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Prologue

September 15

The cemetery overlooked a schoolyard.

Myron pushed at the loose dirt with the toe of his Rockport. There was no stone here yet, just a metal marker holding a plain index card with a name typed in capital letters. He shook his head. Why was he standing here like some cliché from a bad TV show? In his mind’s eye Myron could see how the whole scene should be played out. Torrential rain should be pounding on his back, but he would be too bereaved to notice. His head should be lowered, tears glistening in his eyes, maybe one running down his cheek, blending in with the rain. Cue the stirring music. The camera should move off his face and pull back slowly, very slowly, showing his slumped shoulders, the rain driving harder, more graves, no one else present. Still pulling back, the camera eventually shows Win, Myron’s loyal partner, standing in the distance, silently understanding, giving his buddy time alone to grieve. The TV image should suddenly freeze and the executive producer’s name should flash across the screen in yellow caps. Slight hesitation before the viewers are urged to stay tuned for scenes from next week’s episode. Cut to commercial.

But that would not happen here. The sun shone like it was the first day and the skies had the hue of the freshly painted. Win was at the office. And Myron would not cry.

So why was he here?

Because a murderer would be coming soon. He was sure of it.

Myron searched for some kind of meaning in the landscape but only came up with more clichés. It had been two weeks since the funeral. Weeds and dandelions had already begun to break through the dirt and stretch toward the heavens. Myron waited for his inner voice-over to spout the standard drivel about weeds and dandelions representing cycles and renewal and life going on, but the voice was mercifully mute. He sought irony in the radiant innocence of the schoolyard – the faded chalk on black asphalt, the multicolor three-wheelers, the slightly rusted chains for the swings – cloaked in the shadows of tombstones that watched over the children like silent sentinels, patient and almost beckoning. But the irony would not hold. Schoolyards were not about innocence. There were bullies down there too and sociopaths-in-waiting and burgeoning psychoses and young minds filled prenatally with undiluted hate.


Okay, Myron thought, enough abstract babbling for one day.


On some level, he recognized that this inner dialogue was merely a distraction, a philosophical sleight of hand to keep his brittle mind from snapping like a dry twig. He wanted so very much to cave in, to let his legs give way, to fall to the ground and claw at the dirt with his bare hands and beg forgiveness and plead for a higher power to give him one more chance.

But that too would not happen.

Myron heard footsteps coming up from behind him. He closed his eyes. It was as he expected. The footsteps came closer. When they stopped, Myron did not turn around.

‘You killed her,’ Myron said.

‘Yes.’

A block of ice melted in Myron’s stomach. ‘Do you feel better now?’

The killer’s tone caressed the back of Myron’s neck with a cold, bloodless hand. ‘The question is, Myron, do you?’
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August 30

Myron hunched his shoulders and slurred his words. ‘I am not a baby-sitter,’ he said. ‘I am a sports agent.’

Norm Zuckerman looked pained. ‘Was that supposed to be Bela Lugosi?’

‘The Elephant Man,’ Myron said.

‘Damn, that was awful. And who said anything about being a baby-sitter? Did I say the word baby-sitter or  baby-sitting or for that matter any form of the verb to baby-sit or noun or even the word baby or the word sit  or sat or—’

Myron held up a hand. ‘I get the point, Norm.’

They sat under a basket at Madison Square Garden in those cloth-and-wood directors’ chairs that have stars’ names on the back. Their chairs were set high so that the net from the basket almost tickled Myron’s hair. A model shoot was going on at half-court. Lots of those umbrella lights and tall, bony women-cum-children and tripods and people huffing and fluffing about. Myron waited for someone to mistake him for a model. And waited.

‘A young woman may be in danger,’ Norm said. ‘I need your help.’

Norm Zuckerman was approaching seventy and as CEO of Zoom, a megasize sports manufacturing conglomerate, he had more money than Trump. He looked, however, like a beatnik trapped in a bad acid trip. Retro, Norm had explained earlier, was cresting, and he  was catching the wave by wearing a psychedelic poncho, fatigue pants, love beads, and an earring with a dangling peace sign. Groovy, man. His black-to-gray beard was unruly enough to nest beetle larvae, his hair newly curled like something out of a bad production of  Godspell.


Che Guevara lives and gets a perm.

‘You don’t need me,’ Myron said. ‘You need a bodyguard.’

Norm waved a dismissing hand. ‘Too obvious.’

‘What?’

‘She’d never go for it. Look, Myron, what do you know about Brenda Slaughter?’

‘Not much,’ Myron said.

He looked surprised. ‘What do you mean, not much?’

‘What word are you having trouble with, Norm?’

‘For crying out loud, you were a basketball player.’

‘So?’

‘So Brenda Slaughter may be the greatest female player of all time. A pioneer in her sport – not to mention the pinup girl, pardon the political insensitivity, for my new league.’

‘That much I know.’

‘Well, know this: I’m worried about her. If something happens to Brenda Slaughter, the whole WPBA – and my substantial investment – could go right down the toilet.’

‘Well, as long as it’s for humanitarian reasons.’

‘Fine, I’m a greedy capitalist pig. But you, my friend, are a sports agent. There is not a greedier, sleazier, slimier, more capitalist entity in existence.’

Myron nodded. ‘Suck up to me,’ he said. ‘That’ll work.’

‘You’re not letting me finish. Yes, you’re a sports agent. But a damn fine one. The best, really. You and  the Spanish shiksa do incredible work for your clients. Get the most for them. More than they should get really. By the time you finish with me, I feel violated. Hand to God, you’re that good. You come into my office, you rip off my clothes and have your way with me.’

Myron made a face. ‘Please.’

‘But I know your secret background with the feds.’

Some secret. Myron was still hoping to bump into someone above the equator who didn’t know about it.

‘Just listen to me for a second, Myron, okay? Hear me out. Brenda is a lovely girl, a wonderful basketball player – and a pain in my left tuchis. I don’t blame her. If I grew up with a father like that, I’d be a pain in the left tuchis too.’

‘So her father is the problem?’

Norm made a yes-and-no gesture. ‘Probably.’

‘So get a restraining order,’ Myron said.

‘Already done.’

‘Then what’s the problem? Hire a private eye. If he steps within a hundred yards of her, call the cops.’

‘It’s not that easy.’ Norm looked out over the court. The workers involved in the shoot darted about like trapped particles under sudden heat. Myron sipped his coffee. Gourmet coffee. A year ago he never drank coffee. Then he started stopping into one of the new coffee bars that kept cropping up like bad movies on cable. Now Myron could not go through a morning without his gourmet coffee fix.

There is a fine line between a coffee house and a crack house.

‘We don’t know where he is,’ Norm said.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Her father,’ Norm said. ‘He’s vanished. Brenda is always looking over her shoulder. She’s terrified.’

‘And you think the father is a danger to her?’

‘This guy is the Great Santini on steroids. He used to play ball himself. Pac Ten, I think. His name is—’

‘Horace Slaughter,’ Myron said.

‘You know him?’

Myron nodded very slowly. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I know him.’

Norm studied his face. ‘You’re too young to have played with him.’

Myron said nothing. Norm did not catch the hint. He rarely did.

‘So how do you know Horace Slaughter?’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Myron said. ‘Tell me why you think Brenda Slaughter is in danger.’

‘She’s been getting threats.’

‘What kind of threats?’

‘Death.’

‘Could you be a little more specific?’

The photo shoot frenzy continued to whirl. Models sporting the latest in Zoom wear and oodles of attitude cycled through poses and pouts and postures and pursed lips. Come on and vogue. Someone called out for Ted, where the hell is Ted, that prima donna, why isn’t Ted dressed yet, I swear, Ted will be the death of me yet.

‘She gets phone calls,’ Norm said. ‘A car follows her. That kind of thing.’

‘And you want me to do what exactly?’

‘Watch her.’

Myron shook his head. ‘Even if I said yes – which I’m not – you said she won’t go for a bodyguard.’

Norm smiled and patted Myron’s knee. ‘Here’s the part where I lure you in. Like a fish on a hook.’

‘Original analogy.’

‘Brenda Slaughter is currently unagented.’

Myron said nothing.

‘Cat got your tongue, handsome?’

‘I thought she signed a major endorsement deal with Zoom.’

‘She was on the verge when her old man disappeared. He was her manager. But she got rid of him. Now she’s alone. She trusts my judgment, to a point. This girl is no fool, let me tell you. So here’s my plan: Brenda will be here in a couple of minutes. I recommend you to her. She says hello. You say hello. Then you hit her with the famed Bolitar charm.’

Myron arched one eyebrow. ‘Set on full blast?’

‘Heavens, no. I don’t want the poor girl disrobing.’

‘I took an oath to only use my powers for good.’

‘This is good, Myron, believe me.’

Myron remained unconvinced. ‘Even if I agreed to go along with this cockamamy scheme, what about nights? You expect me to watch her twenty-four hours a day?’

‘Of course not. Win will help you there.’

‘Win has better things to do.’

‘Tell that goy boy-toy it’s for me,’ Norm said. ‘He loves me.’

A flustered photographer in the great Eurotrash tradition hurried over to their perch. He had a goatee and spiky blond hair like Sandy Duncan on an off day. Bathing did not appear to be a priority here. He sighed repeatedly, making sure all in the vicinity knew that he was both important and being put out. ‘Where is Brenda?’ he whined.

‘Right here.’

Myron swiveled toward a voice like warm honey on Sunday pancakes. With her long, purposeful stride – not the shy-girl walk of the too-tall or the nasty strut of a model – Brenda Slaughter swept into the room like a radar-tracked weather system. She was very tall, over  six feet for sure, with skin the color of Myron’s Starbucks Mocha Java with a hefty splash of skim milk. She wore faded jeans that hugged deliciously but without obscenity and a ski sweater that made you think of cuddling inside a snow-covered log cabin.

Myron managed not to say wow out loud.

Brenda Slaughter was not so much beautiful as electric. The air around her crackled. She was far too big and broad-shouldered to be a model. Myron knew some professional models. They were always throwing themselves at him – snicker – and were ridiculously thin, built like strings with helium balloons on top. Brenda was no size six. You felt strength with this woman, substance, power, a force if you will, and yet it was all completely feminine, whatever that meant, and incredibly attractive.

Norm leaned over and whispered, ‘See why she’s our poster girl?’

Myron nodded.

Norm jumped down from the chair. ‘Brenda, darling, come over here. I want you to meet someone.’

The big brown eyes found Myron’s, and there was a hesitation. She smiled a little and strode toward them. Myron rose, ever the gentleman. Brenda headed straight for him and stuck out her hand. Myron shook it. Her grip was strong. Now that they were both standing, Myron could see he had an inch or two on her. That made her six-two, maybe six-three.

‘Well, well,’ Brenda said. ‘Myron Bolitar.’

Norm gestured as if he were pushing them closer together. ‘You two know each other?’

‘Oh, I’m sure Mr. Bolitar doesn’t remember me,’ Brenda said. ‘It was a long time ago.’

It took Myron only a few seconds. His brain immediately realized that had he met Brenda Slaughter  before, he would have undoubtedly remembered. The fact that he didn’t meant their previous encounter was under very different circumstances. ‘You used to hang out at the courts,’ Myron said. ‘With your dad. You must have been five or six.’

‘And you were just entering high school,’ she added. ‘The only white guy that showed up steadily. You made all-state out of Livingston High, became an all-American at Duke, got drafted by the Celtics in the first round—’

Her voice dovetailed. Myron was used to that. ‘I’m flattered you remembered,’ he said. Already wowing her with the charm.

‘I grew up watching you play,’ she went on. ‘My father followed your career like you were his own son. When you got hurt—’ She broke off again, her lips tightening.

He smiled to show he both understood and appreciated the sentiment.

Norm jumped into the silence. ‘Well, Myron is a sports agent now. A damn good one. The best, in my opinion. Fair, honest, loyal as hell—’ Norm stopped suddenly. ‘Did I just use those words to describe a sports agent?’ He shook his head.

The goateed Sandy Duncan bustled over again. He spoke with a French accent that sounded about as real as Pepe LePew’s. ‘Monster Zuckermahn?’


Norm said, ‘Oui.’


‘I need your help, s’il vous plait.’



‘Oui,’ Norm said.

Myron almost asked for an interpreter.

‘Sit, both of you,’ Norm said. ‘I have to run a sec.’ He patted the empty chairs to drive home the point. ‘Myron is going to help me set up the league. Kinda like a consultant. So talk to him, Brenda. About your career,  your future, whatever. He’d be a good agent for you.’ He winked at Myron. Subtle.

When Norm left, Brenda high-stepped into the director’s chair. ‘So was all that true?’ she asked.

‘Part of it,’ Myron said.

‘What part?’

‘I’d like to be your agent. But that’s not why I’m really here.’

‘Oh?’

‘Norm is worried about you. He wants me to watch out for you.’

‘Watch out for me?’

Myron nodded. ‘He thinks you’re in danger.’

She set her jaw. ‘I told him I didn’t want to be watched.’

‘I know,’ Myron said. ‘I’m supposed to be undercover. Shh.’

‘So why are you telling me?’

‘I’m not good with secrets.’

She nodded. ‘And?’

‘And if I’m going to be your agent, I’m not sure it pays to start our relationship with a lie.’

She leaned back and crossed legs longer than a DMV line at lunchtime. ‘What else did Norm tell you to do?’

‘To turn on my charm.’

She blinked at him.

‘Don’t worry,’ Myron said. ‘I took a solemn oath to only use it for good.’

‘Lucky me.’ Brenda brought a long finger up to her face and tapped it against her chin a few times. ‘So,’ she said at last, ‘Norm thinks I need a baby-sitter.’

Myron threw up his hands and did his best Norm impression. ‘Who said anything about a baby-sitter?’ It was better than his Elephant Man, but nobody was speed-dialing Rich Little either.

She smiled. ‘Okay,’ she said with a nod. ‘I’ll go along with this.’

‘I’m pleasantly surprised.’

‘No reason to be. If you don’t do it, Norm might hire someone else who might not be so forthcoming. This way I know the score.’

‘Makes sense,’ Myron said.

‘But there are conditions.’

‘I thought there might be.’

‘I do what I want when I want. This isn’t carte blanche to invade my privacy.’

‘Of course.’

‘If I tell you to get lost for a while, you ask how lost.’

‘Right.’

‘And no spying on me when I don’t know about it,’ she continued.

‘Okay.’

‘You keep out of my business.’

‘Agreed.’

‘I stay out all night, you don’t say a thing.’

‘Not a thing.’

‘If I choose to participate in an orgy with pygmies, you don’t say a thing.’

‘Can I at least watch?’ Myron asked.

That got a smile. ‘I don’t mean to sound difficult, but I have enough father figures in my life, thank you. I want to make sure you know that we’re not going to be hanging out with each other twenty-four a day or anything like that. This isn’t a Whitney Houston-Kevin Costner movie.’

‘Some people say I look like Kevin Costner.’ Myron gave her a quick flash of the cynical, rogue smile, à la Bull Durham.

She looked straight through him. ‘Maybe in the hairline.’

Ouch. At half-court the goateed Sandy Duncan started calling for Ted again. His coterie followed suit. The name Ted bounced about the arena like rolled-up balls of Silly Putty.

‘So do we understand each other?’ she asked.

‘Perfectly,’ Myron said. He shifted in his seat. ‘Now do you want to tell me what’s going on?’

From the right, Ted – it simply had to be a guy named Ted – finally made his entrance. He wore only Zoom shorts, and his abdomen was rippled like a relief map in marble. He was probably in his early twenties, model handsome, and he squinted like a prison guard. As he sashayed toward the shoot, Ted kept running both hands through his Superman blue-black hair, the movement expanding his chest and shrinking his waist and demonstrating shaved underarms.

Brenda muttered, ‘Strutting peacock.’

‘That’s totally unfair,’ Myron said. ‘Maybe he’s a Fulbright scholar.’

‘I’ve worked with him before. If God gave him a second brain, it would die of loneliness.’ Her eyes veered toward Myron. ‘I don’t get something.’

‘What?’

‘Why you? You’re a sports agent. Why would Norm ask you to be my bodyguard?’

‘I used to work’ – he stopped, waved a vague hand – ‘for the government.’

‘I never heard about that.’

‘It’s another secret. Shh.’

‘Secrets don’t stay secret much around you, Myron.’

‘You can trust me.’

She thought about it. ‘Well, you were a white man who could jump,’ she said. ‘Guess if you can be that, you could be a trustworthy sports agent.’

Myron laughed, and they fell into an uneasy silence.  He broke it by trying again. ‘So do you want to tell me about the threats?’

‘Nothing much to tell.’

‘This is all in Norm’s head?’

Brenda did not reply. One of the assistants applied oil to Ted’s hairless chest. Ted was still giving the crowd his tough guy squint. Too many Clint Eastwood movies. Ted made two fists and continuously flexed his pecs. Myron decided that he might as well beat the rush and start hating Ted right now.

Brenda remained silent. Myron decided to try another approach. ‘Where are you living now?’ he asked.

‘In a dorm at Reston University.’

‘You’re still in school?’

‘Medical school. Fourth year. I just got a deferment to play pro ball.’

Myron nodded. ‘Got a specialty in mind?’

‘Pediatrics.’

He nodded again and decided to wade in a bit deeper. ‘Your dad must be very proud of you.’

A flicker crossed her face. ‘Yeah, I guess.’ She started to rise. ‘I better get dressed for this shoot.’

‘You don’t want to tell me what’s going on first?’

She stayed in her seat. ‘Dad is missing.’

‘Since when?’

‘A week ago.’

‘Is that when the threats started?’

She avoided the question. ‘You want to help? Find my father.’

‘Is he the one threatening you?’

‘Don’t worry about the threats. Dad likes control, Myron. Intimidation is just another tool.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You don’t have to understand. He’s your friend, right?’

‘Your father? I haven’t seen Horace in more than ten years.’

‘Whose fault is that?’ she asked.

The words, not to mention the bitter tone, surprised him. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Do you still care about him?’ she asked.

Myron didn’t have to think about it. ‘You know I do.’

She nodded and jumped down from the chair. ‘He’s in trouble,’ she said. ‘Find him.’
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Brenda reappeared in Lycra Zoom shorts and what was commonly called a sports bra. She was limbs and shoulders and muscles and substance, and while the professional models glared at her size (not her height – most of them were six-footers too), Myron thought that she stood out like a bursting supernova next to, well, gaseous entities.

The poses were risque, and Brenda was clearly embarrassed by them. Not so Ted. He undulated and squinted at her in what was supposed to be a look of smoldering sexuality. Twice Brenda broke out and laughed in his face. Myron still hated Ted, but Brenda was starting to grow on him.

Myron picked up his cellular phone and dialed Win’s private line. Win was a big-time financial consultant at Lock-Horne Securities, an old-money financial firm that first sold equities on the Mayflower. His office was in the Lock-Horne Building on Park Avenue and Forty-seventh Street in midtown Manhattan. Myron rented space there from Win. A sports agent on Park Avenue—now that was class.

After three rings the machine picked up. Win’s annoyingly superior accent said, ‘Hang up without leaving a message and die.’ Beep. Myron shook his head, smiled, and, as always, left a message.

He hit the switch and dialed his office. Esperanza answered. ‘MB SportsReps.’

The M was for Myron, the B for Bolitar, and the  SportsReps because they Represented people in the world of Sports. Myron had come up with the name with no help from professional marketing personnel. Despite the obvious accolades, Myron remained humble.

‘Any messages?’ he asked.

‘About a million.’

‘Anything crucial?’

‘Greenspan wanted your take on interest rate hikes. Outside of that, no.’ Esperanza, ever the wiseass. ‘So what did Norm want?’

Esperanza Diaz – the ‘Spanish shiksa’ in Norm’s words – had been at MB SportsReps since its inception. Before that, she had wrestled professionally under the moniker Little Pocahontas; put simply, she wore a bikini reminiscent of Raquel Welch in One Million Years B.C. and groped other women in front of a drooling horde. Esperanza considered her career shift to representing athletes as something of a step down.

‘It involves Brenda Slaughter,’ he began.

‘The basketball player?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve seen her play a couple of times,’ Esperanza said. ‘On TV she looks hot.’

‘In person too.’

There was a pause. Then Esperanza said, ‘Think she participates in the love that dare not speaketh its name?’

‘Huh?’

‘Does she swing the way of the woman?’

‘Gee,’ Myron said, ‘I forgot to check for the tattoo.’

Esperanza’s sexual preference flip-flopped like a politician in a nonelection year. Currently she seemed to be on a man kick, but Myron guessed that was one of the advantages of bisexuality: love everyone. Myron had no problem with it. In high school he had dated  almost exclusively bisexual girls – he’d mention sex, the girls would say ‘bye’. Okay, old joke, but the point remained.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Esperanza said. ‘I really like David.’ Her current beau. It wouldn’t last. ‘But you got to admit, Brenda Slaughter is steaming.’

‘So admitted.’

‘It might be fun for a night or two.’

Myron nodded into the phone. A lesser man might mentally conjure up a few choice images of the lithe, petite Hispanic beauty in the throes of passion with the ravishing black Amazon in the sports bra. But not Myron. Too worldly.

‘Norm wants us to watch her,’ Myron said. He filled her in. When he finished, he heard her sigh.

‘What?’ he said.

‘Jesus Christ, Myron, are we a sports agency or Pinkertons?’

‘It’s to get clients.’

‘Keep telling yourself that.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’

‘Nothing. So what do you need me to do?’

‘Her father is missing. His name is Horace Slaughter. See what you can dig up on him.’

‘I’ll need help here,’ she said.

Myron rubbed his eyes. ‘I thought we were going to hire someone on a permanent basis.’

‘Who has the time?’

Silence.

‘Fine,’ Myron said. He sighed. ‘Call Big Cyndi. But make sure she knows it’s just on a trial basis.’

‘Okey-dokey.’

‘And if any client comes in, I want Cyndi to hide in my office.’

‘Yeah, fine, whatever.’

She hung up the phone.

When the photo shoot ended, Brenda Slaughter approached him.

‘Where does your father live now?’ Myron asked.

‘Same place.’

‘Have you been there since he disappeared?’

‘No.’

‘Then let’s start there,’ Myron said.
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Newark, New Jersey. The bad part. Almost a redundancy.

Decay was the first word that came to mind. The buildings were more than falling apart – they actually seemed to be breaking down, melting from some sort of acid onslaught. Here urban renewal was about as familiar a concept as time travel. The surroundings looked more like a war newsreel—Frankfurt after the Allies’ bombing – than a habitable dwelling.

The neighborhood was even worse than he remembered. When Myron was a teenager, he and his dad had driven down this very street, the car doors suddenly locking as though even they sensed oncoming danger. His father’s face would tighten up. ‘Toilet,’ he would mutter. Dad had grown up not far from here, but that had been a long time ago. His father, the man Myron loved and worshiped like no other, the most gentle soul he had ever known, would barely contain his rage. ‘Look what they did to the old neighborhood,’ he would say.

Look what they did.

They.

Myron’s Ford Taurus slowly cruised by the old playground. Black faces glared at him. A five-on-five was going on with plenty of kids sprawled on the sidelines waiting to take on the winners. The cheap sneakers of Myron’s day – Thorn McAn or Keds or Kmart – had been replaced with the hundred-dollar-plus variety these kids could ill afford. Myron felt a twinge. He would have liked to take a noble stand on the issue – the corruption of values and materialism and such – but as a sports agent who made money off sneaker deals, such perceptions paid his freight. He didn’t feel good about that, but he didn’t want to be a hypocrite either.

Nobody wore shorts anymore either. Every kid was dressed in blue or black jeans that journeyed far south of baggy, like something a circus clown might sport for an extra laugh. The waist drooped below the butt, revealing designer boxer shorts. Myron did not want to sound like an old man, grousing over the younger generation’s fashion sense, but these made bell-bottoms and platforms seem practical. How do you play your best when you’re constantly pausing to pull up your pants?

But the biggest change was in those glares. Myron had been scared when he first came down here as a fifteen-year-old high school student, but he had known that if he wanted to rise to the next level, he had to face down the best competition. That meant playing here. He had not been welcomed at first. Not even close. But the looks of curious animosity he received back then were nothing compared with the dagger-death glares of these kids. Their hatred was naked, up front, filled with cold resignation. Corny to say, but back then—less than twenty years ago – there had been something different here. More hope maybe. Hard to say.

As though reading his thoughts, Brenda said, ‘I wouldn’t even play down here anymore.’

Myron nodded.

‘It wasn’t easy on you, was it? Coming down here to play.’

‘Your father made it easy,’ he said.

She smiled. ‘I never understood why he took such a liking to you. He usually hated white people.’

Myron feigned a gasp. ‘I’m white?’

‘As Pat Buchanan.’

They both forced out a laugh. Myron tried again.

‘Tell me about the threats.’

Brenda stared out the window. They passed a place that sold hubcaps. Hundreds, if not thousands, of hubcaps gleamed in the sun. Weird business when you thought about it. The only time people need a new hubcap is when one of theirs is stolen. The stolen ones end up in a place like this. A mini fiscal cycle.

‘I get calls,’ she began. ‘At night mostly. One time they said they were going to hurt me if they didn’t find my father. Another time they told me I better keep Dad as my manager or else.’ She stopped.

‘Any idea who they are?’

‘No.’

‘Any idea why someone would want to find your father?’

‘No.’

‘Or why your father would disappear?’

She shook her head.

‘Norm said something about a car following you.’

‘I don’t know anything about that,’ she said.

‘The voice on the phone,’ Myron said. ‘Is it the same one every time?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Male, female?’

‘Male. And white. Or least, he sounds white.’ Myron nodded. ‘Does Horace gamble?’

‘Never. My grandfather gambled. Lost everything he had, which wasn’t much. Dad would never go near it.’

‘Did he borrow money?’

‘No.’

‘Are you sure? Even with financial aid, your schooling had to cost.’

‘I’ve been on scholarship since I was twelve.’

Myron nodded. Up ahead a man stumbled about the sidewalk. He was wearing Calvin Klein underwear, two different ski boots, and one of those big Russian hats like Dr. Zhivago. Nothing else. No shirt, no pants. His fist gripped the top of a brown paper bag like he was helping it cross the street.

‘When did the calls start?’ Myron asked.

‘A week ago.’

‘When your dad disappeared?’

Brenda nodded. She had more to say. Myron could see it in the way she stared off. He kept silent and waited her out.

‘The first time,’ she said quietly, ‘the voice told me to call my mother.’

Myron waited for her to say more. When it was apparent she wouldn‘t, he said, ‘Did you?’

She smiled sadly. ‘No.’

‘Where does your mother live?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t seen her since I was five years old.’

‘When you say “haven’t seen her”—’

‘I mean just that. She abandoned us twenty years ago.’ Brenda finally turned toward him. ‘You look surprised.’

‘I guess I am.’

‘Why? You know how many of those boys back there had their fathers abandon them? You think a mother can’t do the same thing?’

She had a point, but it sounded more like hollow rationalization than true conviction. ‘So you haven’t seen her since you were five?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Do you know where she lives? A city or state or anything?’

‘No idea.’ She tried hard to sound indifferent.

‘You’ve had no contact with her?’

‘Just a couple of letters.’

‘Any return address?’

Brenda shook her head. ‘They were postmarked in New York City. That’s all I know.’

‘Would Horace know where she lives?’

‘No. He’s never so much as spoken her name in the past twenty years.’

‘At least not to you.’

She nodded.

‘Maybe the voice on the phone didn’t mean your mother,’ Myron said. ‘Do you have a stepmother? Did your father remarry or live with someone—’

‘No. Since my mother there has been no one.’ Silence.

‘So why would someone be asking about your mother after twenty years?’ Myron asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Any ideas?’

‘None. For twenty years she’s been a ghost to me.’ She pointed up ahead. ‘Make a left.’

‘Do you mind if I get a trace put on your phone? In case they call again?’

She shook her head.

He steered the car per her instructions. ‘Tell me about your relationship with Horace,’ he said.

‘No.’

‘I’m not asking to be nosy—’

‘It’s irrelevant, Myron. If I loved him or hated him, you still need to find him.’

‘You got a restraining order to keep him away from you, right?’

She said nothing for a moment. Then: ‘Do you remember how he was on the court?’

Myron nodded. ‘A madman. And maybe the best teacher I ever had.’

‘And the most intense?’

‘Yes,’ Myron said. ‘He taught me not to play with so much finesse. That wasn’t always an easy lesson.’

‘Right, and you were just some kid he took a liking to. But imagine being his own child. Now imagine that on-court intensity mixed with his fear that he would lose me. That I would run away and leave him.’

‘Like your mother.’

‘Right.’

‘It would be,’ Myron said, ‘stifling.’

‘Try suffocating,’ she corrected. ‘Three weeks ago we were playing a promotional scrimmage at East Orange High School. You know it?’

‘Sure.’

‘A couple of guys in the crowd were getting rowdy. Two high school kids. They were on the basketball team. They were drunk or high, or maybe they were just punks. I don’t know. But they started yelling things out at me.’

‘What kind of things?’

‘Graphic and ugly things. About what they’d like to do to me. My father stood up and went after them.’

‘I can’t say I blame him,’ Myron said.

She shook her head. ‘Then you’re another Neanderthal.’

‘What?’

‘Why would you have gone after them? To defend my honor? I’m a twenty-five-year-old woman. I don’t need any of that chivalry crap.’

‘But—’

‘But nothing. This whole thing, your being here – I’m  not a radical feminist or anything, but it’s a load of sexist bullshit.’

‘What?’

‘If I had a penis between my legs, you wouldn’t be here. If my name was Leroy and I got a couple of weird phone calls, you wouldn’t be so hot to protect poor little me, would you?’

Myron hesitated a second too long.

‘And,’ she continued, ‘how many times have you seen me play?’

The change of subject caught him off guard. ‘What?’

‘I was the number one collegiate player three years in a row. My team won two national championships. We were on ESPN all the time, and during the NCAA finals we were on CBS. I went to Reston University, which is only half an hour from where you live. How many of my games did you see?’

Myron opened his mouth, closed it, said, ‘None.’

‘Right. Chicks’ basketball. It’s not worth the time.’

‘That’s not it. I don’t watch much sports anymore.’ He realized how lame he sounded.

She shook her head and grew quiet.

‘Brenda—’

‘Forget I said anything. It was dumb to raise the subject.’

Her tone left little room for follow-up. Myron wanted to defend himself, but he had no idea how. He opted for silence, an option he should probably exercise more often.

‘Take your next right,’ she said.

‘So what happened next?’ he asked.

She looked at him.

‘To the punks who called you names. What happened after your father went after them?’

‘The security guards broke it up before anything  really happened. They threw the kids out of the gym. Dad too.’

‘I’m not sure I see the point of this story.’

‘It’s not over yet.’ Brenda stopped, looked down, summoned up a little something, raised her head again. ‘Three days later the two boys – Clay Jackson and Arthur Harris – were found on the roof of a tenement building. Someone had tied them up and cut their Achilles tendon in half with pruning shears.’

Myron’s face lost color. His stomach took a nosedive.

‘Your father?’

Brenda nodded. ‘He’s been doing stuff like that my whole life. Never this bad. But he’s always made people who cross me pay. When I was a little girl with no mother, I almost welcomed the protection. But I’m not a little girl anymore.’

Myron absently reached down and touched the back of his ankle. Cut the Achilles tendon in half. With pruning shears. He tried not to look too stunned. ‘The police must have suspected Horace.’

‘Yes.’

‘So how come he wasn’t arrested?’

‘Not enough evidence.’

‘Couldn’t the victims identify him?’

She turned back to the window. ‘They’re too scared.’ She pointed to the right. ‘Park there.’

Myron pulled over. People toddled about the street. They stared at him as though they had never seen a white man; in this neighborhood that was entirely possible. Myron tried to look casual. He nodded a polite hello. Some people nodded back. Some didn’t.

A yellow car – nay, a speaker on wheels – cruised by, blaring a rap tune. The bass was set so high that Myron felt the vibrations in his chest. He could not make out the lyrics, but they sounded angry. Brenda led him to a  stoop. Two men were sprawled on the stairs like war wounded. Brenda stepped over them without a second glance. Myron followed. He suddenly realized that he had never been here before. His relationship with Horace Slaughter had been strictly basketball. They had always hung out on the playground or in a gym or maybe grabbing a pizza after a game. He had never been in Horace’s home, and Horace had never been in his.

There was no doorman, of course, no lock or buzzers or any of that. The lighting was bad in the corridor, but not bad enough to conceal the paint flaking off like the walls had psoriasis. Most of the mailboxes were doorless. The air felt like a beaded curtain.

She climbed up the cement stairs. The railing was industrial metal. Myron could hear a man coughing as if he were trying to dislodge a lung. A baby cried. Then another joined in. Brenda stopped on the second floor and turned right. Her keys were already in her hand and at the ready. The door too was made of some sort of reinforced steel. There was a peephole and three bolt locks.

Brenda unlocked the three bolts first. They jerked back noisily, like the prison scene in a movie where the warden yells, ‘Lockdown!’ The door swung open. Myron was hit by two thoughts at exactly the same time. One was how nice Horace’s setup was. Whatever was outside this apartment, whatever grime and rot were on the streets or even in his corridor, Horace Slaughter had not allowed to sneak past the steel door. The walls were as white as a hand cream commercial. The floors looked newly buffed. The furniture was a mix of what looked like fixed-up family pieces and newer Ikea acquisitions. It was indeed a comfortable home.

The other thing Myron noticed as soon as the door was open was that someone had trashed the room.

Brenda rushed in. ‘Dad?’

Myron followed, wishing that he had his gun. This scene called for a gun. He would signal her to be quiet, take it out, have her stand behind him, creep through the apartment with her clutching on to his free arm in fear. He would do that gun swing thing into each room, his body crouched and prepared for the worst. But Myron did not regularly carry a gun. It was not that he disliked guns – when in trouble, in fact, he rather enjoyed their company – but a gun is bulky and chafes like a tweed condom. And let’s face it, for most prospective clients, a sports agent packing heat does not inspire confidence, and for those it does, well, Myron would rather do without them.

Win, on the other hand, always carried a gun – at least two, actually, not to mention a prodigious potpourri of concealed weaponry. The man was like a walking Israel.

The apartment consisted of three rooms and a kitchen. They hurried through them. Nobody. And no body.

‘Anything missing?’ Myron asked.

She looked at him, annoyed. ‘How the hell would I know?’

‘I mean, anything noticeable. The TV is here. So is the VCR. I want to know if you think it’s a robbery.’

She glanced about the living room. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t look like a robbery.’

‘Any thoughts on who did this or why?’

Brenda shook her head, her eyes still taking in the mess.

‘Did Horace hide money someplace? A cookie jar or under a floorboard or something?’

‘No.’

They started in Horace’s room. Brenda opened up his closet. For a long moment she stood and said nothing.

‘Brenda?’

‘A lot of his clothes are missing,’ she said softly. ‘His suitcase too.’

‘That’s good,’ Myron said. ‘It means he probably ran; it makes it less likely that he met up with foul play.’

She nodded. ‘But it’s creepy.’

‘How so?’

‘It’s just like my mother. I can still remember Dad just standing here, staring at the empty hangers.’

They moved back into the living room and then into a small bedroom.

‘Your room?’ Myron asked.

‘I’m not here very much, but yeah, this is my room.’ Brenda’s eyes immediately fell on a spot near her night table. She gave a little gasp and dived to the floor. Her hands began to paw through her effects.

‘Brenda?’

Her pawing grew more intense, her eyes aflame. After a few minutes she got up and ran to her father’s room. Then the living room. Myron kept back.

‘They’re gone,’ she said.

‘What?’

Brenda looked at him. ‘The letters my mother wrote me. Someone took them.’
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Myron parked the car in front of Brenda’s dorm room. Except for monosyllabic directions, Brenda had not spoken during the drive. Myron did not push it. He stopped the car and turned toward her. She continued to stare ahead.

Reston University was a place of green grass and big oaks and brick buildings and Frisbees and bandannas. Professors still had long hair and unkempt beards and tweed jackets. There was such a feeling of innocence here, of make-believe, of youth, of startling passion. But that was the beauty of such a university: students debating over life-and-death issues in an environment as insulated as Disney World. Reality had nothing to do with the equation. And that was okay. In fact, that was how it should be.

‘She just left,’ Brenda said. ‘I was five years old, and she just left me alone with him.’

Myron let her speak.

‘I remember everything about her. The way she looked. The way she smelled. The way she’d come home from her job so tired she could barely put her feet up. I don’t think I’ve talked about her five times in the past twenty years. But I think about her every day. I think about why she gave me up. And I think about why I still miss her.’

She put her hand to her chin then and turned away. The car stayed silent.

‘You good at this, Myron?’ she asked. ‘At investigating?’

‘I think so,’ he said.

Brenda grabbed the door handle and pulled. ‘Could you find my mother?’

She did not wait for a response. She hurried out of the car and up the steps. Myron watched her disappear into the colonial brick building. Then he started up the car and headed home.

 




Myron found a spot on Spring Street right outside Jessica’s loft. He still referred to his new dwelling as Jessica’s loft, even though he now lived here and paid half the rent. Weird how that worked.

Myron took the stairs to the third floor. He opened the door and immediately heard Jessica yell out, ‘Working.’

He did not hear any clacking on the computer keyboard, but that didn’t mean anything. He made his way into the bedroom, closed the door, and checked the answering machine. When Jessica was writing, she never answered the phone.

Myron hit the play button. ‘Hello, Myron? This is your mother.’ Like he wouldn’t recognize the voice.

‘God, I hate this machine. Why doesn’t she pick up? I know she’s there. Is it so hard for a human being to pick up a phone and say hello and take a message? I’m in my office, my phone rings, I pick it up. Even if I’m working. Or I have my secretary take a message. Not a machine. I don’t like machines, Myron, you know that.’ She continued on in a similar vein for some time. Myron longed for the old days when there was a time limit on answering machines. Progress was not always a good thing.

Finally Mom began to wind down. ‘Just calling to say hello, doll face. We’ll talk later.’

For the first thirty-plus years of his life, Myron had lived with his parents in the New Jersey suburb of Livingston. As an infant he’d started life in the small nursery upstairs on the left. From the age of three to sixteen, he’d lived in the bedroom upstairs on the right; from sixteen to just a few months ago, he’d lived in the basement. Not all the time, of course. He went to Duke down in North Carolina for four years, spent summers working basketball camps, stayed on occasion with Jessica or Win in Manhattan. But his true home had always been, well, with Mommy and Daddy – by choice, strangely enough, though some might suggest that serious therapy would unearth deeper motives.

That changed several months ago, when Jessica asked him to move in with her. This was a rarity in their relationship, Jessica making the first move, and Myron had been deliriously happy and heady and scared out of his mind. His trepidation had nothing to do with fear of commitment – that particular phobia plagued Jessica, not him – but there had been rough times in the past, and to put it simply, Myron never wanted to be hurt like that again.

He still saw his folks once a week or so, going out to the house for dinner or having them make the trip into the Big Apple. He also spoke to either his mom or his dad nearly every day. Funny thing is, while they were undoubtedly pests, Myron liked them. Crazy as it might sound, he actually enjoyed spending time with his parents. Uncool? Sure. Hip as a polka accordionist? Totally. But there you go.

He grabbed a Yoo-Hoo from the refrigerator, shook it, popped the top, took a big swig. Sweet nectar. Jessica yelled in, ‘What are you in the mood for?’

‘I don’t care.’

‘You want to go out?’

‘Do you mind if we just order in?’ he asked.

‘Nope.’ She appeared in the doorway. She wore his oversize Duke sweatshirt and black knit pants. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Several hairs had escaped and fell in front of her face. When she smiled at him, he still felt his pulse quicken.

‘Hi,’ he said. Myron prided himself on his clever opening gambits.

‘You want Chinese?’ she asked.

‘Whatever, sure. Hunan, Szechwan, Cantonese?’

‘Szechwan,’ she said.

‘Okay. Szechwan Garden, Szechwan Dragon, or Empire Szechwan?’

She thought a moment. ‘Dragon was greasy last time. Let’s go with Empire.’

Jessica crossed the kitchen and kissed him lightly on the cheek. Her hair smelled like wildflowers after a summer storm. Myron gave her a quick hug and grabbed the delivery menu from the cabinet. They figured out what they’d get – the hot and sour soup, one shrimp entree, one vegetable entrée—and Myron called it in. The usual language barriers applied—why don’t they ever hire a person who speaks English at least to take the phone order? – and after repeating his telephone number six times, he hung up.

‘Get much done?’ he asked.

Jessica nodded. ‘The first draft will be finished by Christmas.’

‘I thought the deadline was August.’

‘Your point being?’

They sat at the kitchen table. The kitchen, living room, dining room, TV room were all one big space. The ceiling was fifteen feet high. Airy. Brick walls with  exposed metal beams gave the place a look that was both artsy and railroad station-like. The loft was, in a word, neat-o.

The food arrived. They chatted about their day. Myron told her about Brenda Slaughter. Jessica sat and listened in that way of hers. She was one of those people who had the ability to make any speaker feel like the only person alive. When he finished, she asked a few questions. Then she stood up and poured a glass of water from their Brita pitcher.

OEBPS/harl_9781409121756_oeb_tp_r1.jpg
One ralse Move
HARLAN COBEN





OEBPS/harl_9781409121756_msr_cvi_r1_new.jpg
A secret some wi! die to keep -
and others wil! kitl for









