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			“If a man indulges himself in murder, very soon he comes to think of robbing, and from robbing he comes to drinking and Sabbath breaking; and from that to incivility and procrastination.”

			—Thomas de Quincy, “On Murder...”

			“This taught me a lesson, but I’m not sure what it is.”

			—John McEnroe

			 

		

	
		
			Part 1

			New York City

			“Whatever liberates our spirit without giving us self-control is disastrous.”

			—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Bad Reception

			One flight of stairs too many. That was the straw that broke this camel’s back.

			Not lunging dizzily over the sides of roofs searching for faulty cable connections. Not day after dreary day of lugging heavy loads of equipment—cable boxes, cable wires, signal power checkers, not to mention my sorry ass—in all kinds of god-awful weather. Not the clients—yes, we were supposed to call them clients, as opposed to what they actually were: royal pains in the ass, angry at having to carve out huge chunks of their day to stay home and wait for me, their media savior.

			Just those damned, interminable flights of stairs; stairs that sent waves of lactic acid shooting through my calves, straight up into my thighs, causing my legs to metamorphose not into fragile fluttering butterflies, but thick redwood stumps.

			What was it, two, three years I’d been working for the cable company? I’d lost track. Ever since my last case as a skip tracer, a nightmarish experience that sucked the wind out of my sails almost effectively as a five-story walk-up, my life was pretty much a blur, as out of focus as a cableless TV. At the age of forty-six, I was trying to find myself instead of finding other people. Only I wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

			Casting about for some new way to make a semi-honest living, I reckoned communications was the way to go. As television signals bounced from skyscraper to skyscraper, like so many steel pellets in a giant pinball machine, the airwaves were left saturated with ghosts that haunted the unconnected. Cable companies, the true ghostbusters of the last half of the twentieth century, were ready at the rescue. Add to this the fact that HBO, Showtime and their rival pay TV stations were thriving, not to mention that untested force called Web TV, and it was inevitable that cable was in everybody’s future, mine included.

			So, I did what everyone else does when they’re looking for a job in New York City, I answered an ad in the New York Times. After two weeks of technical training, which included a crash course in customer relations—something I was sorely in need of, as my dislike of everyone, yes, even myself, has been well documented—I was issued my official New York City Community Cable Company credentials, including the bright blue and red identifying logo patch, which I convinced one of my former skip trace clients to sew on my work shirt at no cost. After all, it was the least she could do. Two years earlier I’d located her husband and, using the friendliest persuasion I could muster, made sure he ponied up the long-past-due child support payments, which allowed her, for the time being at least, to extricate herself from the welfare rolls.

			So here I was, a foot-soldier in the war against double and triple image ghosts and out of season, nonmeteorological snowstorms. In the beginning, it was refreshing to enter someone’s apartment as a welcome guest, rather than an intruder looking to nail them for some unpaid bill or other transgression against the economic system of this fair land of ours. Instead, I was there to improve the quality of their couch-potato lives; to see to it that their otherwise dull, colorless evenings were filled with fun and frolic; to ensure that they would not miss their favorite soap opera, game show, reality show, sit-com, quiz show, sporting event, drama or late-night gab fest, due to the ubiquitous urban bugaboo of bad reception. Instead of an ogre, there to bring home the harsh reality of a cash-and-carry society, I was the prodigal son, a white knight returning to them the gift of fantasy. I was there to brighten their dull, ever-so-ordinary, hum-drum lives. I was Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, the Easter Bunny, Thomas Edison, and David Sarnoff all rolled up into one. It was as if I had undergone a miraculous religious awakening. Did I go so far as to think of myself as a messiah of the airwaves? The truth? Yeah, damn it, sometimes I did. Delusions of grandeur? Not if your reception was nonexistent.

			***

			It was another typical cable day. I was answering a call on West 58th Street, about as close to the river as you can get without getting your feet wet. A walk-up, nestled among used-car lots and empty buildings waiting to be rehabbed to accommodate those who now think of Hell’s Kitchen as chic. Fifth floor, naturally. It was early July and very hot. And humid. The novelty, joy and pseudo-religious aspects of the job had long since vanished, and I was wondering how much longer I could keep this up.

			Sweat dribbling down the back of my neck, I stepped into the vestibule and pressed the buzzer. No answer. I glanced at my watch and noted it was only 11:30. The rules, as decreed by the high command of Community Cable Company, aka CCC, stated I could be at a customer’s abode anywhere from eight in the morning till one in the afternoon. I was well within the guidelines. I’d done my part. So where was the client?

			I flirted with the idea of blowing off the rest of the day, but before I took a step backward out the door, I buzzed again. Why? Because I’m persistent. It’s a trait that’s gotten me in plenty of trouble before and will again, I’m sure. I’m trying to learn how to take no for an answer, but it hasn’t sunk in yet. Still no answer. I tried the super. Nada. I buzzed a couple other apartments. No answer from any of them, either. I pulled out my wallet, grabbed the only credit card I had left, shoved it in the space in the door between the lock and the doorjamb and, just like that, I was in.

			I trudged up the particularly steep set of stairs and when I finally reached the fifth floor, leaving my breath somewhere around the third, I vigorously knocked on 5B.

			“Yeah?” a froggy voice from inside answered.

			“Cable.”

			“Just a second.”

			More than a few seconds passed, while I tried in vain to get back breath that was probably lost forever, and when the door finally opened I was faced by an old geezer with white hair that looked as if an electrical charge had been applied, scrawny, frail-looking, unshaven. He was wearing baggy trousers that hung well below his waist, even though they were ostensibly held up by suspenders, and a Hard Rock Café T-shirt stained with God only knows what.

			“I been waitin’ since eight o’clock. Been up since six,” he whined in a voice that was like fingernails on a blackboard. Only worse.

			“I buzzed. No answer.”

			“Buzzer’s broke.”

			“You could have left a note or something. How’d you expect me to know you were here?”

			“Not my problem, bud.” He pointed to a clock on the wall. “You’re late.”

			I tapped my watched. “Ten and one. Didn’t they tell you?”

			“Get told a lot of things. Most of ’em don’t mean a damn thing.” He looked over to a clock radio resting on a table next to a couch that had obviously been rescued from the street. “Dammit, I’m missin’ my programs. Why’s it gotta be closer to one?”

			“Why don’t they just sew up the ozone hole and put an end to global warming? Why are you on the fifth floor? Why not the first? Just another one of a series of life’s irritating little mysteries. Part of God’s infernal plan,” I said. “So, what’s the problem?”

			“How the fuck do I know? You’re the cable guy. You tell me.”

			“Mister, it’s gotta be eighty-five degrees out there and the humidity’s off the chart, so cut me some slack, will you? Describe the problem and I can get on with it.”

			“Ain’t got no cable, that’s the problem. No cable, no TV reception. No TV reception, I don’t get my programs. I don’t get my programs, I’m pissed and I call the cable company and they send a wise guy like you out to fix it. It’s as simple as that.”

			“Yes,” I allowed. “I guess it is. If only the rest of life were that simple.”

			“You the cable guy or some kind of goddamn philosopher?”

			I pointed to the telltale insignia on my shirt, which, I noticed, was beginning to fray and come off at one corner. I’d have to have that taken care of before the next inspection. CCC frowns on sloppy dress. which they equated with sloppy service. That you could dress like Cary Grant and still give bad service didn’t seem to occur to them.

			He squinted at my name tag over the cable logo. H. Swann. “That you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Swann? What kinda name is that?”

			“Mine.”

			“Like the song,” he said, as he grimaced and scratched his crotch.

			“How’s that?”

			“You know, the river song...”

			As if I hadn’t heard that one before.

			He started to sing, “Way down along the Swannee River...”

			“Oh, yeah...” I said, rolling my eyes.

			“So, what’s the H. for?” he asked.

			Harried. Homesick. Heart-broken. Hellacious. Helpless. Home-less. Hash browns. Hostile. Hapless. Handicapped. Ham-strung. Hopeless. The possibilities were endless. But I gave him the truth: “Henry. Now, why don’t you show me where the damn set is.”

			He scratched under his arm, coughed, grimaced, then he showed me. I turned the set on and got nothing but a January snowstorm. “Is there access to the roof?”

			“How the hell should I know? You think I go up to the roof? To what? Sunbathe?” He waved his pale arms in my face, one of them half-covered with a tattoo of an American eagle in faded blue and white. “This look like I get out much? Besides, I’m afraid a heights, bub.”

			I hitched my bag over my shoulder and started toward the door.

			“Where the hell you going?”

			“To the roof. To check the connection. Got a problem with that?”

			“So whaddya think it is?” he asked, following close behind me.

			“I think you’ve got no cable, that’s what I think.”

			“Wise guy,” he said as he went at his crotch again. I wanted to warn him that too much of that and his nuts might fall off, but in the name of good customer relations, I kept my mouth shut. Working with the public takes discipline and patience, both of which for me are in short supply.

			I climbed yet one more flight of stairs, stepped out onto yet one more barren rooftop and checked yet one more set of connections. They seemed okay. I came back downstairs. He was waiting for me at the door, his pale-ass, veiny white arms folded menacingly across his chest. “Well?” he said.

			“It’s gotta be a problem with the block.”

			“That’s just what I told ’em. When I called the other day, I said it had to be out there on the street. So why’d they waste my time sendin’ you?”

			“Sadism.”

			“Huh?”

			“Never mind. Can I use your phone?” I had a cell in my pocket, but I’d be damned if I was going to use up my minutes on this guy. Or any other client, for that matter.

			“What makes you think I got one?”

			“A man’s got cable, he’s got a phone.”

			“What’re you, Sherlock Holmes?”

			“Never was, never will be.”

			He cleared his throat, which by now sounded like a garbage truck pick-up. I backed away. “Had to give up a goddamn morning just so you could tell me the block’s out,” he grumbled as he showed me to the phone. I called in and spoke to my supervisor, dutifully reporting the problem. After I finished, he told me I had a message from someone named Jake, and then reamed me out for getting personal messages at the office. The only Jake I knew was a bail bondsman I used to do some work for once in a while, in a former life.

			After reassuring the old man that his cable would be fixed by the end of the day—an out-and-out lie; I just don’t know what got into me—I went downstairs, pulled out my cell and called the number. Sure enough, it was my Jake, the bail bondsman.

			“What’s the deal, Jake?”

			“Got a job for you.”

			“No personal house calls, Jake. You gotta go through the company.”

			“Not that kind of job.”

			“You know I’m not in the business anymore.”

			“For old time’s sake.”

			“I buy you a beer, you buy me one, that’s old time’s sake. But this is a business I’m not in anymore.”

			“Come on, Swann, I’m not askin’ for the moon here. I’m in a tight spot. Help me out, just this once, pal ’o mine. Come on down to my office when you get off work and I’ll clue you in. It’s a no-brainer case, pal. Your specialty. Besides, I’m sure you could use a few extra bucks. Whadaya say?”

			“I don’t know...”

			“Henry, I don’t want to have to call in old markers, you know...”

			“I wasn’t aware you had any, Jake.”

			“Give me some time. I’ll think of something.”

			I paused a moment. Oh, what the hell. A few bucks were a few bucks. Besides, I hadn’t seen Jake in a while, and I didn’t have all that many friends that I could afford to alienate someone who considered himself in that small group.

			“Okay. I’ll be there around seven.”

			***

			Jake’s office was in downtown Manhattan, not far from the courthouse, from whence he got most of his business. When I arrived, Jake was alone, his feet propped up on his desk, watching a small black-and-white TV.

			“I think this is the same position I left you in the last time I was here,” I said. I couldn’t see the TV, but I heard the unmistakable sound of a sit-com laugh track.

			“It’s comfortable,” said Jake. “So why not?”

			I came around to his side of the desk, pulled up a chair and sat down beside him. “You like this piece of crap?” I asked, gesturing toward the TV.

			“The Cos? He’s the best. Even in reruns.”

			“If you say so. You know, Jake, they invented color TV a few years back. Things can’t be so bad that you can’t afford to buy one for yourself.”

			There was a roar of fake laughter, and Jake’s eyes were pulled back to the screen, as if they were magnetized.

			“I like black and white,” he said. “Reminds me of my childhood.”

			“That’s something most of us would like to forget...”

			“Not me. It was what they call idyllic.”

			“You been reading the dictionary again, Jake?”

			“Fuck you. You know, Swann, while you’re here, I been havin’ some trouble with the reception. Wavy lines, double images, like that.” He pointed to the screen. “See what I mean.”

			“Call the cable company.”

			“I don’t got to. I already got you here.”

			“But that’s not why, is it?”

			“No, but I thought maybe I could get me some free advice. You’re the expert now, aren’t you?”

			“Jake, I hate to break it to you, but you call the cable company and they send some jerk like me out here, no charge.”

			“Yeah, well, what are friends for?”

			“What are they for, Jake?”

			He reached over and flicked off the TV, just as Cosby was about to set one of his kids straight on the awesome yet rewarding responsibilities of life on the planet. He pulled a file from a drawer and slapped it on his desk. “Got me an Olympian here, Swann. A runner and a jumper. I need you to find him and bring him back.”

			“There are plenty of guys could do that for you, Jake. I’m out of the business. You know that.”

			“I need you on this one, Swann.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Because you’re still the best.”

			“Cut the crap, Jake. I was never the best. I was cheap. I was relatively honest and sometimes, when things were really bad, I’d handle the shit-ass little jobs you offered because I needed the money. Come to think of it, I always needed the money.”

			“You could probably still use the money.”

			I didn’t say anything because the obvious rarely has to be stated.

			“I never did know why you quit.”

			“Because life wasn’t what I thought it should be.”

			“Tell me something I don’t already know. When you find out what it is, let me know.”

			“You’ll be the first.”

			“You still a Met fan?”

			“I’m still a masochist, so you tell me.”

			“I think they’re going all the way this year. Valentine actually knows what the hell he’s doing. That Ordonez kid, no stick, but he can really pick ’em. And Piazza, Ventura...so their pitchin’ ain’t quite up to snuff, they can still cop the wild card. Take it from me, two thousand’s their year. Been to any games lately?

			“Nope.”

			“That’s a shame. Maybe I can do something for you.”

			“You can, Jake. I’m hungry. I’m tired. I’ve been on my feet all day. Lay it out for me, so I can turn you down the nicest way I know how and you can get back to the Cos.”

			“Burglary. Twenty grand shot to shit if you don’t get him back.”

			“That’s kind of high for a simple breaking and entering, isn’t it?”

			“Priors. He gets nailed on this one, he goes down for a long time.”

			“What about the collateral?”

			Jake made a passing sign with his hand.

			“You asshole.”

			“I got a heart, okay?”

			“And look where it got you.”

			“I can’t afford to eat twenty big ones, Swann. You find the dude, I’ll make it worth your while.”

			“You never did before.”

			“Very funny.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m in the entertainment business now.”

			“Name’s Carlos Robles. From uptown, near where you used to have your office. But I don’t have a good address on him. He’s a family man. Find them, you’ll find him.”

			“You make it sound easy.”

			“For you, it will be.”

			“Why not just do it yourself, or get one of your regular flunkies?”

			“Because I don’t want it to get around I was made a fool of, okay? Besides, I feel sorry for you, Swann. You’re a shadow of your former self, and I want to show you what you been missing.”

			“You’re a saint, Jake.”

			“Ain’t that the truth.”

			“It’s against my better judgment—not that I have any—but okay, for old time’s sake. And for the money, naturally. How much are we talking about?”

			“Two-fifty.”

			I flicked the TV back on. The cutest little Huxtable was in the midst of wrapping dad around her little finger. “Enjoy the Cos,” I said, as I made a dramatic move toward the door.

			“Okay, okay. Five hundred. Jesus, why not just rip my heart out?”

			“Because first I’d have to find it, and I haven’t got that much time. Besides, I think you ought to hang onto it, Jake. It reminds those of us who know you that you are, on occasion, capable of human emotions.”

			He frowned. “Thanks a lot, pal.”

			I smiled, scooped up the file, tucked it into my jacket pocket, and headed for the door.

			“When will I hear from you?” Jake asked, his feet recapturing their former position on his desk.

			“Tomorrow, maybe. I can’t afford to waste a lot of time for a measly five bills.”

			“Yeah,” said Jake, “and just think of all those sets waitin’ to be fixed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Switching Channels

			You may not be able to teach an old dog new tricks, but we don’t forget the ones we’ve already learned. Call it muscle memory, if you will. I figured since Señor Robles was purported to be a family man in the tradition of Robert Young, Tim Allen and Bill Cosby, the best way to trace him was through his family. Jake knew that too, which is why all the pertinent information was in the file. I figured the best place to start was with the local elementary school.

			I awarded myself a well-deserved day off by calling in sick. Nevertheless, I still wore my snappy, ever-in-style, blue-gray cable outfit because I thought it might come in handy as a disguise. I’m not big on changing appearances, but you can often make people’s misperception of you work in your favor. I’ve spent a good part of my life being underestimated, and I like keeping it that way.

			First stop was P.S. 171 on Amsterdam. After sweet-talking the guard at the front door—is this what the world has come to?—I went directly to the principal’s office where I asked the school secretary if the Robles kid was registered. He was. In fact, eight of them were. From reading the file, I knew the one I was looking for was named Roberto and he was nine years old, which put him in the fourth grade. Yes, there was a Roberto Robles in the fourth grade. Could I have his address? No way. Could I speak to the little fella. No, no, no, no. Absolutely not. Could I leave a note for him to bring home to his mother? A couple of hems, a couple of haws, and then it seemed as if that would be all right. I said I’d be back in a few minutes with a note for Roberto to take home.

			I found a Duane Reade down the block, picked up a package of colored construction paper, a magic marker, and a roll of scotch tape. I chose the most brightly colored sheet in the package—cherry red—threw the rest away, drew a few squiggly lines on it. I folded the paper in half and taped the sides together. On the front, in large, thickly drawn letters, I wrote, “Mrs. Carlos Robles.”

			I went back to the principal’s office and handed the secretary the note, impressing upon her how important it was to make sure little Roberto got it and took it home to mom.

			A few minutes before three, I stationed myself at the front exit to the school. I figured classes would be dismissed in order of grade, lowest first, and I was right. Five to three the nine-year-olds came tumbling out of the building, boys first, their testosterone propelling them out onto the sidewalk like marbles shot out of a cannon. The kid holding onto a bright red folded piece of construction paper, which he had pressed tightly against his notebook, had to be Roberto Robles. As soon as he hit the pavement, he stopped and jammed the note into his backpack, then headed north, up the avenue.

			I followed the kid home, which turned out to be a rundown tenement on 152nd Street, just off Broadway. The kid pushed open the door and went inside. I was right behind him. Maintaining a flight between us, not that he was paying attention to anything other than the Gameboy he was fiddling with, I followed him up to the third floor and watched from the staircase as he knocked twice on the door of an apartment. Seconds passed, then the door opened a crack. A man wearing a wife-beater stuck his head out, looked around, then let the kid in. I went downstairs and called Jake.

			“Can of corn,” I said.

			“You found him?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I knew I could count on you, Swann. Now reel him in.”

			“Jesus, Jake.”

			“It’s part of the package, Swann. You know that.”

			“Can’t you send someone else down here to take care of that? I’m out of practice and besides, his kid’s in there with him. What the hell am I going to do with him?”

			“My heart bleeds. You got the cuffs, don’t you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Use ’em.”

			“What if he’s got firepower? You know I hate that shit. That’s why I quit doing business with you. Bill skippers, wife deserters, that was my game. Cons, that’s something else.”

			“He’s just a B and E man. No physical shit on his record. Chill out, Swann.”

			“It’s a new America, Jake. Eight-year-old kids carry Uzis. They make bombs and blow up schools. They shoot their parents, their schoolteachers, their friends.”

			“So frisk the damn kid. See ya in about an hour. If you run into any trouble, dial nine-one-one.”

			“Thanks for nothing.”

			I hung up the phone and fingered the cold metal pair of cuffs that bulged in my back pocket—I’d brought them out of habit, not because I expected to use them.

			I climbed those damned stairs again and pressed my ear up against the front door of 3-D. I could hear the TV blasting. It was Judge Judy reaming someone out. I rapped on the front door. Nothing. I rapped again. A man’s heavily Spanish-accented voice called out, “Yeah, who the fuck is it?”

			“Community Cable.”

			“I didn’t call no fuckin’ cable, man.”

			“There’s a problem in the building and I need to check your reception.”

			“Reception’s fine, man. Get lost.”

			“You don’t let me check it, I got to turn it off in the entire building.”

			“Shit.”

			I heard footsteps. The voice, directly behind the door now, said, “How I know you the cable guy?”

			“Look out the peephole,” I said, stopping just short of adding, “asshole.”

			His eye blocked the light coming from inside. I pointed to the insignia on my shirt.

			“You dressed like cable, man, but that don’t mean you cable.”

			Carlos had just summed up one of the more important lessons of life, one I’d learned the hard way: appearances are often deceiving. Never completely trust your eyes, ears or sense of smell. Most people don’t understand that, and that very elemental misunderstanding, that basic miscomprehension of life, is something I have always relied on. That cynicism is, I’m afraid, what makes it virtually impossible to be around me for any length of time. “Here, take a look at this,” I said, holding my ID card up to the peephole with one hand while I gripped the cuffs in my back pocket with the other.

			He unlocked the door, opened it, and there, standing in his boxers, holding a bottle of Corona and reeking of weed, was Señor Carlos Robles, in the flesh.

			“Mr. Robles,” I said, moving my shoulder forward and sticking my foot in the door so he couldn’t close it on me, “I’m afraid we’ve got another, non-related cable problem. Seems you stiffed a friend of mine...” Before he could react, I yanked the cuffs out of my pocket and, in a move I could still perform in my sleep, slapped one cuff on his right wrist.

			“Hey, man...”

			I whipped his other arm around behind his back and lifted up. “I don’t want any trouble, especially with your kid in the other room, so why don’t you just cooperate and we can resolve this thing. All you’ve got to do is let Jake turn you in and you’re home free.”

			While I was in the midst of giving this little speech an odd thing was happening. I was getting an adrenaline rush, a rush I hadn’t had in over three years. It was introduced as a tingling sensation that coursed through my body, not unlike the lactic acid that attacked me when I climbed stairs, but much more pleasant. I wondered, did I really miss all this? The thrill of the hunt, the ecstasy of the capture? Was this possible? Please, God, no...I did not want to be drawn back into a life of uncertainty, a life that too often made no sense. And so, instead of enjoying the feeling, I fought it. I told myself that the rush was no rush at all, simply a combination of nerves and fear.

			“You hurtin’ me, man!” he moaned.

			“Stop fighting me and it won’t hurt.”

			“All right, man, all right. But my kid. I can’t leave him here alone. He’s only nine, man. My wife’ll fuckin’ kill me.”

			“Okay, here’s what we’ll do. You tell him to come out here with a pair of your pants, a shirt, and your shoes, and we’ll take him with us. When we get down there, we’ll call your wife and she can pick him up.”

			“Fuck, man...”

			“This is non-negotiable, Carlos,” I said, hoping he knew what the word meant.

			***

			Fifteen minutes later, Carlos, his son, Roberto—clutching his father’s clothes to his chest—and I got into a cab and headed downtown.

			“I know you from somewheres, man?” he asked as we headed down Broadway.

			“Don’t think so.”

			“You ever a cop?”

			“No.”

			“You live ’round here?”

			“No.”

			He shook his head. “I know I know you, man.”

			“I’ve got that kind of face.”

			Throughout the cab ride downtown, he didn’t take his eyes off me, which gave me the willies. Finally, as we were crossing 14th Street, his face lit up. “Hey, I knew I knowed you, man. Paradise Bar and Grill, right? You a friend of the owner, Joe Bailey. And Manny, the bartender. Ain’t that right? That’s where I seen you. You used to hang out there, always saying, you know, that stuff. Po-it-tree, man. That was you. The Po-it-tree man. I used to hang out there, too. You was pretty good, man. You still talkin’ that shit?”

			“I think you’ve got the wrong guy.”

			“I ain’t wrong, man. You worked as a dick, right?”

			“No.”

			“Well, I mean, they didn’t call you no dick. They called you somethin’ else. Skip man. Something like that.”

			I sighed. He had me nailed. “That was then, this is now.”

			“How’d you get that cable suit, man?”

			“It’s mine. It’s what I do...”

			“You shittin’ me...oh, man.” He started to laugh. “I got fuckin’ hooked by the cable guy. Shit, can you beat that?”

			“No, Carlos, my friend, I guess you can’t. But if I were you, I’d keep that little piece of information under your hat, because it won’t do much for your street cred.”

			That didn’t stop him from laughing. I would have laughed with him, but I didn’t think it was all that funny.

			***

			I deposited Carlos, the kid and the clothes with Jake, who welcomed me with his typical annoying as hell shit-eating grin.

			“Okay, finito,” I said, as one of Jake’s mangy assistants called the kid’s mom. “We’re even. Pay time.” I stuck out my hand.

			“Check’s in the mail.”

			“You gotta be kidding.”

			“You don’t trust me?”

			“Jake, I trust my mother, but I still cut the cards.”

			“Nice attitude, Swann.”

			“It’s the only one I’ve got. And don’t forget to add twenty-five bucks for the cab down here.”

			“Who the hell told you to take a cab?”

			“Don’t give me any shit. I’ve had more than enough for one day.”

			“Okay, okay.” He went to his desk and removed his checkbook. He took a pen from his pocket, which, from the way he hesitated before writing, must have been filled with his own blood. “Here,” he said, “enjoy it in good health. And since you done such a good job, and since you’re an old friend of mine, I got a bonus for you.”

			“What’s that?” I asked suspiciously.

			“Here,” he said, pulling an envelope from his shirt pocket. “Don’t open it till you get home. I want it to be a surprise.”

			“Thanks, Jake,” I said, slipping my “bonus” into my pants pocket, “but do me a favor, will you? Next time you call me, make it just to tell me how much you miss me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Take Me Out to the Ball Game

			I hardly ever do what I’m told. It’s probably genetic. My father never did anything he was told either—until, that is, my mother told him to take a hike, which is what he did. Haven’t heard from him since. Do I miss him? Nope. He’s one person I wouldn’t find, even if I could.

			As soon as I got outside I opened the envelope—I don’t delay gratification well, probably because I get so little of it—and found a note. When I unfolded it, a ticket dropped out. I picked it up and saw it was for a Met game against the Braves the next afternoon. I read the note.

			Swann, appreciate what you did for me. Thought you might like to take in a game with me tomorrow afternoon. Be there or be square.

			Jake

			I smiled, stuck the ticket in my pocket, balled up the envelope and note and swished it into the nearest trash can. I hadn’t been to a game in a couple of years and, since the Mets were hot, breathing down the Braves’ necks (okay, it was early; plenty of time for them to fold in the stretch), it didn’t seem like a bad way to spend a Wednesday afternoon in July.

			The next day, I called in sick and, under bright blue, nearly cloudless skies, I hopped the number seven out to Flushing Meadow. I was perfectly capable of finding my own way to my seat, but I couldn’t seem to shake the usher, an old-timer who must have wiped the seat vigorously half a dozen times while I fumbled in my pocket for some loose change.

			The seats were great, near the dugout on the first-base line. There was a plaque in front of me announcing the box as the property of Shields, Phillips, Kelly and Levine. I was in a corporate box. I assumed somebody owed Jake a favor and he was passing it on to me.

			It was approaching game time and the Mets and Braves had finished batting practice and were getting ready to trot back out for the one-thirty start, but there was still no sign of Jake. I assumed he’d gotten stuck at the office and would be along as soon as he could. It was a beautiful day: blue sky, low humidity, bright sunshine, temperature in the mid-eighties. Perfect baseball weather. The stadium was beginning to fill up, mostly with teenagers, large groups of T-shirted kids on camp outings, and a smattering of retirees or those intrepid baseball fans willing to skip a day of work. About one-ten, just as we were rising to sing the National Anthem, sung by two jokers in suits who billed themselves as “The Singing Lawyers,” I began to get a little antsy. I considered giving Jake a call on his cell phone, but once the last note ended, a cheer went up, the Mets took the field, and I thought, the hell with it. If he didn’t make it, he didn’t make it. I certainly didn’t need him to enjoy the game.

			Al Leiter was in good form and the Braves went down in order in the first. Painting the corners like Picasso resulted in two strikeouts and a dribbler to Ventura at third. In the bottom of the first, the Mets took an early lead. Henderson singled, then went to second on Alfonso’s single. Olerud stroked a double into the right-field corner and suddenly the home team was ahead two-zip. The sun was shining. God was in heaven and all was well in Metland.

			By the top of the third, Jake still hadn’t showed. Just as I was about to get up and grab myself a beer and a hotdog, a well-dressed man in a dark, pin-striped suit and rep tie made a move to sit down next to me.

			“Sorry,” I said, “I think you’ve got the wrong seat.”

			“I don’t think so,” he said with that imperious voice that in my experience only men of power and wealth have mastered.

			“I’m expecting a friend,” I pressed, “and I’m pretty sure he’s got the seat next to me.”

			“These are my seats,” he said authoritatively. And you know what, I believed him. In fact, I believed him so much I didn’t even ask to see his ticket stub. Instead, I glanced at the plaque on the rail in front of me and wondered whether I was going to be seated next to Shields, Phillips, Kelly or Levine.

			A collective groan went up, and I turned my attention to the field, where the Braves were nibbling at Leiter. He’d given up two scratch hits, and once the batters got on, they were running wild on the bases, obviously frustrating Piazza, who’d tossed his mask to the ground angrily. The Braves managed to tie the score and, with only one out, they were still threatening.

			Chipper Jones was up and the count was full when the guy turned to me and said, “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Swann.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I apologize,” he said. “I should have introduced myself. My name is Carlton Phillips.” He extended his hand and I couldn’t help noticing the expensive Rolex strapped to his wrist. I had the distinct feeling that Mr. Phillips was not used to apologizing for anything. I gestured toward the plaque. He smiled. “Corporate seats. They’re not used all that often by any of the partners. We work much too hard to take time off, especially during the day. Mostly, they are made available to clients.”

			“I guess it must be me who’s in the wrong seat.”

			“No. You aren’t. But you are a little confused, aren’t you?” Pronouncing each syllable separately, he seemed to be using twice as many words as he actually was.

			“Do I look confused?”

			He smiled in a way that informed me that he knew I was. “Are you enjoying the game?”

			“Which game is that?” I asked, but he didn’t seem to hear me. He glanced at his watch. “I’ll let you get back to the game on the field again soon. I promise. I know this isn’t exactly an orthodox place in which to conduct business but...”

			“Business?”

			“Yes, Mr. Swann. I’m here to speak to you in a professional capacity. I’m a friend...well, really a business acquaintance of Mr. Stein.”

			I may have been confused, but I wasn’t stupid. It was clear I’d been set up. The whole shebang, right down to finding Carlos Robles, was just an elaborate charade engineered by my good friend and Mr. Phillips’s business acquaintance, Jake Stein.

			“That son of a bitch...” I muttered, while in my mind I thought of all the ways I could get back at Jake.

			“He was merely doing me a personal favor, although I don’t necessarily disagree with your personal analysis of him.”

			“A favor, huh? For you. But what’s in it for me? Other than these seats, I mean.”

			“That’s something you might find out, if you give me five minutes of your time.”

			“I’m a little busy right now,” I said, turning my attention back to what was happening on the field. I was pissed at Jake, using me to look good to some big-time lawyer.

			“I can wait till the inning’s over, if you prefer.”

			I turned and stared at Phillips. Despite the heat, he was unruffled. I don’t know why, but that irritated the hell out of me. He just sat there, hands folded across his chest, smiling back at me, so damned confident, so damned sure of himself. He never once looked out onto the field. “You’re not going to leave me alone until you say what you want to say, are you?”

			He smiled. “I’m afraid not.”

			“Shit. Okay. Go ahead. But you’ll have to forgive me if you don’t have my full attention. There’s a game going on out there. So do me a favor, will ya? Make it short and sweet.”

			“I’ll do what I can,” he said, and shot me a look that let me know he wasn’t used to giving the condensed version of anything, much less being dictated to. This was a man who demanded attention and, despite the fact that it seemed as if he needed me for something, he didn’t disguise the fact that he didn’t like me one bit. But that was okay. I wasn’t crazy about him either.

			“I’d like to engage you to find someone for me. It’s my daughter. I believe she may be in a bit of trouble, which, to be frank, isn’t an unusual state of affairs for Marcy. I’d like to help her. You see, I’m an attorney and if she has gotten herself into a jam, I believe I can do something for her.”

			“What kind of jam might she be in?” I asked as the word “drugs” immediately pole-vaulted into my head. That’s usually the case with the spoiled kids of arrogant, know-it-all fathers.

			“I’m not quite sure. It’s the people she hangs out with. You see, Marcy has suffered some emotional problems over the years. She has a tendency to look for love in all the wrong places. If backed against a wall, I’d be forced to admit that this is, in large part, my fault...”

			“That so?”

			“Yes. I’m afraid, by nature I’m a rather distant person. Some might even consider me cold, unemotional, remote.” He smiled. “At least those are the words one of my ex-wives used in her divorce petition. As a result, I believe Marcy is rather closed off from her feelings.”

			“Shrink-talk.”

			“Pardon me?”

			“You’ve been to a shrink, haven’t you?”

			“Is it that obvious?”

			“You talk the talk. Either that or you’ve been watching too much Dr. Phil.”

			“It’s helped me come to grips with a lot of my, uh, problems. The shrink, I mean. I don’t have time to watch television during the day, when I presume the person you mention is on.”

			“So now that you’ve come to grips with your problems you’d like to help your daughter with hers. Is that it?”

			“Is there anything wrong with that?”

			I shook my head. “Sounds very fatherly to me. Kinda makes me wish I had a dad like you.”

			He cocked his head to one side, as if evading my shot at him. “Let me tell you something, Mr. Swann. I couldn’t care less if people like me. In fact, in my business it’s sometimes a plus. But what I do demand, and what I almost always get, is respect. So you can take all the shots at me you like, believe me, I’ve heard worse, but if you work for me, and I’m confident you will, you will have to respect me.”

			“Let me tell you something, Mr. Phillips. I don’t care if people like me, either. So we’ve got that much in common. But whether they like me or not, they have to understand that although I will willingly, even eagerly, take their money, they don’t own me. Which means I don’t have to respect them and I don’t have to take shit from them. All I have to do is get them what they want.”

			“I suppose I can live with that. Are you married, Mr. Swann?”

			“Used to be.”

			“Divorced?”

			I shook my head.

			“Separated?”

			“Death. Hers, not mine.”

			“I’m sorry.” He hesitated a moment, as if weighing the value of his next question. “Do you mind if I ask how it happened?”

			I knew he couldn’t care less. Why should he? He was only interested in getting me to work for him. I knew what he was doing. He was trying to bond with me, make me like him, which would result in my taking his case. What a waste of time. I don’t have to like someone to work for them. They just have to pay me. On time. Copiously. Or not. I answered him anyway.

			“Freak accident. She was walking down the street. A manhole cover blew. It hit her and practically sliced her in half.”

			“Horrible.” He shook his head back and forth, like one of those dashboard bobble-head dolls. I knew what he was thinking. He was a lawyer. He was wondering how much I got. He would have been disappointed. Suing the city or Con Ed isn’t easy. Besides, I didn’t have the heart for it. By the time my wife’s death sank in, I was well past caring. I didn’t want a three- or four-year lawsuit hanging over my head, reminding me every day what happened. I just wanted to let it go. Fortunately, he didn’t ask me to elaborate. Not so much out of concern for my feelings, I was sure, but rather because I meant nothing to him other than the job he wanted to hire me to do.

			He touched his hand to his mouth, dragging his fingers slowly down his chin. “Children?”

			“One.”

			“Girl?”

			“Boy.”

			“How old?”

			I knew the answer. I really did. But there was something going on on the field, and I couldn’t put my finger on the precise figure at that particular moment. So I said the first number that popped into my head, which was thirteen. Upon further reflection, the answer was fourteen, because he’d just had a birthday a couple of months earlier. But what did it matter? One of us didn’t really care.

			“He lives with you?”

			“With his grandparents in the Midwest. Missouri. Someplace like that.” I knew the answer to that question, too, but I didn’t want him to think he knew me or anything about me, which would enable him to work me. I know the drill. It’s what I use to get information I need. The less you look like you care, the more people tell you. Sometimes, if you handle it right, if you’re good at what you do, and I am, the problem isn’t getting people to talk, it’s getting them to shut up. The smarter they are, the more they want to impress you, the more they want to talk. It’s amazing how much information you can get by asking the right questions and then keeping your mouth shut.

			At the same time, you can’t underestimate people. You’re much better off thinking everyone’s smarter than you are, even if it’s not true. It wasn’t difficult with Phillips because I was pretty sure he was smarter than me, knew more than I did, but the fact that he did, and he knew it, could work to my advantage. The smarter he thought he was, the smarter I’d turn out to be.
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