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      Prologue

      
      The sky might have looked like this in prehistoric times. Before cities, before streetlights, before electricity, there was
         only the pale moon and distant stars to illuminate the night. On a moonless night, there was nothing. Only darkness so thick
         you could reach out and lay the back of your hand against it.
      

      
      But in prehistoric times there would have been nothing like the mammoth airliner that lies shattered across the side of the
         mountain. From a very great distance, the gleaming wreckage would look like a constellation of stars clustered around the
         ancient peak. Closer in, it would look more like a bright carpet spread across the rolling ridges and spilling down the steep
         incline to where the last piece of the aircraft, torn and gutted, had lurched to a stop.
      

      
      After a while, the mountain regains its equilibrium, enfolding the wrecked airplane in a deep, gentle silence that is interrupted
         only by the crackling of the burning parts and the small, intermittent explosions muffled within the twisted remains. Every
         now and then a tree catches fire and ignites like a blowtorch.
      

      
      A large section of fuselage teeters on a ridge. With the agonized shriek of metal on metal, it rolls and settles on its side.
         No one hears. All two hundred and three souls on board are gone, their corpses strewn across the rough terrain with the struts
         and panels, books and tray tables, wires, seats, and insulation.
      

      
      
      Investigators will find the captain’s watch still on his wrist, a Piaget given to him by his wife and four children to honor
         his twenty-five years as a pilot. It stopped at 2047, thirty-four seconds after the aircraft had dropped from the radar, fifteen
         seconds after one air traffic controller had turned to the other and said, “We lost them …”
      

      
      At 2209, a distant sound from the valley below begins as a soft swishing, grows clearer, more clipped, then thunderous as
         helicopters explode from behind the ridge, bursting through the black smoke like two projectiles spit from a volcano. They
         swoop toward the wreckage with engines roaring, blades hacking—all identifying markings concealed. Anyone looking would not
         be able to see, behind the powerful floodlights, the heavy equipment, the special extraction tools, the masks that the men
         wear to work around the dead.
      

      
      One helicopter passes quickly over the holocaust, flying as low as the heat and the flames allow. The second pilot steers
         his ship in search of level ground. The sooner he lands, the sooner he can get men and equipment to the scene.
      

      
      Every second is critical. They have to be gone before the rescuers arrive.

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      The padded mailer was nine by twelve inches, barely adequate to hold its chunky contents. ALEX SHANAHAN was written across the front in blue ink, but the rest of my address was in black, as if the sender had filled it in at a
         later date. I stared at the handwriting for a long time because I knew I’d seen it before. I couldn’t place it.
      

      
      According to the postmark, the envelope had been mailed two weeks earlier from East Boston, Massachusetts. For a good portion
         of that time it had been sitting at the post office with postage due, which explained why it had taken almost two weeks to
         get from one end of town to the other. The idea of calling the police crossed my mind. Logan Airport was in East Boston, and
         anything mailed to me from Logan Airport should have been checked by the bomb squad. I decided against it. I hadn’t worked
         there in a long time, and besides, whatever was in the package had the stiff outline and solid feel of a heavy book, not an
         incendiary device.
      

      
      I went looking for a kitchen knife to use as a letter opener, forgetting that everything from my kitchen, indeed my entire
         apartment, was wrapped, packed, and stacked neatly against the wall in cardboard boxes. I found my keys and used one to slit
         open the end of the mystery package.
      

      
      Whatever was in there was wedged in tightly, and I couldn’t get a firm grip anyway because the contents came complete with
         a greasy film that rubbed off on my fingers. I picked up the envelope and studied the problem. The only way I was getting it out was by performing surgery.
         Using the key again, I made rough incisions along two of the three remaining edges and created a flap, which, when I folded
         it back, provided a clear view of what was inside.
      

      
      It was a stack of pages, torn and smudged, attached to a single thick cover that was smeared with the black grease and soot
         that had come off on my fingers. From the orientation of the pages, it appeared to be the back cover. That meant I had to
         flip it over if I had any hope of figuring out what I had.
      

      
      There was no point in risking my security deposit two days before I moved out, so I found a section of the day’s newspaper
         to spread across the countertop. I used the Money & Investing section of the Wall Street Journal—superfluous to someone who is completely broke. Using the envelope like a hot pad, I lifted the damaged book and nudged it
         over until it flipped onto the newspaper. I was right. The front cover was a victim of whatever trauma had befallen this book.
         The pages had drip-dried into stiff waves of pulp, some sticking together, and whatever had soaked them had bled the ink.
         Most of the pages were gone forever, but then there were some that displayed entries that were remarkably legible. The first
         one I could read was a captain’s report of a seat in coach that wouldn’t recline. Beside it was the mechanic’s entry—the date
         he’d fixed the seat and his signature.
      

      
      I knew what this was.

      
      The second was a write-up on a fuel indicator light that refused to go off, and the one after that on a landing gear problem, each duly noted by the cockpit crew, and each duly repaired by the maintenance team on the ground.
      

      
      Someone had sent me an aircraft logbook, or the remains of one, the kind I used to see routinely in the cockpits of Majestic
         airplanes when I worked at Logan. No front cover meant no logo or aircraft number, so I couldn’t tell which airline it belonged
         to, but I knew what all airline people knew—logbooks are never supposed to be separated from their ships. The information
         they carry on their pages is irreplaceable. It’s the entire history of an aircraft, recorded event by event by the pilots
         who have flown it and the mechanics who have fixed it.
      

      
      Logbooks are as unique to an aircraft as fingerprints, as much a part of the plane as the flaps or the wings or the seats.
         Standing alone in an empty apartment staring at this one, I had to admit to feeling a chilly whisper of airline superstition.
         A logbook without an aircraft is like a wallet without a person. You just know the separation is not intentional. To know
         that an airplane was flying around without its logbook, to see the book in this condition, felt like bad luck.
      

      
      When I picked up the envelope and turned it over, a wad of tissue paper dislodged from one corner and dropped to the counter.
         It was stained black on one side where it had been flattened under the weight of the logbook. But it wasn’t completely flat,
         and something had to be inside to make tissue paper thud. After I’d unpeeled a few of the layers, I began to feel it, a nodule
         in the center that had some weight to it. I pulled back the last of the tissue to reveal a sight that was at least as stunning
         as it was bewildering.
      

      
      
      It was a diamond ring, but in the same way the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel is a painting. It was thick and heavy—a complex
         latticework of gold studded with what must have been fifteen small diamonds. In the middle of the setting was a massive oval
         diamond that rested like a dazzling egg atop an intricate diamond-encrusted bird’s nest.
      

      
      I spread one of the tissue paper sheets flat on the counter. BURDINES was printed in light brown ink and repeated over and over in diagonal rows across the sheet. I knew Burdines. I remembered
         it from a trip my family had made to Miami when I was a kid. We’d arrived in the middle of a cold snap dressed for the beach.
         My mother had marched us all over to the nearest department store—Burdines—for sweat suits and heavy socks.
      

      
      The ring felt heavy in my hand. There was no way this piece came from Burdines, or any other department store. It felt old
         and unique, as if it had been custom designed for the hand of a woman who was much loved and treasured, and I had the sense
         that it was real, even though it made no sense that it would be real. No one sends something that valuable via U.S. mail in
         a wad of tissue paper.
      

      
      I checked inside the band for an inscription. The absence of one felt like karmic permission to do what I had been dying to
         do since I’d unwrapped it. I slipped it on my own finger. There was no wedding band to remove first, and no pesky engagement
         ring to get in the way. Jewelry wasn’t something I bought for myself, so the coast was clear for it to slide right on. It
         was too baroque for my taste, and so big. I didn’t know how anyone could wear it without feeling a constant, unsettling imbalance, or without consistently smacking it into things. Wearing it gave me the same queasy sense of dislocation
         I had felt about the book—it belonged somewhere else.
      

      
      I slipped the ring off and went back to the logbook. Toward the back was a place where the pages were less clumped together,
         almost as if there was a bookmark. I turned to the place. There was a bookmark, a single piece of white paper folded in half
         and stuck in between two soiled, damaged pages. My fingers were still black, so I went to the sink and washed my hands. Then
         I pulled up a dish pack to sit on and opened the note. When I read it, I felt myself growing cold from the inside out, starting
         with the marrow in my bones. A single line was written across the pristine page. This time I recognized the handwriting, but
         even if I hadn’t, the note was signed.
      

      
       

         I’ll call you.
         

                  John




      
      The logbook and the diamond ring had been sent to me by a dead man.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      The house was silent. Most houses are in the middle of the day. But the stillness in the McTavish home went beyond the quiet
         respite between the morning hours when a family disperses, and the evening hours when they drift back together again. There
         was a towering void in this house, a desperate emptiness made more achingly obvious by the raft of family photos that filled
         the walls and the shelves. I had felt it the week before when I’d been there for the wake, and I felt it now as I watched
         Mae stare at the diamond ring her husband … her late husband had sent me, holding it close to her face with a hand that trembled
         in short, subtle bursts.
      

      
      “It can’t be real,” she said. “This isn’t real.” Her voice was solid, but her rhythms seemed speeded up and her speech pattern
         on fast-forward. She was talking about the ring, but she could just as easily have been talking about the sudden and horrible
         turn her life had just taken. “Is it real?”
      

      
      “I took it to a jewelry store this morning,” I said. “It’s worth almost twenty-five thousand dollars.”

      
      “No. No, there’s no way. This wasn’t his. Where would John get something like this?”

      
      “I was hoping you could tell me. You’ve never seen it before?”

      
      She shook her head and handed the ring back. I set it back in the tissue paper nest on the low coffee table at our knees.
         Next to it was the lump of a logbook that had proved at least as baffling to her. She started picking at the nubby upholstery of her durable plaid couch, as if there
         were something encrusted there she had to remove. “The police are saying it was drug related.”
      

      
      “Drug related?”

      
      With an abruptness that startled me, she stood up and, as if I wasn’t even there, resumed the task I had obviously interrupted
         by knocking on her door. With brittle efficiency, she moved about the small den gathering her children’s toys from the floor.
         A plastic dump truck, odd-shaped wooden puzzle pieces, two Barbie dolls—one without any Barbie clothes. She scooped them all
         up with a jerky, kinetic intensity that made my own springs tighten.
      

      
      “I thought it was a mugging, Mae.”

      
      “Nothing was stolen from him.”

      
      “Okay, but where do they get drugs?”

      
      “They said he was in Florida trying to pull off some kind of a drug buy. Can you believe that? My John, Saint John the Pure,
         in on a dope deal. If they knew him, they could never think that.”
      

      
      I had to agree. If anyone had asked me—which they hadn’t—to list all possible motives for John’s murder, no matter how long
         that list, drugs would have been at the bottom. His contempt for drug dealers and drug abusers was well known. He had actually
         turned in one of his union brothers at the airport for smuggling dope, an act of conscience that had not endeared him to the
         other union brothers. Even the ones that had no use for drugs had less tolerance for rats.
      

      
      “Is that it? It’s not a mugging so it must be drugs?”

      
      “I think they have more they’re not telling us. And he also called here early Tuesday morning and told Terry to lock all the doors and not to let us out of his sight until he
         got home on Tuesday.”
      

      
      “John did?” I didn’t know if I was having trouble following her because she was moving and talking so fast, or because it
         was such astonishing information. As far as I had known, John’s death had been a tragic and random murder in a city known
         for that sort of thing. “Did he tell him why he was so worried?”
      

      
      “He said he would explain when he got back. The police say that’s all part of the drug thing. That the people he was supposedly
         involved with have been known to threaten families.”
      

      
      She stood in the middle of the room. With all the toys put away, she looked anxious and panicky, desperate for something to
         do with her hands. Then a bright thought seemed to break through. “I’ll make coffee.” She took off, straightening the rug
         and scooping the remote control from the floor as she left the room.
      

      
      Before I left the den, I took one last look at the gallery of photos—the living, loving chronicle of what had been this family’s
         life in progress—and searched out John’s face. In a few of the pictures, mostly the posed shots, he wore the serious expression
         I had known. Thick-necked and determined, he had always looked to me like an Irish laborer from the early nineteen hundreds
         who could have just as easily raised the steel towers for the Williamsburg Bridge as loaded cargo for Majestic Airlines.
      

      
      But in most of the pictures, especially in the candid shots with his children, John was a different man. The weight of responsibility
         that had so often hardened his face was gone. The guarded expression he wore on the ramp was nowhere to be seen, and I saw in those photos, maybe for the
         first time, a man who was open and confident and comfortable in his role as husband, father, teacher, and protector. I saw
         the man he’d wanted his children to see.
      

      
      I walked into the kitchen and the first thing I saw grabbed hold of my heart and squeezed. The kitchen table was set with
         three Scooby-Doo placemats. They still had toast crumbs and jelly stuck on them.
      

      
      Mae was moving purposefully from cabinet to counter and back to the cabinet again, where she stopped long enough to take down
         two cups. “How do you take your coffee?”
      

      
      “I’ll take tea, if you have it. How are your kids doing?”

      
      “Kids are strong. I look at them and I wish I could be that strong. I’m jealous sometimes because there are three of them.
         They have each other.”
      

      
      “What about Terry? Is he helping you?”

      
      “Terry is not doing well. He was just getting over the accident. This I don’t think he’ll ever get over. He needs to get help,
         and he won’t. He worries me.”
      

      
      Just what she needed. Three small children to worry about and John’s kid brother, too.

      
      I dropped my backpack on one of the kitchen chairs. The non-Scooby end of the table was stacked high with papers and folders
         and files. One of the piles had slipped over, and the top few pages were in imminent danger of jelly stains. My intention
         had not been to riffle through Mae’s private papers, but the one on top caught my attention. It was a photocopy of a Majestic
         nonrevenue pass coupon, the kind employees use when they travel. This one had the date and the destination filled in—March 5, flight 888, BOS to MIA. And it had John’s signature. It was a
         copy of the coupon John had used to go on his doomed trip to Florida. The return trip information was blank.
      

      
      Poking out beneath that was a receipt from a hotel in Miami called Harmony House Suites. It was also dated March 5. Then a
         pad of lined paper with a quarter of the pages wrapped over the top. The page left on top was filled with a task list. Some
         items were crossed out. Most weren’t. The tasks still left to do included Thank you notes for funeral, copies of death certificate to insurance co.s, change beneficiaries. Everything related to the funeral was crossed off. There was a separate category titled MR AND MRS—REMOVE JOHN’S NAME. Underneath
         was listed bank accounts, parish directory, safety deposit box, retirement accounts. All the details and loose ends left over when one life that is inextricably entwined with so many others is abruptly ripped
         out by the roots. Toward the bottom was a shorter list. Rental car. Cell phone. Harmony House Suites, which was the name of the Florida hotel on the receipt.
      

      
      I started to put the pad back on the pile when a couple of loose papers fell out.

      
      One was a flight manifest for flight 887 from Miami to Boston for March 6, what I assumed would have been John’s return flight
         home. It showed the names of all passengers on board, along with standbys and crew. John’s name was there, but there was no
         seat assigned, which meant he had called reservations to put his name in the standby queue, but hadn’t made the flight.
      

      
      I looked for Mae. She was at the sink washing the cups we hadn’t used yet. “Mae, John was listed on a flight to come home?”
      

      
      “Flight 887 on Tuesday morning,” she said. “He called Monday night and said he’d be home on Tuesday, but we didn’t hear from
         him. At first I wasn’t worried because those flights out of Miami are so full you can get stranded for days waiting for a
         seat and I was sure he was going to walk through the door any minute and when he didn’t I thought … I was sure he’d driven
         over to see if he could get one out of Fort Lauderdale. But he never called. Tuesday afternoon I was getting antsy. Tuesday
         night came and went and no John and I was really freaking out on Wednesday morning when still we hadn’t heard and then Wednesday
         afternoon they called and told me he was dead.”
      

      
      The sound, sharp and sudden, cracked the quiet in the kitchen. Crockery against porcelain. It was loud and unexpected and
         made my heart shudder. I looked up to find Mae staring at me, and for a second I thought it was because I’d been prying, digging
         through her papers. But then I realized she was waiting for me to offer some adjustment, some correction to her recounting
         of events that would have changed the way it had all come out. When I couldn’t, she turned back to the sink.
      

      
      The cups hadn’t broken. They rolled around and knocked against each other under the stream of running water. “He believed
         it was always on him to put things right,” she said. “He shouldn’t have even been down there. Some people just aren’t worth
         the effort.”
      

      
      “Is that why he went down there? To put something right?”

      
      “I am so angry with him.” The muscles across her back tensed. “I hate him for going down there. I hate that he left me here to raise these three babies all by myself.” She
         dropped her head and reached up to touch her forehead with damp, shaking fingers. Her tears began to drop into the sink. “I
         hate him.” I could barely hear her the last time she said it. She sounded as though she was afraid I would.
      

      
      The steam began to billow up from the hot water that was still running. I turned it off, then reached down for the cups in
         the sink. For a moment we both held them. Her skin was red and warm from the hot water and I thought she might have actually
         burned herself. If she had, she showed no signs of feeling it.
      

      
      Then she let go. “I don’t really want any coffee,” she said. “Do you?”

      
      “No.”

      
      She walked to the table but could not bring herself to sit without stacking the placemats—crumbs and all—and taking them to
         the sink. When she returned, she started straightening the papers.
      

      
      “This information about John’s trip,” I said, pulling out a chair, “is it for the police?”

      
      “The cops don’t want to know any more than they already know. No, it’s for me.” She sat, finally, with her hands in her lap
         and one leg pulled up underneath her in the chair. “I get these ideas. Just questions I want answered.”
      

      
      “Like what?”

      
      “Like what was so important that he had to go see Bobby Avidor.”

      
      “Who’s he?”

      
      “He’s an old … I won’t call him a friend because he’s not. He’s an acquaintance from the neighborhood. We all knew him. He’s a maintenance supervisor at the airport in Miami.
         That’s who John went to see.”
      

      
      “A maintenance supervisor for Majestic?”

      
      She nodded as she reached for one of the stacks of papers. “I’ve got his phone number here somewhere. Not that it’s doing
         me any good. He won’t return my calls. Not Terry’s either.”
      

      
      I watched her flip back through the used pages of the lined pad, searching for the number. “Do the police know about him?”

      
      “They said they already talked to him. He wasn’t any help.”

      
      “Why won’t he call you back?”

      
      “I don’t know. Because he’s one of those people who is just not worth it that John wouldn’t give up on.” After she’d flipped
         all the way back to the front of the pad with no luck, she pitched it onto the middle of the stack where it sat with its top
         pages curling from the bottom. She stared after it. “I’m not any good at this. I never have any time. I think I just want
         to know—”
      

      
      We both heard the commotion at the same time. The back door opened and Terry McTavish was there, leaning on his cane, and
         trying to squeeze through without letting the family’s big yellow Lab into the house.
      

      
      “Turner, get back,” he snapped. “You can’t come in here.”

      
      Turner whined and pushed his big nose into the tight opening, maneuvering for leverage. He kept trying until Terry’s cane
         fell through the door and onto the kitchen floor with a loud thwack. It startled the pooch for an instant, long enough for Terry to box him out with his good knee and slip through. He slammed the door shut from the inside, then stood unsteadily, catching his breath, braced by
         one hand still on the doorknob.
      

      
      The sight of him, of what he had become, still shocked and disturbed me. Before the motorcycle accident, Terry McTavish had
         been a smaller, more compact version of his older brother—sturdy, solid, and one of the few men who could match John’s torrid
         pace on the ramp. Now, with one leg shortened and twisted like a dead branch, the most he could do was count stock at a local
         hardware store. It had been a stunning physical transformation. And when he turned toward me and I saw his face, I knew what
         Mae had said was also true. What the Harley hadn’t crushed in him, his brother’s murder had. His eyes looked dead.
      

      
      The cane had fallen at my feet. I picked it up and offered it to him. “It’s good to see you again, Terry.”

      
      He barely acknowledged me. Mae reached out for his hand as he wobbled into her radius. “I thought you were working.”

      
      “They didn’t have enough gimp work today.”

      
      She reached her other hand up and held his in both of hers. “Stay here and talk to us. Miss Shanahan has something to show
         you.”
      

      
      He pulled away. “I’m going upstairs.”

      
      “It has to do with John,” she said. “I think you’ll want to see it.”

      
      “I don’t want to see anything having to do with Johnny, Mae. I told you that.” His tone seemed flat and lifeless, like the
         expression in his eyes. But there was something else. Hard to grasp, but there. A hard, thin thread of warning.
      

      
      
      Mae either didn’t hear it or chose to ignore it. “Sit down and talk with us for a few minutes.”

      
      He turned slowly around his cane. “Why can’t you let him rest in peace?”

      
      She blinked up at him. “Because I don’t think John was in Florida doing a drug deal, Terry. And I know he won’t rest in peace
         as long as anyone thinks he was. Especially his children.”
      

      
      Her purpose may not have been to provoke him, but that last thought acted on him like an electric cattle prod. His face flushed
         and the words spewed out as if shot from a fire hose. “It doesn’t matter what we think. When are you going to figure that
         out? If the cops say he was selling dope, then that’s what it’s going to be because they are the ones in charge and they can say and do whatever they want and there’s nothing we can do about it because I’m a gimp who can’t even drive a car, and
         you’ve got three kids to take care of, and we don’t have any goddamned money.” He paused to take a couple of rasping breaths and his gaze landed on me. “That’s what it means to be in charge, doesn’t
         it, Miss Shanahan?”
      

      
      It wasn’t a question. It was an accusation—one that caught me totally off guard. I wouldn’t have called Terry a company man
         when he’d worked for me, but he had valued his job, he had respected the work, and he had never been anything but polite and
         cordial to me.
      

      
      “I don’t know what you mean, Terry.”

      
      “Everything bad that’s happened to this family started when Johnny decided to help you. Once he took your side, everything
         went to shit.”
      

      
      “Terry”—Mae’s tone was sharp—“stop this.”

      
      “We’re working people, Mae. All we’ve got is the union. All we ever had was the union. She cost us their support, and after they turned on us, we never had a chance.”
      

      
      Mae let out a long impatient sigh, and I knew they were touching on a subject that was not new. “John was his own man and
         he made his own decisions. If you don’t like what he did, blame him. And stop blaming me for not giving up.”
      

      
      “What does that mean?”

      
      “It means you could be helping me, Terry. You could be making phone calls, talking to the detectives. There might be people
         up here in Boston you could talk to. You could be doing something besides sitting upstairs in the dark with the curtains closed.”
      

      
      “You are never going to figure out what happened in Florida from the kitchen table in Chelsea.”

      
      “I don’t accept that.” She swallowed hard. “And John never would have given up on you.”

      
      Terry paled. His face showed such a naked display of rage and betrayal and disappointment and grief that I felt like an intruder
         just looking at him. They were slashing deeper and deeper, and I knew these were two people who cared for each other and who
         had both cared for John. There was so much pain there, in both of them, but it was the fear that I felt more. The room was
         so full of it, it was hard to breathe. It made me scared. Scared that life could turn out like this for anyone. I wanted to
         do something. I wanted to fix it.
      

      
      Terry’s arm came up and the cane came up and I thought toward me so I scrambled out of the chair, almost knocking it backward.
         With one vicious slash, he swept everything that was on the table onto the floor.
      

      
      
      Mae looked as if he’d just shattered her best wineglasses. On purpose. And then I thought she might take his cane from him
         and beat him over the head. But in the end, she slumped back in her chair and just looked tired.
      

      
      “We will never know what happened to Johnny, Mae. We will never know. And all your little phone calls and notes and questions are not going to change it. We’re fucked. Johnny’s fucked.
         That’s just the way it is.”
      

      
      Then he went upstairs, presumably to sit in the dark with the curtains closed. We heard every awkward step as he climbed the
         stairs. It took him a long time.
      

      
      The papers were scattered all around me. I got down on my knees and started to gather them.

      
      “Don’t do that,” she said, with a voice like lead. “I’ll get them later.”

      
      I ignored her because that was what she was supposed to say, and kneeled down to gather the pages because that’s what I wanted
         to do. Eventually, she crawled down next to me and started to help.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” she said. “He’s not himself.”

      
      “I know that.” Not even close. People had always commented on how much alike the brothers had been. But what I had always
         enjoyed most about Terry were the differences. Terry had always had a sweeter disposition than John, a lighter hold on life,
         and a more spontaneous core. It was a contrast I had attributed to the difference between being the protector and the protected.
         And now Terry’s protector was gone.
      

      
      “He says he wouldn’t have been laid off if the union had been looking out for him.”

      
      “Layoffs go by seniority. There’s nothing the union could have done for him.”

      
      
      “He knows that. He’s just looking for someone to blame for how he feels right now. In his mind, if he had never been laid
         off, he never would have lost his benefits, which means we wouldn’t have had to pay all his medical bills, which means we
         would have the money to hire an investigator to go to Florida. And since he can’t have what he wants, he doesn’t want to do
         anything.”
      

      
      It may not have made sense, but it was a bitter, sulky kind of logic I understood. “Do you have any friends down there who
         could help you?”
      

      
      She had reached far under the table to retrieve a scrap of paper and was now staring at the three discrete piles I’d been
         constructing.
      

      
      “I’m organizing your notes,” I said. “Force of habit. The first pile is all related to his trip. The second one is a list
         of contacts you’ve made. The third one is for everything else.”
      

      
      She dropped the scrap on the miscellaneous pile, then sat back against one of the low kitchen cabinets. “I don’t know why
         I’m doing this. I say it’s for John or for the kids, but I’m not so sure. The whole thing was so … too fast. He was here.
         He was gone. I think I need to know what was in between. Is that strange?”
      

      
      “Not to me.” If I understood anything about what she was going through it was the obsession, the compulsive need to fill in
         every blank and answer every question in the hopes that understanding how and why it had happened might help in accepting
         that it had happened. I wasn’t sure it would, but I was sure I would be doing the same thing. In fact …
      

      
      The phone rang. She stood up, excused herself, and left me alone in the kitchen. I put the piles back on the table. And straightened them. I went over to the sink and looked
         out the back window at Turner the dog chasing squirrels. He was never going to catch them, but he had to chase them. Even
         though I knew it was a really bad idea, I tried to imagine a conversation where I told my new boss I needed time off before
         I ever arrived at a job it had taken me a year to find. It was inconceivable. I tried to work through the details of rescheduling
         a move that had been planned for a month. Impossible. I ran budget numbers through my head to figure how long I could really
         keep going without a paycheck. Not much longer. It was lunacy to even think about changing plans at this late date, and I
         could not afford to mess with this last best hope for salvaging my career.
      

      
      That’s what I had on the one hand.

      
      On the other hand, if I took a week and tried to find out what happened to John, I risked losing a job. It was not a stretch
         to say John had once risked his life for me.
      

      
      Mae was back. “I can’t get used to my children calling me on their cell phones.”

      
      “Problem?”

      
      “Erin doesn’t feel like going to her dance class and wants me to pick her up. I have to go soon.”

      
      “Mae, I’d like to help you with your investigation.”

      
      “Really?”

      
      “I’d like to take some time and go to Florida. I could take this logbook to the police and at least find out why—”

      
      “You would do that?” She sounded calm, even skeptical, but she couldn’t completely hide the tiny filament of hope that had lit up in her eyes.
      

      
      “Well, yes.”

      
      “Don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but why … I mean I would never ask you to do something like that. How could you—”

      
      “I owe John.”

      
      “He never looked at it that way.”

      
      “I can’t look at it any other way.” Her eyes were now burning bright, not just with hope but with so much anticipation and
         gratitude it scared me, and I found myself backing off almost before I’d even fully committed. “I can’t stay very long and
         I wouldn’t want you to expect too much. I’m an airline manager, not an investigator and—”
      

      
      She came over and hugged me, which felt awkward because I didn’t know her very well and because I felt as if someone had opened
         the starting gate before I was ready. “There are some things I’ll need, Mae.”
      

      
      She sprang back into hyper mode, digging around the kitchen counter until she found a stubby pencil. She retrieved her pad
         from the table and flipped to a clean page.
      

      
      “What do you need?”

      
      “I need to know everything you know about John’s trip. You’ve got some of it here—where he stayed, if he rented a car, restaurant
         bills, charge card receipts—”
      

      
      “There won’t be any.” She had her head down, writing furiously. “John hated credit cards. He only carried one because I made
         him, and he never used it. He didn’t even like carrying a mortgage. It killed him when we had to take out a second.”
      

      
      
      “The card could have been stolen. It’s worth checking.”

      
      “I didn’t think of that.”

      
      “I need a list of anyone you’ve already talked to down there, including the cops. And I need you to call John’s cell phone
         provider. I want to know who he called while he was in Florida.” I hesitated on the next request, thinking about Mae’s family
         room and the kind of photos that were there. “I’ll need a picture of John to take with me.”
      

      
      After she left the room, I spotted one more stray piece of paper that had landed on the stove. At first I thought it didn’t
         belong in our piles. It was a soccer schedule. But on the back was the name and phone number that explained clearly why it
         did.
      

      
      When she came back, I held it up and showed it to her. “I need one more thing,” I said. “I need to know who Bobby Avidor is
         and why he wasn’t worth it.”
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      “Bobby Avidor is a worthless piece of crap. He’s a prick. He’s scum. He’s a rat bastard, a two-faced, lying sack of shit—”

      
      “Take a breath, Dan.” His voice was the loudest in a small diner full of big voices.

      
      He stopped, blinked, grabbed a couple of home fries from my plate, and slid back in his side of the booth. But he didn’t relax.
         He never relaxed. In the year I had known him, I wasn’t sure Dan Fallacaro had ever taken a breath. He seemed to run on adrenaline
         instead of oxygen.
      

      
      “If you’d arrived on time,” I said, “you could have had your very own breakfast.”

      
      “I don’t have time to eat, Shanahan.” He shot forward in his seat and began drumming the tabletop with his fingers, thumping
         out the chaotic beat that was his own personal rhythm. “I had two airplanes crap out on me before the sun came up this morning,
         both of them overbooked. I had a ramper who got thrown in jail last night for drunk driving and resisting arrest. I had my
         best lead agent at the ticket counter not show up for work because her twelve-year-old kid stole her car. To top it off, air
         traffic control had a radar tower blow over, which means we’ve been having ATC problems for three days.”
      

      
      “Welcome,” I said, “to life as a general manager.” Dan was thirty-six, two years older than I was, but I felt so much like his big sister I always had to resist reaching over and tousling his hair. And I knew for all his constant complaining
         he relished every moment of his life at the airport, which not too long ago had been my life.
      

      
      “Life as a general manager sucks, Shanahan. Honest to God, I don’t know how you did it all those years.”

      
      “Most of those years, I did it somewhere besides Logan Airport.”

      
      “Maybe so, but I’ve got a whole new respect for you, boss.”

      
      I hadn’t been Dan’s or anyone else’s boss in over a year, and it felt good to hear him call me that. More than I wanted to
         think.
      

      
      The waitress appeared, a solid block of a woman with a face sculpted from stone. She slipped a cup of steaming black coffee
         onto the table in front of Dan. “What can I get you, Danny?”
      

      
      He smiled at her. “Just seeing your face is enough for me.”

      
      She beamed. Dan had lots of big sisters. “You gonna eat anything but her leftovers?”

      
      “Nope.” He reached over and took another deep-fried potato slug from my plate. I’d asked the waitress not to bring them with
         my egg white omelet, but here they were, a half-eaten testament to my crumbling willpower. Being unemployed had disrupted
         my routine, to say the least, and routine had always been the key to my discipline. I took one last forkful, wishing I’d never
         taken the first, and pushed the plate toward Dan. He applied a blanket of catsup and set upon the greasy pile.
      

      
      “Bobby Avidor, Dan.”

      
      “Avidor used to work out at Logan throwing bags years ago. He was before your time. He’s a maintenance supervisor now down in Miami.”
      

      
      “Mae told me he saved Terry McTavish from drowning. She said—”

      
      “And it’s the best thing that ever happened to Avidor, that rat-fuck. He used to fill in on the McTavish fishing boat when
         they needed an extra hand. So one day, old man McTavish is home drunk off his ass, Johnny’s trying to get the boat home in
         the middle of this big storm, and Terry’s out on the deck doing whatever it is they do on fishing boats. All of a sudden,
         boom, this big fucking wave comes along and washes him over. Avidor happens to be standing right there. He looks down. He sees
         Terry dangling from this line. He does what any moron would do, which is reach down and haul him back in.” He’d gone through
         the fries like a buzz saw and shoved the plate aside, leaving one uneaten cantaloupe ball to roll around in the greasy dish.
         “And by the way, I’m not convinced he didn’t push him overboard to begin with just so he could save his butt.”
      

      
      “Don’t you think Terry would have said something if he’d been pushed?”

      
      “All I’m saying to you is Avidor’s an operator and he knows a good thing when he sees it. Mae’s right. He climbed aboard the
         Johnny McTavish gravy train that day, and he’s been riding it ever since.”
      

      
      “How?”

      
      “When Johnny started working for Majestic, he brought Terry in first, and right behind him comes Avidor. Avidor loaded bags
         for about two minutes before he got tired of freezing his ass off out on the ramp every winter. He decided he wanted to become
         an aircraft mechanic. Work inside the hangar where it was warm. So Johnny loaned him the money to go to school. From what I hear, he never
         paid him back.”
      

      
      “Mae said he didn’t.”

      
      “He’s a piece of shit.” Dan mumbled to himself as he dug around in the wad of suit jacket on the seat next to him. Somehow
         he found a toothpick. He started to stick it in his mouth, but something else occurred to him and he pointed it at me instead.
         “Avidor got caught stealing, too.”
      

      
      “Stealing what?”

      
      “The union caught him stealing tools from some of his fellow mechanics down at the hangar. They went to Johnny and told him
         to take care of it, so he gave Avidor a choice—leave the station, or get turned in to management and get fired. Avidor did
         the smart thing and transferred out to the West Coast.” He put the toothpick in his mouth. “Johnny should have cut him loose
         right then and there when he had the chance.”
      

      
      “Mae says John went to Florida to meet Bobby. She says she doesn’t know why.”

      
      “She probably doesn’t, but Terry does.”

      
      “He says he doesn’t.”

      
      “He may not know the specifics, but he knows what everyone else around here knows.”

      
      “Which is what?”

      
      He assumed his top secret, cone-of-silence pose, one I’d become familiar with during our time together. He leaned across the
         table and lowered his voice. “Ever since he got to Florida, Bobby Avidor has been sending wads of cash up here to his dear
         old mother. She still lives in one of those little towns up the north shore somewhere. It’s been one of life’s great mysteries for the boys on the ramp, at least the ones who used to know him. First of all, why
         does anybody give up mechanic’s pay to become a supervisor? Avidor was probably making more in overtime than his whole salary
         now. And second, making the salary he makes, how does he manage to buy his mother a nice SUV?”
      

      
      “And what have they concluded?”

      
      “Drugs. What else could it be?”

      
      There were lots of things it could have been, but there was no point in arguing with Dan. He lived by the drumbeat of ramp
         rumors and, at least so far, it had served him well.
      

      
      “He’s running drugs on Majestic?”

      
      “Not into Boston. No way. I’ve had the dogs in, the FBI, corporate security. No fucking way that shit’s coming into my station.
         I can’t speak for any other station. Listen, Shanahan”—he checked his watch. He’d been getting more and more twitchy by the
         second—“I’d love to sit here and shoot the shit with you, but I’ve got to talk to the asswipes in schedules. They’re trying
         to cram in another six flights a day, and I don’t have the gates. So if we’re done here—”
      

      
      “This drug thing and Avidor, is this a new rumor?”

      
      “Hell, no.”

      
      “Why would John wake up one day and decide to get on an airplane and go confront a problem that’s been hanging out there for
         a while?”
      

      
      “How would I know that, Shanahan? Maybe he got fed up.”

      
      “Are you thinking Bobby killed John? Is that the rumor?”

      
      
      “Ahhh, Bobby Avidor is a pussy. Whoever got over on Johnny had to have been bigger, tougher, and stronger than he was.” He
         shrugged. “Or else it was five guys.”
      

      
      I wanted to probe further, but I was about to lose my audience. Dan’s patience was dwindling fast.

      
      “Dan, I need you to help me with something.”

      
      “I thought you already found a job.”

      
      “Not that kind of help.”

      
      I pulled the logbook from my backpack, but checked around the diner before slipping it onto the table. Maybe because of its
         condition, maybe because the man who had sent it was dead—for whatever reason, I couldn’t shake the feeling I had something
         I wasn’t supposed to have.
      

      
      Dan had no such compunction. He grabbed the book, freed it from its careful wrapping, and turned it over in his hands. “Jesus
         Christ. What happened to this?”
      

      
      “Be careful. You’ll get that black stuff—”

      
      Too late.

      
      “What is this black shit, anyway?” Since he had no napkin of his own, he reached for mine and wiped his hands, and then used
         it to open the book and flip the damaged pages. He looked up at me. “What the hell are you doing with a logbook, Shanahan?”
      

      
      I told him.

      
      “Johnny McTavish sent this to you?”

      
      “Before he left for Florida. This, too.” I showed him the ring. When I told him how much it was worth he thrust it back at
         me, stiff-armed. “Take it back. It’s making me nervous.”
      

      
      I wrapped it up and stuck it back into the pocket of my khakis, which may not have been the best place for it, but I wasn’t really set up to transport high-value cargo.
      

      
      “Dan, do you think you can find out what airline this belongs to?”

      
      “Probably. What for?”

      
      “Because I have two places to start, the ring and the book, and I’m taking care of the ring.”

      
      “Whoa. Slow down. What are you starting on?”

      
      “I’m going to Miami. I’m going to try to find out what happened.”

      
      “I thought you were supposed to be in Detroit on Monday. Hello? New job?”

      
      “Temporary change in plans.”

      
      He stared at me. “Not for nothing,” he said, “but you’re the one who was talking about how your severance was expiring and
         how bad you had to get back to work and what a great opportunity this was—”
      

      
      “They’ll be there when I get back.” I didn’t want to talk about it. “I made you copies of all the pages I could read. There
         are several captains’ signatures in there. Some entries have part numbers and mechanics’ license numbers. I figured we could
         trace one of them back to the airline.”
      

      
      “We?” He reached over and snatched the file almost before I could get it out of my backpack. “Shanahan, how come I feel like
         I still work for you?” He was trying to sound annoyed, but had the file open and was paging through the copies.
      

      
      “Be discreet. Whatever’s going on, I don’t want anything to get broadcast on the ramp before I get a chance to talk to Mae
         first.”
      

      
      He closed the file and looked down at the bag next to my booth. “What time is your flight?”

      
      
      “I’m listed on the two o’clock. But if you give me a ride to the airport, I could probably make the ten-thirty.”

      
      He scanned the restaurant and caught the waitress’s eye. “Are you going to see Ryczbicki while you’re down there?”

      
      “It would be hard to avoid him. He is the station manager.”

      
      He reached for the check when it came and pulled out his wallet to pay, which was the least he could do, given that he’d kept
         me waiting for almost an hour, then eaten all of my home fries.
      

      
      “You tell him for me the next time he sends a damaged aircraft my way and blames it on Boston, I’m going to come down to his
         ramp with a fucking baseball bat and conduct my own investigation.”
      

      
      “Sure, Dan. That will be the first thing I bring up.”

      
      He glanced again at the check and threw down a twenty, which by my calculation represented more than a one hundred percent
         tip. Our stone-faced waitress would have another reason to smile today.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      The automatic sliding glass doors parted with a swish as I stepped from the warm, humid jetbridge into the terminal. The Miami
         International Airport was as I remembered it—an homage to marble, glass, and pink neon. Everything in it was canned, conditioned,
         and proudly artificial, especially the climate. Even the real potted plants looked plastic.
      

      
      I hadn’t spent much time in Miami, but what I always remembered was the slickness, the smooth and shiny surfaces that made
         me less surefooted, more aware that if I slipped and fell down here, I could get hurt.
      

      
      I checked around and located the agent who had met the flight. “I’m Alex Shanahan. You paged me on board?”

      
      She checked her clipboard. “Mr Ryczbicki asked that you meet him in the lounge at the Miami Airport Hotel.”

      
      I almost asked her, but then it occurred to me she probably wouldn’t know how Bic had known I was coming. “Can you point me
         in the right direction?”
      

      
      “It’s on the concourse between E and F just on the other side of the security checkpoint. Look for the sushi bar in front.
         You can’t miss it.”
      

      
      I went to the concourse between E and F, located the sushi bar, and there it was—a hotel inside the airport. It struck me
         as almost too convenient. At most airports, you had to step out to the curb to catch the shuttle to the hotel, which afforded
         at least a few seconds of fresh air and natural light. Not here. Here the lobby doubled as part of the concourse. I worked my way through and landed at the cocktail lounge.
      

      
      It was roaring, not exactly what you’d expect at a bar at 2:20 in the afternoon, but then this was Miami International where
         people flew in and out from time zones all over the world. One man’s dawn was another man’s dusk. Phil Ryczbicki was perched
         on a tall stool at the bar, chatting with the bartender. He looked like a puffy frog on a tree stump. A frog sipping a martini.
         I set my backpack on the floor next to him.
      

      
      “Are you keeping office hours here, Bic?”

      
      The bartender looked at me as if I were the school principal and drifted away. “Heard you were flying in. Decided I could
         use a few belts.” Bic turned and peeked at me over one of his soft, sloping shoulders. “What’s it been … two years?”
      

      
      “More like three. Dare I ask how you knew I was coming?”

      
      “You don’t want to know, and I’ve got enough problems of my own without you dropping in.”

      
      “It’s nice to see you, too, Bic.”

      
      A few years and a few pounds hadn’t made Bic any more congenial. He was still five foot four, and no doubt still bitter about
         it, which was one of the things that made him so darned affable. Round as an onion and balding on top, his distinguishing
         feature was a giant blonde mustache that made him look like a whisk broom with eyes. He was a kick-the-tires kind of guy who
         had never come to terms with the concept of women running airport operations, and never would come to terms with the idea
         that some of them did it better than he did. Dealing with him was not always pleasant, but he was consistent and I’d figured out the key to him a long time ago—give him a way to take all the credit and cover his ass, and
         you were welcome to whatever was left over.
      

      
      “Dan Fallacaro sends his love,” I said. “He claims you dropped a damaged aircraft on him. What’s that all about?”

      
      He snorted. “He thinks my boys creased a B757 with a Cochran loader, closed it up, and sent it damaged to Logan.”

      
      “Did they?”

      
      “All I know is we both made our arguments and he got charged with the ding.”

      
      “You’re a master, Bic.”

      
      “I don’t make the rules, Alex. I learned to make them work for me. It’s all in how you present it.”

      
      The couple to his left settled up their tab and left. Bic patted the newly vacated cushioned stool next to his. “We have to
         talk,” he said.
      

      
      I scanned the room. The Florida sun shone brilliantly outside, but only a sickly version of it made it through the wall of
         heavy Art Deco blocks, just enough to make visible the blue haze of dust and cigarette smoke that lingered over the cushy
         black leather seating pits and low cocktail tables.
      

      
      “I’ll catch up with you later.” I reached down for my backpack and began to hoist it onto my shoulder. “I’m going down to
         claim my bag.”
      

      
      “Don’t bother.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Because your bag is on its way to Honolulu.”

      
      “What?” My backpack hit the floor and I worried, belatedly, about my laptop.
      

      
      
      “One of your pals in the Boston bag room misrouted it.”

      
      “That can’t be. I personally handed my bag to Dan, and he personally loaded it into the belly. It never even went through
         the bag room.”
      

      
      “Then someone went to a lot of trouble to fish it out and retag it.”

      
      I sagged against the bar and started to feel that hopeless, helpless feeling I hated so much. The most deeply frustrating
         part of being harassed by a group, especially one as tight and organized as the International Brotherhood of Groundworkers,
         was that the act was always anonymous. There was never any way to find the one who had scrawled the filthy graffiti on the
         door to your office. Or the one who had made seventeen hang-up calls to your home in the middle of the night. The person who
         had slashed your tires in the employee lot was never going to be identified. It was hit and run. It was guerrilla tactics.
         It was none of them and it was all of them and there was never anyone to stand in and engage the fight. The only real choice
         was to endure it. And after a time your skin thickened until you almost couldn’t feel anything, and your resolve hardened
         into a clenched fist, and it changed you. And then you had that to be angry about, too.
      

      
      A hint of a smile twitched the broom on Bic’s upper lip. “Are you enjoying this, Bic?”

      
      “I never enjoy a misrouted bag, not even yours. It means more work for me. I just can’t believe you checked a bag out of Boston.
         What were you thinking?”
      

      
      “Dan asked me to check it. It was a full flight and he wanted some overhead space for his paying customers. And I was thinking sooner or later the boys in the Boston bag room were going to have to get tired of screwing me over.”
      

      
      “Now you see, there’s your problem. They will never forget what you did. Not in Boston, not anywhere. You’re on the shit list,
         and once you’re on, there’s no way off. My advice—never check another bag out of Logan. Maybe never check another bag on Majestic,
         period.”
      

      
      “How did you find out?”

      
      “One of my rampers downstairs gave me a heads up. He’s got a buddy up there who called to let the south-eastern local in on
         the joke. I’ve already put out a tracer. If you’re lucky we’ll catch it before it leaves the mainland.”
      

      
      I immediately began trying to inventory what had been in my bag. All the unique, irreplaceable things—my oldest, softest pair
         of jeans that weren’t ripped, my Walkman and all my best running music, that cool little toothbrush holder I’d found at Target
         one day when I’d been shopping for shampoo. And there were all the things that seem so mundane until they’re gone—hair conditioner
         that I could find only at the shop in Boston where I got my hair cut. Face scrub. Underwear.
      

      
      “In the meantime”—Bic sat back and rested his little hands on his thighs—“we have to talk.”

      
      “All right, let’s talk. But not here. I make it a point never to breathe air I can see.”

      
      “Where do you want to go?”

      
      “Have you considered your office as a place to conduct business?”

      
      “That’s the last place I want to be seen with you. Why do you think I met you in the bar? Where are you staying?”
      

      
      “Right here.”

      
      “How do you afford a place like this?”

      
      “None of your business.”

      
      “Fallacaro got you a discount, didn’t he?”

      
      He was right, but no need to confirm that. He turned to find his buddy the bartender. “Raymond … Ray, we’re going upstairs.”

      
      Glass in one hand, power spigot in the other, Raymond nodded in our direction. “You want a roadie, man? How about your friend?”

      
      Bic shook his head. He threw back the last of his martini, set the glass on the bar, and hopped off his stool. “Put it on
         my tab.”
      

      
      The Top of the Port was a combination snack bar, lounge, and health club on the roof of the hotel. A turquoise swimming pool
         refracted the sunlight, and a green running track wound around the perimeter of the deck. It was a quarter mile at most, but
         it had a nice surface—easy on the knees.
      

      
      I followed the track, walking around until I found the ramp-side view of the airport. We were high enough to see the entire
         ground operation, and the barely choreographed convergence of people, vehicles, and aircraft that made the whole thing go.
         That it worked as smoothly as it did never failed to amaze and enthrall me. A vast array of ground vehicles was on display—tugs,
         carts, push tractors, fuel pump trucks, catering and lav trucks, Bobcats, loaders, and buses. They flowed around the airplanes
         like tributaries around great, winged boulders. At that moment, the lineup for takeoff included an Aeroflot B767 probably destined for Moscow, an airbus from Turkish Airlines
         that had to be headed for Istanbul, and an El Al B747 that was most certainly bound for Tel Aviv. Behind them, I could see
         the colors of Lan Peru, Iberia, Qantas, Sabena, and Surinam Airways.
      

      
      Bic stood and watched with me. We had our differences, but we shared one thing in common. I knew he could stand there as long
         as I could—which was a long time—and never lose interest.
      

      
      “Have you missed it?” he asked.

      
      I used my hand as a visor to watch the British Airways B747 lumber down the long runway. Just when it looked as if it might
         run out of concrete, it lifted off with impossible grace and climbed until it faded into the late afternoon sky. You could
         have carved the heart out of my chest and I wouldn’t have missed it more.
      

      
      “Not really.”

      
      He surveyed the deck. “Let’s go sit over there. Maybe if we sit out in plain sight someone will come up and serve us a drink.”

      
      We settled into a couple of molded plastic chairs beside a patio table. The breeze whispered across the deck. It ruffled the
         leaves of the potted plants and brought with it an odor so strong I could almost taste it. “What is that smell?”
      

      
      “Smoke,” he said. “Feels like the wind is starting to shift.”

      
      “Smoke from where?”

      
      “Wildfires.”

      
      I sat up straight and checked out the view of downtown Miami on the opposite side of the hotel. Hanging over the city was a yellowish gray haze that dulled the outlines of the buildings.
      

      
      “We came through that stuff on the way down, but I thought it was air pollution.”

      
      “We had to shut down the operation yesterday for over an hour,” he said. “Diverted almost fifty flights.”

      
      “Because of smoke?”

      
      “Our visibility was about two hundred yards.”

      
      “Where’s the fire?”

      
      “All around us,” he said. “Up north fifty thousand acres of the Okefenokee Swamp is on fire. This smoke comes from a big fire
         in the Everglades.” He sniffed the air. “This is not bad. Wait until the wind picks up.”
      

      
      There was something eerie about the acrid smell, the way it clung to your hair and made your skin feel grainy. There was something
         unsettling about the way the smoke flattened and diffused the light from the sun, making everything that had been bright dull
         and dirty. It made my eyes burn—not much of an improvement over the bar.
      

      
      “What do you want, Bic?” I knew he would be blunt with me, so I figured I’d jump in first.

      
      “I want you to turn around and go back to Boston. I’ll forward your bag when it turns up.” His tone was even, his expression
         hidden behind that mustache and a pair of trendy narrow sunglasses he’d produced from his suit jacket. Mine were on their
         way to Oahu—without me.
      

      
      I settled back into my lounge chair and put my feet up. This was going to be one of those unpleasant conversations. “Do you
         even know why I’m here?”
      

      
      “Don’t know and don’t care.” That didn’t sound right. Bic had a reason for every ounce of energy he expended. He wouldn’t have bothered with even seeing me if he hadn’t had good
         reason. “People around you tend to have bad luck,” he said. “I don’t want to be one of them.”
      

      
      “Does Bobby Avidor work for you?”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “You know, that wouldn’t be hard to verify, Bic. You could save us both a lot of energy by answering the easy ones, and fighting
         only on the hard ones.”
      

      
      “Yes, he works for me.”

      
      “And is he running drugs out of your station?”

      
      “That would be a hard one, right?” He dropped his head back to let the sun fall on his face. “Who told you that?”

      
      “Unidentified sources.”

      
      “Ramp rats in Boston.”

      
      “Reliable sources who relayed to me what appears to be common knowledge on the ramp in Boston.”
      

      
      “Let’s say he was. Why would that be any business of yours?”

      
      “Because a friend of mine came down here to meet him and went home in a box. I’d like to find out what Bobby knows about that.”

      
      “John McTavish was a friend of yours?”

      
      “He was.”

      
      “I didn’t think you had any friends on the ramp up there,” he said.

      
      “And you know more than you’re saying.”

      
      “We shipped his body home last week. My station productivity has gone into the crapper ever since. No one around here can
         talk about anything else.”
      

      
      
      “Gee, what bad form for John to get himself murdered in your city. So what about Avidor?”

      
      “He’s not running coke out of here. Bob Avidor comes in, he does his job, and he never causes me any problems. And as far
         as any involvement with McTavish, the police have checked him out on that, and they’ve cleared him. So you’ve got nothing,
         except to say he’s an asshole. As far as I know, there’s no law against that.”
      

      
      “How can you be so sure about him?”

      
      “You’re not listening to me. If he was a bad guy, I would know, and I would take care of him myself. But I don’t need you
         here, and I sure don’t want you here.”
      

      
      The breeze came up again, stronger this time, and I thought I could feel the temperature dropping.

      
      “You know, Bic, all this strenuous protesting is giving me the idea that you don’t want me to look because you know there
         is something to be found.”
      

      
      He sat up as abruptly as his portly shape would allow and planted both feet on the cement. “Look, I’ve got nothing against
         you personally. From what I hear, that guy you killed up there was a piece of shit and he deserved to be dead.”
      

      
      “I didn’t kill him. He got killed all by himself.” I felt my voice flatten until it was all sharp edges. “And he was a murderer
         hell-bent on killing me, too.”
      

      
      “Whatever. He was a dues-paying member of the International Brotherhood of Groundworkers. He’s dead, they blame you, and not
         just in Boston. They all hate you and they always will. There are assholes that aren’t even been born yet who are going to
         join this union and hate you for what they think you did. That’s how strongly they feel.”
      

      
      
      “What are you suggesting, that I crawl under a rock and hide?”

      
      “I don’t care what you do. I just want you to do it someplace besides Miami. I have a good relationship with my local. I’m
         on track for a promotion to VP, and I don’t want you screwing it up. They’ve already been in to tell me if I do anything to
         help you, they’re going to call a wildcat strike.”
      

      
      That was the motivation right there. Even the slightest hint of labor unrest would be enough to get Bic up off his ass and
         into my face. “Well”—I reached up and rubbed my temples. This was sounding all too familiar—“I hope you told them to go pound
         sand.”
      

      
      “What I told them was to get their butts back to work and never threaten me again. What I’m telling you is if you’ve got something
         on Bob besides ramp rat rumors, I’ll nail his balls to the wall. But if you don’t, keep your mouth shut because there’s no
         way in hell I can defend myself against gossip and innuendo. You should know that better than anyone.”
      

      
      He stood up and shook out his pant legs so they weren’t bunched up around his thighs. “You want to talk to Avidor, go ahead.
         Knock yourself out. He can take care of himself. But just Avidor. You want to talk to anyone else who works for me, you tell
         me first. And stay out of my operation. I’m not going to let you do to me what you did to yourself in Boston.”
      

      
      I watched him walk around the swimming pool and disappear into the hotel. After he’d been gone for a few minutes, I got up
         and watched a few more planes take off. This time they disappeared much faster after lifting off, swallowed up by the haze that had blown in, thickened
         the sky, and turned a beautiful sunny day to shit.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Five

      
      C’mon, don’t pick up. Keep ringing, phone, and roll me into voice mail.

      
      Paul Gladstone’s line was ringing at the other end and I was moving as best I could around my hotel room, which was basically
         a bed with four walls around it. The room did not benefit from the huge print on the bedspread—big, tropical flowers with
         blooms drawn in broad, looping strokes of pink and purple, yellow and lime green. At least it was a queen-sized bed. I chose
         to feel good about that.
      

      
      By the third ring, I was thinking I was home free, mentally scripting the message I would leave for my future boss. “I tried
         to reach you,” I’d say. “I hate leaving this message in voice mail, but since we’re having so much trouble connecting—”
      

      
      “Paul Gladstone.”

      
      Damn. I cleared the disappointment out of my throat. “Hello, Paul. This is Alex.”

      
      “Alex!” He sounded truly delighted to hear from me. “How are you?”

      
      “You’re working late tonight.” I glanced at my watch, even though I didn’t have to. I’d purposely waited until after nine
         o’clock in Detroit, hoping I would miss him. Again.
      

      
      “I’m trying to keep my head above water. Where are you?”

      
      “I’m in Miami.”

      
      
      “One last fling before the grind? Good for you.”

      
      “Not exactly. Listen, Paul—”

      
      “Before I forget, we’ve got a couple of meetings on your calendar for next week. I should let you know … let me just find
         …” I heard the sound of keys clicking. “I thought …” More keys clacking. I stood up and started to pace. “I guess they’re
         not on my calendar since you’re going in my place.” He chuckled. “That would make sense. How about this? I’ll have my secretary
         give you a call when she gets in tomorrow morning.”
      

      
      “Paul, I’m not going to be able to make it in by Monday.”

      
      There was the tiniest pause, long enough for me to think about how long I had been without a paycheck. “That might not be
         a problem,” he said. “I don’t think the first meeting is until Wednesday afternoon. If you can get here by then—”
      

      
      “I won’t make it by Wednesday.”

      
      I could feel him going still at the other end of the line. He was listening more carefully now. The pause was longer and heavier.
         “How much time do you need?”
      

      
      “I think a week will do it.”

      
      “Is everything all right?”

      
      “Everything is fine. But I’m not in Miami on a vacation. Something has come up that’s of … of a personal nature, and I have
         to take care of it before I start work.” The words I had scripted for this conversation felt stilted. I felt evasive, and
         I felt him reacting to it.
      

      
      “Is it something I can help you with? Because I’ll be honest, if I can get you here on Monday, or even Wednesday, I would
         sure like to do it.”
      

      
      “I know. And I’m sorry to be dumping this on you at the last minute. I know you’re busy. If there was any other way—”
      

      
      “Okay, okay. Let me think about this.” I pictured him sitting at his desk with one hand around the phone and the other flat
         atop his head, the way he’d done a few times during the interviews. “I’ll have to cancel my trip this week, but I’ll … we’ll
         be all right. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do? I mean on a personal level.”
      

      
      I fell back on the flower print bedspread and draped my arm over my eyes. I felt guilty enough without his genuine personal
         concern. “No, really, everything’s fine, Paul, but thank you for asking.”
      

      
      “Then I’ll see you a week from Monday.”

      
      “Right. I’ll stay in touch and let you know if it’s going beyond that.”

      
      “If it does, Alex, then this becomes a more complicated problem.” Now his voice was taking on more gravity, and I felt the
         weight of his concern like a stone hanging from my neck. “I have to ask you, Alex, are you having … you’re not having second
         thoughts, are you?”
      

      
      “No. I’m still fully committed to being there, Paul.”

      
      “Good. That’s all I needed to hear.” He sounded relieved, and I felt queasy and I wasn’t sure why.

      
      We chatted for a few more minutes. He told me about the freak snowstorm that had moved in the night before. I told him about
         how it was 78 degrees in Miami.
      

      
      After I hung up, I stared at the phone for a long time. Eventually, I reached over and wiped my perspiration off the receiver.

      
      An hour later I was still emptying out shopping bags. I’d picked up the basic replacement gear—running shorts, T-shirts, khakis,
         a couple of polo shirts. I’d spent more time and money on my new pair of running shoes than I had on the marginally nice-for-the-price lightweight business suit.
         But then I knew I’d be spending more time in the shoes.
      

      
      When the phone rang, I hoped it wasn’t Paul Gladstone calling to be nice again.

      
      “Hello?”

      
      “I hear you’re looking for me.”

      
      “Who is this?”

      
      “Avidor. I have what you’re looking for.”

      
      At first the whole scene struck me as surreal. When I stepped off the elevator and walked onto the concourse, I saw a woman
         in the beauty salon next to the hotel getting a manicure. A party of four was raising a toast in one of the restaurants, and
         next door to them, passengers shopped for that last minute bottle of duty-free Armagnac.
      

      
      It was two-fifteen in the morning.

      
      I blinked at colors that seemed too vibrant and lights that were too bright. Everyone moved as if they’d been dosed with caffeine.
         Then I realized I was the one out of sync. I was at Miami International Airport, where time had no meaning. It may have been
         the middle of the night for me, but the people who moved through this global way station came and went from time zones all
         over the world.
      

      
      Bobby worked the night shift, mostly at the maintenance hangar, but he had agreed to take his dinner in the food court at
         Concourse F so we could rendezvous at the terminal. He was very clear he would be there no earlier than two-thirty and would
         stay no more than thirty minutes. But something told me not to be surprised when I rounded the corner and found him already settled in and halfway
         through his dinner when I arrived at two-twenty. He was at the Café Bacardi, a teeny restaurant with a massive bar long enough
         to warrant two television sets. They were both on and tuned to the same station, so we were treated in stereo to the hypnotic
         drone of a stock car race. Unless NASCAR ran at Darlington in the middle of the night, the few people scattered around the
         food court who were interested were watching a tape-delayed version of an earlier race.
      

      
      “Are you Bobby?”

      
      “The only people who still call me Bobby are from Boston.”

      
      “What do you want me to call you?”

      
      “I don’t care.”

      
      Bobby may have grown up with John and Terry McTavish, but he looked older. His hairline was receding and he had a thick, bottom-heavy
         shape that fit nicely into his plastic chair. He had buckled his belt one notch too far, bisecting a soft middle into two
         spare tires. His jittery eyes fixed on me briefly. It was long enough to see that his body may have been flaccid, but his
         eyes were diamond hard.
      

      
      “May I sit?” I asked.

      
      “Suit yourself.”

      
      I did. “What’s up, Bobby?”

      
      “I gotta set the record straight,” he said, “on Johnny McTavish. I know that’s why you’re here.”

      
      “How did you know I was here at all?”

      
      “We heard from Boston you were coming down. We heard about the bag. And Bic called and told me I should get this thing cleared up.”
      

      
      “Bic told you where I was staying?”

      
      “Is it a secret or something?”

      
      “No.” In fact, I’m thinking of posting my schedule on the web.
      

      
      “Terry sent you,” he said. “Am I right?”

      
      I didn’t know this man except by his lousy reputation among some good people. But even if I knew nothing about him, I didn’t
         want to give him any information he didn’t already have. “Who said anyone sent me?”
      

      
      “It was Terry. I know it was Terry.” He shook his head. “God bless him. He thinks I’m the devil himself. You’d never know
         I’d saved his life. You probably already heard that story, right?” He gave me another one of those quick-flick glances, and
         I knew he wouldn’t need much encouragement to tell me his version of events on that fateful day.
      

      
      “Someone may have mentioned it.”

      
      “I hear Terry’s whacked out. Gone off the deep end. Is that true?”

      
      I gave him a “beats me” shrug.

      
      “How’s Mae holding up?”

      
      “Mae is fine.”

      
      “I hope you’ll give her my regards. No matter what’s happened between us over the years, I still got a soft spot in my heart
         for the McTavishes. All of them.”
      

      
      His grin was so greasy, and not from the sub he was eating, it almost had me reaching for a napkin to wipe down his face.
         “If you’re so fond of them, why aren’t you taking Mae’s calls?”
      

      
      He laid his sandwich down. All the planes of his face flattened into somber concern. “Because I got nothing to say to her that will make her feel better.”
      

      
      “How about ‘My condolences. I’m sorry you lost your husband’?”

      
      “Believe me, anything I got to say about Johnny, she don’t want to hear. Terry, neither.”

      
      “Tell me. I’d like to hear it.”

      
      He pondered that request as he looked left, then made a big show of looking right. No one was within ten feet. Still, he dropped
         his voice and spoke without moving his jaw much, which made it tough to hear him. “The truth is Terry McTavish knows what
         went down with his brother. He just don’t want no one else to know. And if you’re a friend of Johnny’s, you won’t neither.”
      

      
      “I’m listening.”

      
      “Johnny McTavish was down here because of a drug buy.”

      
      “A drug buy? John McTavish?” I almost laughed out loud. “That’s an outrageous accusation, and you know it.” And now I knew how the
         police came up with their theory.
      

      
      “Listen to me. I didn’t say he was down here to make a buy. I said he was here because of one.”
      

      
      “Could you elaborate on that distinction?”

      
      “I said you wouldn’t like it, and neither do I, but here it is. Monday before last, I’m down at the hangar working the end
         of my shift, when I get a call. It’s Johnny.”
      

      
      “What time does your shift end?”

      
      “0700 hours, but I worked over that morning, so it must have been around 0900 when he called.”

      
      “What did he say?”

      
      
      “That he was getting on a flight and coming down to see me. I say what for? He says he’ll tell me when he gets here, to just
         be at the gate to meet his flight. So that’s what I did.”
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