no one’s going to take him up on his nasty little assignment. But I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re the first detective he visited.”


“You mean, of all the private detective agencies in the world, he just happened to walk into mine?”


“You been in the paper lately?”


“Not for a year, thank God. I’ve been a good little citizen, limiting myself to insurance work as much as possible, a few missing-persons no-brainers. Not even a matrimonial in the past two months.”


Crow rolled from the bed and walked over to the room’s French doors. In her old place, Tess had a terrace that afforded a view of the harbor and the city’s Domino Sugars sign. In the boom times of the late nineties, it had become an expensive view, and a day had come when she could no longer afford it. Here, the little cottage had porches on three sides, and they could gaze out at the woods and Stony Run Creek. It was much darker, away from the haze of downtown. Tess actually found it a little scarier, full of unexpected sounds and shadows, but she hadn’t confessed this to anyone, even Crow.


“The sky is awfully clear tonight,” he observed. “Didn’t the weather forecast call for snow?”


“No, apparently the chance for snow wasn’t pronounced enough for the television weatherheads to justify throwing themselves into a frenzy and panicking the entire city. Just cold and clear.”


“You ever been? I mean, you have lived here all your life.”


“Where?” she asked, a beat behind. “No. I mean—January at midnight, the corner of Greene and Fayette? I love the idea, but I’ve never been able to drag my body out of bed.”


“I’ll get you up. I’m still a night owl at heart.”


“Why?” she asked, deciding to skip the argument, which she had already lost, and proceed straight to the heart of the matter.


“Because life’s so short, and then you die. Molière said that, or something close. It’s pathetic, really, how people have to hand you reasons to do things you should be doing. Easy things, right-in-front-of-you things. It’s like waiting for guests to visit before you go see any of the things that are special in your hometown. Your would-be client has bluffed us into doing something we should have done already. You have to do it once, at least, so why not tomorrow night?”


“It seems to me you made the same argument last Halloween, when that local theater group was performing ‘The Masque of the Red Death’ on Rollerblades.”


“And weren’t you glad you went?”


“Only because I dined out on the story for weeks. I’ll go a long way for an anecdote.”


“Then why not go to the graveyard tomorrow night?”


“I’d already said I’d go. Hey—aren’t you cold?”


He got back into bed, and it wasn’t long before the greyhound fled for the living room sofa, playing the part of the offended grande dame. Tess and Crow knew each other so well, or were beginning to. The gurus of modern relationships say couples are to speak honestly, eschew codes, always state directly and plainly what they want. But there are codes, and there are languages. Tess and Crow had their own language. Tess was never going to be an “I want” kind of person, no matter how much Crow encouraged her. So he did his best to read between the lines of her epigrams, translating at will. “Are you cold?” could have meant many things, from “Please get the brownies as long as you’re up” to “I’m cold, come


warm me up.” Actually, it had meant both things, but Tess was happy to settle for the latter. It was a small price to pay for being obscure. She could have a brownie after.


Now Crow, on the other hand, knew what he wanted, said what it was, and almost always got it as a result. What a concept, Tess thought. And then she stopped thinking for a while, which was Crow’s great gift to her. He was the only person who could make her mind shut down.
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The old church and its graveyard stood on the western edge of downtown Baltimore, in a neighborhood overtaken by the University of Maryland’s various graduate schools. In fact, the university now owned Westminster Chapel, which had been turned into a performance hall, and a new law school was under construction behind the graveyard. This had been undeniably good for a once-blighted area, and it was probably safer than it had been in years, but it was still pretty darn lonely at midnight.


Not to mention cold. Two cars were parked on Fayette Street, engines running, and Tess envied them. How cozy it would be, waiting in the car with the heater on, listening to the tape player or the radio. She saw a few other people at the front gate, standing close together to generate warmth yet clearly not connected to each other. She found this creepy. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the story of someone who came, alone, to watch the Visitor make his January nineteenth pilgrimage.


Besides, not one of them resembled the Porcine One. He had a silhouette not soon forgotten.


“Don’t you think it’s better if we wait in the car?” she asked Crow. “I mean, suppose we have to chase someone down?”


They were on the side street, Greene, but standing on the opposite side from the graveyard gates, near the bright lights of University Hospital. Crow had come earlier in the day and walked around, noting all the graveyard’s entrances and exits. Tess had assumed the Visitor just strolled through the front gates, the crowd parting to make way. But Crow thought he might take advantage of the construction and scale the low wall behind Westminster Hall.


“The Visitor arrives on foot, not in a Nissan,” Crow said. “Besides, being outside seems to be part of the experience, don’t you think?”


“The Poe folks stay inside,” she said, pointing with her chin toward the old church where the regulars, the curator of the Poe museum and his invited guests, kept vigil every year. He was the gatekeeper, allowing only those he trusted inside the church. He would never permit anyone to interfere with the visit.


“Well, if you start coming every year, you could stay inside too.”


“Fat chance. You know, Life magazine photographed this one year. But it was understood they would never unmask him.”


“Imagine, a journalist with ethics,” he said mildly. Crow, who liked almost everyone, was willing to make an exception for those in her former profession.


It was 3 A.M., and they had been out for three hours. Tess had brought a thermos of coffee, but she took only tiny sips on infrequent breaks inside Crow’s Volvo, worried that her bladder wouldn’t make it through the night. According to Crow, the Visitor sometimes arrived as late as 6 A.M., which was still dark on January nineteenth. They had played Password, they had played Botticelli, they had played Geography, but their efforts to make time pass only made them more aware how slowly it was moving.


A blast of wind shot down Greene Street, and then the night fell still, as if it knew its part in this drama. A figure had come around the corner and was approaching the Greene Street gate. It was a man—well, maybe not, come to think of it—but definitely a person, wrapped in a cloak, an old fedora pulled down to his eyebrows, hands held up as if to shield the lower part of his face. From their vantage point, Tess and Crow had a clear view, but the spectators on Fayette Street were blocked and oblivious. She thought she saw a white flash in one of the church windows, a face appearing and reappearing, but it happened too quickly for her to be sure. The sounds of the city seemed to fade into the distance, and although she was aware of traffic on the nearby streets, it might as well have been a hundred miles—or a hundred years—away.


The figure entered the graveyard. Tess felt a strange excitement almost in spite of herself. She knew it was just a man, going through a ritual someone else had started, but it still felt magical. The past was suddenly accessible; she felt linked to a time she had never known, to a person who had never been particularly important to her. Through this one odd figure, she could travel to the past and back again. Her mind scrambled for the fragments of facts she had accumulated about Poe over her lifetime. He invented the detective story. He married his young cousin. He had been found, wandering in a state of confusion, on Election Day, wearing strange clothes. He had died in a hospital in East Baltimore within a few days—Church Home Hospital, she thought, although it may have had a different name then. Crow would know; she would have to ask him later.


She reached for Crow’s hand and they ran across Greene Street on tiptoe, finding a shadowy place where they could watch the man approach the grave. The night was bright: the moon almost full, the streetlamps on, the blue glow of Baltimore’s Bromo-Seltzer tower adding a suitably surreal cast to what they could see.


“Tess—”


“Shhhh.” She didn’t want to talk, not now.


Crow pulled at her elbow, turning her so she was looking toward another spot in the graveyard. Another man stood there, near the entrance to the catacombs that ran beneath the church. Taller, swathed in a grander cloak, carrying the same tribute of roses and cognac. Two visitors? How could that be? Too tall, she told herself, and too slender to be John P. Kennedy, her porcine pal.


The first figure was already at the grave—not at the Poe monument, which dominated the front of the graveyard, but the plain tombstone in the back, where he was originally buried. Tess wanted to run after them, to see what happened when they met, but she couldn’t move. She told herself it was out of respect, but she was frightened in a way that only a nonbeliever can be when facing something that cannot be explained. Certainly, one of those figures could not be human. Poe had come back to meet his most constant friend.


The first man backed away from the grave as the second man put down his tribute. Was it Tess’s imagination, or was one trying to keep his distance from the other? The first man made a strange high-stepping movement—there must be a low fence around the grave itself—and stumbled. The other man caught him by the arm, then embraced him. The first man submitted to it, arms at his sides, his body cringing as if expecting a blow.


They parted, moving in different directions. The wind kicked up with a sudden burst, lifting the capes of both men. The taller one, heading east, seemed to be moving quickly, while the other moved at the same stately, measured pace he had used to approach. As he reached the southern wall of the cemetery, he turned back as if to take one last look at his doppelgänger. Tess was no longer sure who was who, which man had come through the gate and which man had come from the catacombs.


And then there was one.


A gunshot is startling any time, any place. It’s a sound people assume they know, and then they hear one and realize they never knew it at all. No diet of movies and television can prepare one for the way a gun cuts the air, the way it leaves all who hear it breathless with dread. Some run, others freeze in place. Whatever choice is made, the other always seems wiser.


Tess knew the sound well, too well, which only made it more terrifying when it shattered this strange tableau. As the spectators at the front gate screamed, she experienced a sickeningly familiar sensation—a sense that the world stopped for a second and then speeded up to get back on schedule. Her mind and body lurched forward, and without realizing what she was doing, she found herself following Crow to the spot in the graveyard where a man was now dead, the voluminous folds of his cape billowing around him like a makeshift shroud.
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Next time,” Tess told Crow, her fatigue so pronounced it made her entire body ache, “remind me to run in the other direction when I hear a gunshot.”


“But it’s professional ethics, right?” he asked, even as he tried to figure out a way to place his long frame across the hard plastic bench and put his head in Tess’s lap. “You felt obligated to see what happened and then try to control things until police arrived. Besides, the guy might have been alive.”


“Okay, next time shoot me when I hear a gunshot. I could go the rest of my life without seeing the inside of this police department and be quite happy.”


The homicide cop who had caught the Poe murder was named Rainer, Jay Rainer. Tess knew him just well enough to dislike him. He had been a traffic cop when their paths first crossed a few years back. In a different era, he never would have made the homicide squad, but the city police department was still reeling from the destructive free-for-all management style of the penultimate police commissioner. The cops had liked to say he was more coroner than cop; he had treated everyone working for him like a body. Homicide cops had gone to robbery, vice cops were on patrol, and traffic cops like Rainer were now in homicide.


“It’s no wonder,” Tess said on a yawn, “that the clearance rates for homicide are at an all-time low. I hear if there’s not a two-ton Chevy with blood on the bumper, Rainer doesn’t have a clue what to do.”


“I’m a big fan of yours too, Miss Monaghan.”


Rainer was standing in the corridor with one of the last witnesses from the church, who were presumed to have had the best view of the shooting. It was a presumption that Tess was happy to let stand, although it meant she had been waiting for hours to give her statement. Trust the city police department to have coffee so overcooked it was almost sour, and powdered creamer that came only in flavors—amaretto and crème de menthe. Wimps, Tess thought, frowning into her Styrofoam cup and feeling the twisted shame of the exposed gossip. She had only been expressing the opinion of another homicide cop, Martin Tull. Her only friend in the department, Tull respected her and trusted her instincts. It was their standing joke that he might leave the department and come work for her, although she barely made enough money to keep Esskay in dog food.


But inside the department, Tull was a go-along, get-along kind of guy. If Rainer figured out she had lifted the bumper line from Tull, it would be bad for him. So she swallowed it, she owned it.


“Good morning, Detective.”


“You know, I think I’ve had a few nightmares like this,” Rainer said.


“Being immersed in Poe has made you melodramatic, Detective,” Tess replied, trying to stifle a yawn. “We don’t know each other well enough to figure in each other’s dreams, good or bad.”


“And even if you did”—this was Crow, his usual laid-back demeanor pricked by the thought of Tess appearing in another man’s dream—“you ought to consider whether a Freudian or Jungian interpretation is more appropriate. My guess is that Tess represents your lost animus, the feminine side of your personality.”


Rainer had to think about this, which required his mouth to drop open. After a few seconds, the rusty hinge on his jaw clamped shut and he motioned Tess to follow him to the interrogation room.


“He’s not exactly Monsieur Dupuis,” the previous witness whispered to Tess as they passed in the hallway, and Tess nodded absently. The woman was a poetry teacher from Hood College who had lobbied hard for one of the coveted church spots and driven sixty miles for the privilege of watching a homicide. Context kicked in, and Tess realized the Poe aficionado must be referring to the detective in Poe’s stories, the one who had solved the murders in the Rue Morgue.


Funny, but she had never been in an interview room before, not in her hometown of Baltimore. She had been questioned at crime scenes, volunteered information at her aunt’s kitchen table—in fact, that was where she and Rainer had first met, when he was a lazy traffic investigator determined to believe a dead man in the alley was the careless work of an after-hours drunk instead of the premeditated homicide it really was. She had waited in the hallways here while police officers solidified leads she had brought them. But she had never sat in the famed “box.”


I am not a suspect, she told herself again. I am not a troublemaker. I am a witness.


“What are you thinking?” Rainer asked her.


“How much it is like that show, right down to the amber tile walls and the desk with the handcuffs attached.” The lie was reflexive, a knee-jerk reaction to authority. “I thought television always got it wrong.”


“Aw, Homicide was a piece of shit. I was glad when they took it off the air.” It was a heretical statement for a Baltimorean to make, but then Rainer clearly wasn’t a Baltimorean. Tess couldn’t place the accent. It was rough and crude, a northeastern caw without the round, full o sounds and errant r’s that make the local patois difficult even for gifted mimics. Tess’s mother had somehow kept Tess from acquiring one, and Tess supposed she was grateful. But it would be nice to put one on, from time to time.


“It’s not off the air. It’s in reruns on cable,” Tess said. She wasn’t sure if this was true, but it was too much fun, yanking Rainer’s chain. Also too easy. If she hadn’t been so tired, she wouldn’t have bothered.


“Yeah, well, I’ll call you next time I need to know what I want to watch on TV. You’re a walking channel guide. But right now we got other things to talk about. Why were you down at Westminster Hall tonight?”


If Tess’s first lie to Rainer had been automatic, the second was thoughtful and measured. Yes, she knew something, but she wasn’t sure what it was, and she didn’t want to entrust information to Rainer under those circumstances.


“Just witnessing a Baltimore ritual. I’ve lived here all my life and never visited Poe’s grave, much less seen the Visitor. That’s akin to never going to Fort McHenry or watching the Orioles play.”


“Bunch of bums.” Rainer frowned. “I hate the American League.”


“Where did you grow up, Detective?”


“Jersey. I’m a Mets fan. Remember 1969?”


“You’ve got my DOB in front of you, you do the math.”


Her voice was nonchalant, but Tess seethed at the question. Her father and his five brothers had schooled her carefully in the key dates of Baltimore sports history: 1958—Colts win the championship; 1966—Orioles sweep the Dodgers; 1972—Frank Robinson traded; 1979—The “We Are Family” series in Pittsburgh; 1984—Colts leave town in the middle of the night in a Mayflower moving van. But 1969?—1969 was Pearl Harbor times three, a nadir in Baltimore sports history imprinted in every native’s genetic code. The Colts’ loss to the Jets, the Bullets’ loss to the Knicks, the Orioles’ loss to the Mets. Tess might not remember the year, but she had relived it at the 20th mark, the 25th, and the 30th, and would probably be around for its 50th. And it would probably still hurt.


“So anyway, you decide, being Miss Charm City personified, that it’s your duty to go and watch whoever this weirdo is who goes to the grave every year?”


CHARM CITY PERSONIFIED—that had been the headline on an item about her in a lighter-than-air puff piece in the Beacon-Light eons ago. Not a good sign, Rainer knowing this. He had been keeping tabs on her. To what purpose?


“More or less.”


“And then what happens?”


“Two cloaked figures converged on the grave.” Even if she was willing to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, she’d never dream of letting Rainer know she had—briefly—imagined she was witnessing Poe’s ghost. “I heard a shot. One fell; one ran.”


“Which way did he run?”


She replayed the moment in her mind, then tried to square it with the grid of the city at large. North and south came easily, but she always needed a minute to orient herself to east and west. Rainer assumed she was stalling.


“Don’t tell me you’re going to be like the gang in the church. One of those guys has watched this thing almost every year for twenty-five years, and he suddenly gets all vague, like he’s not sure what direction the guy came from or how he got into the graveyard. Six people, and not one of ’em sees anything. You tell me that’s a coincidence. They’re protecting this guy, which is sick. What if he’s the killer?”


“Is that what you think?”


“I don’t have to tell you what I think. Now, were you the first one to reach the body?”


“My boyfriend, Crow, was a few steps ahead of me.” Crow had less experience with the dead than Tess did, and therefore less reticence in such situations. “He found the pulse at the neck—rather, he found there was no pulse. We kept the other people back as they began drifting over, and I called 911 on my cell. Someone inside the church called too, I think.”


“You see anyone else?”


“The people in the church came out, and someone—the curator, I guess—took the cognac and the roses and put them in the church for safe-keeping. And I saw some cars parked, motors running, a few people along the street. I’m not sure how many stayed, once the shot was heard.”


Rainer grimaced. “Almost none. Citizens! People don’t even know what that word means anymore. They see a crime, all they can think is what a pain in the ass it is to them. It’s just so inconvenient, watching a guy get killed. One family stayed; the kid was going to write a term paper. He sure got more material than he bargained for. But they were parked on Fayette, didn’t see much.”


“Have you identified the dead man?” Tess had turned her back on him, unwilling to dwell on his features. Any morbid curiosity she might have had about death was long gone. The victim had looked young, with a thin white face that would not have been out of place in a Poe story. But mainly he had looked much too young to be dead.


“Tentatively. He had ID on him, but we still need to find someone who can verify it. Family is from western Pennsylvania. I’ll call them after the sun’s up, let them have the last good night of sleep they’ll have in a while.”


An unexpected bit of thoughtfulness on Rainer’s part, which made Tess unbend a little. Then she remembered he was a Mets fan, from New Jersey yet, and that he called it “Jersey,” which made it worse still.


“Is he—is there any way of knowing—?”


“What?”


“Well, is he the real thing or a wannabe? The real turtle soup or merely the mock, as Cole Porter would say.”


“Huh?” She had made Rainer’s jaw unhinge again, affording her a full view of his teeth, which were at once small yet cramped, overlapping each other in all directions, as if he had forty instead of the usual thirty-two. No orthodontia for little Jay Rainer. Somehow, that was probably her fault too.


“Two visitors came to the grave tonight,” she said patiently. “One, presumably, is the real thing, one of the men who’s been doing it since the ritual started in 1949. The other was a fake. Since we’ve never known who the real one is, how can we know which one died?”


“That’s not exactly at the top of my priority list,” Rainer said. “I gotta solve a homicide, not figure which Baltimore weirdo is the regular weirdo and which one was the wannabe. I’ll tell you this much: The people in the church seem a lot more interested in the guy who got away than the guy who’s dead.”


“The victim—was he shot close-up or from a distance?”


“None of your business.”


It was, although she couldn’t tell Rainer why. What if John P. Kennedy had been there tonight, in one of the parked cars or hiding in the catacombs beneath the church? She thought the shot might have come from that direction, but it was a guess on her part. Could the shooting be connected to Kennedy’s petty beef over the bracelet?


“I’m just asking the kind of questions that the Beacon-Light’s police reporter is going to be asking you when he comes in this morning,” Tess said. “I was a reporter once. I can anticipate what they’ll want to know. And it won’t end with him. The AP puts a bulletin out about the Visitor every year. It makes news even in some European countries.”
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