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The Kidnapping of Aaron Greene

By Terry Kay




For Tommie




Author’s Note

Once I was a sportswriter and, later, the theater-movie reviewer for The Atlanta Journal, and I think of that rich experience as an apprenticeship for the years of fiction that would follow.

In fact, this story was first imagined as a screenplay during those years. I wanted to write something that was action driven yet unusual in nature, and I settled on the idea of a kidnapping. But it was mostly thought and talk (as so many stories are). And then, in 1974, Reg Murphy, an editor for The Atlanta Constitution, was kidnapped. A ransom demand of $700,000 was paid by the newspapers (the kidnapper was later caught and convicted), prompting a humorous remark by a copyboy: “I wonder if they’d pay that much for me?” Personally, I think the newspaper would have responded exactly as it did for Reg, yet the remark did pose an interesting question: What is the value of a life?

For years, the idea of such a story remained just that with me—an idea. Other subjects led to other stories. Still, the concept of the kidnapping of a “nobody” lingered. Now it is on paper.

In this novel, I have used The Atlanta Journal-Constitution as the newspaper involved in the action out of respect for the memorable years I spent in those offices, though none of the characters are based on former coworkers. I realize, of course, that the daily routine of newspaper publishing has changed, and I admit to relying considerably on how it used to be, rather than how it is.




One

On the morning that he would be kidnapped, Aaron Greene left his umbrella at home.

His mother had warned of rain. It was in the forecast, she had said in her small, fretting voice. She had urged him to wear his raincoat and to take his umbrella, but he had forgotten the umbrella in the rush of leaving, and now he thought of the five blocks he would have to walk from the Omni station to the Century National Bank, and of the morning crowd that would push against him in its hurried dash through the fine mist of the rain that had begun during the train ride from Decatur.

Aaron did not like the morning crowd. The morning crowd was impersonal, sleep-drugged, somber. The morning crowd moved to the pull of job clocks. The morning crowd did not speak.

The morning crowd was there each day at the Decatur train station, and at each stop on the ride into Atlanta—at East Lake, Candler Park, Inman Park, King Memorial—it invaded the train, pressing into the aisles, hovering over filled seats, their hands curled around ceiling handrails like somnolent birds. In the city, the train emptied stop by stop and the morning crowd flowed out onto the sidewalks and divided itself into thin streams at crossing lights.

Aaron was part of the train ride and the crush of bodies and the hurrying, and he did not like it. He did not have the bravery for crowds. Had never had it. He had always felt uncomfortable and awkward and embarrassed. His mother had explained that it was not an affliction, but shyness—that shy people were gentle (too gentle, she said) and that someday he would accept the tranquillity of his nature. His mother was also shy; she would not leave her home alone.

An older man in an expensive raincoat over an expensive suit sat beside Aaron on the train seat, reading the morning newspaper. The man had an umbrella wedged between his legs and Aaron’s legs, and Aaron remembered the morning—it was in November—that a woman’s eye had been stabbed by the metal rib of an umbrella opened quickly and carelessly. The man who held the umbrella had stared irritably at the woman and then had turned and walked briskly away from the sound of her screaming.

In the rain, the morning crowd was always more violent.

Aaron stared at the window beside his face. He saw his pale reflection simmering in the wet glass. A string of water, like a clear, bloodless capillary, ran across his mirrored forehead, through his eye, and over the corner of his mouth. From the seat behind him, he heard the voices of two boys. They were talking of the Atlanta Hawks.

“Man, they ain’t got Mutombo, they ain’t got nothing.”

“What about Mookie?”

“He’s all right, but Mutombo’s the man. Best thing they ever done was get Mutombo.”

“He’s good. I ain’t saying he ain’t.”

“That’s who I play like: Mutombo. You come down the middle on me, I kick ass and do the finger-wave.”

Aaron turned his head slightly and looked into the window behind him. In the reflection, he saw the boys. One was black, tall, broad-shouldered, his nose braided with a gold pin. The other was white, a slight build, his hair pulled into a pigtail. They were laughing, bobbing their bodies to an unheard music. Aaron knew the black boy. His name was Doobie. That was what he was called. Maybe not his real name, but his called name. Doobie. He had played on the high school basketball team and had been in Aaron’s algebra class. Once, he had borrowed a pencil from Aaron, but never returned it.

“Yeah, Mutombo,” the white boy said. “You Mutombo, all right. You more like Spud Webb.”

The two laughed easily. The boy who would be Dikembe Mutombo, the giant, made a motion of dunking a basketball, his long arm flying up and downward in the wavering reflection of the window. “Swissssh,” he said.

Aaron turned his face from the window and listened to the laughter behind him crawl over the seat and fall on his shoulders. Though the house that his parents had bought ten years earlier had a basketball goal in the backyard, Aaron had never owned a basketball. He had never taken a shot at a basket. He had only dreamed of being a basketball player. Sometimes when he saw basketball games on television, he imagined that he was a player, leaping with grace through the shout-filled air of a gymnasium, the ball leaving his fingertips in a splendid arc. And in those moments—in the flickering, slow-motion beauty of his dream—Aaron understood the breathless sensation of celebration, the song of joy from people seized by awe.

There goes Aaron Greene.

Aaron Greene can fly. He has wings.

Aaron, Aaron, let me touch you. Let me touch you.

The people would reach with their fingers of praise as he walked among them and their fingers would slide over him like a warm wind.

In the flickering, slow-motion beauty of his dream, Aaron Greene was a god.

Aaron looked again at himself in the rain-streaked window of the train. The person he saw could not fly. There were no fingers of praise clawing for him. The person he saw was small and afraid.

The train stopped at the Five Points station, the doors slid open. Part of the morning crowd spilled out of the opened doors, bubbled into a wad, rushed away, streamed together again at stairwells. The man next to Aaron folded his paper, looked out of his window, leaned back and closed his eyes as the train pulled away.

At the Omni station, the man’s eyes snapped open, his body tightened. He stood and pushed himself rudely into the aisle, clutching his umbrella like a weapon. The scent of his shaving lotion coated the space where he stood.

* * *

The rain was a thin March mist, a Southern winter-spring rain—dark, rolling, wind-whipped, lightning-charged, quick-in, quick-out. The rain was cold on Aaron’s face and hands. He walked cautiously near the edge of the sidewalk. He could sense the cars in the street, close enough to touch, barely moving on the slick skin of the pavement. And he could hear the rhythmic slapping of windshield wipers and the sharp, metal squeal of brakes and the muted drumming of idling motors. At his feet, he could see the jelly-quivering of car lights in water pools.

The rain matted his hair and seeped across his face. He could feel the wind from the funnel of office buildings on Marietta Street whipping hard against him, causing his eyes to tear unexpectedly. He pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his raincoat.

At the corner of Marietta and Spring, a large woman with a puffed, red face shoved into him roughly, forcing him off the curbing and into the street. He stepped quickly back onto the sidewalk and the large woman glared at him.

“Watch where you are,” the woman snapped.

“Sorry,” Aaron mumbled in apology.

He stared at the crossing light, watching an impatient few sprint across the street, weaving among the cars. He had never crossed against the light. Never. The wind twisted the mist over his face and swept against his ears and neck. The abdomen of the large woman brushed his hip. Her face was near his shoulder and he could smell the dead skin of her wet scalp and the grease of her thinning hair. The woman had the odor of old, damp clothing.

The light changed and he crossed the street, walking rapidly in front of the woman. He slowed with the knotting crowd waiting for buses in front of the Journal-Constitution Building. He did not see the car roll to a stop near him, and the voice from the car window startled him.

“Aaron?”

He turned to the car. He could see a woman wearing a brown raincoat and a man’s rain hat. Large sunglasses covered her eyes. She was sitting in the passenger seat. A man was driving. Another man was in the backseat.

“Aaron Greene? Is that you?” the woman asked.

Aaron looked quickly around him. He saw the large woman with the puffed red face approaching him, laboriously pushing her weight. He turned back to the car. The woman had lowered the car window.

“You look like you’re drowning,” the woman said pleasantly. “Come on, get in. We’ll give you a lift.”

Aaron did not know the woman who spoke from the car. He smiled uneasily. He could feel his face flush with embarrassment.

The woman laughed. “You don’t recognize me,” she said lightly. “I work on the third floor. Alyse Burton. You deliver our mail.”

Aaron stared at the woman in bewilderment. Her face was not familiar, but Aaron did not look at the faces of the people in the bank. He sorted and delivered their mail, but he did not look at them.

“Uh—hello,” he said hesitantly.

“Get in,” the woman urged. “No reason to get soaked.”

“That—that’s all right,” Aaron stammered. “It’s not far.”

“It’s far enough. Come on, Aaron. I won’t take no for an answer.”

Aaron could see the crossing light flash at Fairlie Street and the crowd began to move sluggishly around him. He heard the large woman mutter a curse.

“Traffic’s moving, Aaron,” the woman named Alyse said. “Quit worrying about it. Get in.” There was command in her voice.

He saw the back door of the car open and he stepped reluctantly toward it. A car horn bellowed in the snarled traffic.

“Better hurry,” Alyse sang. She laughed again. “We’ll be dragging you like a rag if you don’t.”

Aaron ducked his head and slipped into the backseat of the car and closed the door. Alyse turned in the seat to face him and the car eased forward. “You don’t remember me at the office, do you?” she said softly.

Aaron blushed. He turned his eyes to avoid her face.

“That’s all right,” Alyse said. “It’s a big place. Hard to remember everyone. You’re the quiet one. That’s how I remember you. Always quiet. Very quiet. Very nice.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” the man driving the car said. “It’s a good trait. People talk too much. I’m for you, Aaron.”

The woman named Alyse smiled gently. She said, “Meet some friends of mine, Aaron. Robert—” She motioned with her face to the man driving the car. The man wore a rain hat. He had a full beard, bronze-red in color.

“How you doing, Aaron?” Robert said. His voice was jovial. He eased the car back into the traffic.

“Fine,” Aaron mumbled.

“And this is Morris,” Alyse said, turning her face to the man beside Aaron. “He’s a lot like you. He’s also quiet.”

“Hello,” Aaron said uncomfortably. The man beside him was younger than the man named Robert. He had blond hair and a slender, pale face. He wore a tan raincoat over a blue turtleneck shirt.

“Hello, Aaron,” Morris replied. His voice was cold.

Alyse half-turned in her seat and looked through the windshield. “It’s not the kind of day to be walking around,” she said. “I hate this kind of traffic. Bumper-to-bumper. It’s a wonder more people aren’t killed, run down like dogs.” She was talking rapidly, giddily. “You can’t stop in time. It’s almost like being on ice, skidding around. Almost as bad as those ungodly snowstorms we have, except they’re not snow, they’re ice. Have you ever driven in this kind of traffic, Aaron?”

“Uh, no, ma’am,” Aaron said quietly.

“The first time I did, I thought people were going to run me off the road,” Alyse chattered. “I think I drove two miles an hour.” She laughed again, again giddily, and Robert also laughed. “I’ve never been that frightened. I sometimes wish I lived downtown, right in the middle of everything. Then I’d ride buses, or take cabs, or walk when it didn’t rain or snow. I’d never own a car.” She glanced back at Aaron. “Would you like that, Aaron? Would you like to live downtown?”

“I—don’t know,” Aaron replied. “Maybe.”

“I would,” Alyse said. “Yes. Definitely. But we live where we live, don’t we?”

The car passed through the clogged line of traffic at Forsyth Street and glided into the right lane in front of a Volkswagen. The Century National Bank was across the street from them. Aaron shifted restlessly in his seat. He wondered why the man named Robert was driving away from the bank.

“We can’t help where we live, can we, Aaron?” Alyse said. She sounded tense. “If we had the money maybe we could afford to live where we wanted, but without it we have to take what we can.”

Aaron looked at the digital clock recessed in the dashboard of the car. It was four minutes before eight.

“Maybe—maybe I’d better get out here,” Aaron stammered. “I have to be at work at eight.”

Alyse turned to face Aaron. He could see a flattened image of himself in the amber tint of her sunglasses and he remembered his reflection from the window of the train.

“No, Aaron, not now,” Alyse said. “I want you to stay in the car.”

Aaron looked instinctively out of the back window of the car. In the distance, he could see the large woman with the odor of old, damp clothing on the street corner, her huge, puffed face lifted in the rain, reading a street sign.

“I want you to stay with us, Aaron,” Alyse said calmly.

Aaron saw a movement from the man sitting beside him, the man who had been introduced as Morris. The flap of his tan raincoat opened and Aaron saw the dark, slender barrel of a pistol pointed at his waist.

“Please do as I ask,” Morris said.




Two

Cody Yates sat with his feet crossed on the corner of his desk, reading the morning edition of The Atlanta Constitution. He held a cup of coffee, balancing it on the metal of his belt buckle. The coffee was bitter and burned in his stomach. His eyes and temples ached from the cigarette-and-bourbon hangover that had left him listless and angry at the unplanned indulgence of an afternoon beer that had extended into the night and had not ended until two o’clock in the morning. He looked at his watch. It was eight-twenty. He would need a metro edition follow-up for the Atlanta Journal half of the hyphenated twenty-four-hour newspaper that seemed to flow nonstop from high-speed presses hidden in the belly of the building. He had time. The story was on the police precinct for Underground Atlanta. He could fake waiting on a phone call if Halpern complained. Halpern would not understand a hangover. Halpern believed in sobriety. Halpern believed his job as city editor was a holy ordination.

Cody moved the coffee from his belt buckle to his desk and fingered a small bottle of Mylanta from his coat pocket. He opened the bottle and shook free two tablets and popped them into his mouth and began to chew them. Funny, he thought. I like the taste of these things. He leaned back, closed his eyes, chewed, listened to the monotonous quiet of the newsroom at his back. He was pleased he had been moved near the wall, in the most remote corner of the room. Halpern had said he was being a nuisance, that he talked too much, that he disturbed others who preferred work to chatter. Halpern could kiss his ass. Halpern knew nothing about newspapers. Halpern knew keypads and icons. It pleased Halpern that no one talked. And they didn’t. No one. Not anymore. No one talked. They had stopped talking when the typewriters were removed and were replaced first by simple word processors and then sophisticated computers. Now everyone sat mesmerized in front of screens—blinded by the monitors that faced them head-high—and they punched delicately at soft-clicking keys and read with fascination the words that appeared silently before them, like eyeblinks, in the electronic spitting of black letters across a dull gray background. They had become mutes, speaking in an electronic finger code to machines. They had forgotten, or had never known, the energy of noise—the laughter, the pure, unbridled joy of a hollered discovery that once had made journalism a living opera, played to the gunfire music of mechanical key faces on long mechanical key arms striking against paper.

Before the computers, they—those who had been there, those who remembered—had been able to look over their typewriters, across the newsroom, and see and hear one another, and because they could see and hear, they better understood the world they wrote about in spurts of minutes with the dogbite of a deadline snapping at their heels. The goddamn computers had blocked the seeing. And the hearing. And the newsroom that he had loved had become a noiseless, boring, pathetic place to Cody Yates.

Cody picked up his coffee cup and drained the coffee from it in a single swallow, and then he shook a cigarette free from its package and put it between his lips and sucked on the filtered tip. The unlit cigarette was his flag of defiance against a no-smoking policy that had been in effect for years. He would take his cigarette outside the building and he would huddle with other smokers, like vagrants, in the designated area when he wanted to smoke, but damned if he would let anyone tell him he could not hold a cigarette in his mouth. Unlit. Once the newsroom had had the scent of tobacco; now it smelled of toilet water and perfume.

He could feel his throat tighten against imagined smoke. Got to quit smoking, he thought. Got to. Jesus, nobody smokes anymore.

He wiggled the cigarette in his mouth and glanced around the newsroom. He saw the disapproving gaze of Freda Graves. Eyes that seemed both sad and cold, he thought. A body that Michelangelo would have kept beside his bed to fondle on sleepless nights if he had been talented enough to sculpt it, but a personality too aloof for anyone, which was probably the reason she was unmarried. She turned her face back to her desk. Damn her, Cody thought. Damn the whole damn place.

Maybe he was wrong in staying all these years, he reasoned. He was forty-eight years old. Burnout age. Ten pounds overweight. Rogue gray-white hair streaking through the red-brown. Spiderweb lines of eyestrain.

He no longer felt six feet tall.

He wondered if he had osteoporosis.

He rolled his shoulders, heard a cracking.

Jesus, he thought.

He had twice been nominated for the Pulitzer Prize, had been a Nieman Fellow, had enough awards and plaques to fill a basement, but what good was any of it? Once he had been a star, better known than most of the people he wrote about. Now he was considered as antique as the manual portable typewriter that he kept on his desk as another act of defiance.

Maybe he should have left journalism for some plush public relations job with some money-grubbing company, where he could have faked anxiety over writing a brochure a month. Christ, plenty had done it. Sellouts. The preening gentry of the corporate world, kissing kneecaps of the executive nobility and feeding wide-mouthed egos with sweet, select words of worship. There was a secret to it, the Sellouts confessed: Never disagree, but never sound as though you were a yes-man. And there was one other thing: The executive nobility hated journalists. If you wanted to make it as a Sellout you had to deny journalism as vigorously as Peter denied Christ. The Sellouts were accomplished liars. Sometimes Cody saw them in bars or on the street and they always spoke kind, sympathetic words to him. “Hey, Yates, how’s it going? Still at it, huh? Well, I admire that. I miss it sometimes. You’ve got guts. You stayed with it.” Sometimes they added, “Why don’t you take a weekend and come up to our condo on the lake?” The condo line was not kind, or sympathetic.

Cody smiled wearily and twirled the unlit cigarette in his fingers. Guts? he thought. Maybe staying did take guts. And maybe that’s all he had. Guts. He sure as hell didn’t have the pressed suits and two-hundred-dollar shoes and company credit cards. They did. The Sellouts. Because they got out, took the plush jobs, faked anxieties, kissed kneecaps—maybe more. Maybe he should have left when they took away the typewriters, when he was still young. Maybe he should have started a weekly newspaper in the mountains, where he could have hired housewives and high school teachers to be reporters, and headlines could have been about church raffles and reunions. He could have had a flatbed press, slick with ink, and he could have had a Linotype and a Ludlow and a handpress for business cards. And noise. Enough noise to live it. And ashtrays for fellow smokers.

He looked at his watch again. It was eight-thirty. Maybe he should tell Halpern that he was sick and wanted to go home. He needed sleep. He was getting too damn old for partying. He could go home and sleep through the day and, at night, watch reruns on television until he slept again, and tomorrow he would feel better about Halpern and Freda Graves and the noiseless newsroom and the goddamn computers. Halpern could have Temple do the story on the police precinct for Underground Atlanta. Temple was always hanging around, wanting to work the police beat, and there was nothing to the precinct story. A moron could write it blindfolded.

The phone rang and Cody swiveled in his chair and lifted the receiver from its cradle. “Yeah?” he mumbled.

“Yates, get up here.”

Cody recognized Harry Dilliard’s voice. Harry was the managing editor of The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Harry had authority.

“Yeah, sure,” Cody said.

He took the elevator to the seventh floor and walked slowly to Harry Dilliard’s glass-enclosed office. He could see Harry and Jack Halpern inside the office, huddled over Harry’s desk. Shit, he thought. Halpern’s bitching. Probably about his comments over Frank Barton’s thumbsucking retrospective on the Olympics. Frank was a joke. His story had been as deep and as fuzzy as a peach peel.

“You want me to wait?” Cody said in the doorway of the office.

“No,” Harry said irritably. “Get in here and close the door.”

Cody pushed the door closed and stood before the two men. He could feel the queasiness of his stomach and the rawness of his throat.

“What kind of car you got, Yates?” asked Harry.

Cody’s eyes darted warily between the two men. He wanted to tell them it was a Rolls-Royce, but he knew better. It was a joke that he drove disposable cars, but it was also the truth. “Pontiac,” he answered. “Why?”

“What’s the license number?”

“BDM zero-three-one,” Cody said.

“Where’s it parked?” Jack Halpern asked.

“In the company lot. What the hell is this? Somebody hit it?”

“Could you tell if they had?” Jack said cynically.

Cody turned to Harry. “What’s this about?” he asked.

Harry sat behind his desk. He picked up an envelope and held it. He said, “This was left downstairs this morning. It had my name on it, marked personal.”

“So?” Cody said.

“Nobody knows who left it,” Harry told him. “It was just there, on the corner of the guard’s desk. It could have been anybody.”

“And?”

“The note inside said there would be a cassette tape left on the left front tire of your car. It said we were to get it and play it.”

“My car?” Cody said. “I just got here thirty—maybe forty—minutes ago.”

“Your car,” Jack said. “Red LeMans. License number BDM zero-three-one.”

“Well, don’t look at me, for Christ’s sake,” Cody said angrily. “I didn’t do it.”

“We’re not saying you did,” Harry snapped. “Maybe somebody wants to see us get our ass wet, but we’d better see if there’s anything to it.”

“Want me to send somebody for it?” Jack Halpern asked.

“We’ll all go,” Harry said.

* * *

The cassette tape was on the top of the tire of the car, protected from the rain by the fender and a plastic sandwich bag.

“Well, that part of it was right,” Harry said. He stood under his umbrella and held the bag that Jack Halpern had handed him. The rain rolled in strings of water from the dome of his umbrella.

“I’ve got a tape deck in the car,” Cody told him. “You want to listen to it here?”

Harry glanced into Cody’s car, saw the rubble of magazines and books and newspapers and stained coffee cups. “No,” he said, slipping the plastic bag into the pocket of his raincoat. He looked hard at Cody. “If we get back and play this thing and it’s nothing but Slim Whitman yodeling in high C, I swear I’m going to kick your ass from here to Valdosta.”

“Kick what you want,” Cody replied bitterly. “I don’t know the first damn thing about it.”

“Come on, it’s wet out here,” Harry said.

“Wet? Christ, Harry, you got the umbrella,” Cody complained.

“I know,” Harry mumbled. He turned quickly and walked away. Cody and Jack Halpern followed, lowering their faces against the rain.

* * *

Cody sat in Harry Dilliard’s office, drying his face and hair with paper towels he had taken from the men’s room. He drank from a second cup of coffee and watched as Harry took a tape recorder from his desk drawer and slipped the tape from the plastic bag into the slot, closed it, and pushed the play button.

There was a long leader of silence, then the popping of static, then the voice: “This morning a boy named Aaron Greene was abducted near your office building. He is eighteen years old, is five feet eleven inches tall, weighs approximately one hundred and fifty pounds. He lives with his parents at one-one-zero-six Willow Branch in Decatur. He attends Georgia State University in the afternoons and at night, and works at Century National Bank as a mail clerk during the day.”

There was a pause, the sound of tape scraping against the tape head, then: “You can check this out. It’s true. There will be a ransom demand for the boy’s safe return. That demand, and all future correspondence, will be made to you, the media. Please understand this is serious. You should confirm our information as soon as possible. Also understand that he will remain in danger until the terms we demand are met. Good day, gentlemen.”

The tape continued to roll, with only the whisper of static. All three men stared at the machine.

“My God,” Jack Halpern whispered.

“Am I crazy, or did I hear what I think I heard?” Harry Dilliard said.

Cody nodded once, slowly.

“Jesus, Yates, am I right?” Harry asked anxiously.

“Yes,” Cody answered. “The level jumps all over the place, but that was me. That was my voice.”




Three

The room was large and richly appointed. A king-sized bed was centered against one wall. The bed was covered by a thick, quilted comforter in the color of amber, with decorative pillows leaning against the walnut headboard. Night tables containing slender ceramic lamps with brass trimmings were at each side of the bed. Portrait art imitating the period of the Old Masters was selectively spaced on the walls of the room in heavy, distinctive framing, with ceiling pinspots subtly lighting each painting.

Four doors led from the room—one into the corridor, one into a spacious bath and dressing room, one into a steam room, and one into a library walled by bookshelves filled with leather-bound books. A full bay window in the library overlooked a garden of weeping willow with pale, unfolding spring leaves and redbud with purpling tips and sculptured boxwood and azalea and a tall statue of a nude woman resembling a work from the Roman period. A writing table and two cushioned reading chairs were beneath the bay window.

Of the four doors leading from the bedroom, the one leading into the corridor was locked. The door leading from the library to the garden was also locked.

Aaron Greene sat on the foot of the bed, his arms crossed tight against his chest. The room intimidated him. The room was too large, too expensive. He did not know how long he had been in the room. Hours. No one had spoken to him since he had been led, blindfolded, into the house and into the room. He had heard the barking of dogs and the subdued playing of music from somewhere beyond the walls. And voices. He had heard the voices of men and of one woman. The woman would be the one who called herself Alyse, he thought.

They had not spoken on the long, blind ride to the house. The man in the backseat with him—the man named Morris—had forced him to push his face into the crease of the seat and his body had been covered with a blanket. Then, out of the city, in a wooded area, they had stopped the car and blindfolded him. But they had been careful not to hurt him. He had sensed surprising kindness from the people who had taken him from the street.

Aaron moved on the bed, sitting forward. He folded his hands, left palm over right thigh, right palm over his left hand, in a gesture of anxiety that had been his habit since childhood. It was a gesture mimicked from his mother. He looked at his left wrist and realized he did not have his watch. He had left his watch on the dresser of his bedroom—a blunder of oversleeping. He did not know what time it was. Perhaps noon. The morning rain had stopped and a searing, brilliant sun had burned through the cloud cover, and outside, through the bay window, the day appeared warm and comfortable. He wondered if his parents knew he had been kidnapped. Yes, he reasoned. Someone would have told them. Perhaps his superiors at the bank would have called, asking why he was not at work. Perhaps the people who had taken him from the street would have called, asking for a ransom payment. Someone would know. Someone.

It was strange that he was not afraid, but he wasn’t. He was only tired.

He slipped from the bed and walked tentatively across the room and then into the library. The library was a warm, comforting room, paneled above and below the bookshelves in an aged mahogany. He felt protected in the library, somehow isolated from the uncertainty beyond the locked corridor door of the bedroom. He could smell the odor of books and the sweetness of new grass and new tree leaves seeping into the room through the unseen slivers of cracks around the glass of the bay window. The library calmed Aaron, made him feel oddly secure.

He stood behind one of the reading chairs, near the window, and stared outside. He saw a redbird fly into a lush matting of grass, peck aimlessly at the ground, then fly away. Why had they taken him? he wondered. His parents did not have money or valuables. And they had not taken him at random. The woman Alyse had called his name, knew where he worked, knew his job. They had taken him deliberately, with reason.

He heard, from the bedroom, a knock at the door and then the push of a key into the metal lock and the opening and closing of the door.

“Aaron?”

It was the woman, Alyse. Her voice was relaxed, almost playful.

“You in the library?” Alyse asked, calling. He knew she was crossing the room. He turned from the window and crossed his arms nervously over his chest. She stood in the doorway, holding a tray of food. She still wore the sunglasses. “You must be hungry,” she said.

She entered the library and placed the tray on the reading table. “I’m sorry,” she continued. “I didn’t mean to leave you alone for so long. It’s almost one.” She pulled away a cloth napkin covering the tray. The tray contained a small soup tureen, two bowls, sandwiches, two glasses filled with milk, two plates, silverware, two neatly folded napkins. “I hope you like soup and tuna sandwiches,” she added cheerfully. “It’s what we’re having.” She lifted the covering from the tureen and began dipping soup into the bowls with a delicately curved ladle. “I thought I’d eat with you.” She looked up. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Aaron shook his head slightly. He mumbled, “No.”

“Good,” Alyse said. “I don’t like eating alone. I don’t think anyone does, really.”

He watched her closely as she prepared the table for the meal. She seemed different. Her hair was deep red. In the car, her hair had been brunette, or it had seemed brunette. And she appeared older. In her late thirties, perhaps. In the car, she had appeared much younger.

“Let’s eat,” she said pleasantly. “And talk. I know you’ve got questions.”

Aaron moved hesitantly to the table and sat in one of the cushioned reading chairs and watched as she tasted the soup in a ceremony that was theatrical.

“Good,” she said in approval of the soup. “Maria made it. She’s our cook. She makes an oxtail ragout you wouldn’t believe. I’ll have her make some this week. You’ll see, Aaron. It’s really something.”

“Why—am I here?” Aaron asked suddenly.

Alyse looked up and smiled. “Do you know what we know about you, Aaron? Almost everything. But we don’t know what you like to eat. We simply couldn’t find a good way to research it. You’ll have to tell us. Whatever it is, Maria can prepare it. Whatever you want.”

“Why am I here?” Aaron asked again.

Alyse leaned forward in her chair and laced her fingers. Her sunglasses were aimed at his face. She said quietly, “You were chosen, Aaron. Two years ago, when you were a junior in high school.”

“I—I don’t know what that means,” Aaron said.

“It means you were selected over other candidates. You were the person we wanted.”

“Why?”

“A number of reasons. Who you are. Your childhood. Your parents. Your work. A number of reasons. You’ll understand more about it later.”

“My parents don’t—have any money,” Aaron said nervously.

Alyse smiled. “We know,” she said gently. “They’re good people. We know a lot about them also. Don’t worry, Aaron. This has nothing to do with your parents. They won’t be bothered.”

“Do they know?” Aaron asked.

“Yes,” Alyse told him. “We saw the police go to your house earlier. Around ten. They know.”

Aaron sat back in the chair and looked away from the woman named Alyse and from the eyes he could not see behind the sunglasses. The sensation of his parents—their confusion—made him shudder.

“I know you’re worried,” Alyse said quietly. “We can’t stop that. But you don’t have to be. You don’t have to worry. Nothing will happen to your parents, or to you, regardless of what you hear or think. You’ll understand that later. I promise.”

Aaron did not reply. He moved uncomfortably in the chair, placed the palm of his left hand on his right thigh, with the palm of his right hand resting on his left hand. He could not quell the chilling convulsions of fear that fluttered in his body.

Alyse stood and walked to him and kneeled beside his chair. She touched his arm and stroked it gently. She said, “We took you, Aaron, not only because of who you are, but what you are. What all of us are. I could tell you all of it, but you wouldn’t understand. Not now. And maybe you never will. Maybe we’re wrong about things.” Her voice became a whisper. “There are a lot of maybes, Aaron. But you must understand that we’re committed to this. We know the risks. We’re willing to take them. All of them.” She stood and moved to the window and looked out into the garden.

“Who are you?” Aaron asked after a moment.

Alyse turned back to him. “People, Aaron. You’ve seen Morris and Robert. But there are others. It’s almost—almost like a club. You may or may not see the others.”

“How—long will I be here?”

“A few days, a few weeks. We don’t know. It depends on other people. People beyond our control.”

“Can I—?”

“What, Aaron?”

“Call my parents?” he said.

Alyse shook her head. “No,” she answered. “Not directly. The lines would be monitored. But we’ll want you to make some tapes, say whatever you wish. We’ll do that this afternoon. That’ll let them know.” She smiled again, a bright, comforting smile. “Look, I promise you’ll be well taken care of. I know it’s hard, but I want you to relax. In the dressing area of the bathroom, in the closet, you’ll find clothes. Your size. You have the bedroom, the steam room, the library. Later, we’ll go outside for walks. You’ll like it here. I do. It’s a wonderful place. Now I want you to eat. I’ll leave you and come back later. If you need anything, just pick up the telephone and push zero. Someone will answer.” She added, “It’s only an internal line, though.”

“Are you—?”

“What, Aaron? Ask it.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

The smile on the face of Alyse faded, became sad. She crossed to Aaron and touched his face and then lightly kissed him on the forehead. “No,” she whispered. “I told you: You won’t be harmed.” She turned and left the room.




Four

The Bar-S Corral was a tavern on Steward Avenue, south of downtown Atlanta, a street with a reputation well earned and never overstated. The tavern was small and dimly lighted and smelled of stale cigarette smoke and spilled beer and lingering cologne. It had a jukebox beside the cigarette machine and a dance floor in a dark corner. Its motif was imitation Western. Saddles and holsters and ten-gallon hats and lariats and chaps and spurs hung from wooden pegs jabbed into clapboard walls. A large print of Indians chasing buffalo in the red dust of a canyon was behind the bar, above a row of bottles with metal pouring spouts curving from the tops like silver beaks on caged birds. The bartender, in his sixties, wore jeans and a Western shirt with pearl snap buttons. His hair had a dyed orange tint. A flowered bandanna was draped around his neck. The waitresses wore low-cut Western blouses with uplift bras to hold the flabby, teasing flesh of their breasts. Their jeans were skin-tight, tucked into Western boots.

Cody Yates had never been inside the Bar-S Corral. He had selected it by whim. He cared only that it was south of Atlanta, away from his apartment on Highland Avenue. He did not want to be at his apartment. Or at the newsroom. Or at any of the bars he often frequented at night. He wanted to be alone, a stranger in a remote place. The Bar-S Corral was remote. In its imitation dressing, the Bar-S Corral could have been in any city in America.

It was late in the afternoon, the day dimming to sunset. Cody had a scotch and water on the table, but the scotch was inferior and tasteless and he ignored it. He did not want the drink, had ordered it out of habit.

His early-morning hangover had eased only slightly. He had asked the waitress for six plastic swizzle sticks—sticks with round, flat heads on one end, the Bar-S logo imprinted on one side—and he held one and struck his lighter and played the stick over the flame until it began to curl, and then he picked up a second swizzle stick and carefully fused it to the first. In a few minutes, working with his lighter to bend and shape the sticks, burning the tips of his fingers, dipping them in the scotch to cool them, he had fashioned together a rough likeness of a stick man that he called Don Quixote. It was Cody’s way of avoiding boredom. In the years that he had wasted time alone in bars, he had created enough Don Quixotes to open a museum.

He lit a cigarette and watched it burn in the cup of the ashtray. Got to quit smoking, he thought. Got to. Millie had bitched about it all the time, and now, when he saw her, Sabrina also bitched, bitched the way a ten-year-old bitches—with soft, pleading eyes and rote, learned-in-school lectures that were annoyingly sensible.

The burning cigarette mesmerized Cody. He saw in the blue-silver screen of its swirling smoke the faces of Millie and Sabrina. He wondered what they would say about the thing with the voice when the news got out. Maybe I should call Millie, tell her, he thought. And maybe that would help. They were friends. Sometimes, when there was no reason for bitterness, they talked for hours. She had a way of reviving him.

The song from the jukebox was Kenny Rogers’s woeful tale of a philosophic gambler. Cody heard rough laughter from a table across the room and the sassy, practiced voice of the perfumed waitress: “Wishing’s as far as you’re gonna get.”

He was tired. He had spent the day being questioned about Aaron Greene. No one believed him. No one. Not Harry Dilliard nor Jack Halpern nor the heavy-faced agents from the Federal and Georgia Bureaus of Investigation nor the officers from the City of Atlanta Police Department. He had no idea how, or when, his voice had been recorded, or by whom. And certainly he had no idea why. But none of them had believed him.

“You doing all right, honey?”

Cody nodded to the waitress.

“You need anything, you let me know.”

“Sure.”

“That’s a cute little man,” she said.

“Thanks,” Cody mumbled. “You can have him.”

The waitress smiled and leaned across the table to pick up Don Quixote. The flesh of her uplift breasts quivered seductively. “You look done in,” she said.

“Just a little.”

“Honey, I know the feeling,” the waitress said, turning to leave.

Cody fingered the rim of his drink glass. Not even Menotti believed him, he thought. Jesus, not even Menotti, and he had known Menotti for years. Menotti had been in his wedding. They had played poker together. He was one of the few people who ever addressed Menotti by his first name—Victor. Once he had written an article on Menotti after Menotti had taken an assault rifle away from a crazed woman determined to kill her husband’s lover. The article had embarrassed Menotti. “Makes me sound like Clint Eastwood,” he had complained mildly to Cody. “Next thing I know, some kid in grade school will be trying to take me out with a cap pistol.”

He had requested that Menotti be present for the questioning about Aaron Greene—a familiar face among demanding strangers. Menotti had asked one question: “If you don’t know this kid, and you say that’s your voice on the tape, how the hell did you say his name?”

The question had angered Cody. “How the hell do I know?” he had snapped in answer. “I say a lot of names. I’m in the goddamn name business.”

But it was a sensible question. The fact that his telephone had been tapped was hardly worth investigation. Had been for months, guessed the FBI. What was the man’s name? Oglesbee. Something Oglesbee. He looked FBI. He was black, but he looked like Robert Stack, for God’s sake. Something Oglesbee had said the use of his voice was the same as someone cutting letters out of magazines and pasting them together to make messages. “They had a damn good operation,” Something Oglesbee had pronounced. “A good cutter. Whoever did that could edit a fart out of a tornado, so we know we’re dealing with at least one pro.”

Getting Greene would have been easy. He was sure he had said the word “green” over the past few months.

The grass is green.

I like green eyes.

I’m green with envy.

Greene would have been easy.

But Aaron? When in hell had he said the name Aaron?

George Jones moaned nasally from the jukebox. The Bar-S Corral thickened with smoke. Cody sipped from the tasteless, watery drink and turned in his chair to look across the room at the dance floor. He saw a couple grinding into one another, pelvis into pelvis. The woman’s arms were locked around the man’s neck and the man’s hands stroked her lower back. The dance looked like a mating ritual from some television show on nature. He remembered what a friend had said about dancing to country music: “They don’t dance to the music. They dance to the lyrics. The sadder it is, the closer they get.”

Hank Aaron? Maybe that was it. Maybe he’d said something about Hank Aaron. Hank Aaron had been a prominent figure in Atlanta since breaking Babe Ruth’s home run record with the Braves, and his picture constantly appeared in the papers. Maybe he had said something to Spence Waller about Hank Aaron. Spence had been obsessed with the Olympics, had tried to get a pool together on who would trot the torch into the stadium during opening ceremonies. Spence had guessed Aaron. Maybe he had said to Spence, “Aaron? Not in a million years.” Something like that. Something to annoy Spence. It would have been enough. One clear, clean, plucked Aaron, scissored and stored, like a vital donor organ. Duplicated, it could be used a thousand times if necessary.

But Cody could not remember talking to Spence about Hank Aaron. Hell, he couldn’t remember talking to Spence about anything. Spence was a boil on the butt of humanity. He had to be around Spence because of the newsroom, but he had kept his conversations limited to nods and grunts. It couldn’t have been Spence, or Hank Aaron.

Maybe he had mentioned Aaron Copland. He loved Copland’s music.

Cody lit another cigarette. He took his pen from his jacket and printed Aaron Copland’s name on a napkin. Possible, he decided. More than possible. He had been talking about Aaron Copland recently. Where? With whom? He drew from his cigarette, traced over Aaron Copland’s name again. Millie? Yes, it was Millie. They had talked about American composers. Millie had completed a course in music appreciation and had argued that only Aaron Copland could be considered a great American composer, and he had agreed, which had surprised him. He never agreed with Millie. Mostly on principle. Millie was remarkably passionate in her convictions. Arguing with her was like mainstreaming adrenaline. But he had agreed about Copland, and his knowledge of American composers was nonexistent. He liked Copland’s music. Plain and simple. Just that.

It made sense. Snip. Snip. Splice. Splice. Aaron Copland had become Aaron Greene. He would have to ask Millie, make sure it happened during a telephone conversation. Millie would know. Millie remembered in exasperating, exacting detail everything she had ever said or everything ever said to her.

“Honey, you sure you all right?” The waitress stood beside him, balancing a drink tray on her spreading fingertips. “You look like you lost your best friend.”

“Naw, not that,” Cody told her.

“You not hiding from the law, are you?” she asked flippantly, but guarded.

“Not on purpose,” Cody said. “Why? Do I look like it?”

The waitress took a damp cloth from her tray and wiped it over Cody’s table, leaning close to him. She said in a whisper, “Man at the table near the door. He’s been watching you for a half hour, I’d guess. Looks law to me. Just wondered.”

Cody turned in his chair and looked across the room. Menotti. Menotti slumped in a chair, his deadpan face staring straight ahead. “You’re a perceptive woman,” he said to the waitress. “What’s he drinking?”

“Brandy.”

“Pour two and bring them over.”

Victor Menotti’s expression did not change as Cody slipped into the chair across from him at the table. He appeared oblivious to the noise of the Bar-S Corral.

“This coincidental?” Cody asked. “Or is this where you do your courting these days?”

Menotti snorted a laugh. “I’m invisible,” he said. “You’re not supposed to know I’m here.”

“You should have left the neon tubing at home.”

“Yeah, well, what the hell,” Menotti sighed. He drained the brandy from his glass.

“I thought you had peasants to do your legwork,” Cody said.

Menotti looked at him incredulously. “You don’t think it was me that’s been puttering around after you, do you? Good God, Yates. You’ve got one hell of an inflated sense of worth. All I did was show up when they called me.”

The waitress placed the two glasses of brandy on the table. She smiled nervously at Menotti, then left.

“Great tits,” Menotti said unemotionally.

“Nice enough,” Cody replied.

“Never did understand how that works, exactly,” Menotti mused. “Someday I’m going to take one of those bras over to the boys at Georgia Tech and see if they’ve got an engineer who can explain it.”

“It’s the effect that matters,” Cody said.

“I guess,” Menotti mumbled. He lifted his glass and saluted Cody and drank from it. “Lousy brandy,” he said bitterly. “You’d think they’d bring out the good stuff for a cop. Ought to be some kind of law against swill.”

“Make one up,” Cody said. “You’d probably get by with it.”

“My, my,” Menotti clucked. “A little tense, are we? How’s Millie?”

Cody’s face colored in anger. “I have no idea,” he said, controlling himself. “I haven’t seen her in a couple of weeks, not since Sabrina’s birthday.”

“Talk to her much?”

“Is this an inquisition?” snapped Cody.

“It’s a question, asshole,” Menotti growled. “Chitchat. The kind of obligatory nonsense that people engage in to avoid saying something stupid.”

“You still don’t believe me, do you?” Cody said.

A smile cracked over Menotti’s face. “Like I said,” he replied lightly. “Something stupid. Sure I believe you. But they don’t. They think you’re some kind of glory-seeker.” He looked at Cody and winked. “They don’t know you as well as I do, Cody. You’re too damn lazy to pull off something like this. But you got to admit, it’s classic.”

“You know anything more than I do?” asked Cody.

“Of course I do,” Menotti answered. “I’m a cop. I know a lot more than you do. You’re a goddamn typist. What do you expect to know?”

“Share the wealth, Victor,” Cody said wearily. “I didn’t crawl off to this end of town to get lost, only to hide for a while.”

Menotti pulled up in his chair and shook a cigarette free from its package and lit it. He had the handsome dark face of an Italian, with dark eyes that flickered his moods like strobe lights. He leaned his elbows on the table and looked at Cody. “I know it’s not a college prank. I know the boy’s been jerked up by somebody, or a lot of somebodies, with an agenda. I know it’s not because they can expect anything out of his parents. I went out there today. Nothing, Cody. I mean, nothing. House must have cost them seventy-five or eighty K. The old man makes about forty-five a year. Works for a department store, keeping books. One of those kind who never says a word. Brown-bags it every day. Eats at his desk. The mother’s like a spook. She could barely talk.”

“Maybe she’s worried,” Cody said bluntly.

“She’s scared shitless. Wouldn’t you be?” Menotti said. “But that’s not the point. She’d be that way if Ed McMahon dropped ten million off on her front porch.”

“What’re you saying?”

“Whoever got the kid didn’t do it because his folks are loaded. And they didn’t do it because the kid’s famous. Christ, I couldn’t even get a good description of him out of his neighbors. I couldn’t get the name of a friend from his folks—not one. Think of that, Yates. Not one good friend. I went to his old high school. Told them the same thing we told the neighbors, that we were running a check on him for a government job. Not a teacher over there remembered him until I showed them his picture, and even then they were vague.”

“When did he graduate?” asked Cody.

“That’s the kicker. Last year. It’s like that scene out of The Last Picture Show. Remember? The one at the football game, when the team’s doing great, and this guy says something like ‘I used to play,’ and the other guy says, ‘When?’ and the first guy answers, ‘Last year.’ Jesus. I thought about that. Can you believe it? A kid that was there a year ago and they didn’t remember him. Christ, they should have voted him Mr. Nobody, or Most Likely to Be Forgotten.”

“Then why?” Cody said. “Why him?”

Menotti shrugged with a tilt of his head. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough. But that’s not the thing that keeps bugging me, old friend. There’s another question, just as big.”

“What?”

“Why you, Cody?”

“Me?”

“You.” Menotti’s eyes read Cody’s face carefully.

Cody pressed his palms over the lacquered top of the table. He said, “I don’t know, Victor. I wish I could tell you. You know me. You know damn well I didn’t stage this.”

“I know,” Menotti said dispassionately. “But there’s got to be something. There’s got to be a reason.” He stretched against the back of the chair and drew on his cigarette.

“What did you find out at the bank?” Cody asked.

“Nothing,” Menotti answered. “We didn’t even go over there. Oglesbee had one of his people call and say the boy was sick.” He flicked ash toward the ashtray, missed. He added, “That’s one thing we agreed on. No need to get those chest-thumping bastards on their high horse until we have to. The kid delivered mail. That was it.”

“Could it have anything to do with the fact that he’s Jewish?”

Menotti rolled his cigarette dead in the ashtray. “It’s a thought,” he admitted. “The African Prince is sniffing it out.”

“Who?”

“Oglesbee. That’s what they call him. Looks like a prince, like one of those Hollywood actors they’d dress up to play a field hand, but the guy speaks like Richard Burton doing Hamlet. Anyway, that’s what they call Oglesbee—the African Prince.”

“What about you? You think there’s anything to it—the Jewish angle?”

Menotti wagged his head. He said casually, “We picked up there was a little trouble in the neighborhood when they moved in. Nothing serious. Used to be hard-line WASP out there. The principal at the school told me there’d been a little harassing of Jews—teenage Klan stuff—but he kicked some ass and it stopped.”

“I see a skinhead now and then,” Cody said. “They scare the shit out of me.”

“Yeah, well, they just want some ink, Yates. Just like everybody else.” He looked at Cody. “Story still coming out tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Cody told him. “But it’s on hold, in case anything else happens.”

“You write it?”

Cody glared at Menotti. “What do you think? Of course not. They gave it to Temple.”

“Amos Temple? Bright young man. Hell of a writer. He’s my favorite. That boy writes like an angel,” Menotti said, smiling.

“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” Cody said.

“With passion,” Menotti answered. “What I can’t believe is that they actually went along with the African Prince and held off on it today.”

He laughed. “Maybe they think we’ll nail you before the night’s over and that’ll make better print. I get the feeling, old friend, that your star has faded a bit in the hallowed halls of Fishwrapper, Inc.”

“Kiss my ass, Menotti.”

“And put a glow on your face? I don’t think so. By the way, did the bureau boys tell you anything about the tap?”

“Nothing,” Cody said sourly. “One of them said he guessed it was from my home phone.”

“Well, now, that’s what I’d call brilliant deducing. Must be J. Edgar’s kinfolk,” Menotti said. “You talk a lot of business at home?”

Cody rolled his shoulders. “Some. Yeah. Sure. I’d rather work there.”

“Way you talk, Cody, they’ve probably got a thousand miles of tape to cut from.”

Cody ignored the comment. He said, “I assume somebody’s checking the studios in town. If whoever did the cut is as good as all of you seem to think, it ought to narrow the field.”

Menotti smirked. “Yeah, I think they’ve got James Bond working on it,” he said cynically. “No, my boy, they won’t find him that way. Believe me. And the only prints on the tape belonged to you clowns. Otherwise, it must have been steam-cleaned. Now let me tell you a couple of things.”

“Such as?”

“If I find out you’re jerking me around, Cody, you’re going to find out just how annoying I can be.”

“I’m terrified,” Cody said dryly.

“You better be. But I’m not finished.”

“I’m listening.”

“The best chance you’ve got to come out of this with even a shred of credibility is to trust me. You tell me everything that happens, and I don’t give a happy hoot in hell what it is. You go around me to those pressed-suit assholes from the bureaus and I’ll run your little pecker through so many wringers it’ll look like parchment paper.”

Cody’s face flushed red. “Christ, Menotti, are you threatening me?”

Menotti nodded. “I am. That’s exactly what I’m doing. One other thing.”

“What?”

“You didn’t see me tonight. I followed you like the proverbial shadow, only better. I stayed in your pocket until after you left this godforsaken place and then I tucked you in bed and you had no idea it was me. I was so clever at all this horseshit you thought a bleached-blond whore had French-kissed you to sleep. And for that, you can have the joy of paying for these drinks. I’m going home. My ass is dragging.”

“You’re a good man, Menotti,” Cody said wearily. “A saint.”

“Yeah, I know. By the way, before you leave, see if you can find out how those bras work.” He looked toward the waitress and flashed a smile. “Great knockers,” he said. “Great knockers.”




Five

The man who sat across from Aaron at the writing table was Robert—had said to him, “Hello, Aaron, you remember me, don’t you? Robert”—but he did not look the same as he had looked that morning in the car. He wore half-glasses in a horn-rimmed frame. His voice was clipped, the sound of someone from England. He wore a tuxedo. The bud of a rose, its crimson petals closed like a fist, was pinned to the lapel of his jacket.

“It’s really simple, Aaron,” Robert said. “It’s a regular tape recorder, just like the one you have at home.” He looked up from the machine and smiled at Aaron. “You do have one?”

Aaron nodded. He looked at Alyse. She stood behind Robert. She, too, was dressed formally—a white gown with delicate lace covering the sleeves and gathering at her throat. She smiled warmly.

“See, I knew it,” Robert exulted. “All young chaps have a tape recorder. Couldn’t get along without one.” He handed Aaron a small microphone. “Now, I’m going to turn it on and I want you to say anything you wish. We’ll make sure it gets to your parents.”

“Just talk, Aaron,” urged Alyse. “You don’t have to worry about how it sounds, or anything like that. And take your time. If you want to stop and start again, Robert can do that.”

“Ready?” Robert asked.

Aaron bobbed his head slightly.

“Good,” Robert said. He pressed the record button on the recorder. Aaron could hear the soft scraping of the tape against the tape head. Alyse watched him calmly.

“Uh, Mom, Dad,” Aaron began. “I—I know you’re worried about me, but—but it’s all right. I’m all right. I’m in a—in a big place. The people are—” He paused and looked at Robert and then at Alyse. Both nodded approval. “The people are—have been good to me. I’ve got plenty to eat. Don’t worry about me. I—don’t know what’s happening, but I feel—all right. I—I guess I’ll talk to you again sometime.”

Robert pushed the stop button on the recorder. “Very good,” he said enthusiastically. “I told you it’d be easy. Next time, you can say more if you wish. Tell them about your new wardrobe, about the books, or the view. Do you like the view, Aaron?”

Aaron looked out of the bay window of the library. It was dark, but the garden was lighted. It seemed peaceful. “Yes,” Aaron said.

“Good,” Alyse replied. “Tomorrow morning we’ll go for a walk. Maybe play croquet. Have you ever played croquet, Aaron?”

Aaron shook his head. He continued to look into the garden.

“No?” Robert said. “Well, then, we’ll teach you. It’s fun. You’ll see.”

Aaron turned to Alyse. “How long am I going to stay here?” he asked.

Alyse moved to the chair near Aaron and sat. Aaron realized that her eyes were green. He had not seen her eyes. She had always worn the sunglasses. She reached for his hand and held it, as she would hold a child’s hand for comfort. She said quietly, “We don’t know. Not long, I hope. But it could be. We’ll know more soon. Very soon. Perhaps by tomorrow night. But while you’re here, we want you to be as comfortable as possible. I’m sorry we have to keep you—secured. But you can do almost anything you wish, except read newspapers or listen to the radio or watch television.”

“Why?” Aaron asked.

“We think it’s best,” Alyse answered.

“She’s right, lad,” Robert added. “No reason to get upset by all the goings-on outside these walls.” He laughed easily. “You know how it is with the newsboys. They like to make horror stories out of everything, now don’t they?” He stood and picked up the tape recorder. “Why don’t you read a bit from one of the books, or take a rest? We’re expected at dinner.” He paused. “Have you eaten?” He looked at Alyse. “Has he had dinner?”

“Yes,” Alyse said. “Earlier, though he didn’t eat very much.”

“It’ll take time,” Robert said merrily. Then, to Aaron: “But you’re letting waste some of the finest food in the country. Believe me. If you want anything later—some ice cream or a piece of pie or something—just pick up your phone and tell them to send for Robert.” He smiled. “And you know that’s me.”

Alyse stood and leaned to Aaron and kissed him tenderly on the forehead. “Rest,” she whispered.

* * *

The dining room was large, with a high ceiling bordered by mahogany crown molding. A single Cézanne decorated one of the long sidewalk, a tapestry of a foxhunt dominated the other. A formal dining table was in the center of the room, with a large crystal chandelier above it. The chandelier glittered from a nest of clear, bright bulbs. The table was covered in a white linen cloth and contained three flower arrangements evenly spaced. There were five formal place settings of crystal and china and silverware—two settings on each side and one at the end of the table near a double door leading into a sitting room.

Alyse and Robert entered the dining room from the kitchen. Two other people, both dressed formally, were already at the table, standing beside chairs. One was Morris, the other a small, delicate, youthful woman. Alyse and Robert did not speak. They crossed quickly, but quietly, to their places and stood beside their chairs. A servant, old and dignified, stood beside the double doors leading to the sitting room. He waited a moment, scanned the room, then turned stiffly and left through the double doors. A moment later, the doors opened again and the servant pushed a wheelchair with a high, ornately carved wooden back through them and guided it to the head of the table. The man in the wheelchair—also old, slightly bent at the shoulders, his white hair shining under the light of the chandelier—was dressed in a white tuxedo. He looked around the table. A smile eased across his mouth. He nodded once and the company sat obediently, men assisting the women.

“My back is giving me a little fight tonight,” the old man in the wheelchair said. “Oscar insisted on wheeling me in.” He looked up at the servant. “What’s the soup, Oscar?” he asked hoarsely.

“It’s an onion broth, sir,” the servant named Oscar answered politely.

“Good, good,” the old man enthused. “You may serve it.”

“Of course,” Oscar replied. He left the room.

The four people at the table with the old man sat erect in their chairs, their faces turned toward him.

“And how’s our young guest?” the old man said, looking at Alyse.

“A little confused, but otherwise fine,” Alyse answered. “He isn’t eating well.”

“That’ll come, that’ll come,” the old man said. His body rocked in a body nod. “Did you get the tape?”

“Yes sir,” Robert replied proudly. “He was a bit nervous, but he did it.”

“And what did you do with it?” the old man asked patiently.

“Destroyed it, of course,” Alyse answered.

“Very good,” the old man said. “You’ve done a fine job with him,” he added. Then: “What would you like to hear tonight, Alyse? I think you should make the selection.”

A blush colored Alyse’s face. She smiled joyfully. “Rachmaninoff,” she said. “I love the way you play Rachmaninoff.”

“Rachmaninoff. Yes, I enjoy Rachmaninoff,” the old man said softly. “I met him once, when I was a boy. Yes, it’s a good evening for Rachmaninoff.”

* * *

Aaron lay across the bed and listened to the distant sound of the piano—a lulling, haunting sound, vigorous, but muted. The sound seeped into him, locked in his mind. He did not know that in another section of the house, in a spacious, richly appointed sitting room with a grand piano elevated as a centerpiece, Ewell Pender was playing a difficult selection from Sergey Vasilyevich Rachmaninoff as four people, seated comfortably in arm chairs, listened attentively.




Six

Cody Yates did not sleep well. He had called Millie at midnight, waking her, and she had screamed at him for missing Sabrina’s softball game the night before and he had simply apologized and accepted the abuse. It was deserved. He had forgotten about the game. “You can go rot in hell,” Millie had hissed, and she had slammed the telephone violently, leaving a shrill buzzing in his ear. He knew, as he sat on the side of the bed holding the telephone, that the rest of the night would be fitful, miserable. He arose early, showered, dressed, and drove into the city before the morning crowd began its invasion. He stopped at a McDonald’s for coffee and an Egg McMuffin, wondering if he was still being followed by the City of Atlanta police or one of the bureaus. Probably, he thought, but he did not care. He had covered too many stories on the police beat to worry about it. Christ, how many times had he been with Menotti on a spy mission? Enough to be bored by it. It was tiresome work—sitting, watching, following, recording little telltale notes—and most of it was worthless, even when they cornered a drug lord with one hand on the money and the other on the goods, or when they pulled in some poor unsuspecting conventioneer for negotiating a moment or two of out-of-town pleasure with a sidewalk hooker. There was always an incensed lawyer sputtering about technicalities, irritating the system until the system shrugged off the incident. If he was being followed, Cody concluded, let them note that I dribbled coffee on my shirt.

Of the coffee stain, Cody uttered, “Shit.”

* * *

The story that Amos Temple had written of Aaron Greene’s kidnapping was on Cody’s desk, in an envelope marked “Private.” He opened it and read. The story was straightforward, with a short sidebar on Ruth and Nathan Greene. By agreement, there was no mention of the tape of Cody’s voice. The FBI agent Oglesbee—Temple’s story gave his first name: Philip—had insisted that details of the tape be kept secret, at least until a second tape arrived. The decision did not bother Cody. He knew what would happen when the media learned that his voice had been used to communicate information. He would be hounded unmercifully. He would be accused of grandstanding. The callers to radio talk shows would offer suggestions that he had kidnapped Aaron Greene and the whole thing was nothing more than a stunt in a media war.

Amos Temple’s story was as simple and as factual as it could be, but Cody knew the headline that would blare across the front page of the Journal with its loud, dark-lettered voice would make the story more sensational than its words merited, and the questions would begin. Why Aaron Greene? He was as nondescript as a human could be. And what did the kidnappers want? Was it anti-Semitic terrorism?

Cody sat at his desk and watched his coworkers wander into the newsroom. No one spoke to him and he spoke to no one. At least it’s been kept quiet, he reasoned. That, too, was by agreement. No one except those necessarily involved would know of the kidnapping, not until the pressure of silence exploded, and that would be soon enough. Harry Dilliard had scheduled a meeting of his editors at eight o’clock, and he would tell them, and the story would then flutter across the newsroom like a flash fire. By nine o’clock it would be plated for the metro edition. The only thing that could change the schedule would be another message from Aaron Greene’s abductors.

The soft clicking of a keyboard near him caused Cody to turn. Freda Graves was working on a story that was probably meaningless, her eyes narrowed on the terminal with an intense stare, and he wondered if he had ever been as intense. Maybe. He pinched a cigarette from its package and put it between his lips. He wanted to call Millie, to apologize. He made a promise that he would send flowers to Sabrina.

* * *

The wino appeared in the lobby of the Journal-Constitution Building at seven-ten. He had an envelope in his hand and he wandered self-consciously across the lobby to the guard’s desk.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





