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      Chapter One


      They say nighttime fog is romantic, but a woman walking alone on dark city sidewalks gets a Jack the Ripper feeling to the

         marrow of her bones. The streetlights cast a sick haze. You can’t see a damn thing in any direction. And footsteps are approaching

         right now—coming from behind, amplified in the fog.

      


      I speed up, just three blocks from my destination on Marlborough. The steps get closer. A woman was murdered walking by the

         Charles River last month, less than a mile from here. Point of fact: the steps pound harder, faster, a man’s stride. He’s

         broken into a run, catching up.

      


      Or closing in? Should I thrust at the groin with my umbrella? Smash his nose with the heel of my hand?


      Or is it two people running? I hear many footsteps, so it’s hard to tell. One or two? The murdered woman was struck from behind

         while walking, bludgeoned to death. I veer to the curb and stop, silent, invisible, I hope. The soles strike hard enough to

         crack cement.

      


      Then a noise erupts in the fog just feet from where I stand—a sudden grunt, a scuffle. A cry of pain sucked in and stifled.

         Muffled? Gagged? A gargling sound too. It’s over in a flash. A sound bite.

      


      I don’t move. It feels like forever. The steps recede, but with a new sound—a scraping. Dragging a heavy bag? A body? Every

         muscle in my body clenches.

      


      What did I hear?


      I force myself down Dartmouth to Marlborough, fighting fear as I hurry along a vapor trail of odors—exhaust fumes, balcony

         barbecues. Also garbage, pet waste, mildew.

      


      At 9:06 p.m. this third of May, I meet Meg Givens at the Marlborough townhouse front door. Huge relief just to get here. Sensibly,

         she drove. We stare at this house in somber silence, and my pulse rate hikes back up. Neither of us wants to be here tonight.

         No one comes to greet us. There’s no welcome mat beneath our feet. Not a single lamp glows from any window, upstairs or down.

         A small campaign sign for the Massachusetts governor’s race pokes from the tiny front garden, but the whole townhouse is dead

         black, and I don’t expect the interior to be a bit cozy and welcoming, not with the task ahead of us.

      


      Meg’s Lanvin wafts in the thick air, along with hints of something rotting. Compost? Sewage? Rain starts falling, thick drops

         mixed in the fog and mist. Should I tell her about the footsteps? The sickening sound, the dragging? As a Realtor, Meg found

         a tenant for my upstairs flat, but she’s not a close friend. Why didn’t I drive tonight?

      


      “I appreciate your willingness to do this, Reggie,” she says. “So let’s get going.” Meg keys in. We step into the pitch-black

         interior, and a sweet, sharp odor hits my nostrils.

      


      Gas. “Meg, gas. Let’s get out of here.”


      “They should’ve left a light on.” Her nails scratch the wall like chalk on a board.


      “Out. Now.”


      “Here, got it.” Click.


      Light flares to reveal a front room sectional sofa in hot orange and wall-mounted hunks of scrap metal. No, they’re armor:

         a breastplate, a visor, a mailed glove. It’s like a dismembered knight. Then I see the chandelier, a massive work of medieval

         blades, halberds, swords, knives. Some are fused, others swing free. The whole fixture hangs from slender wires. We’re ankle-deep

         in a rug that needs mowing with a John Deere.

      


      “My God, a hall of armor. What do I smell?”


      “It’s sandalwood, Reggie.”


      Not gas, but sandalwood. The joke’s on me. I’m wound way too tight from the weather and the footsteps and noise…and those

         ghastly blades that look ready to crash. “Meg, I think somebody just got mugged.”

      


      “Muggings in the Back Bay are fairly common, Reggie. Should’ve warned you about the scent. I recommend citrus air fresheners,

         but this couple loves sandalwood. It’s the night noises that wake them up. Random noises.”

      


      “That’s it, Meg—some disturbing noises that I heard when I was walking over here.”


      “You walked? Reggie, I forget you’re new to the city. I’ll drive you home. I insist. And this shouldn’t take us long. The

         owners are out for dinner. They prefer we leave by ten. Let’s get to it.”

      


      I wrench my mind to the task at hand. Let go of that sidewalk incident, forget the weaponry of the Middle Ages, focus on the

         here and now—which feels, however, like a setup for failure. I tried to duck out of this, but Meg begged me. “You say these

         people hear slamming doors?”

      


      “Hard slams, Reggie, always late at night. The noises started the week they moved in. I sent our firm’s best handyman. Every

         door latch works perfectly. I hope you can help. Are you ready to start?”

      


      “I’m ready, but are you certain there’s no object or artifact left in the house from previous owners?” She shakes her head

         no. As I’ve told her, I work hands-on. To start off, I need something tangible to hold. Bare-handed, it probably won’t work.

      


      “Just give it a try, Reggie.”


      Closing my eyes, I try to clear my mind and concentrate on rhythmic breathing. And I wait. We wait together. Five minutes?

         Fifteen?

      


      Meg’s knuckles crack. She whispers, “How’re you doing? Any vibes?”


      “Nothing so far.”


      “Take your time. I’ll lower the light.” She turns the dimmer, and the room goes sepia. Minutes pass.


      “Anything?” I shake my head. “Maybe if you sit down? Or walk into other rooms? Are you concentrating?”


      “I’m concentrating.” But I sound as tense as I feel in this nineteenth-century Boston townhouse whose owners think it’s haunted.

         That’s why I’m here this gloomy evening. I’m supposed to ID the ghost.

      


      The fact is, I sense nothing but a mix of sandalwood and Lanvin. Maybe there is no resident ghost. Or maybe my sixth sense

         is blocked, since I’m both empty-handed and distracted by the sidewalk episode. In either case, no vision, no spirits.

      


      Meg twists the dimmer down to brownout and stands close. “Let me prime the pump. I’ll tell you some terrible things, Reggie.

         These quaint Back Bay houses the tourists love—the slate roofs, the ornamental ironwork, the old brick—the naive tourists

         think they’re so charming. So do our clients.”

      


      Her voice drops low and gets grainy. “How wrong they are. Dark secrets haunt these houses. We Realtors know the true stories

         of Back Bay murders. Daggers, Reggie, and poisonings from tonics laced with mercury.”

      


      Is she making this up just to coach me?


      “Imagine this, Reggie: under the Victorian facades, under the stiff collars and lace, are crazed opium addicts, jealous younger

         brothers cut from parents’ wills. Fratricide, parricide. A cousin in formal evening attire trampled by a carriage horse. A

         beloved uncle strangled. On a night like this, Reggie, angry spirits can stir. They can slam doors. And psychic powers can

         summon them. You, Reggie, can hear them if you concentrate.”

      


      I try. I imagine a rearing carriage horse, the uncle whose eyes pop as the killer crushes his windpipe. I picture it all.

         So would you. Which doesn’t make it psychic.

      


      “You don’t feel anything?”


      “Wait—” Behind closed lids, I see pricks of light and hear a sudden whoosh. Ghost? No, the ventilation system. “Meg, my sixth

         sense is vacationing.”

      


      My laugh sounds brittle. Wrapped in her own troubles, Meg can’t possibly know why I’m on edge. It’s not only the sidewalk

         scare in the fog but also my entire new Boston life. Or, as my businessman ex used to say, the whole enchilada.

      


      Stifling her disappointment, Meg runs a hand through her dark brown hair. Her face is heart-shaped, dark eyes quick. She’s

         wearing a purple dress with a brooch shaped like a festive red hat, oddly jaunty in this somber scene. “It was worth a try.

         Anything to block a lawsuit.”

      


      “You really think they’d sue? For ghosts?”


      “Or disturbing their peace, whatever. The wife is convinced the house is haunted. They paid top price in last year’s hot market

         and spent big bucks renovating. A lawsuit could drag on for years and cost a fortune. As the listing agent, I could be named

         as a defendant. Even if they don’t sue, they could smear our firm. The husband is a new player in big development deals in

         the city. They’re political people. They host fund-raisers. You saw the yard sign outside for the primary.”

      


      We move through the dining room, and suddenly, I recognize the pattern in the wall covering: neat rows of clenched fists.

         “Aren’t these the fists of the Black Power movement?” She nods. “They papered this room in Black Power salutes?”

      


      “This paper was custom-milled in France.”


      “Are your clients black?”


      “He is. They moved in two months ago, even though the kitchen’s still not done. Here, sit down a minute while I write them

         a note.”

      


      We’re now in the kitchen, a construction zone of tile and stainless steel. I verify that all kitchen door latches do work.

         “The new owners are the first to complain about the slamming, right?”

      


      Her pen stops. “Why do you ask?”


      “A house can have a history.”


      “Reggie, the whole Back Bay is historical.”


      “Let me ask this: I won’t say ‘haunted,’ but is the house notorious for unexplained incidents? Do the Realtors gossip about

         its ‘dark secrets’?”

      


      She pauses and taps the pen. “Nothing specific, but for some reason, this house goes on the market every few years. For Realtors,

         it’s a merry-go-round with a brass ring. The insider joke is, who’s next to grab the sales commission?”

      


      “What do the sellers have to say?”


      “When they leave? The usual, job transfer, out-of-state move.”


      “No compaints about night noises?”


      “A seller wants a good price, Reggie. And ‘ghost’ isn’t on the disclosure sheet.” Meg meets my gaze. “Some of the Realtors

         are … shall I say, a bit superstitious? One of our younger agents did some research on the history of the house, and we teased

         her because she got so obsessed and moody and complained about cold and chills. Bad for business, I told her. We called her

         Igloo Sue.”

      


      “What did she find out?”


      “We never knew. She met a pilot and moved to Dallas, one of those whirlwind romances. Personally, I think the problem is the

         style of the house. It’s the only neo-Medieval on a block of Italian Renaissance. It doesn’t get enough light on the first

         floor. That’s my theory.” Meg finishes the note and manages a grin. “Guess you’re not a ghostbuster psychic, Reggie.”

      


      “Guess not.” My faux buoyance hides a certain angst. Not about this Marlborough house in particular, but my health as a psychic.

         True, this gift has bruised and scraped me raw, scarred my arm, nearly killed me, yet it has provided a surge of energy the

         NFL could use in Super Bowls. The care and feeding of my sixth sense is topmost priority.

      


      But on that sidewalk, I felt plain fear, and in this house, nothing. At the moment, I’m a psychic flatliner who can’t handle

         the city on a foggy night.

      


      So what? you ask. So first thing tomorrow morning, I’m discussing a homicide case with Detective Francis Devaney. He’s counting

         on the newfound psychic ability that recently put me in a working relationship with the Homicide Division of the Metropolitan

         Boston Police. No, it’s not a paid position. I’m an unofficial adviser. The reward is beyond a Wall Streeter’s comprehension:

         quite simply, it’s adventure beyond my wildest dreams. Me, Reggie Cutter, ex–executive wife and twenty-five-year authority

         on ensembles for ladies’ luncheons, volunteer committees, banquets, teas, corporate galas. I tell you, as the ultimate makeover,

         helping cops solve a murder beats a face-lift by a light-year.

      


      For the past month, Devaney has waited while my wounded arm healed from my “rookie cop” adventure. Well, my arm is now hoisting

         ten-pound free weights, and I’ve counted down the hours to tomorrow’s talk. Devaney’ll offer me a psychic’s deputy badge,

         so to speak, and I’ll salivate like Pavlov’s dog. I’m just that eager. But if I blank out, I’ll be sidelined. He’ll be polite

         and distant. “No hard feelings, Reggie.” “Of course not, Frank.”

      


      Oblivious, Meg clicks her ballpoint and reaches for her briefcase with a pro’s nimbleness. “My car’s at the corner. Maybe

         lunch next week,” she says. “And love that green jacket, Reggie. Bet it’s terrific in decent light.”

      


      “I like your purple too, Meg, and your brooch.”


      “It’s my Red Hat outfit. You must know the Jenny Joseph poem about wearing purple and a red hat when a woman gets older? It’s

         about breaking free.”

      


      “Vaguely.”


      “It’s a great women’s group. You have to be over fifty.”


      “Not quite yet.”


      “We’ll welcome you. You’ll love us. It’s a fun bunch. I’m flying to this year’s convention. I’m looking for a hard-shell hatbox

         for the overhead.”

      


      Outside on the stoop, I fumble with my umbrella as Meg reaches to close the front door. Neither of us can explain the next

         moment. Meg’s arm is outstretched, fingers ready for the knob. Before she can grasp it, the door starts to move. We watch

         it, standing still as two statues. Neither of us touches the door, but both of us feel a sharp cold draft. All by itself,

         the massive front door swings shut with a hard slam.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      At 8:11 a.m., Devaney arrives, a burly man with a barrel chest and graying hair cut short. Blue eyes, crooked nose. “Reggie,

         I’m early.”

      


      “Detective Frank Devaney, come right in.”


      He fills the room in his tweed sport coat and a mustard tie with ovals like slide specimens. His usually ruddy cheeks are

         a bit colorless, like the morning.

      


      “How about some coffee? How about a muffin?”


      “Water’s good,” he says.


      We sit in the front room among my late aunt’s furnishings, the carved oak chest and hurricane lamps and shelves of books.

         I, in navy slacks and a cream blouse with light makeup and a natural-tone lipstick, have claimed the bentwood rocker. It was

         my late Aunt Jo’s, as was this South End townhouse condo here on Barlow Square, which I inherited and moved into after my

         divorce. Devaney commands the sofa, his feet flat on my favorite of Jo’s kilims. “Where’s the pup?”

      


      “Biscuit’s with her co-owner. I’m now dog sharing.”


      “Vacation time-share pets?”


      Joint custody of Biscuit the beagle is a twisted tale. “My dander allergy,” I say, and let it go at that.


      “How’s the arm? Soreness gone?” He tells me that the scar from my first crime case will fade. Actually, my dimple-size scar

         feels like a badge.

      


      “And how’s the upstairs dentist?”


      Is this cop-style chitchat? H. Forest Buxbaum, D.M.D., is the new tenant Meg found for the upstairs flat, which is a huge

         chunk of my post-divorce income, since my settlement stocks have crashed.

      


      “The acid test, Frank, will be when I knock at Dr. Buxbaum’s door with a midnight toothache.”


      He chuckles, asks about my kids.


      “Jack’s still drawing a paycheck in Silicon Valley, and Molly’s probably got a sleeping bag in her sculpture studio in Providence.

         Both fine. And your boys, still overseas?”

      


      “One in the desert, one at sea on a destroyer. Their mother wants them back stateside.” He rubs his eyes. “I do too. They’re

         adults, and still we worry.”

      


      I nod. “They’re out on their own but still our kids.”


      “Maybe I will take that coffee.”


      It occurs to me that he’s stalling. He looks tired. “Frank, was a crime reported on Dartmouth Street last night at about nine?

         It’s on my mind. I heard footsteps and scuffling on the sidewalk in the fog.”

      


      “Walking by yourself? Reggie, you’re not in a gated community anymore.”


      I flash to the private subdivisions and security patrols of my past. Luxury prisons. “Frank, I will not live shut in behind

         locked doors in Boston. Anyway, I was driven home in that fog, with visibility of about four feet.” I say nothing about the

         slammed front door, which Meg and I murmured about in cryptic tones. “Every intersection was a war of nerves.”

      


      He can’t disagree. “No, nothing reported on Dartmouth last night I know of. Nothing in the Back Bay.” Momentary relief. Maybe

         I only imagined the worst.

      


      “You okay, Frank?”


      His thighs strain the weave of his trousers. “Let me tell you, Reggie, no police department in this country thinks there’s

         enough personnel to do the job A to Z. The public wants blood, the media and politicians hammer you. Add a high-profile crime,

         like the Dempsey case, and everyone’s on us like buzzards.”

      


      “Sylvia Dempsey.” The woman murdered by the river. Is this the case for my psychic sense? “Do you have leads?”


      He shoots me a look. “Not you too.”


      “A person ought to be able to walk by the Esplanade at twilight without being bludgeoned.”


      “Forget ought.” He puts his mug down, takes a notebook from an inside pocket, and lays it on the coffee table between us.

         “Did you visit Boston in the crack years, Reggie?” This is not chitchat.

      


      “Crack cocaine years? No.”


      “In those years, Reggie, you stepped on crack vials like they were seashells on the beach. People set their families on fire.

         Mothers threw babies off roofs. The homicide rate went sky-high. We had a hiring freeze. Openings in the division, we couldn’t

         fill them.”

      


      This is not about Sylvia Dempsey. This is something from the past.


      “It got to be a blur,” he says. “Lowlifes and snitches angled for their own deals with cops and the DA. Notes got sloppy,

         and witnesses ran together in your mind. It’s probably hard for you to imagine that.”

      


      Me? One autumn I served on three ball committees and mixed up the Baccarat and Tiffany and Waterford table favors. Tragic

         at the time.

      


      “Don’t get me wrong, we got some real good convictions. We put away scum. But then a few particular cases—” He twists his

         wedding band. “You think those cases are over and done with, past history, but then you find an old notebook in a drawer,

         open it up, and a detail comes back.”

      


      The notebook on the table—I know this now—is coming my way in minutes. It will be the psychic prompt. I’ll be expected to

         hold it and to feel the extrasensory vibes, though there are no guarantees. I say, “So you have doubts about some of those

         cases.”

      


      “Yeah, doubts. I checked old notes and files on a case about a man named Henry Faiser. He’s doing twenty to life in MCI Norfolk

         for shooting a man we thought was trying to buy drugs. Faiser was twenty-one years old at the time. The victim was a white

         college student named Peter Wald.”

      


      “Faiser’s black?” He nods. “This happened close by?”


      “About half a mile away on a block near the turnpike on Eldridge Street. It’s a fancy condo high-rise now, but then it was

         three shabby houses and a body shop, which Vehicle Theft was already watching because they suspected stolen cars stripped

         for parts.”

      


      “A chop shop.” Again, he nods. I get no points for knowing this lingo. The notebook lies untouched.


      “Homicide was watching the house next to the shop. A crack house, we thought. A woman had died there, and the cause of death

         was heart failure, inconclusive as a criminal case. So we kept an eye on the house. The DEA was in it too.”

      


      “The Drug Enforcement Agency?”


      “Feds, so there were turf issues.”


      “But Henry Faiser shot and killed Peter Wald. That’s a fact?”


      “Faiser was known to be living in the house, and also known to be at the scene of the murder. A gun was found in the weeds

         in a vacant lot alongside the house. Ballistics proved it was the murder weapon. We had information that Faiser shot Wald

         in a dispute over a drug buy.”

      


      “Faiser was a drug dealer?”


      “A sometime dealer. Now and then.”


      “So he had prior convictions?”


      “He had arrests.”


      “Not convictions?”


      He shakes his head. “Charges were dropped.”


      “For lack of evidence?”


      He looks me in the eye, and the moment hangs. “Reggie, how many homicides do you think I worked so far in my career, twenty

         years a cop? Give me a number.”

      


      “One hundred fifty.”


      “Nowhere close.”


      “Two hundred?”


      “Over five.”


      “Five hundred murders.” I am stunned.


      “In the crack years, assault cases turned into homicides. I didn’t even see my wife, my boys. I missed their Little League,

         birthdays, our anniversary. Day and night we all worked, and we still got behind.”

      


      “You think Henry Faiser did not kill Peter Wald?”


      He sucks one cheek. “Does the name Jordan Wald ring a bell?”


      “Wald? The candidate Wald?”


      “State Senator Jordan S. Wald. He’s running for lieutenant governor.”


      “Carney and Wald?” I recall the names on the yard sign at the “haunted” house. A memory kicks in. My late Aunt Jo talked about

         a State Senator Wald who pushed legislation for tough environmental standards. It was one of her many causes. “Is Wald the

         environmentalist?” He says yes. “Was Peter Wald related to the senator?”

      


      “Peter Wald was his son. And into environmental causes too. An activist.”


      “What was he doing there?”


      “It was a drug scene, Reggie, a dealer on every corner.”


      “Peter Wald was there to buy drugs?”


      “We never knew for sure.” Devaney’s face says otherwise. He blinks and lowers his gaze. A moment passes.


      “But there was pressure to find the killer,” I say. “And now, years later—how many years?”


      “Thirteen.”


      “Thirteen years later, you’re not sure.”


      He pulls the knot of his tie, opens his collar but does not meet my eyes. “Let’s say as a veteran in Homicide, I know how

         easy it is to convict innocent people. Plus, there’s hepatitis in the prison system. Hepatitis B and C. It’s almost an epidemic.

         Prison health care isn’t exactly the Mayo Clinic.”

      


      The nub of it: Henry Faiser is in prison for a murder he maybe did not commit, and he’s seriously sick. Years after the fact,

         Devaney is bedeviled by guilt. “So you’ve opened old files and”— I swallow hard, the challenge before me on the table—“and

         an old notebook.”

      


      Here’s what’s next. Frank Devaney will put the notebook into my hands, ask me to hold it and to receive a psychic message.

         A feeling, an image, something. Will I have to tell him that my intuition is temporarily out of order?

      


      My mouth is dry as he lifts the brown tooled-leather notebook, clasping it like a prayer book. “I’ll turn to the particular

         pages,” he says. “You can hold it. That’s what your Aunt Jo did. I always had to give her something to hold.”

      


      My Aunt Jo, psychic number one, and me, the sequel, though I didn’t understand in childhood that my so-called overactive imagination

         was really a sixth sense. All those tests they put me through from third grade on—results inconclusive. No one would listen

         to my aunt’s explanation, which became the secret we eventually shared, aunt to niece.

      


      “Frank, let me say something up front. I want to be honest. The fact is, I’m not sure I can help you today. In that fog last

         night… well, maybe my sixth sense fogged up.”

      


      “Reggie, when it came to psychic abilities, your aunt was also modest. She never bragged. She never promised more than she

         could deliver. I appreciated that.”

      


      “I’m not my aunt.”


      “In the police department, sniffer dogs have more credibility than a psychic. If Homicide saw this, I’d never live it down.”


      Perspiration dots his brow. My armpits prickle. The notebook is in my palms, clasped in my fingers. Eyes closed, I try to

         focus, reach deep inside, imagine that I am one with the notebook. I try not to hear Frank Devaney breathe.

      


      What happens? I think random thoughts—my son’s birthday later this month, I’m out of bananas.


      Reggie, prepare to admit the truth, I tell myself. It’s a setback but not defeat. There will be other cases. Frank Devaney

         will come calling again…so I hope. For now, honesty is crucial. “Frank, it’s not working. My sixth sense has come to a halt.”

      


      “You’re sure?”


      Eyes opened, I try to give back the notebook. He doesn’t take it.


      “Maybe you need time.”


      “Psychic messages don’t work on a timer.” I put the notebook next to him on the sofa.


      His eyes look both hard and sorry. “You’re positive?”


      “Pretty much.”


      “Well, no hard feelings on this one, Reggie.”


      I force this out. “Of course not, Frank.”


      Slowly, he pockets the notebook and rises. I, too, rise, feeling like I’m made of wood. We move toward the door. I am rollerblading

         on the edge of self-pity, a crime-case Cinderella in a patch of rotting pumpkins. I say, “Maybe the moral of the story is,

         be careful when you clean out your desk.” He frowns. “That’s when the notebook surfaced, right? When you rooted through your

         desk?”

      


      “No. It’s when I got a letter from Henry Faiser.”


      “From prison? Telling you that he didn’t kill Peter Wald?”


      His nod is long, slow, reluctant. “He writes every once in a while. To say he’s doing time for somebody else’s murder, yes.”


      We’re at the door. “Where’s the letter?”


      Devaney pulls a small envelope from his inside pocket. It’s addressed in the block letters of children and terrorists. “See

         for yourself.”

      


      I take the envelope, open it, unfold the single sheet, and read, “…wrong man… bad evidence…if you are a moral detective you

         must care and act…do something.” At the bottom, in huge letters: “HELP ME.”

      


      A short letter, it’s a disclaimer and a plea. It contains no real information, not one fact. I hold it at the edges between

         fingers and thumbs, reading and rereading top to bottom until I can recite those words verbatim, “…wrong man…moral detective…do

         something.”

      


      Devaney waits patiently. I’m still reading. Then there’s a shimmer, an optic flash. The moment hastens but stands still. Yes,

         I stare at lines of ballpoint ink, but through the paper I see a scene develop. The letter in my hand has turned as transparent

         as cellophane, and on the other side something swirls. Like a storm. Coils of red heat. The paper takes me there. It’s an

         oven, an inferno.

      


      I now pretend to read. I am posing with the letter, merely posing. Devaney thinks I pause to grasp the words on the page,

         but he is mistaken. My left side is hot. Below the rib cage is a burning. It’s painful. The hot coils sear and flash. It takes

         everything I’ve got not to cry out, to stand as if normal. The fiery storm scene engulfs me.

      


      “Reggie, are you okay?”


      “Okay,” I say, voice from an echo chamber. “Hot—”


      He takes the letter from my hands. I lean against the cool door frame. The coils begin to fade as he folds the letter, tucks

         it back in the envelope. No flames crackle in his mind.

      


      “Reggie, you okay? Are you sick?”


      I shake my head. “Just a feeling in my side, like something hot. Terribly hot.” Then I feel embarrassed. Suppose he thinks

         it’s a hot flash?

      


      Devaney leans close, looks hard at me. “I have something to tell you. The house, Reggie, the crack house where Henry Faiser

         lived—”

      


      “Yes?”


      “The day we arrested him, it went up in flames. The chop shop and all three houses on the block burned to the ground. Two

         bodies were found—homeless squatters. We never solved it.”

      


      “Oh.”


      “You felt that, Reggie. The heat. The letter did it. It means you can help, Reggie. Just like your aunt. I’ll get to work

         on this and call you.”

      


      Relief on his face. Relief in my soul. Bingo! Psychic is open for business. Hoo-ray. Saved. Deputized.


      Yet my rib…my rib is still hot. Moments pass as Frank Devaney welcomes me to the team. As I sign on gladly as his silent partner.


      Even after Devaney leaves, the rib is still hot. When my whole self is willing and able and eager, why this blaze? Listen

         to the body, say the experts. Suppose I do? Suppose it warns me, as I plunge ahead, not to walk through fire?

      


   

      Chapter Three


      I’m ready to take a midday walk to Eldridge Street for a crime scene survey—just as soon as my dog comes home. The radio’s

         on as I wash a few dishes, the violins and cellos full-throttle fortissimo. I turn it off, since Beethoven is the last thing

         I need at a stressful moment. The fact is, I’m jittery and my rib is pulsing. From the front window, I scan the scene on Barlow

         Square, where the trees are leafing out nicely in bright spring green. On the brick sidewalk, a dry cleaner makes a delivery

         and an older man in an argyle sweater fills his pipe. A woman carries a cardboard carton in from her car—a new toaster oven.

         It’s a calm city scene for suburban me, the twenty-five-year denizen of enclosed malls and culs-de-sac. Sometimes distraction

         is the best sedative.

      


      Seated in Jo’s study, I open my laptop and start “Ticked Off,” a hybrid etiquette and pet peeve column now running in seventeen

         suburban weeklies, three new ones signed on since last month. The weekly column was launched during my last corporate-wife

         posting in Oakton, Illinois—i.e., Chicagoland— where we had our biggest house. Where I had my smallest life, upscale as it

         was.

      


      “Ticked Off” was the hobby that has gained a life of its own. The sight of my name in print, the check payable to me—what

         a thrill! Who knew that one little op-ed piece on cell phone bad behavior would turn into a bona fide column? Who knew, for

         that matter, that “Ticked Off” would become a flotation device when my marriage crashed—or, to be precise, when I was ejected

         from what Martin “Icehouse” Baynes decided was the passenger seat? Never mind that my own idea was long-term partnership,

         my spousal role the family copilot.

      


      Marty, it seems, saw it differently. For him, I was to learn, a wife meant twenty-five years of cargo to be jettisoned when

         Ms. Trophy appeared. My era was done, finis, when Marty got Celina, one year older than our daughter, Molly, who is now twenty-three.

         In any case, “Ticked Off” is now modest steady income to be counted on. Serendipity, never knock it.

      


      I’m finally past the jitters and settling into writing the column—a reader-suggested topic of women who file their nails in

         public—when an ungodly roar erupts outside, a sonic throbbing with firecracker accents.

      


      My jumpiness doesn’t trigger because this time I know what’s up. I dash to the window and see the familiar chrome and cherry

         fenders, the bubble helmet and leathers, the gloved fingers on handlebar controls. I watch the motorcycle ease to the curb

         and back against it. This Harley is rigged with a dog seat. Sitting up in a harness thing, wrapped in a blanket, the dog has

         a brown-white-black furry head, floppy ears, and the blunt muzzle and nose of a beagle.

      


      I spring out. “Biscuit. Sweetie.” My voice is swallowed by the engine roar.


      This black, white, and tan bundle of energy is my dog. Correction: half mine. Formerly my aunt’s, she was jointly bequeathed

         to me and to this biker, who cuts the engine and dismounts, visor up. Standing by the chrome exhaust, I struggle with the

         harness straps, a Gordian knot. I am exasperated beyond words. “How can you—”

      


      “How can I what?” He pulls off the helmet. This is R. K. Stark, who stands like a highwayman, a Colossus of Roads, in his

         biker leathers.

      


      “This harness contraption, it’s dangerous.”


      “Custom-made, a stroke of genius.”


      “A dog’s hearing could be damaged by the noise. You didn’t consult me. What about our deal?”


      He deftly frees the dog, who jitterbugs into my arms and licks my fingers. As I hug her and scratch her warm belly, my dogdander

         allergy acts up, the same allergy that plagued me for years while raising the children with retrievers, one Lab and one golden.

         I sniff but coo, “Sweetie—”

      


      “Sweetie? Did I hear sweetie?”


      Caustic as always, this man wants to turn a sweet animal companion into a Call of the Wild. Meaning that our philosophies

         on dog care are as different as day and night. Stark stows the harness contraption in the saddlebag. Biscuit darts toward

         a puddle in the gutter.

      


      “Biscuit, no.” On Stark’s order, the dog halts, comes when he calls her, delights at his gruff “Good dog” and the tug at her

         ears. I am practically forced to invite him inside. The two of us have issues to discuss, such as fleas, ticks, and kibble.

      


      “Coffee on?”


      To a normal person, you’d say yes and issue a polite invitation. But Stark strips manners like bark from a tree. I call it

         the Stark effect.

      


      “Coffee on?” he repeats. “Pope Catholic?”


      “How fresh?”


      “Since last Tuesday.”


      At her kitchen water bowl, Biscuit laps furiously, doubtless dehydrated from the foolish motorcycle ride. I pour Stark a mugful

         of hot coffee, slide the sugar bowl, and wait as he spoons in his usual five. His cropped hair and trim mustache are ginger,

         his eyes gray as the North Atlantic. He’s over thirty. His scent is unfiltered Camels. And muscles—the man might as well live

         at a gym.

      


      Literally, he might. I can contact him only on his cell phone and suspect he’s close to homeless. Or never sleeps. For two

         years, he lived rent-free in my Aunt Jo’s basement, jobless, practically a derelict. He’s supposedly working off his debt

         of gratitude to Jo by “helping” me, mostly, it seems, by showing up at odd times.

      


      One of which saved my life. Truly. Stark is brusque and about as sensitive as a boiled owl. My neighborhood grocers call him

         a thug, and they may well be right. Credentials? Don’t ask. I don’t even know what his initials, R. K., stand for, and he

         keeps me off-balance by showing up and vanishing like a Cheshire tomcat.

      


      But in my two months here on Barlow Square, Stark has shown uncanny skill where my welfare is concerned. It’s as if one of

         my son’s boyhood action figures has come to life to watch over me. What I know for sure is, the man’s tongue is alkali, but

         his deeds are heaven-sent. Stark has been a rock. So far.

      


      What links us is Biscuit. What divides us, among other things, is also Biscuit. I’ll never know why Aunt Jo saw fit to name

         both Stark and me guardians of her dear beagle. Doubtless Stark is as mystified as I am.

      


      “I’ll call her sweetie if I want to. Pets deserve pet names.” I blow my nose.


      Stark gulps down coffee that would scald ordinary mortals. “Today in the open field,” he says, “she figured out her nose beats

         her eyes.”

      


      “Perfectly good eyesight. The vet checked.”


      “Next step, rabbits. She won’t be gun-shy.”


      He’s baiting me. I reach for the tissue box. “Biscuit,” I say, “is a house dog, not a gundog.”


      He gulps again. “How about you, Cutter?”


      “Me?”


      “How’d you like to learn to hunt? Teach you how to field-dress a deer.”


      “To butcher dead animals in the woods? No thanks.” He’s goading me. I give him a stony stare.


      He stares back. “Okay, then, learn to ride. Give your driver’s license a big upgrade.”


      On this particular subject, the goading is a try at persuasion. He’s brought this up before. “My license is perfectly adequate.”


      “Adequate for your girlie car.”


      My preowned VW Beetle is parked down the block. Its dashboard bud vase sports a silk rose. “The Lexus is a thing of my past,

         Stark. You know that.”

      


      “I’m not talking about your deluxe four-wheelers, Cutter. Your Beetle either. I thought you were hot for adventures. You disappoint

         me.”

      


      In truth, I am hot for adventure. I have pamphlets on scuba diving and white-water kayaking and hang gliding too. I have in

         mind a certain man—no, not this dog partner, but a man who appreciates the outdoors and whose return from an international

         trip I await. I won’t say his name here, but cards postmarked Hong Kong, then Cairo, promised he’d call by the first of May.

      


      Today’s the fourth.


      So, yes, a woman can be keen for adventure but have no pamphlets whatsoever for Harley-Davidson motorcycles.


      “Boots and long sleeves, that’s the gear to start off,” Stark continues. “You already got the helmet.”


      On the top shelf of the hall coat closet sits a spare motorcycle helmet, courtesy of R. K. Stark. Stolen, for all I know.


      “Coupla weekends of school, you’ll get your certificate. We’ll start you out in empty parking lots.”


      Enough of this. “On a totally different subject,” I say, “do you happen to know anything about old crimes in the South End

         near the Mass Pike?”

      


      “Happen to? You mean, was it me?”


      “On a block on Eldridge near the turnpike?” I give him the dates, try out the names Peter Wald and Henry Faiser.


      Stark shakes his head. “I was on the Vinson. The Indian Ocean is a few miles east of Boston.”


      Imagine this man in his Marine Corps uniform on an aircraft carrier. “Maybe you know somebody who remembers those names, someone

         here in the city. There was a crack house and a chop shop on the same block.”

      


      His shrug is nonchalant. “Maybe I could ask around.” He eyes me over the rim of the coffee mug. “What’s this all about, Cutter?

         Wait, don’t tell me. You got another psychic gig with the cops, right? Am I right?”

      


      Not that I’m hiding it. “Maybe.”


      “It’s that buddy of yours from Homicide, isn’t it?” He puts down the emptied mug. “So which one was offed? Faiser?”


      “Peter Wald. The son of Jordan Wald.” Stark’s face shows nothing. “The Wald who’s running for lieutenant governor.”


      Stark shrugs. “Crooked pol.”


      “He’s an environmentalist. He’s green.”


      “The color of money. If it’s Boston politics, it’s gotta be crooked.” Pure cynic, Stark. I should have known.


      He says, “And Faiser? He’s doing hard time?”


      “He is.”


      “Black guy?” I nod. “So the case is officially reopened?”


      “More like informally.”


      “I see.” He smooths his mustache. “Sounds to me like somebody’s leaning hard on the cops.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Maybe a reporter. Maybe prison reformers are breaking new evidence that’ll make the cops look racist. Maybe a DNA test is

         coming up. The Homicide guys want to get there first. Especially with the election.”

      


      “Stark, you have a suspicious nature.”


      “I’m a city guy, Cutter. I never did time in a candyass suburb.”


      “I happen to think ethics plays a part. I believe in conscience.” Somehow my statements sound like prissy teatime chatter

         from my former life as Mrs. Martin Baynes.

      


      He scoffs. “All the better reason to learn to ride. Take your mind away from all that junk.”


      “Stark, why would I want to ride a motorcycle?”


      “Because it’s the most fun a human being can have. Sex aside.” He cants one hip forward. “Admit it, you like Fatso.”


      His Fat Boy model Harley, on which I have had two rides, one of which was to the emergency room at Boston City. In my moment

         of dire need, Stark roared to my side, and the Fat Boy was my ambulance.

      


      “The thing of it is, Cutter, a passenger ought to be able to take over if anything goes wrong.”


      “Copilot a motorcycle?”


      “In a manner of speaking.”


      I pause to absorb this, a statement that presumes future rides on the Fat Boy.


      And also presumes that Stark stands ready to pilot while I am the copilot. Never again will I let myself be mistaken for a

         passenger. Never again. I say, “You owe me nothing, Stark. Jo— bless her—Jo wouldn’t expect it. You’re a free man.”

      


      “That I am.” He reaches into a back pocket, produces a folded, crinkled sheet. “Application form,” he says. “Just fill it

         out and send it in.”

      


      The Motorcycle Safety Foundation. Weekly courses at a local community college campus, weather permitting. Tuition about the

         same as scuba in a Y pool.

      


      “Think about it. Oh, before I go—here, Biscuit. Here, girl.” He digs in a pocket. “Dog treat.”


      The dog bites, ecstatic. “What is that thing?”


      “Pig ear.”


      “Cute. But what is it really?” As Stark goes to the door, I look closely at the dried, wrinkled yellow-tan triangle. Good

         God, it is an actual pig’s ear. “Disgusting.”

      


      “Better than bones. Easy on her stomach. Pure protein. Bye, Cutter.” He’s outdoors at the curb. The engine roars. He’s gone.

         I’m left hoping he keeps Peter Wald and Henry Faiser on his mental “ask around” list.

      


      A dog on a leash is excellent cover. By noon, I separate Biscuit from the vile chew-toy ear and head to Eldridge Place, which

         claims a whole city block and rises ten stories in pinkish granite that glints in early afternoon sun. Turnpike traffic murmurs

         in the background. Islands of evergreens soften the main entrance of glass and columns. The security cameras are concealed

         in stonework niches.

      


      I walk halfway down the block and back again. Not a sign of a former crack house, a chop shop, a murder. Every trace of the

         violent past that Devaney described is long bulldozed. Eldridge Place now means city living for the right sort of people.

         Ironic that I myself might have lived here in my former life.

      


      A familiar scenario plays out when two bulky men in crested navy blazers burst from the lobby to meet a Lexus. The taller

         one opens the driver’s door and takes packages from a honey-haired woman in a slate linen suit. The thickset one slips behind

         the wheel to take the car to the underground garage.

      


      To think that such synchronized blazers once pampered me.


      I slowly stroll past. Too slowly, because here comes yet another blue blazer, a wiry redhead with eyes the color of seaweed.

         “May I help you?”

      


      I assume my Regina Baynes expression. “I’m tracing an ancestor who lived on Eldridge Street long ago. I’m looking for the

         house where he once lived.”

      


      “Sorry, there’s no houses on Eldridge. We’ve got both sides of the whole block.”


      The borrowed “we” of the staff. He looks at Biscuit as though she might squat and foul his grounds. I pick her up. Twenty

         feet away, a slender man in khakis prunes pine branches. “Do you know anyone who might remember the street from years ago?

         Perhaps a groundskeeper?”

      


      “We sub all that out. What did you say your name is?”


      “I’m Regina Cutter.”


      “Well, Ms. Cutter, I’m sorry we can’t help.” He escorts me across the cobbled drive. The pruning clippers bite, and the air

         smells like Christmas trees.

      


      I’m not through. The sidewalk runs the whole block, and I put Biscuit down and stroll past the entrance, stopping to put on

         sunglasses against the glare. I’m three-quarters down the block when I feel it—the heat at my ribs. Warm, then hot. Bearable

         but insistent. So very there. I’m alongside the Eldridge Place pink granite wall. A small stand of bone-white birches marks

         the spot where the burning sensation rises. I cross slowly, pass the spot, feel my ribs cool. Back to the birches, and I feel

         the burning heat.

      


      This is the spot. I know it. Literally speaking, I know in my bones that this is where Peter Wald died.


      This is my own knowledge, personal carnal knowledge. My fiery ribs are the divining rod for murder thirteen years ago. The

         burning tells me young Peter Wald was gunned down right here. He fell, bleeding, to this very ground. And a possibly innocent

         man has been wrongly imprisoned all these years. If so, it’s crime piled upon crime, the loss of two lives. Both the prisoner

         and the victim were younger than my son, Jack, is now. And these birches, merely a landscaper’s accent—they’re an accidental

         shrine. Fitting for an environmentalist.

      


      But a secret shrine. The Eldridge Place residents don’t have a clue. Who else knows this is a death site?


      The killer? Accomplices?


      I’m supposed to sit at home and wait for Devaney to call. No, that’s too passive. And all too familiar. The story of my life,

         waiting for men’s cues.

      


      I tug the leash and head down the first side street, which has no sign. So typical Boston, as if everyone’s supposed to know

         the street names. Shingled triple-deckers with sloping porches line the block, with clustered mailboxes of apartments quarried

         from every floor, a sign of transience. It’s trash day, with mounds of junk piled curbside, including stained rugs, mattresses,

         a single ski.
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