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            CHAPTER 1

         

         The shot that will decide the championship is slowly arching its way toward the basket.

         I do not care.

         Everyone else in Indianapolis’s Lucas Oil Stadium stares at the ball with mouth open.

         I do not.

         I stare across the court. At him.

         My seat is courtside, of course, near the center line. An A-list Marvel-Superhero actor sporting a tourniquet-tight, show-biceps black tee sits on my left, you know him, and the celebrated rapper-mogul Swagg Daddy, whose private jet I bought three years ago, dons his own brand of sunglasses to my right. I like Sheldon (that’s Swagg Daddy’s real name), both the man and his music, but he cheers and glad-hands past the point of sycophantic, and it makes me cringe.

         As for me, I sport a Savile Row hand-tailored suit of pinstripe azure, a pair of Bedfordshire bespoke Bordeaux-hued shoes created by Basil, the master craftsman at G. J. Cleverley’s, a limited-edition Lilly Pulitzer silk tie of pink and green, and a specially created Hermès pocket square, which flares out from the left breast pocket with celestial precision.

         I am quite the rake.

         I am also, for those missing the subtext, rich.

         The ball traveling in the air will decide the outcome of the college basketball phenomenon known as March Madness. Odd that, when you think about it. All the blood and sweat and tears, all the strategizing and scouting and coaching, all the countless hours of shooting alone in your driveway, of dribbling drills, of the three-man weave, of lifting weights, of doing wind sprints until you hurl, all those years in stale gyms on every level—Biddy basketball, CYO travel all-stars, AAU tournaments, high school, you get the point—all of that boils down to the simple physics of a rudimentary orange sphere back-spinning toward a metallic cylinder at this exact moment.

         Either the shot will miss and Duke University will win—or it will go in and South State University and their fans will rush the court in celebration. The A-list Marvel hero attended South State. Swagg Daddy, like yours truly, attended Duke. They both tense up. The raucous crowd falls into a hush. Time has slowed.

         Again, even though it’s my alma mater, I don’t care. I don’t get fandom in general. I never care who wins a contest in which I (or someone dear to me) am not an active participant. Why, I often wonder, would anyone?

         I use the time to focus on him.

         His name is Teddy Lyons. He is one of the too-many assistant coaches on the South State bench. He is six foot eight and beefy, a big slab of aw-shucks farm boy. Big T—that’s what he likes to be called—is thirty-three years old, and this is his fourth college coaching job. From what I understand, he is a decent tactician but excels at recruiting talent.

         I hear the buzzer go off. Time is out, though the outcome of the contest is still very much in doubt.

         The arena is so hushed that I can actually hear the ball hit the rim.

         Swagg grabs my leg. Mr. Marvel A-List swings a muscled tricep across my chest as he spreads his arms in anticipation. The ball hits the rim once, twice, then a third time, as though this inanimate object is teasing the crowd before deciding for itself who lives and who dies.

         I still watch Big T.

         When the ball rolls all the way off the rim and then drops toward the ground—a definite miss—the Blue Devil section in the arena explodes. In my periphery, I see everyone on the South State bench deflate. I don’t care for the word “crestfallen”—it’s an odd word—but here it is apropos. They deflate and appear crestfallen. Several collapse in devastation and tears as the reality of the loss sinks in.

         But not Big T.

         Marvel A-Lister drops his handsome face into his hands. Swagg Daddy throws his arms around me.

         “We won, Win!” Swagg shouts. Then, thinking better of it: “Or should I say, ‘We win, Win!’”

         I frown at him. My frown tells him I expect better.

         “Yeah, you’re right,” Swagg says.

         I barely hear him. The roar is beyond deafening. He leans in closer.

         “My party is going to be lit!”

         He runs out and joins the celebration. En masse, the crowd charges the court with him, exuberant, rejoicing. They swallow Swagg from my view. Several slap me on the back as they pass. They encourage me to join, but I do not.

         I look again for Teddy Lyons, but he is gone.

         Not for long though.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Two hours later, I see Teddy Lyons again. He is strutting toward me.

         Here is my dilemma.

         I am going to “put a hurting,” as they say, on Big T. There is no way around that. I’m still not sure how much of one, but the damage to his physical health will be severe.

         That’s not my dilemma.

         My dilemma involves the how.

         No, I’m not worried about getting caught. This part has been planned out. Big T received an invitation to Swagg Daddy’s blowout. He is entering through what he believes is a VIP entrance. It is not. In fact, it is not even the location of the party. Loud music blasts from down the corridor, but it is just for show.

         It is only Big T and I in this warehouse.

         I wear gloves. I have weaponry on me—I always do—though it will not be needed.

         Big T is drawing closer to me, so let’s get back to my dilemma:

         Do I strike him without warning—or do I give him what some might consider a sporting chance?

         This isn’t about morality or fair play or any of that. It matters to me none what the general populace would label this. I have been in many scrapes in my day. When you do battle, rules rapidly become null and void. Bite, kick, throw sand, use a weapon, whatever it takes. Real fights are about survival. There are no prizes or praise for sportsmanship. There is a victor. There is a loser. The end. It doesn’t matter whether you “cheat.”

         In short, I have no qualms about simply striking this odious creature when he’s not ready. I am not afraid to take—again to use common vernacular—a “cheap shot.” In fact, that had been my plan all along: Jump him when he’s not ready. Use a bat or a knife or the butt of my gun. Finish it.

         So why the dilemma now?

         Because I don’t think breaking bones is enough here. I want to break the man’s spirit too. If tough-guy Big T were to lose a purportedly fair fight to little ol’ me—I am older, much slighter, far prettier (it’s true), the very visual dictionary definition of “effete”—it would be humiliating.

         I want that for Big T.

         He is only a few steps away. I make my decision and step out to block his path. Big T pulls up and scowls. He stares at me a moment. I smile at him. He smiles back.

         “I know you,” he says.

         “Do tell.”

         “You were at the game tonight. Sitting courtside.”

         “Guilty,” I say.

         He sticks out his huge mitt of a hand for me to shake. “Teddy Lyons. Everyone calls me Big T.”

         I don’t shake the hand. I stare at it, as though it plopped out of a dog’s anus. Big T waits a second, standing there frozen, before he takes the hand back as though it’s a small child that needs comforting.

         I smile at him again. He clears his throat.

         “If you’ll excuse me,” he begins.

         “I won’t, no.”

         “What?”

         “You’re a little slow, aren’t you, Teddy?” I sigh. “No, I won’t excuse you. There is no excuse for you. Are you with me now?”

         The scowl slowly returns to his face. “You got a problem?”

         “Hmm. Which comeback to go with?”

         “Huh?”

         “I could say, ‘No, YOU got a problem’ or ‘Me? Not a care in the world’—something like that—but really, none of those snappy rejoinders are calling to me.”

         Big T looks perplexed. Part of him wants to simply shove me aside. Part of him remembers that I was sitting in Celebrity Row and thus I might be someone important.

         “Uh,” Big T says, “I’m going to the party now.”

         “No, you’re not.”

         “Pardon?”

         “There’s no party here.”

         “When you say there’s no party—”

         “The party is two blocks away,” I say.

         He puts his mitts on his hips. Coach pose. “What the hell is this?”

         “I had them send you the wrong address. The music? It’s just for show. The security guard who let you in by the VIP entrance? He works for me and vanished the moment you walked through that door.”

         Big T blinks twice. Then he steps closer to me. I don’t back up even an inch.

         “What’s going on?” he asks me.

         “I’m going to kick your ass, Teddy.”

         Oh, how his smile widens now. “You?” His chest is the approximate size of a squash court’s front wall. He moves in closer now, looming over me, staring down with the confidence of a big, powerful man who, because of his size, has never experienced combat or even been challenged. This is Big T’s amateurish, go-to move—crowd his opponent with his bulk and then watch them wither.

         I don’t wither, of course. I crane my neck and meet his gaze. And now, for the first time, I see doubt start to cloud his expression.

         I don’t wait.

         Crowding me like this was a mistake. It makes my first move short and easy. I place all five of my fingertips on my right hand together, forming something of an arrowhead, and dart-strike his throat. A gurgling sound emerges. At the same time, I sidekick low, leading with my instep, connecting directly on the side of his right knee which, I know from research, has undergone two ACL surgeries.

         I hear a crack.

         Big T goes down like an oak.

         I lift my leg and strike him hard with my heel.

         He cries out.

         I strike him again.

         He cries out.

         I strike him again.

         Silence.

         I will spare you the rest.

         Twenty minutes later, I arrive at Swagg Daddy’s party. Security whisks me to the back room. Only three types of people get in here—beautiful women, famous faces, fat wallets.

         We party hard until five a.m. Then a black limo takes Swagg and yours truly to the airport. The private jet is gassed up and waiting.

         Swagg sleeps the entire flight back to New York City. I shower—yes, my jet has a shower—shave, and change into a Kiton K50 business suit of herringbone gray.

         When we land, two black limos are waiting. Swagg involves me in some kind of complicated handshake-embrace as a way of saying goodbye. He takes one limo to his estate in Alpine. I take the other directly to my office in a forty-eight-story skyscraper on Park Avenue in midtown. My family has owned the Lock-Horne Building since it was completed in 1967.

         On the way up in the elevator, I stop on the fourth floor. This space used to be home to a sports agency run by my closest friend, but he closed it down a few years back. I then left the office empty for too long because hope springs eternal. I was sure that my friend would change his mind and return.

         He didn’t. And so we move on.

         The new tenant is Fisher and Friedman, which advertises itself as a “Victims’ Rights Law Firm.” Their website, which won me over, is somewhat more specific:

         
            We help you knee the abusers, the stalkers, the douchebags, the trolls, the pervs, and the psychos right in the balls.

         

         Irresistible. As with the sports agency that used to lease this space, I am a silent partner-investor in the firm.

         I knock on the door. When Sadie Fisher says, “Come in,” I open it and lean my head inside.

         “Busy?” I ask.

         “Sociopaths are very much in season,” Sadie says, not looking up from the computer.

         She is right, of course. It’s why I invested. I feel good about the work they do, advocating for the bullied and battered, but I also see insecure-cum-violent men (it’s almost always men) as a growth industry.

         Sadie finally glances in my direction. “I thought you were going to the game in Indianapolis.”

         “I did.”

         “Oh, right, the private jet. Sometimes I forget how rich you are.”

         “No, you don’t.”

         “True. So what’s up?”

         Sadie wears hot-librarian glasses and a pink pantsuit that clings and reveals. This is intentional, she explained to me. When Sadie first started representing women who’d been sexually harassed and assaulted, she was told to dress conservatively, garments that were shapeless and drab and hence “innocent,” which Sadie saw as more victim blaming.

         Her response? Do the opposite.

         I am not sure how to broach the subject, so I just say, “I heard one of your clients was hospitalized.”

         That gets her attention.

         “Do you think it would be appropriate to send her something?” I ask.

         “Like what, Win?”

         “Flowers, chocolates…”

         “She’s in intensive care.”

         “A stuffed animal. Balloons.”

         “Balloons?”

         “Just something to let her know we are thinking about her.”

         Sadie’s eyes turn back to the computer screen. “The only thing our client wants is something we don’t seem to be able to give her: Justice.”

         I open my mouth to say something, but in the end, I stay silent, opting for discretion and wisdom over comfort and bravado. I turn to leave, when I spot two people—one woman, one man—walking toward me with purpose.

         “Windsor Horne Lockwood?” the woman says.

         Even before they whip out their badges, I know that they are in law enforcement.

         Sadie can tell too. She rises automatically and starts toward me. I have a slew of attorneys, of course, but I use those for business reasons. For personal affairs, my best friend, the sports agent/lawyer who used to inhabit this office, always stepped in because he had my full trust. Now, with him on the sidelines, it seems that Sadie has instinctively slid into the role.

         “Windsor Horne Lockwood?” the woman says again.

         That is my name. To be technically correct, my full name is Windsor Horne Lockwood III. I am, as the name suggests, old money, and I look the part, what with the ruddy complexion, the blond-turning-gray hair, the delicate patrician features, the somewhat regal bearing. I don’t hide what I am. I don’t know whether I could.

         How, I wonder, had I messed up with Big T? I am good. I am very good. But I am not infallible.

         So where had I made a mistake?

         Sadie is almost by my side now. I wait. Instead of responding, I let her say, “Who wants to know?”

         “I’m Special Agent Karen Young with the FBI,” the woman says.

         Young is Black. She wears an Oxford blue button-down shirt under a fitted cognac-hued leather jacket. Très fashionable for a federal agent.

         “And this is my partner, Special Agent Jorge Lopez.”

         Lopez is more central stock. His suit is wet-pavement gray, his tie a sad and stained red.

         They show us their badges.

         “What’s this about?” Sadie asks.

         “We’d like to talk to Mr. Lockwood.”

         “So I gathered,” Sadie replies with a bit of bite. “What about?”

         Young smiles and puts her badge back in her pocket. “It’s about a murder.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

         

         We hit a little bit of a wall. Young and Lopez want to take me someplace without further explanation. Sadie will have none of that. Eventually I intervene, and we come to an agreement of sorts. I will go with them. I will not be interrogated or questioned without an attorney present.

         Sadie, who is wise beyond her thirty years, doesn’t like this. She pulls me aside and says, “They’ll question you anyway.”

         “I’m aware. This isn’t my first run-in with the authorities.” Nor my second or third or…but Sadie does not need to know this. I don’t want to continue stalling or being “lawyered up” for three reasons: One, Sadie has a court appearance, and I don’t want to hold her up. Two, if this does involve Teddy “Big T” Lyons, I would prefer that Sadie not hear about it in this rather head-on manner for obvious reasons. Three, I’m curious about this murder and preternaturally overconfident. Sue me.

         Once in the car, we travel uptown. Lopez drives, Young sits next to him. I am in the backseat. Oddly enough, anxiety is coming off them like tangible sonar. They are both trying to be professional—and they are—but under that, I can sense the undercurrent. This murder is something different, something out of the ordinary. They are trying to hide that, but their excitement is a pheromone I cannot fail to smell.

         Lopez and Young start off by giving me the customary silent treatment. The theory is a rather simple one: Most people hate silence and will do anything to break it, including saying something incriminating.

         I’m almost insulted that they are trying this tactic on me.

         I don’t engage, of course. I settle into the backseat, steeple my fingers, and stare out the car window as though I’m a tourist on my first visit to the big bad city.

         Finally, Young says, “We know about you.”

         I reach into my jacket pocket and press down on my phone. The conversation is now being recorded. It will go straight to the cloud in case one of my new FBI friends discovers that I’m recording and opts for deletion or phone breakage.

         I am nothing if not prepared.

         Young turns to face me. “I said, we know about you.”

         Silence from me.

         “You used to do some stuff for the Bureau,” she says.

         That they know anything about my relationship with the Federal Bureau of Investigation surprises me, though I don’t show it. I did work for the FBI immediately after I graduated from Duke University, but my work was highly classified. The fact that someone told them—it had to be someone on top—again informs me that this murder case is out of the ordinary.

         “Heard you were good,” Lopez says, catching my eye in the rearview mirror.

         Moving quickly now from the silent treatment to flattery. Still I give them nothing.

         We drive up Central Park West, my home street. The odds now seem slim that this murder has to do with Big T. For one thing, I know that Big T survived, albeit not intact. Second, if the feds wanted to question me for anything related to that, we would be headed downtown toward their headquarters at 26 Federal Plaza; instead, here we are, traveling in the opposite direction, toward my own abode in the Dakota, on the corner of Central Park West and Seventy-Second Street.

         I consider this fact. I live alone now, so it is not as though the victim could be a loved one. It could be that the courts had issued some sort of search warrant for my residence and found something incriminating that they wish to spring on me, but this too seems unlikely. One of the Dakota doormen would have warned me of such an invasion. One of my hidden alarms would have buzzed my phone. I’m also not careless enough to leave around anything that might implicate me for authorities to locate.

         To my surprise, Lopez drives us past the Dakota without a pause. We continue uptown. Six blocks later, as we reach the Museum of Natural History, I spot two NYPD squad cars parked in front of the Beresford, another esteemed prewar apartment building, at Eighty-First Street.

         Lopez is now studying me in the rearview mirror. I look at him and frown.

         The Beresford doormen wear uniforms seemingly inspired by Soviet generals from the late seventies. As Lopez pulls to a stop, Young turns to me and asks, “Do you know anybody in this building?”

         My reply is a smile and silence.

         She shakes her head. “Fine, let’s go.”

         With Lopez on my right and Young on my left, they escort me straight through the marble lobby and into an already-waiting wood-paneled elevator. When Young presses the button for the top floor, I realize that we are heading into rarefied air—figuratively, literally, and mostly monetarily. One of my employees, a vice president at Lock-Horne Securities, owns a “classic six” apartment on the fourth floor of the Beresford with limited views of the park. He paid over five million dollars for it.

         Young turns to me and says, “Any clue where we are headed?”

         “Up?” I say.

         “Funny.”

         I bat my eyes in modesty.

         “The top floor,” she says. “Been there before?”

         “I don’t believe so.”

         “Do you know who lives there?”

         “I don’t believe so.”

         “I figured all you rich guys know each other.”

         “Stereotyping is wrong,” I say.

         “But you’ve been to this building before, right?”

         The elevator door opens with a ding before I bother not replying. I figured that we would be let out into a grand apartment—elevators often open directly into penthouse suites—but we are in a dark corridor. The wallpaper is a heavy maroon fabric. The open door on the right leads to a corkscrew staircase of wrought iron. Lopez goes up first. Young signals for me to follow. I do so.

         There is junk everywhere.

         Six-foot stacks of old magazines, newspapers, and books line both sides of the stairs. We need to go up single file—I spot a Time magazine from 1998—and even then we have to turn our bodies to the side to slip through the narrow opening.

         The stench is suffocating.

         It is a cliché, but it is a cliché with merit: Nothing smells like a decaying human body. Young and Lopez both cover their noses and mouths. I do not.

         The Beresford has four turrets, one atop each corner of the edifice. We reach the landing of the northeastern one. Whoever lives here (or perhaps more accurately, lived), up high on the top level of one of the most prestigious buildings in Manhattan, was a full-fledged hoarder. We can barely move. Four crime technicians in full garb with the shower caps are attempting to comb and climb through the clutter.

         The corpse has already been zipped up. I’m surprised that they haven’t moved it out of here yet, but everything about this is odd.

         I still have no idea why I’m here.

         Young shows me a photograph of what I assume is the dead man—eyes closed, white sheet pulled up high on the body, right up to the chin. He was an older man with white-to-gray skin. I would venture to say in his early seventies. He is bald on top with a gray hair ring that’s overgrown by the ears. His beard is big and thick and curly and dirty-white, so that it looks as though he were eating a sheep when the photograph was taken.

         “Do you know him?” Young asks.

         I opt for the truth. “No.” I hand the photograph back. “Who is he?”

         “The victim.”

         “Yes, I figured that, thank you. His name, I mean.”

         The agents exchange a glance. “We don’t know.”

         “Did you ask the tenant?”

         “It is our belief,” Young says, “that he is the tenant.”

         I wait.

         “This tower room was purchased almost thirty years ago by an LLC using an untraceable shell company.”

         Untraceable. I know this all too well. I use similar financial instruments often, not so much to avoid taxation, though that is often a fringe benefit. In my case—as it appears was the case for our late hoarder—such actions are more about anonymity.

         “No identification?” I say.

         “We haven’t found one yet.”

         “The building employees—”

         “He lived alone. Deliveries were left at the bottom of the steps. The building has no security cameras in the upstairs corridors, or if they do, they aren’t admitting it. Co-op fees were paid on time from the LLC. According to the doormen, Hermit—that was their nickname for him—was a big-time recluse. He went out rarely and when he did, he would wrap his face in a scarf and leave via a secret basement exit. The manager just found him this morning after the smell started wafting down to the floor below.”

         “And no one in the building knows who he is?”

         “Not so far,” Young says, “but we’re still going door-to-door.”

         “So the obvious question,” I say.

         “That being?”

         “Why am I here?”

         “The bedroom.”

         Young seems to expect me to reply. I don’t.

         “Come with us.”

         As we start to the right, I can see the view of the Natural History Museum’s giant round planetarium across the street, and to the left, Central Park in all its glory. My apartment too has a rather enviable view of the park, though the Dakota is only nine stories high while here we are somewhere above the twentieth floor.

         I am not easily surprised, but when I enter the bedroom—when I see the reason why they brought me here—I pull up. I do not move. I just stare. I fall into the past, as though the image in front of me is a time portal. I am an eight-year-old boy sneaking my way into Granddad’s parlor at Lockwood Manor. The rest of my extended family are still out in the garden. I wear a black suit and stand by myself on the ornate parquet floor. This is before the family destruction or perhaps, looking back on it now, this is the very moment of the first fissure. It is Granddad’s funeral. This parlor, his favorite room, has been over-sprayed with some kind of cloying disinfectant, but the familiar, comforting smell of Granddad’s pipe still dominates. I relish it. I reach out with a tentative hand and touch the leather of his favorite chair, almost expecting him to materialize in it, cardigan sweater, slippers, pipe, and all. Eventually, my eight-year-old self works up the courage to hoist myself up to sit in the wingback chair. When I do, I look up at the wall above the fireplace, just as Granddad so often did.

         I know that Young and Lopez are watching me for a reaction.

         “At first,” Young says, “we thought it had to be a forgery.”

         I continue to stare, just as I did as an eight-year-old in that leather chair.

         “So we grabbed an art curator from the Met across the park,” Young continues. The Met being shorthand for the Metropolitan Museum of Art. “She wants to get this off this wall and run some tests, just to be positive, but she’s pretty certain—this is the real deal.”

         The hoarder’s bedroom, as opposed to the rest of the tower, is neat, tidy, spare, utilitarian. The bed against the wall is made. There is no headboard. The side table is bare except for a pair of reading glasses and a leather-bound book. I now know why I was brought here—to see the only thing hanging on the wall.

         The oil painting simply called The Girl at the Piano by Johannes Vermeer.

         Yes, that Vermeer. Yes, that painting.

         This masterpiece, like most of the only thirty-four Vermeer paintings in existence, is small, a foot and a half tall by a foot and four inches wide, though it packs an undeniable punch in its simplicity and beauty. This Girl, purchased nearly a hundred years ago by my great-grandfather, used to hang in the parlor of Lockwood Manor. Twenty-plus years ago, my family loaned this painting, valued in excess of $200 million by today’s standards, along with the only other masterpiece we owned, Picasso’s The Reader, to the Lockwood Gallery in Founders Hall on the campus of Haverford College. You may have read about the nighttime burglary. Over the years, there have been constant false sightings of both masterpieces—most recently, the Vermeer on a yacht belonging to a Middle Eastern prince. None of these leads (and I’ve checked several personally) panned out. Some theorized that the theft was the work of the same crime syndicate who stole thirteen works of art, including works by Rembrandt, Manet, Degas, and yes, a Vermeer, from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston.

         None of the stolen works from either robbery has ever been recovered.

         Until now.

         “Any thoughts?” Young asks.

         I had put up two empty frames in Granddad’s parlor, both as a homage to what was taken and a promise that his masterpieces would someday be returned.

         Now that promise, it seems, will be at least half fulfilled.

         “The Picasso?” I ask.

         “No sign of it,” Young says, “but as you can see, we still have a lot to look through.”

         The Picasso is far larger—over five feet tall and four feet wide. If it was here, chances seem strong that it would have been found already.

         “Any other thoughts?” Young asks.

         I gesture toward the wall. “When can I bring it home?”

         “That’ll take some time. You know the drill.”

         “I know a renowned art curator and restorer at NYU. His name is Pierre-Emmanuel Claux. I would like him to handle the piece.”

         “We have our own people.”

         “No, Special Agent, you do not. In fact, per your own admission, you grabbed a random person from the Met this morning—”

         “Hardly a random—”

         “This is not a big ask,” I continue. “My person is educated in how to authenticate, handle, and if necessary, restore a masterpiece like few people in the world.”

         “We can look into it,” Young says, trying to move us past this topic. “Any other thoughts?”

         “Was the victim strangled or was his throat cut?”

         They exchange another glance. Then Lopez clears his throat and says, “How do—?”

         “The sheet was covering his neck,” I say. “In the photograph you showed me. That was done, I surmise, to cover trauma.”

         “Let’s not get into that, okay?” Young says.

         “Do you have a time of death?” I ask.

         “Let’s not get into that either.”

         Shorter version: I’m a suspect.

         I’m not sure why. Surely, if I had done this deed, I would have taken the painting with me. Or perhaps not. Perhaps I was clever enough to have murdered him and left the painting so it would be found and returned to my family.

         “Do you have any other thoughts that might help us?” Young asks.

         I don’t bother with the obvious theory: The hermit was an art thief. He liquidated most of what he pilfered, used the profits to hide his identity, set up an anonymous shell company, purchased the apartment. For some reason—most likely because he either loved it or it was too hot to unload—he kept the Vermeer for himself.

         “So,” Young continues, “you’ve never been here before, right?”

         Her tone is too casual.

         “Mr. Lockwood?”

         Interesting. They clearly believe they have evidence that I have been in this turret. I haven’t been. It is also clear that they took the unusual step of bringing me to the murder scene to knock me off my game. If they had followed the normal protocol of a murder investigation and taken me to an interrogation room, I would be on my guard and defensive. I might have brought a criminal attorney.

         What, pray tell, do they think they have on me?

         “On behalf of my family, I’m grateful the Vermeer has been found. I hope this leads to the speedy recovery of the Picasso. I’m now ready to return to my office.”

         Young and Lopez don’t like this. Young looks at Lopez and nods. Lopez slips into the other room.

         “One moment,” Young says. She reaches into her binder and pulls out another photograph. When she shows it to me, I am yet again puzzled.

         “Do you recognize this, Mr. Lockwood?”

         To buy time, I say, “Call me Win.”

         “Do you recognize this, Win?”

         “You know that I do.”

         “It’s your family crest, is that correct?”

         “It is, yes.”

         “It will obviously take us a long time to go through the victim’s apartment,” Young continues.

         “So you said.”

         “But we found one item in the closet of this bedroom.” Young smiles. She has, I notice, a nice smile. “Only one.”

         I wait.

         Lopez reenters the room. Behind him, a crime scene technician carries an alligator-leather suitcase with burnished metal hardware. I recognize the piece, but I can’t believe it. It makes no sense.

         “Do you recognize this suitcase?” Young asks.

         “Should I?”

         But of course, I do. Years ago, Aunt Plum had one made up for every male member of the family. They are all adorned with the family crest and our initials. When she gave it to me—I was fourteen at the time—I tried very hard not to frown. I don’t mind expensive and luxurious. I do mind vulgar and wasteful.

         “The bag has your initials on it.”

         The technician tipped the luggage so I could see the tacky baroque monogram:

         
            WHL3.

         

         “That’s you, right? WHL3—Windsor Horne Lockwood the Third?”

         I don’t move, don’t speak, don’t give anything away. But, without sounding overly melodramatic, this discovery has given my world a shove off its axis.

         “So, Mr. Lockwood, do you want to tell us why your luggage is here?”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

         

         Young and Lopez want an explanation. I start with the complete truth: I had not seen the suitcase in many years. How many years? Here my memory becomes foggier. Many, I say. More than ten? Yes. More than twenty? I shrug. Could I at least confirm that the suitcase had belonged to me? No, I would need a closer look, to be able to open it and look at its contents. Young doesn’t like that. I didn’t think she would. But can’t I at least confirm the suitcase is mine just by looking at it? I couldn’t for certain, sorry, I tell them. But those are your initials and your family crest, Lopez reminds me. They are, I say, but that doesn’t mean someone didn’t make up a duplicate suitcase. Why would someone do that? I have no idea.

         And so it goes.

         I make my way down the spiral staircase and move into a corner. I text Kabir, my assistant, to send a car right away to the Beresford—no need to get a return ride from my federal escorts. I also have him prepare the helicopter for an immediate trip to Lockwood, the family estate on the Main Line in Philadelphia. Traffic between Manhattan and Philadelphia is unpredictable. It would probably be a two-and-a-half-hour car ride at this hour. The helicopter takes forty-five minutes.

         I am in a rush.

         The black car is waiting for me on Eighty-First Street. As we head toward the helipad on Thirtieth Street and the Hudson River, I call Cousin Patricia’s mobile.

         “Articulate,” she says when she answers.

         I can’t help but smile. “Wiseass.”

         “Sorry, Cuz. All okay?”

         “Yes.”

         “I haven’t heard from you in a while.”

         “And I you.”

         “So to what do I owe the pleasure?”

         “I’m about to take a copter into Lockwood.”

         Patricia doesn’t reply.

         “Could you meet me there?”

         “At Lockwood?”

         “Yes.”

         “When?”

         “In an hour.”

         She hesitates, which is understandable. “I haven’t been to Lockwood in…”

         “I know,” I say.

         “I have an important meeting.”

         “Cancel it.”

         “Just like that?”

         I wait.

         “What’s going on, Win?”

         I wait some more.

         “Right,” she says. “If you wanted to tell me on the phone, you’d do so.”

         “See you in an hour,” I say, and disconnect the call.

         We fly over the Benjamin Franklin Bridge, which traverses the Delaware River separating New Jersey from Pennsylvania. Three minutes later, Lockwood Manor rises into view, as though it deserves a soundtrack. The copter, an AgustaWestland AW169, passes over the old stone walls, hovers in the clearing, and lands in the lawns by what we still call the “new stables.” It is coming on a quarter century since I razed the original stable, a building dating back to the nineteenth century. The symbolic move was uncharacteristically mawkish on my part. I had convinced myself that a tear-down-and-rebuild might hurl the memory in the mind’s debris.

         It did not.

         When I first brought my friend Myron to Lockwood—we were college freshmen on a midterm break—he shook his head and said, “It looks like Wayne Manor.” He was referencing Batman, of course—the original television show starring Adam West and Burt Ward, the only Batman that counted to us. I understood his point. The manor has an aura, a magnificence, a boldness, but “stately Wayne Manor” is reddish brick while Lockwood is made of gray stone. There have been additions over the years, two tasteful albeit huge renovations on either side. These new wings are comfortable and air-conditioned, brighter and airier, yet they try too hard. They are facsimiles. I need to be in the original stone of Lockwood. I need to experience the damp, the must, the drafts.

         But then again, I only visit nowadays.

         Nigel Duncan, the longtime family butler/attorney—yes, it’s a bizarre mix—is there to greet me. Nigel is bald with a three-wisps comb-over and double chin. He sports gray-on-gray sweats—gray sweatpants with a Villanova logo and a tie-string waist around the protruding gut, and an equally gray hoodie with the word “Penn” across the front.

         I frown at him. “Nice groufit.”

         Nigel gives me an elaborate bow. “Would Master Win prefer me in tails?”

         Nigel thinks he’s funny.

         “Are those Chuck Taylor Cons?” I ask, pointing to his sneakers.

         “They’re very chic,” he tells me.

         “If you’re in eighth grade.”

         “Ouch.” Then he adds, “We weren’t expecting you, Master Win.”

         He is teasing with the Master stuff. I let him. “I wasn’t expecting to come.”

         “Is everything okay?”

         “Groovy,” I tell him.

         Nigel’s sometimes-English accent is fake. He was born on this estate. His father worked for my grandfather, just as Nigel works for my father. Nigel has taken a slightly different path. My father paid for him to go to the University of Penn undergrad and law school in order to give Nigel “more” than the life of a butler and yet handcuff him via obligation to stay on at Lockwood permanently, per his family tradition.

         PSA: The rich are very good at using generosity to get what they want.

         “Will you be staying the night?” Nigel asks.

         “No,” I say.

         “Your father is sleeping.”

         “Don’t wake him,” I say.

         We start toward the main house. Nigel wants to know the purpose of my visit, but he would never ask.

         “You know,” I say, “your outfit matches the manor’s stone.”

         “It’s why I wear it. Camouflage.”

         I give the horse stables no more than a quick glance. Nigel sees me do it, but he pretends otherwise.

         “Patricia will be here soon,” I say.

         Nigel stops and turns toward me. “Patricia, as in your cousin Patricia?”

         “The very one,” I tell him.

         “Oh my.”

         “Will you show her into the parlor?”

         I head up the stone steps and into the parlor. I still get the faint whiff of pipe tobacco. I know that’s not possible, that no one has smoked a pipe in this room in almost four decades, that the brain not only conjures up false sights and sounds but, more often, scents. Still the smell is real to me. Maybe aromas do indeed linger, especially the ones we find most comforting.

         I walk over to the fireplace and stare up at the empty frame where the Vermeer once hung. The Picasso took up residence on the opposite wall. That was the sum total of the “Lockwood Collection”—three hundred million dollars of value in only two works of art. Behind me I hear the clatter of heel against marble. The sound, I know, is not being made by Chuck Taylors.

         Nigel clears his throat. My back stays toward them.

         “You don’t really want me to announce her, do you?”

         I turn, and there she is. My cousin Patricia.

         Patricia’s eyes roam the room before settling on me. “It’s weird to be back,” she says.

         “It’s been too long,” I say.

         “I concur,” Nigel adds.

         We both look at him. He gets the message.

         “I’ll be upstairs should anyone need me.”

         He closes the massive doors to the parlor as he departs. They shut with an ominous thud. Patricia and I say nothing for the moment. She is, like yours truly, in her forties. We are first cousins; our fathers were brothers. Both men, Windsor the Second and Aldrich, were fair in complexion and blond, again like yours truly, but Patricia takes after her mother, Aline, a Brazilian native from the city of Fortaleza. Uncle Aldrich scandalized the family when he brought back the twenty-year-old beauty to Lockwood after his extended charity-work journey through South America. Patricia’s dark hair is short and stylishly cut. She wears a blue dress that manages to be both chic and casual. Her eyes are shiny almond. Her resting face, rather than the cliché “bitch,” is grippingly melancholy and startlingly beautiful. Cousin Patricia cuts something of a captivating and telegenic figure.

         “So what’s wrong?” Patricia asks me.

         “They found the Vermeer.”

         She is stunned. “For real?”

         I explain about the hoarder, the Beresford turret, the murder. I am not known for possessing subtlety or tact, but I’m trying my best to build up to the reveal. Cousin Patricia watches me with those inquisitive eyes, and again I fall back into a time portal. As children, we roamed this acreage for hours on end. We played hide-and-seek. We rode horses. We swam in the pool and the lake. We played chess and backgammon and worked on our golf and tennis. When the estate became too pompous or grim, as was Lockwood’s wont, Patricia would look at me and roll her eyes and make me smile.

         I have only told one person in my life that I love them. Just one.

         No, I did not say it to a special woman who, say, eventually broke my heart—my heart has never been broken or even tweaked, really—but to my platonic male friend Myron Bolitar. In short, there has been no great love in my life, only a great friendship. Relatives have been the same. We are bonded in blood. I have cordial, important, and even compelling relationships with my father, my siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins. I had virtually no relationship with my mother—I didn’t see or speak to her from the time I was eight years old until I watched her die when I was in my thirties.

         This is a long way of telling you that Patricia has always been my favorite relative. Even after the big rift between our fathers, which is why she hasn’t been at Lockwood since her teens. Even after the devastating tragedy that made that rift both unfixable and, alas, eternal.

         When I finish my explanation, Patricia says, “You could have told me all this on the phone.”

         “Yes.”

         “So what else is there?”

         I hesitate.

         “Oh shit,” she says.

         “Pardon?”

         “You’re stalling, Win, which really isn’t like you…oh damn, it’s bad, right?” Cousin Patricia takes a step closer to me. “What is it?”

         I just say it: “The Aunt Plum suitcase.”

         “What about it?”

         “The hoarder didn’t just have the Vermeer. He had the suitcase.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         We stand in silence. Cousin Patricia needs a moment. I give it to her.

         “What do you mean, he had the suitcase?”

         “Just that,” I say. “The suitcase was there. In the hoarder’s possessions.”

         “You saw it?”

         “I did.”

         “And they don’t know who this hoarder is?”

         “Correct. They haven’t made an identification.”

         “Did you see the body?”

         “I saw a photograph of his face.”

         “Describe him.”

         I do as she asks.

         “That could be anyone,” she says when I’m done.

         “I know.”

         “It doesn’t matter,” Patricia says. “He always wore a ski mask. Or…or he blindfolded me.”

         “I know,” I say again, this time more somberly.

         The grandfather clock in the corner begins to chime. We stay silent until it finishes.

         “But there’s a chance, I mean, even a likelihood…” Patricia moves toward me. We had been standing on opposite ends of the parlor. Now we are only a yard or two apart. “The same man who stole the paintings also…?”

         “I wouldn’t jump to conclusions,” I say.

         “What does the FBI know about the suitcase?”

         “Nothing. With the monogram and crest, they’ve concluded that it’s mine.”

         “You didn’t tell them—?”

         I make a face. “Of course not.”

         “So, wait, are you a suspect?”

         I shrug.

         “When they figure out the suitcase’s real significance,” Patricia begins.

         “We will both be suspects, yes.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         My cousin, for those who haven’t already guessed, is the Patricia Lockwood.

         You’ve probably seen her story on 60 Minutes or the like, but for those somehow not in the know, Patricia Lockwood runs the Abeona Shelters for abused and homeless girls or teens or young women or whatever the current correct terminology may be. She is the heart, the soul, the drive, and the telegenic face of one of the country’s highest-graded charities. She has deservedly won dozens of humanitarian awards.

         So where to start?

         I won’t go into the family split, how her father and mine had a falling-out, how the two brothers battled, how my father, Windsor the Second, won and vanquished his sibling, because, in truth, I think my father and my uncle would have eventually reconciled. Our family, like many both rich and poor, has a history of fissure and repair.

         There is no bond like blood, but there is no compound as volatile either.

         What stopped the potential repair was the great finalizer—death.

         I will state what happened as unemotionally as possible:

         Twenty-four years ago, two men in ski masks murdered my uncle Aldrich Powers Lockwood and kidnapped my eighteen-year-old cousin Patricia. For a while, there were sightings of her—a bit like with the paintings, now that I think about it—but they all led to dead ends. There was one ransom note, but it was quickly exposed as a money scam.

         It was as though the earth had swallowed my cousin whole.

         Five months after the kidnapping, campers near the Glen Onoko Falls heard the hysterical screams of a young woman. A few moments later, Patricia sprinted out of the woods and toward their tent.

         She was naked and covered in filth.

         Five. Months.

         It took law enforcement a week to locate the small resin storage shed, the sort you’d buy at a chain hardware store, where Patricia had been held prisoner. The shattered manacle she’d managed to break with a rock was still on the dirt floor. So too a bucket for her waste. That was all. The shed was seven feet by seven feet, the door secured with a padlock. The exterior was forest green and thus nearly impossible to spot—a dog from the FBI’s canine unit found it.

         The storage shed earned the headline “Hut of Horrors,” especially after the crime lab located DNA for nine more young women/teens/girls, ranging in age from sixteen to twenty. Only six of the bodies have been found to this day, all buried nearby.

         The perpetrators were never caught. They were never identified. They simply disappeared.

         Physically, Patricia seemed as okay as one could hope. Her nose and ribs had shown signs of past breakage—the abduction had been violent—but those had healed well enough. Still, it took time to recuperate. When Patricia re-engaged with the world, she did so with a vengeance. She channeled that trauma into a cause. Her passion for her fellow females, those who’d been abused and abandoned with no hope, became a living, breathing, palpable thing.

         Cousin Patricia and I have never spoken about those five months.

         She has never raised it, and I’m not the kind of person who invites people to open up to them.

         Patricia begins to pace the parlor. “Let’s step back and try to look at this rationally.”

         I wait, let her gather herself.

         “When exactly was the painting stolen?”

         I tell her September eighteenth and the year.

         “That’s, what, seven months before…” She still paces. “Before Dad was murdered.”

         “Closer to eight.”

         I had done the math on the helicopter.

         She stops pacing and throws up her hands. “What the hell, Win?”

         I shrug.

         “Are you saying the same guys who stole the paintings came back, murdered Dad, and kidnapped me?”

         I shrug again. I shrug a lot, but I shrug with a certain panache.

         “Win?”

         “Walk me through it,” I say.

         “Are you serious?”

         “As a heart attack.”

         “I don’t want to,” Patricia says in a small voice that is so unlike her. “I’ve spent the last twenty-four years avoiding it.”

         I say nothing.

         “Do you understand?”

         I still say nothing.

         “Don’t give me the silent man-of-mystery act, okay?”

         “The FBI will want to see whether you can identify the murdered hoarder.”

         “I can’t. I told you. And what’s the difference now? He’s dead, right? Let’s say he was this old bald guy. He’s gone. It’s over.”

         “How many men broke in, the night of your abduction?” I ask.

         She closes her eyes. “Two.”

         When Patricia opens her eyes again, I offer up another shrug.

         “Shit,” she says.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 4

         

         We decide to do nothing for the moment. In truth, Cousin Patricia decides—it is her life that will be turned upside down, not mine—but I concur. She wants to think about it and see what else we can learn first. Once we open this particular door, there is no way to close it again.

         I look in on my father, but he is still resting. I don’t disturb him. Most days he is lucid. Some he is not. I climb back into the helicopter and leave Lockwood. I set up a rendezvous with a woman on my app. We decide to meet at nine p.m. She uses the code name Amanda. I use the code name Myron because he finds this app so repulsive. I asked him to explain why. Myron started with the deeper meaning of love, of connection, of being as one, of waking up and making someone else a part of your life.
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