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PART ONE

Grief Release






Chapter 1


A piece of advice: If you ever follow someone in my neighborhood, don’t wear pink.


The first day Angie and I picked up the little round guy on our tail, he wore a pink shirt under a gray suit and a black topcoat. The suit was double-breasted, Italian, and too nice for my part of town by several hundred dollars. The topcoat was cashmere. People in my neighborhood could afford cashmere, I suppose, but usually they spend so much on the duct tape that keeps their tail pipes attached to their ’82 Chevys, that they don’t have much left over for anything but that trip to Aruba.


The second day, the little round guy replaced the pink shirt with a more subdued white, lost the cashmere and the Italian suit, but still stuck out like Michael Jackson in a day care center by wearing a hat. Nobody in my neighborhood – or any of Boston’s inner-city neighborhoods that I know of – wears anything on their head but a baseball cap or the occasional tweed Scally. And our friend, the Weeble, as we’d come to call him, wore a bowler. A fine-looking bowler, don’t get me wrong, but a bowler just the same.


‘He could be an alien,’ Angie said.


I looked out the window of the Avenue Coffee Shop. The Weeble’s head jerked and then he bent to fiddle with his shoelaces.


‘An alien,’ I said. ‘From where exactly? France?’


She frowned at me and lathered cream cheese over a bagel so strong with onions my eyes watered just looking at it. ‘No, stupid. From the future. Didn’t you ever see that old Star Trek where Kirk and Spock ended up on earth in the thirties and were hopelessly out of step?’


‘I hate Star Trek.’


‘But you’re familiar with the concept.’


I nodded, then yawned. The Weeble studied a telephone pole as if he’d never seen one before. Maybe Angie was right.


‘How can you not like Star Trek?’ Angie said.


‘Easy. I watch it, it annoys me, I turn it off.’


‘Even Next Generation?’


‘What’s that?’ I said.


‘When you were born,’ she said, ‘I bet your father held you up to your mother and said, “Look, hon, you just gave birth to a beautiful crabby old man.”’


‘What’s your point?’ I said.


 



The third day, we decided to have a little fun. When we got up in the morning and left my house, Angie went north and I went south.


And the Weeble followed her.


But Lurch followed me.


I’d never seen Lurch before, and it’s possible I never would have if the Weeble hadn’t given me reason to look for him.


Before we left the house, I’d dug through a box of summer stuff and found a pair of sunglasses I use when the weather’s nice enough to ride my bicycle. The glasses had a small mirror attached to the left side of the frame that could be swung up and out so that you could see behind you. Not quite as cool as the equipment Q gave Bond, but it would do, and I didn’t have to flirt with Ms Moneypenny to get it.


An eye in the back of my head, and I bet I was the first kid on my block to have one, too.


I saw Lurch when I stopped abruptly at the entrance of Patty’s Pantry for my morning cup of coffee. I stared at the door as if it held a menu and swung the mirror out and rotated my head until I noticed the guy who looked like a mortician on the other side of the avenue by Pat Jay’s Pharmacy. He stood with his arms crossed over his sparrow’s chest, watching the back of my head openly. Furrows were cut like rivers in his sunken cheeks, and a widow’s peak began halfway up his forehead.


In Patty’s, I swung the mirror back against the frame and ordered my coffee.


‘You go blind all a sudden, Patrick?’


I looked up at Johnny Deegan as he poured cream into my coffee. ‘What?’


‘The sunglasses,’ he said. ‘I mean, it’s, what, middle of March and no one’s seen the sun since  Thanksgiving. You go blind, or you just trying to look hipper’n shit?’


‘Just trying to look hipper’n shit, Johnny.’


He slid my coffee across the counter, took my money.


‘It ain’t working,’ he said.


 



Out on the avenue, I stared through my sunglasses at Lurch as he brushed some lint off his knee then bent to tie his shoelaces just like the Weeble had the day before.


I took off my sunglasses, thinking of Johnny Deegan. Bond was cool, sure, but he never had to walk into Patty’s Pantry. Hell, just try and order a vodka martini in this neighborhood. Shaken or stirred, your ass was going out a window.


I crossed the avenue as Lurch concentrated on his shoelace.


‘Hi,’ I said.


He straightened, looked around as if someone had called his name from down the block.


‘Hi,’ I said again and offered my hand.


He looked at it, looked down the avenue again.


‘Wow,’ I said, ‘you can’t tail someone for shit but at least your social skills are honed to the quick.’


His head turned as slowly as the earth on its axis until his dark pebble eyes met mine. He had to look down to do it, too, the shadow of his skeletal head puddling down my face and spreading across my shoulders. And I’m not a short guy.


‘Are we acquainted, sir?’ His voice sounded as if it were due back at the coffin any moment.


‘Sure, we’re acquainted,’ I said. ‘You’re Lurch.’ I looked up and down the avenue. ‘Where’s Cousin It, Lurch?’


‘You’re not nearly as amusing as you think you are, sir.’


I held up my coffee cup. ‘Wait till I’ve had some caffeine, Lurch. I’m a certified bust-out fifteen minutes from now.’


He smiled down at me and the furrows in his cheeks turned to canyons. ‘You should be less predictable, Mr Kenzie.’


‘How so, Lurch?’


A crane swung a cement post into the small of my back and something with sharp tiny teeth bit into the skin over the right side of my neck and Lurch lurched past my field of vision as the sidewalk lifted off itself and rolled toward my ear.


‘Love the sunglasses, Mr Kenzie,’ the Weeble said as his rubbery face floated past me. ‘They’re a real nice touch.’


‘Very high-tech,’ Lurch said.


And someone laughed and someone else started a car engine, and I felt very stupid.


Q would have been appalled.


 



‘My head hurts,’ Angie said.


She sat beside me on a black leather couch, and her hands were bound behind her back, too.


‘How about you, Mr Kenzie?’ a voice asked. ‘How’s your head?’


‘Shaken,’ I said. ‘Not stirred.’


I turned my head in the direction of the voice, and my eyes met only a hard yellow light fringed by a soft brown. I blinked, felt the room slide a bit.


‘Sorry about the narcotics,’ the voice said. ‘If there had been any other way…’


‘No regrets, sir,’ a voice I recognized as Lurch’s said. ‘There was no other way.’


‘Julian, please give Ms Gennaro and Mr Kenzie some aspirin.’ The voice sighed behind the hard yellow light. ‘And untie them, please.’


‘If they move?’ The Weeble’s voice.


‘See that they don’t, Mr Clifton.’


‘Yes, sir. I’d be happy to.’


 



‘My name is Trevor Stone, ‘the man behind the light said. ‘Does that mean anything to you?’


I rubbed at the red marks on my wrists.


Angie rubbed hers, sucked a few gulps of oxygen from what I assumed was Trevor Stone’s study.


‘I asked you a question.’


I looked into the yellow light. ‘Yes, you did. Very good for you.’ I turned to Angie. ‘How you doing?’


‘My wrists hurt and so does my head.’


‘Otherwise?’


‘I’m generally in a foul mood.’


I looked back into the light. ‘We’re in a foul mood.’


‘I’d assume so.’


‘Fuck you,’ I said.


‘Witty,’ Trevor Stone said from behind the soft light and the Weeble and Lurch chuckled softly.


‘Witty,’ the Weeble repeated.


‘Mr Kenzie, Ms Gennaro,’ Trevor Stone said, ‘I can promise you that I don’t want to hurt you. I will, I suppose, but I don’t want to. I need your help.’


‘Oh, well.’ I stood up on wobbly legs, felt Angie rise beside me.


‘If one of your morons could drive us home,’ Angie said.


I gripped her hand as my legs swayed back against the couch and the room tilted to the right just a bit too much. Lurch pressed his index finger into my chest so lightly I barely felt it, and Angie and I fell back into the couch.


Another five minutes, I told my legs, and we’ll try it again.


‘Mr Kenzie,’ Trevor Stone said, ‘you can keep trying to get up from that couch and we can keep knocking you back down with a feather for at least another, oh, thirty minutes by my estimate. So, relax.’


‘Kidnapping,’ Angie said. ‘Forced incarceration. Are you familiar with those terms, Mr Stone?’


‘I am.’


‘Good. You understand that they’re both federal crimes, carrying pretty stiff penalties?’


‘Mmm,’ Trevor Stone said. ‘Ms Gennaro, Mr  Kenzie, how acquainted are you with your own mortality?’


‘We’ve had a few brushes,’ Angie said.


‘I’m aware of them,’ he said.


Angie raised her eyebrows at me. I raised mine back.


‘But those were brushes, as you said. Quick glimpses, here and gone. You’re both alive now, both young, both with reasonable expectations that you’ll be here on this Earth thirty or forty years from now. The world – its laws, its mores and customs, its mandatory sentences for federal crimes – holds sway over you. I, however, don’t have that problem anymore.’


‘He’s a ghost,’ I whispered, and Angie elbowed me in the ribs.


‘Quite right, Mr Kenzie,’ he said. ‘Quite right.’


The yellow light swung away from my eyes, and I blinked into the black space that replaced it. A pinpoint of white in the center of the black pirouetted into several larger circles of orange and expanded past my field of vision like tracers. Then my vision cleared, and I was looking at Trevor Stone.


The top half of his face seemed to have been carved from blond oak – cliffs of eyebrows cutting shadows over hard green eyes, an aquiline nose, and pronounced cheekbones, flesh the color of pearl.


The lower half, however, had caved in on itself. His jaw had crumbled on both sides; the bones seemed to have melted somewhere into his mouth.  His chin, worn to a nub, pointed straight down at the floor within the casing of a rubbery flap of skin, and his mouth had lost all shape whatsoever; it floated within the mess of his lower face like an amoeba, the lips seared white.


He could have been anywhere from forty to seventy years old.


Tan bandages covered his throat in patches, wet like welts. As he stood from behind his massive desk, he leaned on a mahogany walking stick with a gold dragon’s head handgrip. His gray, glen plaid trousers billowed around his thin legs, but his blue cotton shirt and black linen jacket clung to his massive chest and shoulders as if they’d been born there. The hand gripping the cane looked capable of crushing golf balls to dust with a single squeeze.


He planted his feet and shook against the cane as he stared down at us.


‘Take a good look,’ Trevor Stone said, ‘and then let me tell you something about loss.’







Chapter 2


‘Last year,’ Trevor Stone said, ‘my wife was driving back from a party at the Somerset Club on Beacon Hill. You’re familiar with it?’


‘We throw all our functions there,’ Angie said.


‘Yes, well anyway, her car broke down. I was just leaving my office downtown when she called, and I picked her up. Funny.’


‘What?’ I said.


He blinked. ‘I was just remembering how little we’d done that. Driven together. It was the sort of thing that had become a casualty of my commitment to work. Something as simple as sitting side by side in a car for twenty minutes, and we were lucky if we did it six times in a year.’


‘What happened?’ Angie said.


He cleared his throat. ‘Coming off the Tobin Bridge, a car tried to run us off the road. A carjacking, I believe it’s called. I had just bought my car – a Jaguar XKE – and I wasn’t about to give it up to a pack of thugs who thought wanting something was the same thing as being entitled to it. So…’


He stared out a window for a moment, lost, I can only assume, in the crunching of metals and revving  of engines, the smell of the air that night.


‘My car flipped onto the driver’s side. My wife, Inez, couldn’t stop screaming. I didn’t know it then, but she’d shattered her spine. The carjackers were angry because I’d destroyed the car they presumably thought of as theirs already. They shot Inez to death as I tried to remain conscious. They kept firing into the car, and three bullets found my body. Oddly, none caused critical damage, though one lodged in my jaw. These three men then spent some time trying to light the car on fire, but they never thought to puncture the gas tank. After a time, they grew bored, and left. And I lay there with three bullets in my body and several broken bones and my wife dead beside me.’


We’d left the study and Lurch and the Weeble behind and had made our way unsteadily into Trevor Stone’s rec room or gentleman’s parlor or whatever one called a room the size of a jet hangar with both a billiard and snooker table, cherrywood backing to the dart board, a poker table, and a small putting green in one corner. A mahogany bar ran up the east side of the room with enough glasses hanging overhead to get the Kennedys through a month of partying.


Trevor Stone poured two fingers of single-malt into his glass, tilted the bottle toward my glass, then Angie’s, and both of us refused.


‘The men – boys, actually – who committed the crime were tried rather quickly and convicted and  recently began serving life without possibility of parole at Norfolk, and that’s as close to justice as there is, I guess. My daughter and I buried Inez, and that should have been it except for the grief.’


‘But,’ Angie said.


‘While the doctors were removing the bullet from my jaw, they found the first sign of cancer. And as they probed deeper they found it in my lymph nodes. They expect to find it in my small and large intestines next. Soon after that, I’m sure, they’ll run out of things to cut.’


‘How long?’ I said.


‘Six months. That’s their opinion. My body tells me five. Either way, I’ve seen my last autumn.’


He swiveled his chair and looked out the window at the sea again. I followed his gaze, noted the curve of a rocky inlet across the bay. The inlet forked and thrust out into something that resembled lobster claws, and I looked back to its middle until I found a lighthouse I recognized. Trevor Stone’s house sat on a bluff in the midst of Marblehead Neck, a jagged finger of landscape off Boston’s North Shore where the asking price for a house was slightly less than that for most towns.


‘Grief,’ he said, ‘is carnivorous. It feeds whether you’re awake or not, whether you fight it or you don’t. Much like cancer. And one morning you wake up and all those other emotions — joy, envy, greed, even love — are swallowed by it. And you’re alone with grief, naked to it. And it owns you.’


The ice cubes in his glass rattled, and he looked down at them.


‘It doesn’t have to,’ Angie said.


He turned and smiled at her with his amoeba mouth. His white lips shook with tremors against the decayed flesh and pulverized bone of his jaw, and the smile disappeared.


‘You’re acquainted with grief,’ he said softly. ‘I know. You lost your husband. Five months ago, was it?’


‘Ex-husband,’ she said, her eyes on the floor. ‘Yes.’


I reached for her hand, but she shook her head, placed her hand on her lap.


‘I read all the newspaper accounts,’ he said. ‘I even read that terrible “true crime” paperback. You two battled evil. And won.’


‘It was a draw,’ I said and cleared my throat. ‘Trust me on that.’


‘Maybe,’ he said, his hard green eyes finding my own. ‘Maybe for the two of you, it was a draw. But think of how many future victims you saved from those monsters.’


‘Mr Stone,’ Angie said, ‘with all due respect, please don’t talk to us about this.’


‘Why not?’


She raised her head. ‘Because you don’t know anything about it, so it makes you sound like a moron.’


His fingers caressed the head of his cane lightly before he leaned forward and touched her knee with  his other hand. ‘You’re right. Forgive me.’


Eventually she smiled at him in a way I’d never seen her smile at anyone since Phil’s death. As if she and Trevor Stone were old friends, as if they’d both lived in places where light and kindness can’t reach.


 



‘I’m alone,’ Angie had told me a month ago.


‘No, you’re not.’


She lay on a mattress and box spring we’d thrown down in my living room. Her own bed, and most of her belongings, were still back in her house on Howes Street because she wasn’t capable of entering the place where Gerry Glynn had shot her and Evandro Arujo had bled to death on the kitchen floor.


‘You’re not alone,’ I said, my arms wrapped around her from behind.


‘Yes, I am. And all your holding and all your love can’t change that right now.’


 



Angie said, ‘Mr Stone—’


‘Trevor.’


‘Mr Stone,’ she said, ‘I sympathize with your grief. I do. But you kidnapped us. You—’


‘It’s not my grief,’ he said. ‘No, no. Not my grief I was referring to.’


‘Then whose?’ I said.


‘My daughter’s. Desiree.’


Desiree.


He said her name like it was the refrain of a prayer.


 



His study, when well lighted again, was a shrine to her.


Where before I’d seen only shadows, I now faced photos and paintings of a woman in nearly every stage of life — from baby snapshots to grade school, high school yearbook photos, college graduation. Aged and clearly mishandled Polaroids took up space in new teakwood frames. A casual photo of her and a woman who was quite obviously her mother looked to have been taken at a backyard barbecue as both women stood over a gas grill, paper plates in hand, neither looking at the camera. It was an inconsequential moment in time, fuzzy around the edges, taken without consideration of the sun being off to the women’s left and thereby casting a dark shadow against the photographer’s lens. The kind of photo you’d be forgiven if you chose not to incorporate it into an album. But in Trevor Stone’s study, framed in sterling silver and perched on a slim ivory pedestal, it seemed deified.


Desiree Stone was a beautiful woman. Her mother, I saw from several photos, had probably been Latin, and her daughter had inherited her thick, honey-colored hair, the graceful lines of her jaw and neck, a sharp bone structure and thin nose, skin that seemed perpetually under the glow of sunset. From her father, Desiree had been  bequeathed eyes the color of jade and full, fiercely determined lips. You noticed the symmetry of genetic influence most in a single photograph on Trevor Stone’s desk. Desiree stood between mother and father, wearing the purple cap and gown of her graduation, the main campus of Wellesley College framed behind her, her arms around her parents’ necks, pulling their faces close to hers. All three were smiling, robust with riches and health it seemed, and the delicate beauty of the mother and prodigious aura of power in the father seemed to meet and meld in the face of the daughter.


‘Two months before the accident,’ Trevor Stone said and picked up the photo for a moment. He looked at it, and the lower half of his ruined face spasmed into what I assumed was a smile. He placed it back on the desk, looked at us as we took the seats in front of him. ‘Do either of you know a private detective by the name of Jay Becker?’


‘We know Jay,’ I said.


‘Works for Hamlyn and Kohl Investigations,’ Angie said.


‘Correct. Your opinion of him?’


‘Professionally?’


Trevor Stone shrugged.


‘He’s very good at his job,’ Angie said. ‘Hamlyn and Kohl only hire the best.’


He nodded. ‘I understand they offered to buy the two of you out a few years ago if you’d come to work for them.’


‘Where do you get this stuff?’ I said.


‘It’s true, isn’t it?’


I nodded.


‘And it was a rather handsome offer from what I understand. Why did you refuse?’


‘Mr Stone,’ Angie said, ‘in case you haven’t noticed, we’re not the power suits and boardroom type.’


‘But Jay Becker is?’


I nodded. ‘He did a few years with the FBI before he decided he liked the money in the private sector more. He likes good restaurants, nice clothes, nice condo, that sort of thing. He looks good in a suit.’


‘And as you said, he’s a good investigator.’


‘Very,’ Angie said. ‘He’s the one who helped blow the whistle on Boston Federal Bank and their mob ties.’


‘Yes, I know. Who do you think hired him?’


‘You,’ I said.


‘And several other prominent businessmen who lost some money when the real estate market crashed and the S and L crises began in ’88.’


‘So if you used him before, why’re you asking us for a character reference?’


‘Because, Mr Kenzie, I recently retained Mr Becker, and Hamlyn and Kohl as well, to find my daughter.’
 

‘Find?’ Angie said. ‘How long has she been missing? ’


‘Four weeks,’ he said. ‘Thirty-two days to be exact.’


‘And did Jay find her?’ I said.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ’Because now Mr Becker is missing as well.’


 



In the city this morning, it had been cold but reasonable with not much of a wind, the mercury hovering in the low thirties. Weather that made you aware of it, but not enough to make you hate it.


On Trevor Stone’s back lawn, however, the wind screamed off the Atlantic and the whitecaps churned, and the cold hit my face like pellets. I turned the collar of my leather jacket up against the ocean breeze, and Angie dug her hands deep into her pockets and hunched over, but Trevor Stone leaned into the wind. He’d added only a light gray raincoat to his wardrobe before leading us out here, and it flapped open around his body as he faced the ocean, seemed to dare the cold to infiltrate him.


‘Hamlyn and Kohl has returned my retainer and dropped my case,’ he said.


‘What’s their cause?’


‘They won’t say.’


‘That’s unethical,’ I said.


‘What are my options?’


‘Civil court,’ I said. ‘You’d take them to the cleaners.’


He turned from the sea and looked at us until we understood.


Angie said, ‘Any legal recourse is useless.’


He nodded. ‘Because I’ll be dead before anything gets to trial.’ He turned into the wind again and spoke with his back to us, his words carried on the stiff breeze. ‘I used to be a powerful man, unaccustomed to disrespect, unaccustomed to fear. Now I’m impotent. Everyone knows I’m dying. Everyone knows I have no time to fight them. Everyone, I’m sure, is laughing.’


I crossed the lawn and stood beside him. The grass dropped away just past his feet and revealed a bluff of craggy black stones, their surfaces shining like polished ebony against the raging surf below.


‘So why us?’ I said.


‘I’ve asked around,’ he said. ‘Everyone I’ve talked to says you both have the two qualities I need.’


‘Which qualities?’ Angie said.


‘You’re honest.’


‘Insofar—’


‘—as that goes in a corrupt world, yes, Mr Kenzie. But you’re honest to those who earn your trust. And I intend to.’


‘Kidnapping us probably wasn’t the best way to go about it.’


He shrugged. ‘I’m a desperate man with a ticking clock inside me. You’ve shut down your office and refuse to take cases or even meet with potential clients.’


‘True,’ I said.


‘I’ve called both your home and office several  times in the last week. You don’t answer your phone and you don’t have an answering machine.’


‘I have one,’ I said. ‘It’s just disconnected at the moment.’


‘I’ve sent letters.’


‘He doesn’t open his mail unless it’s a bill,’ Angie said.


He nodded, as if this were common in some circles. ‘So I had to take desperate measures to ensure you’d hear me out. If you refuse my case, I’m prepared to pay you twenty thousand dollars just for your time here today and your inconvenience.’


‘Twenty thousand,’ Angie said. ‘Dollars.’


‘Yes. Money means nothing to me anymore and I have no heirs if I don’t find Desiree. Besides, once you check up on me, you’ll find that twenty thousand dollars is negligible in comparison to my total worth. So, if you wish, go back inside my study and take the money from the upper-right-hand desk drawer and go back to your lives.’


‘And if we stay,’ Angie said, ‘what do you want us to do?’


‘Find my daughter. I’ve accepted the possibility that she’s dead. I’m aware of the likelihood of that, in fact. But I won’t die wondering. I have to know what happened to her.’


‘You’ve contacted the police,’ I said.


‘And they’ve paid me lip service.’ He nodded. ‘But they see a young woman, beset with grief, who decided to go off on a jaunt and get herself together.’


‘And you’re sure that’s not the case.’


‘I know my daughter, Mr Kenzie.’


He pivoted on his cane and began walking back across the lawn toward the house. We followed and I could see our reflections in the large panes of glass fronting his study – the decaying man who stiffened his back to the wind as his raincoat flapped around him and his cane searched for purchase on the frozen lawn; on his left, a small, beautiful woman with dark hair blowing across her cheeks and the ravages of loss in her face; and on his right, a man in his early thirties wearing a baseball cap, leather jacket, and jeans, a slightly confused expression on his face as he looked at the two proud, but damaged people beside him.


As we reached the patio, Angie held the door open for Trevor Stone and said, ‘Mr Stone, you said you’d heard we had the two qualities you were looking for most.’


‘Yes.’


‘One was honesty. What’s the other?’


‘I heard you were relentless,’ he said as he stepped into his study. ‘Utterly relentless.’







Chapter 3


‘Fifty,’ Angie said as we rode the subway from Wonderland Station toward downtown.


‘I know,’ I said.


‘Fifty thousand bucks,’ she said. ‘I thought twenty was insane enough, but now we’re carrying fifty thousand dollars, Patrick.’


I looked around the subway car at the mangy pair of winos about ten feet away, the huddled pack of gangbangers considering the emergency pull switch in the corner of the car, the lunatic with the buzz-cut blond hair and thousand-yard stare gripping the hand strap beside me.


‘Say it a little louder, Ange. I’m not sure the G-boys down back heard you.’


‘Whoops.’ She leaned into me. ‘Fifty thousand dollars,’ she whispered.


‘Yes,’ I whispered back as the train bucked around a curve with a metal screech and the fluorescents overhead sputtered off, then on, then off, then on again.


Lurch, or Julian Archerson as we’d come to know him, had been prepared to drive us all the way home, but once we hit the stand-still traffic on  Route 1A, after sitting in an earlier automotive thicket on Route 129 for forty-five minutes, we had him drop us as close to a subway station as possible and walked to Wonderland Station.


So now we stood with the other sardines as the decrepit car heaved its way through the maze of tunnels and the lights went on and off and we carried fifty thousand of Trevor Stone’s dollars on our persons. Angie had the check for thirty thousand tucked in the inside pocket of her letterman’s jacket, and I had the twenty thousand in cash stuffed between my stomach and belt buckle.


‘You’ll need cash if you’re going to start immediately,’ Trevor Stone had said. ‘Spare no expense. This is just operating money. Call if you need more.’


‘Operating’ money. I had no idea if Desiree Stone was alive or not, but if she was, she’d have to have found a pretty remote section of Borneo or Tangier before I blew through fifty grand in order to find her.


‘Jay Becker,’ Angie said and whistled.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘No kidding.’


‘When’s the last time you saw him?’


‘Six weeks ago or so,’ I said and shrugged. ‘We don’t keep tabs on each other.’


‘I haven’t seen him since the Big Dick awards.’


The lunatic on my right raised his eyebrows and looked at me.


I shrugged. ‘You can dress ’em up nice, you know? But you can’t take ’em out’


He nodded, then went back to staring at his reflection in the dark subway window as if it pissed him off.


The Big Dick award was actually the Boston Investigators Association’s Gold Standard Award for Excellence in Detecting. But everyone I knew in the field called it the Big Dick award.


Jay Becker won the Big Dick this year as he had last year and back in ’89 as well, and for a while rumors abounded in the private detective community that he was going to open an office of his own, break away from Hamlyn and Kohl. I knew Jay well, though, and I wasn’t surprised when the rumors proved false.


It wasn’t that Jay would have starved on his own. On the contrary, he was easily the best-known PI in Boston. He was good-looking, smart as hell, and could have charged retainers in the mid five figures if he chose. Several of Hamlyn and Kohl’s wealthiest clients would have happily crossed the street if Jay had opened his doors there. The problem was, those clients could have offered Jay all the money in New England, and he still couldn’t have taken their cases. Every investigator who signed a contract with Hamlyn and Kohl also signed a promissory note to the effect that should the investigator leave Hamlyn and Kohl, he agreed to wait three years before accepting any case from a client with whom he’d worked at Hamlyn and Kohl. Three years in this business might as well be a decade.


So Hamlyn and Kohl had a pretty good hold on him. If any investigator was good enough and respected enough, however, to jump ship from Everett Hamlyn and Adam Kohl and make a profit, Jay Becker was. But Jay was also shitty with money, as bad as anyone I’ve ever known. As soon as he got it, he spent it – on clothes, cars, women, leather sectionals, what have you. Hamlyn and Kohl paid his overhead, paid for his office space, provided and protected his stock options, his 401(k), his portfolio of municipal funds. They daddied him, basically, and Jay Becker needed a daddy.


In Massachusetts, aspiring private investigators must perform twenty-five hundred hours of investigatory work with a licensed private investigator before getting their licenses themselves. Jay only had to do one thousand hours because of his FBI experience, and he did his with Everett Hamlyn. Angie did hers with me. I did mine with Jay Becker.


It was a recruiting technique of Hamlyn and Kohl to pick an aspiring private eye who they believed showed promise and provide that hungry wannabe with a seasoned investigator to show him the ropes, get him his twenty-five hundred hours, and, of course, open his eyes to the gilded world of Hamlyn and Kohl. Everyone I know who got his license this way then went to work for Hamlyn and Kohl. Well, everyone except me.


Which didn’t sit well with Everett Hamlyn, Adam  Kohl, or their attorneys. There were grumblings for a while there that usually reached me on cotton-bond stationery bearing the letterhead of Hamlyn and Kohl’s attorneys, or occasionally on the stationery of Hamlyn and Kohl themselves. But I’d never signed anything or given them even a verbal indication that I planned to join their firm, and when my own attorney, Cheswick Hartman, noted this on his stationery (which was a very attractive mauve linen bond), the grumbling ceased appearing in my mailbox. And somehow I built an agency whose success exceeded even my own expectations by working for a clientele that could rarely afford Hamlyn and Kohl.


But recently, shell-shocked I suppose by our exposure to the raging psychosis of Evandro Arujo, Gerry Glynn, and Alec Hardiman — an exposure that cost Angie’s ex-husband, Phil, his life — we’d closed the agency. We hadn’t been doing much of note since, unless you count talking in circles, watching old movies, and drinking too much as doing something.


I’m not sure how long it would have lasted – maybe another month, maybe until our livers divorced us by citing cruel and unusual punishment – but then Angie looked at Trevor Stone with a kinship she’d shown toward no one in three months and actually smiled without affectation, and I knew we’d take his case, even if he was so impolite as to kidnap and drug us. And the fifty grand, let’s admit  it, went a long way toward helping us overlook Trevor’s initial bad form.


Find Desiree Stone.


Simple objective. How simple the execution of that objective would be remained to be seen.To find her, I was pretty sure we’d have to find Jay Becker or at least follow his tracks. Jay, my mentor, and the man who’d given me my professional maxim:


‘No one,’ he told me once near the end of my apprenticeship, ‘and I mean, no one, can stay hidden if the right person is looking for him.’


‘What about the Nazis who escaped to South America after the war? No one found Josef Mengele until he’d died peacefully and free.’


And Jay gave me a look I’d become accustomed to during our three months together. It was what I called his ‘G-man look,’ the look of a man who’d done his time in the darkest corridors of government, a man who knew where bodies were buried and which papers had been shredded and why, who understood the machinations of true power better than most of us ever would.


‘You don’t think people knew where Mengele was? Are you kidding me?’ He leaned over our table in the Bay Tower Room, tucked his tie against his waist even though our plates and table crumbs had been cleared, impeccable as always. ‘Patrick, let me assure you of something, Mengele had three huge advantages over most people who try to disappear.’


‘And they were?’


‘One,’ he said and his index finger rose, ‘Mengele had money. Millions initially. But millionaires can be found. So, two’ – his middle finger joined the index – ‘he had information — on other Nazis, on fortunes buried under Berlin, on all sorts of medical discoveries he’d made using Jews as guinea pigs — and this information went to several different governments, including our own, who were supposedly looking for him.’


He raised his eyebrows and sat back smiling.


‘And the third reason?’


‘Ah, yes. Reason number three, and the most important — Josef Mengele never had me looking for him. Because nobody can hide from Jay Becker. And now that I’ve trained you, D’Artagnan, my young Gascon, nobody can hide from Patrick Kenzie, either.’


‘Thank you, Athos.’


He made a flourish with his hand and tipped his head.


Jay Becker. No one alive ever had more style.


Jay, I thought as the subway car broke from the tunnel into the waxy green light of Downtown Crossing, I hope you were right. Because here I come. Hide-and-seek, ready or not.


 



Back at my apartment, I stashed the twenty grand in the space behind the kitchen baseboard where I stow my backup guns. Angie and I dusted off the dining room table and spread out what we’d  accumulated since this morning. Four photographs of Desiree Stone were fanned out in the center, followed by the daily progress reports Trevor had received from Jay until he disappeared thirteen days ago.


‘Why did you wait so long to contact another investigator?’ I’d asked Trevor Stone.


‘Adam Kohl assured me he’d put another man on it, but I think he was stalling. A week later, they dropped me as a client. I spent five days looking into every private investigator in the city who had an honest reputation, and eventually settled on the two of you.’


In the dining room, I considered calling Hamlyn and Kohl, asking Everett Hamlyn for his side of the story, but I had the feeling they’d stonewall me. You drop a client of Trevor Stone’s stature, you’re not going to be advertising it or gossiping about it to a fellow competitor in the trade.


Angie slid Jay’s reports in front of her and I looked through the notes we’d each taken in Trevor’s study.


‘In the month after her mother died,’ Trevor told us after we came in off the lawn, ‘Desiree suffered two separate traumas, either of which would have devastated a girl on their own. First, I was diagnosed with terminal cancer and then a boy she’d dated in college died.’


‘How?’ Angie said.


‘He drowned. Accidentally. But Desiree, you see,  had been, well, insulated most of her life by her mother and me. Her entire existence up until her mother’s death had been charmed, untouched by even minor tragedy. She always considered herself strong. Probably because she was headstrong and stubborn like me and she confused that with the kind of mettle one develops under extreme opposition. So, you understand, she was never tested. And then with her mother dead and her father lying in intensive care, I could see that she was determined to bear up. And I think she would have. But then came the cancer revelation followed almost immediately by the death of a former suitor. Boom. Boom. Boom.’


According to Trevor, Desiree began to disintegrate under the weight of the three tragedies. She became an insomniac, suffered drastic weight loss, and rarely spoke as much as a full sentence on any given day.


Her father urged her to seek counseling, but she broke each of the four appointments he made for her. Instead, as Lurch, the Weeble, and a few friends informed him, she was sighted spending most of her days downtown. She’d drive the white Saab Turbo her parents had given her as a graduation present to a garage on Boylston Street and spend her days walking the downtown and Back Bay greens of the Emerald Necklace, the seven-mile park system that surrounds the city. She once walked as far as a stretch of the Fens behind the Museum of Fine  Arts, but usually, Lurch informed Trevor, she preferred the leafy mall that cuts through the center of Commonwealth Avenue and the Public Garden that abuts it.


It was in the Garden, she told Trevor, that she met a man who, she claimed, finally provided some of the solace and grace she’d been searching for throughout the late summer and early autumn. The man, seven or eight years older than her, was named Sean Price, and he too had been rocked by tragedy. His wife and five-year-old daughter, he told Desiree, had died the previous year when a faulty air conditioning unit in their Concord home had leaked carbon monoxide into the house while Sean was out of town on business.


Sean Price found them the next night, Desiree told Trevor, when he returned home from his trip.


‘That’s a long time,’ I said, looking up from my notes.


Angie raised her head from Jay Becker’s reports. ‘What’s that?’


‘In my notes, I have it that Desiree told Trevor that Sean Price discovered his wife and child almost twenty-four hours after they died.’


She reached across the table, took her own notes from where they lay by my elbow, leafed through them. ‘Yup. That’s what Trevor said.’


‘Seems a long time,’ I said. ‘A young woman – a businessman’s wife and probably upscale if they were living in Concord – she and her five-year-old  daughter aren’t seen for twenty-four hours and nobody notices?’


‘Neighbors are less and less friendly and less and less interested in their fellow neighbors these days.’


I frowned. ‘But, okay, maybe in the inner city or the lower-middle-class burbs. But this happened in Concord. Land of Victorians and carriage houses and the Old North Bridge. Main Street, lily-white, upper-class America. Sean Price’s child is five years old. She doesn’t have day care? Or kindergarten or dance classes or something? His wife doesn’t go to aerobics or have a job or a lunch date with another upper-middle-class young wife?’


‘It bugs you.’


‘A bit. It doesn’t feel right.’


She leaned back in her chair. ‘We in the trade call that feeling a “hunch.”’


I bent over my notes, pen in hand. ‘How do you spell that? With an “h,” right?’


‘No, a “p” for pinhead.’ She tapped her pen against her notes, smiled at me. ‘Check out Sean Price,’ she said as she scribbled the same words on the upper margin of her notes. ‘And death by carbon monoxide poisoning in Concord circa 1995 through ’96.’


 



‘And the dead boyfriend. What was his name?’


She flipped a page. ‘Anthony Lisardo.’


‘Right.’


She grimaced at the photos of Desiree. ‘A lot of people dying around this girl.’


‘Yeah.’


She lifted one of the photos and her face softened. ‘God, she is gorgeous. But it makes sense, her finding comfort in another survivor of loss.’ She looked over at me. ‘You know?’


I held her eyes, searched them for a clear glimpse of the battery and hurt that lay somewhere behind them, the fear of caring enough to be battered again. But all I saw were the remnants of recognition and empathy that had appeared when she looked at Desiree’s photograph, the same remnants she’d borne after looking into the eyes of Desiree’s father.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I know.’


‘But someone could prey on that,’ she said, looking back into Desiree’s face again.


‘How so?’


‘If you wanted to reach a person who was near catatonic with grief, but didn’t necessarily want to reach them for benevolent motives, how would you go about it?’


‘If I was cynically manipulative?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’d form a bond based on shared loss.’


‘By pretending to have suffered severe loss yourself, perhaps?’


I nodded. ‘That’d be just the tack to take.’


‘I think we definitely need to find out more about Sean Price.’ Her eyes glistened with burgeoning excitement.


‘What’s in Jay’s reports about him?’


‘Well, let’s see. Nothing we don’t know already.’ She began to riffle the pages, then stopped suddenly, looked up at me, her face beaming.


‘What?’ I said, feeling a smile growing on my face, her excitement infectious.


‘It’s cool,’ she said.


‘What?’


She lifted a page, motioned at the mess of paper on the table. ‘This. All this. We’re back in the chase, Patrick.’


‘Yeah, it is.’ And until that moment I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it – untangling the tangles, sniffing for the scent, taking the first step toward demystifying what had previously been unknowable and unapproachable.


But I felt my grin fade for a moment, because it was this very excitement, this addiction to uncovering things that sometimes would be better left covered, which had brought me face-to-face with the howling pestilence and moral rot of Gerry Glynn’s psyche.


This same addiction had put a bullet in Angie’s body, given me scars on my face and nerve damage to one hand, and left me holding Angie’s ex-husband Phil in my arms while he died, gasping and afraid.


‘You’re going to be okay,’ I’d told him.


‘I know,’ he said. And died.


And that’s what all this searching and uncovering and chasing could lead to again – the icy knowledge  that we probably weren’t okay, any of us. Our hearts and minds were covered because they were fragile, but they were also covered because what often festered in them was bleaker and more depraved than others could bear to look upon.


‘Hey,’ Angie said, still smiling, but less certainly, ‘what’s wrong?’


I’ve always loved her smile.


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘You’re right. This is cool.’


‘Damn straight,’ she said and we high-fived across the table. ‘We’re back in business. Criminals beware.’


‘They’re shaking in their boots,’ I assured her.







Chapter 4


HAMLYN & KOHL, WORLDWIDE INVESTIGATIONS THE JOHN HANCOCK TOWER, 33RD FLOOR 150 CLARENDON STREET BOSTON, MA 02116


 



 



Operative’s Report


TO: Mr Trevor Stone 
FR: Mr Jay Becker, Investigator 
RE: The disappearance of Ms Desiree Stone


 



February 16, 1997


 



First day of investigation into the disappearance of Desiree Stone, last seen leaving her residence, 1468 Oak Bluff Drive, Marblehead, at 11 a.m., EST, February 12.


 



This investigator interviewed Mr Pietro Leone, cashier of a parking garage at 500 Boylston Street, Boston, which led to the discovery of Ms Stone’s white 1995 Saab Turbo on Level P2 of said garage.  Ticket stub found in the glove compartment of car revealed it had arrived at garage at exactly 11:51 a.m., February 12. Search of the car and the premises nearest to it yielded no suggestion of foul play. Doors were locked, alarm was engaged.


 



Contacted Julian Archerson (Mr Stone’s valet), who agreed to pick up Ms Stone’s car from the premises using her spare set of keys and bring it back to the above-mentioned residence for further investigation. This investigator paid Mr Leone five and a half days’ parking fee of $124.00 (USD) and left garage. [See receipt attached to enclosed daily expenditure sheet.]


 



This investigator proceeded to canvass the Emerald Necklace park system from the Boston Common, through the Public Garden, Commonwealth Avenue Mall, and ending in The Fens at Avenue Louis Pasteur. By showing park patrons several photographs of Ms Stone, this investigator found three individuals who claimed to have seen her at some time during the previous six months:1. Daniel Mahew, 23, Student, Berklee College of Music. Sighted Ms Stone on at least four occasions seated on a bench in Comm. Ave. Mall between Massachusetts Avenue and Charlesgate East. Dates are approximate, but sightings occurred during third week of August, second  week of September, second week of October, first week of November. Mr Mahew’s interest in Ms Stone was of the romantic nature, but met distinct lack of interest from Ms Stone. When Mr Mahew attempted to engage her in conversation, Ms Stone walked away on two occasions, ignored him on a third, and ended their fourth encounter, according to Mr Mahew, by spraying his eyes with either Mace or pepper spray.
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