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      SOMEWHERE BEYOND my line of sight a man groaned, pathetically. It sounded as if he had reached the end of his reserves and was now about to
         die.
      

      
      But I couldn’t stop to see what the problem was. I was too deep into the rhythm of working the hard belly of the speed bag.
         That air-filled leather bladder was hitting its suspension plate faster than any basketball the NBA could imagine. Nothing
         in the world is more harmonizing than hitting the speed bag at three in the afternoon when most other workers are sitting
         in cubicles, dreaming of retirement, praying for Saturday, or finding themselves crammed-in down underground on subway cars,
         hurtling toward destinations they never bargained for.
      

      
      Battling the speed bag, first with the heels of your gloved fists and then with a straight punch peppered in for variety,
         you hone the ability to go all the way, as far as you can; getting in close but never allowing the bag to slap you in the
         face. Then, after that hard leather sack is moving more rapidly than the eye can follow, your hips and thighs, neck and head
         begin to move quickly, unexpectedly, like water, unerring in its headlong rush over and around any obstacle, wearing down
         your imagined opponent with the inevitability of time.
      

      
      And, as any boxer can tell you, time is always running out.
      

      
      Anybody you get in the ring with you is bigger and stronger, the worst problem you evah had in your lazy life, Gordo would say when I was a young man, sweating hard and thinking that I might be a professional boxer one day. The only chance you got is to wear him down, them fists like pistons and your head a movin’ target. You use your skull and
            shoulders, stomach and spit, anything you can to keep him off balance. And the whole time your fists is at him, they don’t
            even know how to stop.

      
      “Give me four more.” The words came, and then a whining groan of agony.

      
      “I can’t,” the bodiless voice pleaded.

      
      “Four more!”

      
      The strain audible in the ensuing grunt sounded like a man vomiting up his guts.

      
      “My chest!” he cried. “It hurts!”

      
      “You won’t die,” the torturer promised. It was more like a pledge of vengeance than any assurance of survival.

      
      Without looking in their direction, I lowered my shuddering arms and headed for the showers. Pain is of no consequence in
         a gladiatorial gym; neither is blood or bruises, broken noses or concussions, unconsciousness, or even, now and then— death.
      

      
      OF LATE I had been taking three ice-cold showers a day. Only that restorative chill, along with working the speed bag and a daily
         counting of breaths, kept me from going crazy. At fifty-five, I found that as life went on, the problems mounted and their
         solutions only served to make things worse.
      

      
      I didn’t have a case at that moment, which meant that no money was coming in. When I did get a job, that just meant somebody
         was going to come to harm, one way or the other— maybe both. And even then I might not collect my detective’s fee.
      

      
      A good friend was dying in my eleventh-floor apartment. My wife was having an affair with a man half her age. And those were
         just the devils I knew.
      

      
      AFTER THE SHOWER I was so spent that it was all I could do to sit upright and naked on the little oak stool that had somehow made its way
         into the locker room. The groaning from the gym was constant as my muscles still quivered from the exertions of the midday
         workout session.
      

      
      Rising to my feet was an act of faith. I had the feeling of being the last man left standing after a lifelong battle in a
         meaningless war.
      

      
      THE CHUBBY, café au lait–colored young man was in the middle of failing at executing a sit-up. He looked like a giant drunken grub that
         had lost its sense of balance, writhing and then falling back with the impact of a heavy mattress on the concrete floor.
      

      
      “Three more and you’re through,” Iran Shelfly said.

      
      Tiny Bateman, dressed in a gray T-shirt and shiny aqua trunks, let his arms fall to the side looking to the world like a fat
         drunk lowered to the ground on the curb in front of his favorite bar. Above him stood a well-built copper-skinned young man
         with a shaved head and a perpetual grin on his lips. His mirth seemed more predatory than happy, but Iran was really trying to help Tiny out.
      

      
      “Three more,” Iran commanded.

      
      “That’s enough,” I said.

      
      Tiny sighed in relief.

      
      “He only been at it a half-hour, boss,” Iran complained.

      
      “Tomorrow he’ll make thirty-one minutes,” I said. “Isn’t that right, Bug?”

      
      I held out a hand and Tiny “Bug” Bateman grabbed for it twice before making contact. I pulled him to his feet and he genuflected,
         putting his hands on his knees, blowing hard.
      

      
      “Hit the showers, young man,” I said to him but it was all he could do to keep upright and gasp.

      
      So I turned to Iran.

      
      The thirty-two-year-old had on navy sweatpants and a white T-shirt that molded his well-defined physique like melted wax.
         This was the body that a stint in prison sculpted for you: either you were ready to kick ass or you got it kicked. He was
         five ten— four and half inches over me— and tense in spite of his lying grin.
      

      
      “How’s it goin’, Eye Ran,” I said, pronouncing the name as he did.

      
      “It’ll be eleven years before I put him in the ring,” the bright-skinned young thief opined, “with a girl half his weight.”

      
      “I mean you. How you doin’?”

      
      “Gym’s goin’ great,” he said evasively. “Everybody’s paid up and keepin’ to Gordo’s routines. Somebody gimme shit, I pretend
         to call you. And me, personally, I’m keepin’ my head down like you said.”
      

      
      “Tell me if you have a problem,” I said, “in or out of the gym.”

      
      He gave me a quizzical look, crinkling his nose like a wolf wondering at the hint of a scent of something strange.
      

      
      “What?” I asked him.

      
      “Why you wanna be helpin’ me, Mr. McGill?” Iran asked. He had to. Suspicion was the primary lesson that any halfway intelligent
         convict learned.
      

      
      A DECADE BEFORE, a man named Andrew Lodsman put on a ski mask and robbed a jewelry courier in Midtown at midday. The problem was Amy, an ex-girlfriend
         who hadn’t been an ex when he planned the rip-off. Amy talked to the cops and they were after Andy. The gems were marked with
         a laser imprint, invisible to the naked eye. And so Andy gave me a small one that I dropped into Iran’s sock drawer when he
         was down in Philly committing a robbery of his own.
      

      
      Someone made an anonymous call about the Philadelphia robbery and the cops found the three-caret diamond mixed in with the
         socks— among other things. Doubt was thrown on Andy’s involvement in the robbery and Iran was put away for two crimes— one
         which he did and the other he didn’t.
      

      
      That was a long time ago and I am no longer that kind of man. I was trying to make amends for my misdeeds by helping young
         Mr. Shelfly out. He was just one of a dozen private projects that I’d taken on.
      

      
      He didn’t know that I was the cause of his six-year incarceration. He didn’t need to know.

      
      The cell phone in my pocket vibrated and so I took it out rather than answer Iran’s question.

      
      ? Client IO was printed across the screen of my phone: possible client in office.
      

      
      I texted back 20, meaning that I’d make it there in that many minutes.
      

      
      “Just workin’ on my karma,” I said to Iran, feeling the pain of those words.

      
      He didn’t understand what I meant but he was superstitious enough to accept the words. In prison men learned first to be suspicious,
         then fearful, and finally respectful of a higher power.
      

      
      I STUCK MY HEAD in the showers before heading down to the street. Bug was standing under the water with one hand holding on to the nozzle
         above his head.
      

      
      “Is Zephyra worth all this pain?” I asked from far enough away not to get splashed.

      
      It took him half a minute to gather enough wind to say, “Anything.”

      
      THE BIGGEST ENEMY of the revolution, my crackpot Communist father used to say, is a man’s love for a woman. He will turn his back on his comrades in a heartbeat if that heart beats for some señorita with
            dark eyes and a sway to her butt.

      
      I chuckled all the way down the stairs to the street and then half the way to my office, headed for the question mark of a
         client waiting therein.
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      I PRESSED THE buzzer to my office on the seventy-second floor of the Tesla Building, the most exquisite example of Art Deco architecture
         in all New York. A loud click sounded and I pushed the door open, entering the reception area of the large suite.
      

      
      Mardi stood up from behind the big ash receptionist’s desk that had gone untenanted for most of my professional life. She
         usually stood when I came into the room, her way of showing deference and gratitude. Pale and slender, blue-eyed with ash-blond
         hair, Mardi Bitterman was born to be my Passepartout. Her coral dress had a lot of gray to it, to tamp down the passionate
         under-layer of red. She wore no jewelry or makeup. What you saw was what you got.
      

      
      “Mr. McGill,” she said, “Mrs. Chrystal Tyler.”

      
      To my left, rising as I turned, was another, not quite so young, woman. This lady was brown like a shiny pecan and curvy,
         not to say voluptuous. Her hair was set in gaudy ringlets and the cheap silk of her dress was a carnival of blues and reds
         sprinkled over with flecks of confetti yellow. Her makeup was heavy but somehow not overdone. Her high heels and glossy leather
         purse were the same yellow as those flecks.
      

      
      In those heels she equaled my height. Our skins were the same hue, if not tone. She smiled, recognizing something in me, and held out her hand, knuckles up as if she expected me to
         kiss them.
      

      
      “So glad,” she said.

      
      I knew instantly that this was a lie.

      
      But I took that hand and shook it, saying, “Come on back into my office and we’ll talk.”

      
      As I ushered my potential client through the door, Mardi and I made eye contact. Her brows rose and she shrugged slightly.
         I smiled and gave her a wan wave of my hand.
      

      
      THE YOUNG WOMAN and I strolled down the long aisle of open and empty cubicles toward the door of my sanctum. I steered her in and got her
         settled into one of the two blue-and-chrome visitor’s chairs that sat before my extra wide ebony desk.
      

      
      I sat and fixed my eyes upon her.

      
      Chrystal Tyler was a handsome specimen— very much so. Her eyes had a delicate, almost Asiatic, slant to them, and her nostrils
         flared when she looked out of the broad window at my back.
      

      
      From that vantage point I knew that she was looking down the Hudson, all the way to where the World Trade Center used to stand.

      
      We both took a moment to appreciate our different views.

      
      “I need help, Mr. McGill.”

      
      “In what way, Mrs. Tyler?”

      
      She held up her left hand and twisted it at the wrist— a gesture of speculation or, maybe, pretend hesitation. I noticed that
         her nails were painted in three colors: blue at the base and red at the tip with slanting lines of gold separating the two.
      

      
      “It’s my husband,” she said. “Cyril.”

      
      She wore no wedding ring.

      
      “What about him?” I asked.

      
      She looked me in the eye and held my gaze long enough to make a normal man uncomfortable or maybe excited.

      
      “He’s havin’ an affair.”

      
      “How did you end up coming to me?” I asked. It was an honest question. Her clothes and makeup, nails and elocution presented
         a mystery in themselves.
      

      
      “I heard about you from a man named Norman Close,” she said.

      
      They called him No Man because of the way he’d introduce himself, swallowing the “r” when he spoke. No’man Close was a muscleman
         who rented out his fists and biceps for a daily rate. He would pummel and batter, intimidate and possibly even decimate for
         anyone who made his three-hundred-dollar nut. He was very good at what he did— until the day he ran into somebody better.
      

      
      “Norman Close is dead,” I said.

      
      “He wasn’t when he told me about you.”

      
      Chrystal might have been street, but she wasn’t stupid.

      
      “What is it you need from me?”

      
      “I already told you,” she said. “My husband’s havin’ an affair.”

      
      “What does this husband do?”

      
      “He’s rich,” she said with a disdainful sneer. “And not just your everyday millionaire kinda rich. Cyril’s a billionaire.
         His family built half the buildin’s over there in New Jersey.”
      

      
      “His name is Cyril Tyler?”
      

      
      “Uh-huh.”

      
      “If he’s so rich why haven’t I ever heard of him?”

      
      “He likes to keep things quiet. If you don’t need to know about him, you don’t.”

      
      “And you?” I asked.

      
      “What about me?”

      
      “What do you do?”

      
      She speculated a moment too long before answering.

      
      “I paint,” she said, “on steel.”

      
      “Steel?”

      
      “Uh-huh. Big steel plates. That’s what I do. That’s how I met my husband. Cyril bought five big ones. They weighed more than
         a ton.” Her sneer was a work of art in itself.
      

      
      “And you two made a connection.”

      
      “You could call it that.”

      
      “And now he’s having an affair and you need ammunition for the divorce.”

      
      “What I need is to not get murdered.”

      
      Almost everything you know or ever hear is a lie. Advertisements, politicians’ promises, children’s claims of accomplishments
         and innocence … your own memory. Most of us know it’s so but still cannot live our lives according to this solitary truth.
         We have to believe in something every moment of our lives. Losing this illusion invites insanity.
      

      
      I knew that the woman sitting in front of me was lying. Maybe everything about her was a falsehood, but under that subterfuge
         there was something true. The fact that I wondered about this underlying reality is what makes me a good detective.
      

      
      The intercom buzzer sounded just then.
      

      
      I pressed a button on my desk phone and said, “Yes, Mardi?” to the air.

      
      “Harris Vartan on line five, sir.”

      
      That’s when I knew it was going to be one of those weeks.

      
      I held up a finger to hold the place of murder, picked up the phone, and pressed line five.

      
      “Yes?”

      
      “Hello, Leonid.”

      
      “I’m with a client.”

      
      “I’ll be dropping by at around five.”

      
      The phone clicked in my ear but I didn’t lower the receiver immediately. I sat there, listening to my own counsel. Like Iran,
         I was superstitious. There was something wrong with Chrystal Tyler. If I needed proof of this fact it was that one of the
         most dangerous men in organized crime had just warned me of his approach. I should have excused myself, given Mardi the week
         off, and taken a fast jet to the Bahamas.
      

      
      At the very least I should have sent the handsome young woman away, but I was distracted by the mystery of time.

      
      Many and most moments go by with us hardly aware of their passage. But love and hate and fear cause time to snag you, to drag
         you down like a spider’s web holding fast to a doomed fly’s wings. And when you’re caught like that you’re aware of every
         moment and movement and nuance.
      

      
      I couldn’t tell who was caught, me or Chrystal, but Vartan’s call, rather than warning me off, only pushed me in deeper.
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      “IT’S A BIG jump from an affair to murder,” I said after hanging up the dead line, “even for a billionaire recluse. Has he threatened
         you?”
      

      
      “That’s not how Cyril do things.”

      
      “Then why do you think he might kill you?”

      
      “Allondra North and Pinky Todd,” she said, as if this should mean something to me.

      
      “And they are?” I asked, jotting down the names on my thick gray paper blotter.

      
      “They were both his wives and now they’re dead.”

      
      The young woman fixed me with a stare that laid claim to a truth that even an old cynic like me would have a hard time denying.

      
      “Murdered?”

      
      She looked to her left as if maybe there was someone there next to her, urging her on with the story.

      
      “Can I smoke in here?” she asked, turning back to me.

      
      “Sure.”

      
      She had a ritual approach to opening the bag, producing the red package, and teasing out the cigarette, then the unhooking
         of a bullet-shaped lighter from a chain, hitherto hidden by the thin silk of her dress. When she lit up I hoped she didn’t notice the widening of my nostrils. Tobacco smoke brought out desire
         in me. Desire is an emotion that any good detective needs to hide.
      

      
      “Murder?” I said to keep our minds on the subject.

      
      “One night about two years ago I made some sangria spiked with a little red wine but mostly vodka. It was strong and tasted
         sweet so Cyril drank more than he usually does. That’s what got him talkin’.
      

      
      “He told me that him and Allondra would drink and then fight like cats and dogs, that one time they was on his yacht and had
         a fight. When he woke up in the mornin’ the boat was far away from shore. He had a cut on his head and she was gone. They
         never fount her body.”
      

      
      “He admitted to killing her?”

      
      “No. He said that he didn’t remember nuthin’. A year later he married Pinky Todd. They didn’t drink or fight, so he thought
         everything would be fine, but then one day she told him that she wanted a divorce and she needed fifty million dollars or
         she was gonna tell about how him and his friends was doin’ insider tradin’ on Wall Street.”
      

      
      “And he killed her?”

      
      “He agreed to give her fifteen million, had it set up and everything, and then one day, just a few weeks later, she was walkin’
         down Fifth Avenue after shoppin’ and a crazy homeless man hit her in the head with a chunk’a concrete from a construction
         site. She died right there on the sidewalk.”
      

      
      “What happened to the killer?” I asked. The word “killer” brought to mind Harris Vartan. I realized that I was more with him
         than with Chrystal Tyler.
      

      
      “He got away.”
      

      
      “Was it nighttime?”

      
      “Uh-uh. It was the middle’a the day, and the streets were crowded.”

      
      “That sounds bad, but a murder like that would be very hard to orchestrate.”

      
      “Cyril believes that he did it.”

      
      “He believes he did,” I said. “How does that work?”
      

      
      “He says that he thinks that his mind makes these people die, that if he starts to hate somebody they just perish.”

      
      Again I thought about Harris Vartan. His was the kind of mind that could feel an anger that brought about death. It would
         be, one day, a man like him thinking ill of me that would put me in an early, and possibly unmarked, grave.
      

      
      The anticipation of Vartan was making me lose interest in Chrystal. I decided to ease her out of the office to face whatever
         fantasy her husband was entertaining.
      

      
      That’s when she reached into the yellow bag and pulled out an impressive stack of hundred-dollar bills. She leaned over, placing
         the pile upon the desktop, within my reach.
      

      
      “Twelve thousand, six hundred dollars,” she said, exhaling smoke. “It’s all I can afford. I got more but I need that in case
         I have to go somewhere fast.”
      

      
      My nostrils flared freely and my eyebrows, I’m sure, raised.

      
      “I had a necklace of rubies and emeralds that Cyril’s mother gave me,” she said. “I sold it to Sophia Nunn of the Indiana
         Nunns.”
      

      
      I had two kids in college and one who had just dropped out of high school. My rent was low but still needed paying. And Harris
         Vartan was coming to make me an offer. With Chrystal’s money in my pocket I might be able to turn him down.
      

      
      The skin between my fingers actually began to perspire.

      
      But still I did not reach for the money.

      
      “You say it’s been two years since you and Cyril had that sangria?” I asked.

      
      She shrugged.

      
      “Why didn’t you come to me back then?”

      
      The blankness of her expression was a wonder to behold. It portended a shift in our communication.

      
      “I’ve had some hard things happen in my life, Mr. McGill,” she said. “Very hard. People fight. Sometimes they kill. Where
         I come from you look after yourself first. Cyril and me had it okay. There was a prenuptial agreement, and I didn’t know nuthin’
         about his business. We never fight. Why would he wanna start havin’ bad thoughts about me?”
      

      
      “And so what changed?”

      
      “Cyril’s always been kinda portly,” she said. “But lately he been losin’ weight and sleepin’ in another bedroom. Late one
         night, a few weeks ago, I went down the hall to visit and heard him talkin’ on the phone in there. I couldn’t make out what
         he was sayin’ through the door but it was definitely him bein’ intimate.”
      

      
      “And you think it’s a woman.”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “And because of that you’re worried that he might kill you.”

      
      “He says that he’s the reason his two past wives is dead,” she said. “Wouldn’t you be scared?”

      
      “Has he acted differently?”

      
      “He’s sleepin’ in another room,” she repeated, allowing exasperation to spice the words. “He’s losin’ weight and on the phone almost all night long, almost every night.”
      

      
      I couldn’t argue with her logic, or the money on the desk.

      
      “This is a lot of money,” I said. She knew what I meant.

      
      “I pay for what I need,” she said. “That’s all.”

      
      “What do you need me to do?” I asked.

      
      “No’man said that you were the kinda guy could make things happen,” she said.

      
      “I used to be. Nowadays I’ve changed my spots. Somewhat. What kind of things do you want to happen?”

      
      “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t want him to kill me. So maybe you could figure out what I could do to make him back off.”

      
      “But he hasn’t threatened you.”

      
      “I already told you— that’s not how he do. Maybe, maybe if you go and talk to him, tell him that you’re lookin’ out for me.”

      
      “I do that and maybe he’ll start having bad thoughts about me,” I suggested.

      
      “Are you scared?”

      
      Her question caused me to smile. My smile brought forth a grin from her lips. We might not have been two peas in a pod, but
         we were definitely cut from the same bush.
      

      
      “I charge a hundred dollars an hour,” I said, reaching for the siren stack of bills. “I’ll hold on to this money as a retainer.”

      
      “A hundred dollars?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “That’s too much.”

      
      “Your life isn’t worth that?”

      
      “Ain’t nobody do this kinda work worth a hundred dollars a hour. No’man only charged three hundred a day.”
      

      
      “No’man is dead,” I said.
      

      
      “I just cain’t agree to no hundred dollars a hour,” Chrystal Tyler said.

      
      “How about ninety-nine?” I offered. “For every hour I work I’ll take away a hundred-dollar bill and put a single back in the
         stack.”
      

      
      “That’s still a lot, but at least it’s not no hundred dollars a hour. I could hire ten men down from where I used to live
         for that kinda money.”
      

      
      “And not one of them would make it past Cyril Tyler’s door.”

      
      “Okay,” she said, reluctantly. “Ninety-nine. But I expect you to be able to prove what you worked for.”

      
      “Do you have a picture of your husband?”

      
      That yellow purse was like Felix the Cat’s bag of tricks; all kinds of things came out of it. Chrystal produced a creased
         five-by-eight photograph that looked like it had been taped into a frame until recently. It was her, in bright red, arm in
         arm with a chubby man who wore tan trousers and a cream-colored sweater. She was leaning forward and laughing with abandon
         while he hung back shyly.
      

      
      “That was before he started his diet. Some people look better skinny, but you know, sometimes it ain’t no improvement when
         they lose weight,” she said with that telltale sneer. “Some people born to be fat.”
      

      
      It was the only unqualifiedly honest thing she ever said to me.
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      TINY “BUG” BATEMAN was not only seriously out of shape, he was also one of the world’s great minds when it came to computer technology and technique.
         He had created tools for me that I’m sure generals in the Pentagon would have drooled over.
      

      
      All I had to do was set up search templates that he’d developed to interface with his private Internet access system. After
         seeing Chrystal to the front door, I filled in the names and relationships of the people I was looking for and the system
         did an in-depth search using logic that Bug had culled and stolen from a thousand different systems.
      

      
      I set up queries for Cyril Tyler, Chrystal Chambers-Tyler (she’d left me with her husband’s contact information and the correct
         spelling of her name), Allondra North, and Pinky Todd.
      

      
      Chrystal had refused to give me her address or phone number because “Cyril got pockets so deep he could hide the state of
         Georgia in ’em. So I know he could buy a couple’a numbers. I’ll call you tomorrow at about four.”
      

      
      THE SEARCH SYSTEM was thorough and so never took less than fifteen minutes to work. To fill the time I decided to log on to the shadow account that Bug had fitted for me to eavesdrop on my youngest, and favorite, son— Twill.
      

      
      Since his juvenile authority social worker, Melinda Tarris, had signed his release from probation, Twill had dropped out of
         high school and become quite busy.
      

      
      “School just not for me, Pops,” he’d said when informing me of his decision. “I know how to read and write, think and do push-ups
         already, man.”
      

      
      “You know one other thing,” I said.

      
      “What’s that?”

      
      “How to get in trouble.”

      
      Not quite eighteen, Twill was slender and dark, handsome like a minor demon on a day pass from hell. When he smiled, you smiled;
         you had to.
      

      
      “Don’t worry, Pops. I learned my lessons.”

      
      He had dropped out of school, but his education— and my trials— were just beginning.

      
      Among other things I had gleaned, through Bug’s shadow-Net, was that Twill now had an account with an online Panamanian bank
         owned by an Eastern European concern. He started the account with a two-hundred-fifty-dollar check that Gordo had given him
         for doing work in the gym. This sum hadn’t changed for three months. But that afternoon Twill’s online account showed a balance
         of $86,321.44.
      

      
      Going into his Twitter account, I found that he’d received, in the past week, 1,216 messages. Each message had a dozen or
         more return addresses to them. Each address deposited eleven dollars into Twill’s online money-receiving account.
      

      
      Twill’s problem had always been that he’s too fast, too good, too smart. Without limitations set on him, a man like that can get deeply into trouble before there’s ever any warning. Men
         need trouble to gauge their success and temper the extent of their actions.
      

      
      I was Twill’s only real problem.

      
      I WAS WONDERING how to figure out the nature of my son’s latest scam when a chime sounded. The Internet search was over.
      

      
      I was presented with a variety of online reports and images for each search. Allondra North’s death had been ruled an accident
         by a Florida judge, while a distraught Cyril Tyler was exonerated of any foul play.
      

      
      “This is a tragedy, not a crime,” Lon Fledheim, Tyler’s attorney, said to the Miami Herald. “It is a private heartbreak.”
      

      
      The photograph of Allondra proved that she was biracial, but I couldn’t tell her specific ancestry. There was some white and
         brown in there, maybe some Asian and black.
      

      
      Pinky Todd, a white woman, was killed by a berserker homeless man who all of a sudden went crazy on Fifth Avenue and hit her
         in the head with a chunk of concrete. The bearded homeless man fled, lashing out at anyone who tried to stop him, and disappeared
         in the crowd. He was never found.
      

      
      Odd.

      
      Things really got tricky when Bug’s program presented me with an image and a bio of Chrystal Chambers-Tyler. She was indeed
         an up-and-coming artist who had attended Pratt Institute and produced paintings on highly polished steel canvases. She had
         reviews from all over the country and her work hung in a few of the smaller museums. Her marriage to Cyril was covered on the society page, and no one criticized her diction or
         ghetto sense of style.
      

      
      Actually it was the lack of this latter style that made me take a second look at the digital likeness of her. At first it
         looked fine, but then, on closer examination, I was left wondering at the shape of her eyes and their slant toward the bridge
         of her nose. It was as if my streetwise client had had plastic surgery in order to look … a little different.
      

      
      I tapped into the photo system that engaged automatically when someone came in the front door of the reception area. For a
         period of eight seconds three cameras took a dozen photos each of the new guest.
      

      
      The images of the Chrystal Chambers who had come to my office were very close to that of the woman Bug’s program presented
         to me— but not quite a match. The woman who came to my office was shorter, for starters. On the Net there was an image of
         Mrs. Chrystal Tyler standing next to her husband in shoes that didn’t have heels. They were equal in height, whereas the photograph
         on my desk clearly showed that the woman who came to my office was the shorter of the two; not much shorter, no more than
         an inch.
      

      
      Owing to my own stature, nearly five six, I’m oversensitive to height.

      
      Both women had posed with Cyril. They were definitely related but were not identical twins. Sisters, half sisters, first cousins
         maybe. But why would one come to my office posing as the other? Especially with such a wild claim.
      

      
      There was also a little article on an eight-hundred-thousand-dollar necklace that Cyril’s mother had given to Chrystal. The piece was old and had a name— Indian Christmas. This
         referred to the country, a source of fine rubies and emeralds for centuries.
      

      
      The case was beginning to interest me. Much of what the woman who came to my office said was true. She knew Cyril Tyler, and
         well, according to the photograph. She knew intimate details about the real Chrystal Tyler’s life and the deaths of Cyril’s
         previous wives.
      

      
      If all this was true, then maybe someone’s life was in jeopardy. The question was— whose?
      

      
      FOR NEARLY AN hour I sat in front of that screen, trying to come up with scenarios that might explain what had transpired in my office:
         the street girl with the pretend billion-dollar husband taking the place of another black woman who was the real article.
      

      
      Common sense told me to turn away, but ninety-nine dollars an hour said differently.

      
      Finally I picked up the phone and entered a number.

      
      Somewhere deep in Queens a woman’s voice answered, “Leonid McGill’s line. Hello, Mr. McGill … or Mardi.”

      
      “It’s me, Zephyra,” I said to my TCPA, my self-defined Telephonic and Computer Personal Assistant.

      
      “How can I help you, boss?”

      
      “I just came from watching your boyfriend spill sweat on Gordo’s floor.”

      
      “Charles Bateman is not my boyfriend.”

      
      “Charles?”

      
      “That’s his name. Didn’t you know?” she said. “I hope you don’t think that his mother and father christened him Tiny, or Bug.”
      

      
      “Charles thinks he’s your boyfriend. Why else would he be working out in a grimy gym for the first time in his life?”

      
      “Did you call for some other reason, Mr. McGill?”

      
      “I need you to try to get me an appointment with a reclusive billionaire named Cyril Tyler.”

      
      “Okay. I’ll get right on it.”

      
      “Don’t you need any other information?”

      
      “No, sir. One of my clients is a masseuse, very popular among the wealthy. She’s willing to make house calls and travel. Three
         times she’s been to see Mr. Tyler. Is there any special reason I should give for the visit?”
      

      
      “Tell him that it’s an Indian Christmas in July.”
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      GETTING OFF THE PHONE with Zephyra, I turned back to the pictures and articles offered up by the Net. I liked the name— the Net— because it made
         me a fisherman on the shores of some great electronic sea. I’d throw in my meshlike web and pull out treasures such as a series
         of eleven six-by-four-foot canvases of what at first seemed to be rusted-out and discolored plates of steel. But, as I looked
         at them, these marred slabs slowly transformed into landscapes and life studies cobbled together by the judicious and crafty
         application of corrosives, intense heat, and specially made epoxy-based acrylics. There was a lot of stippling and pointillism,
         very few bold strokes or pools of color.
      

      
      There was life in these pieces of art that matched the wildness of the woman who called herself Chrystal Tyler; matched but
         did not equal. The execution of these paintings was subtle and deft, defiant of the supposed European and Asian hegemony while
         replicating these forms’ grace and even their sense of history. The woman I’d met had no notion of this subtle and violent
         challenge to the so-called civilized world’s domination of aesthetics.
      

      
      These arresting works were of junkyard landscapes, of yellow and brown streetwise nudes made from what only seemed like rot and decay. I found myself wondering at the woman I had not met. Was she in as much trouble as her imposter claimed?
      

      
      And why would anyone come to me pretending to be another in distress? Were they working together, or was this a plot against
         the real Chrystal Tyler executed by a murderous husband and a jealous cousin? Tyler’s first two wives were both dead— that
         was a fact. Was I being set up for a patsy in yet a third murder?
      

      
      The smile on my lips did not bode well for anyone attempting to dupe me.

      
      I was sitting there, contemplating the nature of my own perverted mirth when the direct line to my office rang.

      
      “Yes, Zephyra.”

      
      “You have a seven p.m. appointment with Cyril Tyler,” she said, adding an address I already knew.

      
      “Did you talk to him?”

      
      “No. It was some kind of assistant. I told him what you said and he asked me to hang on. A few minutes later he got back on
         the line and gave me the seven o’clock option. I took it.”
      

      
      “Thanks,” I said.

      
      “And Charles is not my boyfriend,” she added.

      
      “Maybe not, but you won’t ever find another man take the kind of pain he’s swallowing over you.”

      
      “Is there anything else?” she asked.

      
      “A whole universe,” I said, and then Bug’s search program chimed again.

      
      “Call me if you need anything work related,” Zephyra said.

      
      We both disconnected and I pressed the enter key.

      
      An image filled my eighteen-inch screen, a close-up of the blood-streaked face of Pinky Todd. Bug’s system must have found
         its way into some newspaper’s files to come up with that graphic image. Her eyes were wide open and a deep gash in her temple
         had allowed a rivulet of blood to travel down between those unseeing orbs.
      

      
      This photograph sharpened my attention to another level of intensity. Blood is the mainstay of my particular branch of the
         PI profession; hot blood, spilled blood, common blood with a grudge. There wasn’t always violence attached to the cases I
         was drawn to, that were drawn to me, but there was always an underlying pulse and at least a predisposition toward a bloody
         outburst.
      

      
      Somewhere in the back of my mind I had the half-aware insight that this was the life I had chosen, that not everyone was prone
         to this way of being. I wondered, half consciously, if I could change gears and be another kind of man.
      

      
      Who knows how far I might have gone down that avenue of thought if the intercom buzzer hadn’t shocked me back to awareness,
         Pinky Todd’s picture still glowing brightly on my screen.
      

      
      “Yes, Mardi?”

      
      “Harris Vartan, sir.”

      
      I had almost forgotten him.

      
      “Show him in.”

      
      I logged out of Bug’s program, sat back in my worn office chair, and laced my already large hands into one big oversized fist.
         I could bash through a length of four-by-four hardwood with that cudgel, but that meant nothing next to the power wielded by the man coming down the hall.
      

      
      I stood up when the door swung open and Mardi stepped in, leading the modern-day mobster in the pale pearl-gray suit. His
         shirt was a wan yellow cinched by a maroon tie with flowing sky-blue highlights. He had silver hair and olive skin with eyes
         that rendered black a watery second cousin. Standing five nine, he was seventy-three but could have passed for somewhere in
         his fifties. He did push-ups and sit-ups every morning and could hold his own with any man, or woman, half his age.
      

      
      Mardi stopped at the door while Vartan advanced toward me and held out a hand. He didn’t shake hands with everyone. You had
         to reach a certain level in the hierarchy of sin to even see Vartan, known as the Diplomat to law breakers and police officials
         alike.
      

      
      Until I was fifteen I called him Uncle Harry because he had been a close aide to my father when my father was a union organizer
         and Vartan was, too. The unions brought Tolstoy McGill to revolution and the violent overthrow of the capitalist dogs, while
         Vartan took the organized-crime route that labor sometimes offered.
      

      
      Though they had taken different paths to their damnations, both men had one overarching philosophy in common: they saw all
         men’s deeds as acts of fate and therefore were never plagued by guilt or remorse.
      

      
      A man’s actions are defined by history, my father had told me a hundred times before he went off to be swallowed whole by the Struggle. Men are bullets shot from an unpredictable and inexhaustible Gatling gun. You may not be able to foresee where they’ll end
            up, but they are always on their way there.

      
      “You’re looking fit, Leonid,” Vartan said with half a smile, the most he ever gave.
      

      
      “Have a seat,” I replied.

      
      Mardi exited and Vartan sat, crossing his legs and sitting back like a southern European on a New York vacation.

      
      In actuality Harris lived in Chicago. From there he ran a syndicate the size of which Al Capone couldn’t have even imagined.

      
      “How’s business?” he asked.

      
      “Just took on a new client.”

      
      “Still on the up-and-up?”

      
      “More like the up-and-down,” I said, “but, yeah, I’m trying to keep it legal.”

      
      “Really? It has been mentioned that you have developed a relationship with a man named Hush.”

      
      “What is it you want, Mr. Vartan?”

      
      “You used to call me Uncle.”

      
      I shrugged.

      
      Vartan waited a moment, to see if I’d show some heart— but he knew better.

      
      “I came here to ask you to find a man for me,” he said. “A man named William Williams, a former associate.”

      
      “Why me?”

      
      “New York was his last address, and you’re known to me.”

      
      I took a moment to pretend to consider his request. Then I said, “I will not, under any circumstances, work for you, Mr. Vartan.
         Not for any amount of money.”
      

      
      “I wasn’t intending to pay you,” he said. “I thought that you would do it as a favor for an old friend of the family.”

      
      “No reason for us to mince words here,” I said. “I’m out of the life, and that means I won’t go back even if someone as dangerous and powerful as you tries to make me.”
      

      
      Vartan sat back so comfortably you might have thought he was at home in his den, sitting in his favorite chair. He held his
         hands palms up and raised his eyebrows.
      

      
      “I respect your decision, Lenny,” he said, using a nickname that only he dared use. “But this request has nothing to do with
         my business or anything illegal that I am aware of. This man is an old friend from my youth. I promised someone that I’d find
         him— for friendship, not business.”
      

      
      I had never known Vartan to out-and-out lie. His trade was solving problems, not deception.

      
      “And if you do me this service I will be in your debt,” he added.

      
      I’d burned quite a few bridges in the past few months. A friend of Vartan’s stature would certainly come in handy.

      
      “This doesn’t have anything to do with your business?” I said.

      
      “Nothing.”

      
      “There’s no crime, no vengeance involved?”

      
      “Correct.”

      
      “Your word?”

      
      “If you need it, it’s yours.”

      
      “I’ll think about it and call you tomorrow. Just give me a number.”

      
      “I’ll call you.”

      
      I gave him as hard a stare as a gnat can give a lion and then nodded, accepting his terms.

      
      “Have you been up to your mother’s grave lately?” he asked.

      
      “Why?”

      
      “It’s just a question, Lenny.”

      
      “There’s questions I could ask you, too, Uncle Harry,” I said. “Questions just as tough.”
      

      
      Instead of continuing, the Diplomat stood up and went to the door.

      
      “I can see myself out,” he said.

      
      That was fine by me.
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      THE NUMBER 1 TRAIN at rush hour is a fast-moving mob. Commuting workers and others are piled on top of each other, using anything they can to
         escape the feeling of melee. Young people form into circles and talk loudly enough to drown out the shrieking of steel on
         steel. Families huddle, blue-collar workers nap, and almost everybody else is plugged into loud music, last night’s missed
         TV show, or any game from sudoku to Grand Theft Auto. There are readers, too, concentrating on sensational magazines, nineteenth-century novels, and comic books.
      

      
      I usually gravitate toward the end of the platform— the last car is most often the least populous. But I don’t get distracted.
         I like watching people, seeing how they turn inward and turn away when finding themselves in a throng. You’d think that anyone
         who’d decided to live in a city like New York, to travel by underground train, would revel in the closely packed company of
         others— but no.
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