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Prologue

Friday, September 19




Life shouldn’t be this complicated. That’s what Hilary Kane was thinking as she took another sip of overpriced red wine at the bar at Jur-Ne, a pretentiously slick lounge in the newer Ritz-Carlton Hotel in downtown Boston. Well, she was thinking of that and exactly what had made it so complicated.

On either side of her, two coworkers, Amanda and Erica, prattled on about the energy and emotions that go into raising only mildly maladjusted kids. Men in suits coming from their jobs with mutual fund companies and white-shoe law firms jostled past for much-needed drinks. The too-cool bartenders were taking their time serving $13 Dirty Martinis.

None of it had the slightest effect on Hilary, who continued to sip her wine at a rapid clip and stare out the movie screen–size windows at the fading light of the city streetscape.

She had become a bad cliché, she told herself, queuing up the scene yet again in the videocam of her mind. She had been in Phoenix the week before on a rare business trip, a legal conference that her boss had sent her to. She had called her fiancé, Chuck, at 11:00 P.M., Boston time, eight o’clock her time, to wish him good night. She had said she’d see him when she arrived home the next evening, Saturday, his birthday. They’d have a nice dinner at a restaurant where she had already made a reservation. She didn’t tell him that she planned a morning surprise.

And that’s what she did. A few hours after her call, she climbed aboard the redeye flight from Sky Harbor International to Logan Airport. She took a cab to their Beacon Hill apartment. As she walked into the building foyer with her luggage in her hand, she had this vision that she’d find him standing before the bathroom mirror, shaving, the stereo playing Clapton or maybe B. B. King. She could picture the wide grin that would break out across his handsome face, the deep, familiar hug, the I-missed-yous and the happy birthdays as the two tumbled into their king-size bed.

She put the key into the hole and turned the lock. She nudged the door open with her shoulder. She walked into a silent apartment, and immediately, she knew something was wrong.

The first thing she smelled was Chinese food, and she looked over to her left at her loft-style apartment and saw open containers sitting on the coffee table next to a pair of used plates and two empty wineglasses. When she moved closer, she saw one of the glasses was smeared with lipstick. One of Chuck’s shirts was tossed haphazardly on the floor.

She looked slowly to her right, toward the rear of the apartment, her open bedroom area, her stomach churning so hard she thought she might throw up. She had known him a year and a half. When they first met, he was a high-flying software entrepreneur, about to sell his company to one of the giants for an obscene amount of cash. He was magnetic and charismatic and justifiably confident. It took him about an hour to have her completely charmed.

Then the sale fell through. His company washed out in the receding high-tech tide. He went from expectations of a hundred million dollars to barely having bus fare, so he moved out of his penthouse apartment and came to live with her.

He’d get up every morning, read the papers from front to back, then sit at her computer in the bay window and plot out the next big thing. She went off to her sometimes grinding job as a government lawyer. It wasn’t great, but it was a life. They were due to be married in six more months.

As she walked toward the back of the apartment, she heard her cat, Hercules, crying for help. Someone, she saw to her disgust, had shut him inside his tiny airline carrier. She looked at the rumpled bed, at the shoes—men’s and women’s—that were tossed haphazardly around it, at the clothing that littered the hardwood floor.

Then she focused on the closed bathroom door and listened for a moment to the pale sound of cascading water that came from within. She moved toward it, slowly, quietly, steadily, as if she were sleepwalking. She allowed her hand to rest for a moment on the brass knob. Then she pushed the door open, not forcefully, but decisively.

Instantly, she was met by humidity, the sound of the streaming water, the smell of lathered soap. She stood in the doorway staring through the floor-to-ceiling door of the glass-paneled steam-shower at her boyfriend having sex with a woman she had never previously seen, the shower jets pelting against their hair, the big droplets of water streaming down their respective bodies.

She stood watching them for an awkward, agonizing moment, as if they were an exhibit at a zoo, not out of any curiosity, but because neither of them had noticed her enter the room. Finally, she picked up a tube of toothpaste from the vanity and fired it at the shower door. Chuck whirled around and, in a voice muffled by the glass and water, called out, “Honey, no!”

She heard the woman ask, “Is that her?” At least that’s what she thought she heard. Chuck turned off the water. He flung open the door and grabbed two towels that were hanging on a nearby hook. He handed one to the blonde woman, who began unapologetically drying herself off as if she didn’t have a worry in the world.

“We need to talk, Hil,” Chuck kept saying as he tamped his body dry.

Standing in the doorway, she thought for a moment about retrieving the Big Bertha driver—his birthday gift—hidden in her closet and bashing in both of their skulls.

Instead, she looked at the floor and said, “Get out. Both of you.” What else, she wondered to herself, could you say?

She watched the blonde wrap the towel around her body and step out of the shower. Chuck stood there in the middle of the bathroom giving Hilary a pleading stare. Hilary walked back into the apartment and toward the front, setting herself down on a stool at the breakfast bar in her kitchen. A few minutes later, the woman walked wordlessly out of the apartment, Chuck about two minutes behind her. Hilary dissolved into tears and fury, and hadn’t seen him since.

“Over at the Whitney School, they make the parents take a psychological test. If your kid gets in, it’s $18,000 for kindergarten. That’s when they should give you the damned test, to figure out if you’re crazy for paying it!”

That was Erica, the coworker, a chinless, thirty-something woman in a Talbots’ suit who was racing uncontrollably toward an early middle age.

Amanda, who seemed to sport not only her chin, but Erica’s as well, said, “Well, Hilary will live all this soon enough.” She looked at their younger, far more attractive coworker and asked, “What is it, six months until the big day?”

The big day, Hilary thought to herself. Right. The big day was last week, the day that changed her life, the day that would forever leave her jaded.

But to them, she nodded halfheartedly and said, “Yeah, six months.” She hadn’t told anyone yet of her relationship’s horrific demise.

As Amanda launched into another question, the young bartender in black delivered Hilary another glass of wine. At that moment, a familiar man in a dark blue suit approached the three women, and Amanda and Erica greeted him as if they were in junior high, the former even shrieking his title—“Mayor!”—as she placed both hands on his wrist. Hilary, no great fan of the mayor’s, turned toward the bar and rolled her eyes. This was not shaping up to be the escapist cocktail hour she had hoped it would be.

At that point, the night became a case study of one thing turning into another. Specifically, two glasses of wine turned into six, Amanda and Erica eventually, reluctantly, turned and headed for the door. Mayor Daniel Harkins turned from a loathsome egomaniac into an emotional crutch, and still later, a potential conquest, someone who could make a tattered psyche feel whole again, even if only for a moment.

All of which explains how Hilary Kane and the mayor ended up at his apartment on the twenty-eighth floor of the Ritz-Carlton at 2:00 A.M., drunkenly and awkwardly pulling off each other’s clothes. She wanted to be desired, to be able to look in the mirror the next morning and know that this man absolutely had to have her.

After fifteen minutes of remarkably mediocre, alcohol-inhibited sex, Harkins placed a meaty forearm across his eyes and began to snore. Hilary climbed out of his bed, slowly and delicately, not out of any sense of courtesy, but for fear that if she woke him up, she’d have to spend another minute in his conscious presence. She pulled on her clothes—far quicker, she thought to herself, than the slutty blonde the week before.

She tiptoed outside his bedroom with her shoes in her hand, then sat on a high-back leather chair at a desk in his living room and looked at the blinking light on his computer. On the walls all around her were pictures of the mayor with various governors, senators, presidents, movie stars, and heads of state. She felt cheap in a way that she had never felt before: pathetic, insecure, and needy. She thought for a moment about quickly logging on to her email account to check one more time if Chuck had sent her a note of apology and explanation. She thought better of it, slipped her clogs on, and swiveled away from the desk.

But in a moment of weakness, standing before the desk, she flicked the computer mouse with her hand and the monitor came alive with light. Rather than a desktop, she was staring at a Word document, a file called Toby. She began scanning, and her hand instinctively rose to her mouth in fascination. She scrolled down, gripped by its contents, listening intently for any sounds from the bedroom. As she reached the second of what looked to be several pages, she struck the Print button.

The printer emitted the labored sounds of warming up, then began slowly churning out pages. As it did, Hilary clicked the Window field, saw another file called TOBY 2, and clicked on it. A new document, loaded with facts and names, filled the screen. She hit Print again.

She began collecting pages from the printer, when it suddenly froze up. A box appeared on the computer screen telling her she was out of paper. She looked in the printer basket and estimated she was about one page shy. A sound came from the bedroom, Danny the dolt rising to his drunken feet. She rolled the papers up in her hand, clicked on “OK” on the “Out of paper” box, and made for the door. The lights on the printer continued to blink a warning.

She pulled the door slowly shut behind her and bolted down the long hallway. What she needed was a taxicab. What she wanted was a shower. What she didn’t know was that the beginning of the end was upon her.









Chapter One

Monday, September 22




The moment, or rather, the episode, might be the ultimate proof of that old sports axiom that only fools try to predict the future in that little jewel box of a ballyard called Fenway Park. The fool in this case: Me. I was sitting in a field box, third row behind the visitors’ dugout, great seats courtesy of my editor, Peter Martin. Well, okay, it wasn’t actually Martin’s courtesy as much as my bribery that got me the seats. I offered him dinner at any restaurant in town for the company tickets, and Martin, having absolutely no appreciation for the consequences of this great athletic event, grabbed the bait. I’ve always believed it’s food, not love, that conquers all.

So it’s one of those crystal clear late September nights when Boston seems to be the absolute epicenter of the entire world. Suntans have faded. People have stormed back into town refreshed from a summer spent in Vermont, or Maine, or on Cape Cod. The city is filled with men in dark suits and red ties handing fistfuls of cash to young valets in front of swank restaurants with front doors lit by gas torches. Half the women on Newbury Street look like they just came from a Cosmo photo shoot. I swear, you could strike a match off their calves, if they let you, though they probably wouldn’t, not, at least, until making more formal acquaintance.

Ahem, anyway. The leaves were just showing their first hint of color. The air had a slight nip to it, and the breeze a bit of an edge—enough of one, as a matter of fact, to take Nomar Garciaparra’s lead-off line drive in the bottom of the eighth inning and turn it from a sure-thing home run to a sliding double that bounced hard off the left field wall, the famed Green Monster.

So Nomar’s on second. The Sox are playing the Yankees. Need I say more? Well, yes, I do. They trail the Yankees 3–1 in the game, and they lag two games behind them in the East Division of the American League, with only a handful of games left in the season. To say this was an important game is like saying Jack Flynn only covers major stories. You don’t need to; we’re all too sophisticated for it; it’s just one of those things in life that’s automatically known among those accustomed to being in the know, and even those who aren’t.

With Nomar taking a short lead, Manny Ramirez, batting cleanup, draws a walk, putting men on first and second, nobody out, David Ortiz coming to the plate.

Here’s where the prediction stuff comes in. I turned to Elizabeth, my girlfriend, the brilliant, gorgeous one on my left with the pouty lips and the legs so achingly long it actually hurts her to fold herself into these seats, and I said, “My bet is, he bunts.” I mean, of course he’s going to bunt. Not only do you put both men in scoring position, but you take out the prospect of a late-inning, rally-dousing double play.

Elizabeth doesn’t say anything, not because she doesn’t have thoughts on this exact issue. I’m sure she did. But she’s not there. I vaguely remember her telling me something about the women’s room and heading out to look for a couple of those delightful Cool Dogs with the warm chocolate topping.

Instead, I’m looking at a short, middle-aged guy with stubby legs in loose-fitting jeans and a bored expression on his ruddy face. He looks like he took a wrong turn at the $2 window over at Suffolk Downs. I mean, he’s the only guy within 200 miles of Fenway Park who’s bored on this night.

“That seat’s taken,” I tell him.

He doesn’t reply. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rivera wind up and deliver. I turn back to the game, watch Ortiz lower his bat like he’s going to bunt—I knew it—and the ball zip past him and into the catcher’s mitt. Strike one.

“I said, that seat’s taken.”

Still, no answer. He’s just kind of looking at me out of these deadened eyes, not even paying attention to the most pivotal game of the season, but hardly paying attention to me, either. Again, Rivera winds up, but this time Ortiz swings away—what the hell’s he doing?—and misses. Strike two.

I watch Ortiz in disbelief. I look at the third base coach to see if maybe a signal was crossed or missed. Then I remember the clown beside me.

“Sir—” I begin. I hear the crack of a bat. Two men in the seats in front of me scream in unison. The entire crowd rises to its collective feet. The ball, a simple gleam of white, soars high into the air on its path toward nirvana, which in this case, is the right field bullpen. It’s going, it’s going, it’s, it’s—well, out of reach of the right fielder, bounding off the wall, squirting wildly around the turf. The damned wind knocked it down again.

Garciaparra scores from second. Ramirez comes chugging into third like he’s running from a burning building with twenty-five pounds of firefighting equipment draped across his back. Ortiz stops on second: 3–2, nobody out, two men in scoring position.

I’m thinking that Elizabeth’s going to be furious she missed all this. Then that thought is replaced by my abiding hope that she found the Cool Dogs. And finally it occurs to me that I’ve sat with her for three hours, seven-and-a-half innings, and the Sox scored a single run, and on a throwing error at that. This mute’s been sitting next to me for five minutes and we’re about to blow the game open. Now I don’t want to sound superstitious or anything like that, but just to make sure he was in no unnecessary rush to leave, I turned to him and said, “Jesus Christ, pal, what a game, huh?”

He still didn’t reply. The entire stadium is up on its feet, everyone clapping in an audible frenzy, and he’s just sitting there looking at me, but really looking at nothing at all.

Undaunted, I said, “Great seats, no?” Read: Don’t be rushing anywhere, there, MVP. You may be the entire reason for this turn of fortune.

Trot Nixon comes to the plate. He takes the first pitch for a ball. The crowd calms itself down and everyone takes their seats. Elizabeth is still down in concessions hell—exactly where I want her right now, bless her heart, not to mention the rest of her gorgeous body.

I leaned back in my seat, casually turned to my silent friend, and said, “Truth is, I think Trot’s the best clutch hitter on the club.”

He replied, “You Jack Flynn?”

Ding, ding, ding. I knew this was some sort of Christ figure, or maybe Christ himself, descending from the heavens to push the Red Sox to their first World Series win in 85 years, and he’s about to let me in on his secret.

Nixon swung and missed. I turned to my seatmate and stared him up and down, allowing some of my reporter’s skepticism to take hold. I asked, “Why do you ask?”

He was just sitting there, his eyes so dull we might as well have been sitting in the last pew of the Holy Name Cathedral on a Sunday morning rather than the box seats of Fenway Park during a one-run game against the Yankees in the middle of the best pennant race we’ve had in this city in twenty years.

“Because if you are, I have some information for you.”

Well, there you have it, my biggest weakness—information, well, along with beautiful women, great food, and handsome dogs, specifically retrievers.

Crack.

I whirled toward the action to see an arching fly ball to center field, more shallow than I or anyone else in the park would have liked. The outfielder caught it. Ramirez tagged up and headed for home. It’s a shame they don’t have public transportation right on the playing field because it probably would have gotten him there faster.

As it was, the catcher caught the throw, completed half that day’s New York Times crossword puzzle, then tagged Ramirez out. Double play. To Ramirez’s credit, it took him so long to run home that it allowed Ortiz to tag up and get to third.

Back to the man beside me. I asked, “What is it you have?”

“You’re Mr. Flynn?”

“No, my father’s Mr. Flynn. He’s dead, though. I just go by Jack. Jack Flynn.”

I sounded like Bond, James Bond, when I said that, but not really.

My fellow fan said, “From the Record, right?”

I nodded.

“I have a group of associates who want to meet you after the game, in the Boston Cab Company garage. If you’re not there within thirty minutes of the last out, they’re gone, and they’ll take the information somewhere else. We have a story of crucial importance that we’d like to give you.”

His instructions were formal, rehearsed, as if he had gone over them many times in what I was starting to understand was his tiny mind. Deviation didn’t seem to suit him well, as when I replied, “Not likely. But who are your associates?”

He fumbled for a moment, collected himself, and returned to the script, “You will see them soon enough. Mr. Flynn, people’s lives depend on your getting this story. Life and death. It’s in your hands.”

Crack.

Again, I turned back to the infield and saw batter Jason Varitek racing toward first base. The right fielder was sprinting toward the foul line, heading directly at the Pesky Pole. I saw a blur of white disappear in the short right field stands. I heard a deafening roar. I began clapping along with the rest of civilization, stamping my feet, hollering my approval, until I couldn’t clap, stamp, or holler anymore.

Then, flush with bravado, I turned back to my mystery man and said, “Tell your friends to go fuck themselves.”

Elizabeth, standing beside me holding a Cool Dog in each hand, an impassive look on her utterly flawless face, held one out to me and casually replied, “Why don’t you go tell them yourself.”

I accepted the ice cream and said, “No, no, I wasn’t talking to you.”

She looked at me curiously. I cast a glance up the aisle, in search of my messenger, but he was nowhere to be found. Elizabeth said, “I had to go all the way over to the first base side to track these things down. You better like it.”

Oh, I do. I do. I spread some warm chocolate sauce across mine. The Red Sox put New York down one-two-three in the top of the ninth, advancing to within a game of first place. But it ends up, now that the game was over, the night’s excitement had just begun.








Chapter Two



I don’t want to sound melodramatic and make this seem like I was meeting an unknown informant in an underground parking garage in the dark of an unfriendly night. That would be a lie. The garage was at street level.

The Boston Cab Company is located in one of those warehouse-style buildings on the outfield end of Fenway, tucked among the artists’ lofts and sprawling dance clubs that encircle much of the park. Elizabeth and I filed out of the stadium with the rest of a happy humanity, and outside, on Yawkey Way, she grabbed my arm with both her hands in that affectionate way she has and said, “You pick the place, I’ll buy the beer.”

It was one of those increasingly common situations that required an ever so slightly delicate touch, for the following reasons: My name is Jack Flynn. If that’s not enough of a description, and much to my professional chagrin, in most cases, it’s not, I’m a reporter for The Boston Record, as the lucky messenger pointed out during the game. Actually, I’m the best reporter I know, though with a caveat. My editors often tell me I don’t know a lot—jokingly, I think, or at least I hope.

Anyway, Elizabeth Riggs is also a reporter, though with The New York Times, her beat being New England and all the news that’s fit to print about it. That’s a little newspaper humor there. Admittedly, she didn’t laugh the first time I used it either.

The point here being that because we work for two papers that might be considered rivals, I can’t always share with Elizabeth every facet and nuance of my day, nor she with me. At least we both understood that, so I said to her, “Something work-related suddenly came up. Very suddenly. I have to go meet a guy. I don’t have a clue about how long I’ll be, but I suspect not very.”

We were standing on the street outside of Gate A, with what felt like the entire baseball-loving world jostling past us. My emotions were admittedly mixed. On the one hand, the Sox had won. I had tickets to the next night’s game. I wanted nothing more than to sashay into some bar with the most beautiful woman in town and celebrate what it means to be in the throes of an epic pennant race during the greatest month in the greatest city in the world.

On the other hand, this was Monday night, September 22. On Wednesday, the aforementioned Elizabeth would be boarding a flight that would take her to a new life in California, where she would become the San Francisco bureau chief for the Times. The prospect of her departure left me feeling somewhere between uneasy and morose, and standing there staring into the biggest, bluest eyes I might ever see in my life, I didn’t like the fact that I was being dragged off on what would likely prove to be a goose chase, and one that probably wouldn’t be all that wild. Good-byes are always tough, tougher still when you’re not there to give them.

Elizabeth didn’t ask any more questions. She had been as distracted as I had lately, wondering about her new job, wondering about her new life in a faraway city, wondering what the future held for us, as a couple, or not as a couple, whichever the case might be. All good questions, the last of which we had fastidiously avoided. She pushed her hair out of her face, kissed me softly on the lips, and said, “If I’m asleep when you get home, wake me up and fuck me.”

Just one more reason why I love the woman.

Elizabeth and I went our separate ways, she heading to our waterfront apartment, me toward, well, I’d soon find out. Blind tips and unknown sources, by the way, aren’t anything particularly novel in my business. In fact, this is how we get much of our best information—from people who care enough, or are angry enough, or hell, even vengeful enough—to reach out to reporters and push dark facts into the glare of publicity. The flip side is, most of these leakers and sources don’t have much of a clue as to what comprises a great or important story. Their idea of a bombshell is often my idea of a New England News Brief, relegated to the middle of the second section if it deserves to be in the paper at all. But you never arrive at the occasional gold mine without slogging your way through so many veins of pyrite.

Which explains my thoughts as I arrived in front of the closed garage door of the Boston Cab Company, exactly thirty-five minutes after the game ended, meaning I was five minutes late. I didn’t think it would be a problem, mostly because I had it in my mind that this wouldn’t be a particularly useful excursion.

I walked past the garage, to an unmarked steel door with a simple knob, and pushed against it. The door, to my surprise, opened up into a dark room, which I assumed to be some sort of office or dispatch area. I stared around, looking for desks or computers or anything that might tell me where I was and why I was there, until my eyes slowly adjusted and I realized I was staring into the black expanse of the garage, completely still and seemingly empty. There wasn’t a light on in the place, the only wan illumination coming from the open door just behind me.

The sound was that of utter silence. The odor was a dull potpourri of transmission fluid, motor oil, windshield wash, and engine coolant.

“Hello,” I hollered. My voice echoed back off the walls and cement floors, then dissolved into the dark like sugar into black coffee. There was no response.

“This is Jack Flynn,” I yelled. Normally I’d expect, or at least appreciate, cheering and hooting at such a dramatic proclamation. But again, only an echo, followed by silence.

Now mind you, the most dangerous thing most Record reporters encounter on any given day is lunch in the company cafeteria, especially on, say, Mexican theme day, what with Tony and Val at the grill making their version of a burrito or a plate of nachos. Even this didn’t seem dangerous as much as foolish. Frustrated, I turned around and headed for the door, looking forward to waking Elizabeth, at her request, from her slumber.

Just as I did, a light flicked on in a distant corner of the sprawling garage, and I whirled toward it. Actually, it was two lights—headlights, of the soft, blue halogen variety, heading directly toward me, though not fast, and perhaps even slow. I leaned against the doorway and waited for what was to come, which in this case was the car and whomever and whatever was in it.

The vehicle pulled to within a few feet of me and stopped, its engine revving, then calming. I still couldn’t tell the make, the color, who was driving, or how many people were inside. I didn’t know if it was a taxicab. All I could see were the headlights, the high beams striking me square in my eyes. I continued to lean in the doorway, trying to look casual, though admittedly curious as to what the hell was going on.

The rear passenger’s side door opened up, but nobody got out. The door just hung out there, beckoning, I suppose, but not really. I’ve always wanted my own driver, but the expectation if I ever get one is that I’d at least insist on knowing where he was taking me.

I heard the subtle sound of a purring motor, a power window descending, followed by the words, “Mr. Flynn, get in.” The voice seemed to be coming from the passenger side of the car. I recalled a scene like this from Lost in Space, but I think it involved an alien craft, not a four-door sedan.

Still leaning, I asked, “Who are you?”

“We’ll explain all of that. Please, Mr. Flynn. Please.”

The voice was neither pleasant nor overbearing, neither tentative nor demanding, more earnest than I might have expected to hear in an otherwise barren garage under circumstances as undefined as these.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“We’re going to get you a story. A big story.”

Good answer. Right answer. How does someone in my shoes, an admitted news junkie, say no to that?

“Why don’t I meet you there?” I said this still staring into the teeth of the high beams, still seeing nothing at all.

Admittedly, that didn’t make a lot of sense, considering I didn’t know where “there” even was, but I was buying time, hoping they’d offer something more in terms of clues or agendas as I tried to delay the inevitable, which involved me getting into the rear seat of this mysterious car.

He replied with the magic words, “If you don’t want to get in, that’s your choice. We’ll give the Traveler a call.”

Well, he certainly knew what buttons to press. I mean, I’ve been shot at by assassins, kicked in the head by white supremacists, threatened by governors, lied to by none other than the president of the United States. If you think I have a good sense of danger, then you’re right, and I was starting to sense it here. But all you have to do is tell me that The Boston Traveler, the city’s feisty little tabloid paper, might beat us to the proverbial punch and all appropriate caution is thrown to the side of a potholed road. It’s about how you want to live your life, and I like to live mine by getting to the story first.

So I walked around the headlights to the open rear passenger door. Outside of the glare, I saw that the car was some sort of dark-colored luxury model, perhaps a Lexus. I saw two men sitting in the front—the driver and the passenger who had goaded me into this act of stupidity—I mean, pursuit of a story. As I slid into the backseat, I couldn’t help but notice another man sitting there beside me, mostly because he had many of the same physical characteristics as a gorilla.

I settled into the leather seat, looked around at the three silent men, and said, “Anybody want a stick of Juicy Fruit?” Nobody laughed, I guess for good reason, though they might have seen their way to being polite. All three, by the way, were somewhere in their fifties, dressed in black windbreakers and dark pants. None of them looked like they knew the way to the executive washroom, if you know what I mean. The guy beside me was one of those barrel-chested types with Popeye forearms who’s either gone soft from age or forever retains his superhuman strength, though I wasn’t in any real rush to find out which was the case.

The guy in the front passenger seat, wearing a dark baseball cap—a Red Sox hat, no less—slung low over his forehead jumped out and shut my door behind me. I heard the power locks go down in unison. The wide garage door ascended with a jolting roar. No one in the car spoke—no one but me, who asked, “You mind telling me where we’re headed?”

Still, silence. I looked at the Cro-Magnon beside me. His face was wide and puffy, his nose broad and hooked, as if it had been broken in prior excursions. He had wisps of grayish-black hair, and his eyes, which stared back at me, were tiny and vacant. I could hear him breathe through his mouth.

I said, with a faint smile, “Lots of legroom back here.” As I said it, I looked down at his legs, which were short and stubby, mere afterthoughts to his huge torso. He didn’t reply.

Through the heavily tinted windows, I could see that the car was heading down Boylston Street, heading for downtown Boston. The car drove around the Public Garden, up and over Beacon Hill, and into the financial district, largely barren of people at this time on a Monday night, but for the occasional law firm associate trying to bill more hours than there are in a day.

I said, “I would have thought Ortiz would have bunted. Lucky he didn’t.”

More silence. Apparently no one felt like talking baseball, even after such a monumental win. Perhaps only their little messenger had been at the game. Or perhaps these guys were unschooled in the conversational arts.

By now, the car had driven through Government Center and pulled into a hulking downtown parking garage. I’ll confess, I didn’t quite get it. We left one garage only to arrive at another. The car kept circling through the building, heading upward toward the roof, around and around, past all the empty spaces. Finally, we pulled into a short section marked by signs that said, Reserved, Government Vehicles Only. The driver, who wore a baseball cap, glasses and the previously noted dark windbreaker, threw the car into park and hit the unlock button. The man in the passenger seat jumped out and opened my door.

Now I didn’t exactly feel like a hostage, but nor did I feel free to come and go, either. As I was walking, I noticed that these Blues Brothers knockoffs essentially had me surrounded, their shoes clicking on the concrete floor as they guided me toward a steel door.

One of them, the driver, placed a security badge against the door, and there was an audible click. He pushed the door open into a well-lit hallway, and the four of us proceeded down a short, austere corridor amid our practiced silence.

At a second steel door, same routine. Inside, though, the hallways were carpeted, the lighting softer. We kept walking, took a left, then a quick right, and suddenly I found myself in an outsize office with a mustachioed man in a light blue windbreaker over a shirt and loosely knotted tie sitting behind an enormous wooden desk.

He stood up. The three men backed out behind me. The office door closed with a soft click.

“Good evening, Mr. Flynn,” the man said, his whiskers twitching as he spoke in a gentlemanly farmer kind of way. “Nice of you to come out here at this hour. I appreciate that very much.”

He came around the desk and shook my hand, all friendly and familiar, as if we knew each other, though I had never met him before.

I replied, just as breezily, “I’m not entirely sure I had a choice.”

He gave me a low laugh while meeting my gaze. “Oh, you did. You certainly did. And you’re free to go at this very moment if you’d like. I’ll even have my”—and he paused here for a sliver of a second—” associates drive you right to your house.” His mustache twitched again as he flashed a wry smile.

That’s obviously not what I wanted for a lot of reasons, not the least of which was that I was within walking distance of my home, but no need to point that out. And I had come this far, arrived at this unusual sanctum. I wanted to find out who this was and what he had for me.

When I didn’t respond, he said, “I’m Tom Jankle, special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’m a fan of your work.”

I said, needlessly, “Jack Flynn, reporter for The Boston Record.” I didn’t mean to make fun of his introduction, though maybe I did.

Still in his windbreaker, as if he had just come in from raking leaves in the yard or, say, rounding up a collection of bank robbers, he beckoned me to a pair of upholstered chairs around a low-slung coffee table. Tom Jankle was, in a word, famous. I’ll throw out another one: celebrated. He was arguably the most effective agent in the entire beleaguered Bureau, a one-man crime-busting squad who took down the New England Mafia, the Irish Mafia, politicians, bank robbers, white-collar criminals who thought they were above the law—anyone and everyone. And he did it all with a strangely unassuming air about him, as if he were an engineer in a struggling high-tech company out on Route 128, not an agent with the most powerful law enforcement organization in the world.

And there I was, in my first face-to-face with him, wearing faded jeans and a lazy navy blue sweater over an old tee shirt. My breath was a combination of the Italian sausage, Cracker Jack, peanuts and multiple beers I had consumed during the game, not to mention the Cool Dog. And yet, he made me feel perfectly comfortable.

He said, “Were my boys good to you on the way over?”

I nodded and said, “Here I am, so they got the job done.”

He leaned back for a moment, taking me in, sizing me up, a look of mild amusement on his bespectacled face. Then he said, “Jack, if you don’t mind me calling you Jack, you and I don’t know each other, but right now, we can do each other a whole lot of good.”

And with that, he leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and he told me a story. What he neglected to tell me was how much bad we could do each other as well.








Chapter Three



Tom Jankle reached into a manila envelope that had been sitting on the glass coffee table before him and pulled out a stapled sheaf of documents. He read them for a moment as I watched his eyes descend the page.

Finally, he looked up at me and said, “Whoa boy. This is one heck of a story.”

You don’t hear the word heck a lot these days, especially among street-wizened agents. But he looked like just the kind of person who might try to revive its usage.

He looked back down at the sheets for a moment, then again at me. “What do you know about the Gardner theft?” he asked.

He might as well have just pulled his gun from his holster and fired a round into the bare white walls of his office. He might as well have just kicked me in the gut, or opened up a percussion grenade on the drab gray carpet of this windowless room. The entire world stopped short for a flicker of a moment. My vision blurred, my thoughts derailed, all sound, all motion, all sensory perceptions, ceased to exist.

And then I replied, unsure how I even scraped the single word from the far corner of my brain and out of the depths of my throat, “Some.”

Forgive my drama, but the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum remains the largest art heist in the history of America, a brazen robbery undertaken in the dark of a Sunday night thirteen years before by a pair of men dressed in Boston police uniforms who knocked on the massive front doors of the stately old museum and said there had been a disturbance nearby.

Once inside, the two imposters proceeded to bind and gag the two security guards, then methodically cut eleven art treasures from their frames on the walls, including works by Rembrandt, Vermeer, Manet and Degas. My tastes tend to run toward Five Dogs Playing Poker, but even I understood the import of this brazen act, and if I didn’t, then the estimated price tag on these so-called priceless treasures made it quite clear. Experts said they were worth something in the neighborhood of $300 million, which, as the gossip columnists who write the Traveler’s “Scene and Heard” column might say, is a very nice neighborhood indeed.

Most notable for the purposes of this conversation, the theft remained unsolved all these many years and so many thousands of infertile leads later. Nothing. Zero. Nada. Zip. When the two bandits were leaving the museum, one of them said to the bound guards, “Tell them they’ll be hearing from us.” But nobody ever had.

And now this. I had a very intense-looking lead agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation sitting across from me in the urgency of a September night saying he wanted to talk about the Gardner Museum.

“But what should I know?” I asked.

He pulled his big frame up from his chair with a groan and ambled over to a tiny, beat-up old refrigerator that I hadn’t previously noticed on the other side of his desk. He walked like he had just stepped off a horse.

“Beer?” he called out.

“Sure,” I replied. I had already had enough for the night, and didn’t want Augustus Busch impairing my senses any further, but to say no would have put me and him at a different place at a time I needed us to be nothing less than simpatico.

He came back with two bottles of Budweiser and absently handed me mine as he settled back into his seat. He took a long, thirsty pull, let out a quiet, pleasant sigh, and said, “I’d rather have a little bit of bourbon, but I’ve got work to do.”

I didn’t respond. He said, “We’ve had a pretty promising break in the case, but not enough of one to solve it.”

The refrigerator rattled in the corner, or maybe that was my heart. Somewhere down the hallway, a door slammed shut. Then he added, “May we speak off the record, and we’ll figure out what you can use when we’re done?”

Seeing as I didn’t even have so much as a pen and a piece of paper on me, I said, “Sure.”

“And I mean, off the record,” he added for emphasis.

“So do I,” I replied.

For the record, off the record, in the vernacular of the information industry, means that any information provided to a reporter is unusable for publication or broadcast unless completely and independently confirmed. Some reporters, maybe most reporters, confuse this simple fact, and believe that off the record actually means the information is usable just so long as they don’t identify the source of the information. They’re wrong. What they’re actually thinking about is “background” information, where a particular source will provide material on the condition of anonymity, meaning they are identified as, perhaps, an official familiar with the investigation. Two different things that most reporters can’t get straight, though Jankle seemed to know full well the difference. I liked him for that already, or at least respected him.

He leaned toward me in his chair, took another short sip of his Bud, and, with the bottle still in his hand, said, “We have new information that Toby Harkins is linked in some way to the theft. We’re in the process of trying to figure out how.”

And there goes another percussion bomb. There’s another round fired into the institutional-white wall. There’s that foot-in-the-gut thing again.

Toby Harkins, in point of fact, is one of the biggest thugs that Boston has ever known, a coleader of an Irish Mafia that terrorized huge swaths of this city by running drugs, loan-sharking money and killing a sickening number of people who dared cross its path. Jankle had pursued him for years, finally with success. But Harkins had vanished a year earlier, precisely one day before the United States Justice Department announced its indictments on a litany of charges too long to list here.

By the way, it’s also worth noting that Toby Harkins is the estranged son of the city’s sitting mayor, Daniel Harkins. More on that in a while.

I stayed silent, listening to the quiet buzz of the overhead lights and the gentle ticking of a clock on a distant bookcase. I wanted to see where Agent Jankle was planning to take me before I even tried to alter his course with any questions.

“Now I’m not saying he stole the damned paintings. Seems too delicate an operation for a guy whose idea of sophistication is putting a bullet into the back of people’s heads. But I am saying that he probably knows who stole them, and maybe he even has possession of them now.”

He fell quiet, taking another long gulp of his beer. When he set the brownish bottle back on the table, I watched the bubbles within explode from the middle and rise toward the surface, all festive, even if the mood wasn’t. When he didn’t speak again, I asked, “How do we know that?”

Notice the word we, as in We the people, as in, Jankle and I, or is it me and Jankle, or Jankle and me. No matter. It was another subtle attempt to bond, to show that we were on the same side of the line, and that information shared would reap mutual benefits.

Without hesitating, he said, “We intercepted some correspondence, or rather, we had a piece of intercepted correspondence provided to us, that in some way links Harkins to the paintings. Unfortunately, I can’t be any more specific than that.”

“We’re off the record,” I said, meaning, tell me more.

“I can’t be any more specific than that.” He stared back at me, blank, then picked up his beer. Mine sat in front of me untouched.

I asked, “How seriously are you treating this new information?”

“Very. We now have dozens of agents in this office, in Washington, and abroad, actively and aggressively looking into it. We’re anticipating that the thieves or their representative might be prepared to reach out to authorities to broker the return of the paintings. That’s the usual scenario in these kinds of cases.”

“Meaning for money?” I asked.

“Most definitely.”

“And where does Harkins fit into that?”

He shook his head ruefully and drained his beer. “We’re still trying to figure that out. He may be the broker, skimming a huge percentage of the profits. That would be his way.”

Admittedly, what he was giving me wasn’t a lot, but in the news biz, not a lot doesn’t always mean not enough. The journalistic processor that is my brain quickly kicked into overdrive, determining what I wanted to write versus what I could write versus what I needed to be able to write to get the information into print. And at that point, Jankle and I began the negotiation that precedes almost all source-driven stories of any worth. I borrowed a pad of paper, took down some notes and quotes, and when we arrived somewhere between his maximum offering and my minimum requirement, I stood up to leave.

As I gathered my borrowed belongings and pulled on my coat, I asked in as blasé a way as possible, “Why do you want this in print?”

Truth be known, the question was anything but casual. In the brokerage of information, everyone has an angle. Some people, often politicians and a few select investigators, just like the high of seeing their name or material in print. Others, natural pleasers, get off on befriending reporters, hoping that in some as-yet-unknown way, the relationship will ultimately pay dividends. Still others, those more vendetta-minded, liked to settle scores, and we provided a better forum than most to do just that. In this particular case, I harbored some suspicions that the frisky Feds were trying to spur an underworld war by putting information in play that Toby Harkins possessed several hundred million dollars in stolen treasures, or at least information on their whereabouts. With shootings or maimings or kidnappings come the endless possibilities of angry informants bringing information to federal investigators.

Not that I minded any of this. As in the law, motive in newspaper sourcing is interesting, though not necessarily important.

Jankle remained seated, and at this point, was taking a long slug out of my bottle of Bud, which I never touched. He put it down in front of him and looked up at me with newly tired eyes. He said, “Because right now, we don’t have much of a case. I’m throwing out a line, seeing what I can reel back in. Someone’s going to read what the Record has to write and they’re going to call the FBI tomorrow morning with something more than we already have.” Then, in a softer voice, “At least that’s what I hope.”

There was a moment of silence between us as I drank in just how bone-boring dry this office of his really was. The white walls were bare. The carpet was an institutional gray. His desk was only mildly cluttered. The chairs looked like they came from the waiting room of the Salvation Army. He was a man who cared about success, but not the trappings that go with it.

He added, “Jack, I can’t guarantee you how long this information will remain out of the public realm. The FBI in Washington could call a press conference on this and issue a statement at any time, including tomorrow. This is a high-profile case. There are a lot of agents and assorted supervisors who want some mug-time on the tube.”

I checked the clock on the wall—11:20 P.M.—and thanked him for his time. I declined the offer of a ride from his trained apes, jotted down his office phone number and headed for the door. It was, as they might say in journalism school, a killer story. I just didn’t understand yet in what way.








Chapter Four



I walked into the newsroom carrying nothing more than a couple of scribbled pages of quotes in my hand and one of the more intriguing stories of the year in my head. At the far end of the room, the crazy, zany lords of the copydesk were spending the last minutes of deadline gloomily searching stories for punctuation and grammar mistakes that would no doubt cheer them up. Otherwise, the main part of the newsroom sat still and barren, nothing more than the sickly green haze of so many quiet screen-savers waiting for tomorrow’s daily frenzy.

I sat at my desk in the middle of the room and immediately began typing. I had already called Elizabeth on my cell phone on the cab ride over and warned her that I might be a while, and not to go hanging around with Toby Harkins tonight. Just kidding about that last part. I think.

More important, I also called Peter Martin, he of the Red Sox tickets, and flagged him on the night’s events. As usual, he picked up the telephone on the first ring, regardless of the fact that it was after 11:00 and he was no doubt planning to be in his office by 7:00 A.M. the following morning, as he always was. Confident that my cabdriver could speak English as well as I could speak his native Ukrainian, I calmly told Martin what I had and from whom I had it. He simply said, “I’ll see you in the newsroom in twenty minutes.”

Martin was my editor back when I was an investigative reporter for the Record in Washington and he was the paper’s bureau chief. Since then, I’ve come back to Boston as a senior reporter, and in a recent and not uncontroversial shake-up, he became editor in chief. He’s a diminutive guy, even weaselly in the wrong light, perpetually nervous, always pale, someone whose idea of outdoor activity was opening the sunroof on his Hyundai as he drove to work on a sunny weekend morning. But the truth is, he had the journalistic heart of a lion tucked into the body of a tabby cat, and at this time, on this night, I was glad to have him here beside me. Thrilled, actually.

As I said, we were hard against the paper’s drop-dead deadline for what’s known in the business as the Sports Final, known as such because it carries scores from games all over the country, including the late-finishing matches on the West Coast, and is usually the paper’s last edition. It’s distributed to subscribers in the city and the close-in suburbs.

I jumped onto my computer and quickly banged out a first paragraph which read, “Federal investigators have intercepted key information that links Toby Harkins, the fugitive mobster and son of the mayor, with the 1990 heist of more than $300 million in treasures from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, the largest unsolved art theft in American history.”

Okay, it’s not poetry, but given the considerable constraints, it makes an unmistakable point.

Second paragraph: “A key investigator, speaking last night on the condition of anonymity, said agents were trying to determine if Toby Harkins was himself involved in the actual heist and if he is currently aware of the whereabouts of the eleven paintings and two artifacts stolen from the museum by two bandits dressed as Boston police officers.”

And so forth, until I had a story that made it look, as these things tend to do, like I knew a lot more than I actually did.

I was typing so fast, concentrating so hard, that I never heard Peter Martin breeze into the room and right up to my desk, until he finally said in a voice just north of an alarmed whisper, “Holy fuck.”

He was reading over my shoulder, breathing quietly through his nose, not wanting to disturb me while I was on this obvious writing roll. He was one of the rare newspaper editors in this world who knew to never get in the way of a reporter on a good story. Others aren’t happy until they’ve left what they might describe as “their imprint.” In most cases, think of a goose shitting all over a dewy lawn.

A few paragraphs later, I took a quick break and pushed my chair back, rubbing my palms hard across my tired eyes. Martin continued reading the screen. He asked, “Tell me about the source again.”

The rules of the road in newspapering require reporters to reveal the identity of their anonymous sources to their editors. Some editors, the best editors, always ask. Others don’t. Martin’s an asker.

I rolled back up to the computer. “Tom Jankle. FBI.”

“Doesn’t get much better than that. He a regular kneeler at the altar of Jack Flynn?”

“No. Truth is, I can’t explain to you why he came to me, but he did. I was just sitting at the game minding my own business, or rather, the Red Sox’s business.”

Martin asked, “You have any sense of how this is going to affect the Dan Harkins nomination?”

Good question. He was referring to the fact that the senior senator from Massachusetts, Herman Harrison, was at that very moment being treated for a cancer that was known to be taking over a body already worn down by too much booze and too little attention. In the inevitable event of Harrison’s death, the governor would appoint his successor to fill out the next year and two months of his term, until the next federal election. She had already leaked word that Mayor Daniel Harkins was her likely choice, though now, with more revelations about his son, she might reconsider.

“Don’t know,” I replied. “The mayor will keep denying contact, and his enemies will keep jabbing at him with it. Stay tuned.”

“You’ll mention this in print.”

I would.

“Keep writing,” Martin said. “I’ll warn the copydesk that we’re going to have to rip up the front page, and I’ll try to buy you some time.” With that, he literally jogged off to the populated part of the newsroom.

The man was beautiful, Martin was. Most editors these days dedicate themselves to what they commonly describe as “manicured news,” stories that are conceptualized by their dim-witted underlings in morning meetings, assigned to willing reporters, edited over the course of several days, and finally paired with an artistic photograph on the front page. Put them on something resembling a deadline involving unwieldy issues like anonymous FBI agents warning of underworld figures stealing priceless paintings, and they start frenetically paging through the latest issue of the Columbia Journalism Review for answers they’ll never find.

I finished, though you never really finish these stories; you just kind of acknowledge that you’ve run out of time. Martin returned. “Get up. I’ll edit you right here,” he said. And as I stood and paced the aisle, he sat in my seat, asked a couple of cogent questions as he read, made some small fixes in my story, and sent it on its uncertain way.

He leaned back in my chair in a position of faux relaxation—I say faux because Peter Martin, like most of the newspaper people I’ve ever worked with, was never truly relaxed.

“We’re going to banner it,” he said. “This thing’s going to be the talk of the city tomorrow, the country maybe, and we’ve got it alone. Maybe we even end up doing some good by helping this thing get solved. You ought to feel great.”

He was right, I should have. I mean, I broke the story of the week, the month even. As important, I broke out of something of a running slump. Journalism, specifically newspapering, is a business that requires constant reinvention and revitalization. Reputations are good, but they can get as old, as quickly, as yesterday’s news. But truth be known, something nagged at me. It all seemed too easy, too pat. One minute I was watching the Sox stick it to the Yankees, the next minute I’m being handed a gift-wrapped bombshell destined for tomorrow’s front page, and from there, the lead story on the network news. I’d have liked to think this is just what it meant to be Jack Flynn, but like I said, something nagged.

My desk phone rang, the sound crashing through the unsettled gloom of the newsroom—or maybe it was my unsettled mood it was crashing through. The two had become one, as these things tend to do. I fairly jumped through the drop ceiling. Martin, oddly composed, answered it.

“Yep.” Pause. “Yep.” Pause again. “Then fix it. Good. Good work. Let it go.”

He hung up, looked at me and said, “That’s the copydesk. You used its possessive as the contraction, it’s, in your seventh paragraph. They fixed it.”

Let me get this right. I have an exclusive story on a stunning new suspect in the most significant unsolved art theft in the nation, which happened to occur right here in my native city, and some bleached-out copy-editor is making sure all his friends on the desk and higher-ups know that he caught a second-tier grammar mistake deep into the jump? Maybe I really should have gone to law school.

Anyway, Martin and I stared at each other for a moment from our perches in the center of the otherwise empty room. Behind him, my computer flipped over to the screensaver, and even that minor act sent a little charge through my system.

He said, “You know we’ve chased down other false leads on this heist over the last few years. The Feds have tipped us off before. Most of them, I assume, involve rank-and-file ass-covering. But this one seems different. We have it alone, and they have an actual name they’re putting into play, not vague references and unclear suspicions. I like this one a lot.”

I should have too.

With that, he clasped his hands in front of him in that way he does and stood up from my desk. He slapped me softly on the shoulder, pretending, I think, that he knew how to take part in such fraternal acts. “We need to get right at this in the morning. Let’s meet here by eight. This is going to be a wild ride.”

A wild ride. One minute I’m at Fenway, an hour later I’m sitting in an FBI office being spoon-fed a story of significant proportions by an agent I didn’t previously know, and an hour after that the thing is done and gone. Again, why didn’t I feel better about all this?

Somewhere deep inside my psyche, in a place where instinct trumps common sense, I had the vague outline of a reason why. It was the core of the explanation that, at that point, I just didn’t want to know.









Chapter Five

Tuesday, September 23




I sat at the wrought-iron table on our harborfront veranda staring so intently at the front page of the Record that the words seemed to meld into one giant block of meaningless black. Maybe it was the hour, which was 6:00 A.M., or maybe it was my condition, which was exhaustion. I blinked hard, took a long pull of fresh-squeezed orange juice, and looked again.

“Investigators Eyeing Fugitive in Gardner Heist,” the headline read in a thick, appropriately foreboding font. Under that, in slightly smaller letters, “New leads create link to Toby Harkins.”

My name, my byline, looked especially large up there on the left side of the front page, over a story that was stripped right across the top—a banner, as we call it in the news biz. On the far right side, the copy-editors cut in with a small photograph of Rembrandt’s Storm on the Sea of Galilee, making it look like we put a whole lot more thought into this venture of reporting this story than was actually the case.

In general, I make it a practice not to read my stories once they’ve appeared in print, because all you can get is frustrated at some penny-ante change that some nickel-and-dime editor might have made along the line, entirely ruining the otherwise perfect rhythm and flow of your sentences and thoughts. This one I read, mostly because I barely remembered writing it, it all happened so quick.

And I was doing just that, reading it, when I heard the sliding glass door open behind me, and turned to see a topless Elizabeth Riggs, clad only in a pair of my white boxer shorts, her morning hair a tangle atop her beautiful head, step out onto the balcony and wrap her long arms around my neck from behind.

“I didn’t hear you come to bed,” she said in her thick morning voice, her warm breath filling my ear. “I didn’t hear you get up. I don’t recall getting what I asked for before you abandoned me last night.”

It was true, all of it. I tumbled into bed sometime after 2:00 A.M. and a couple of cold beers drunk in the company of my dog Baker in the living room of our condominium. I had needed something to calm me down and help me get to sleep. Then I rose at 5:30 at the first light of early morning, unable to wait for the events of the day.

The Record, God bless the men and women in circulation, was already waiting on our doorstep, and I sat out here reading it in the growing light of a rising sun. It was cool out, yes, somewhere in the low 60s, but fresh, crisp, vibrant in that way that September is supposed to be.

“Where were you?” she asked, her mouth still directed against the sensitive parts of my ear. I felt her warm breasts against my neck, her hair against the sides of my face, and I’m not sure why it all made me feel so sad, so vacant, but it did. Actually, I lie. I do know why, it’s just that I didn’t want to confront it. The next day, Elizabeth would be gone, and despite anything on the front page of that day’s paper, despite the whirlwind that was about to come, her departure was the major headline in the periodically sad life of Jack Flynn.

Without saying anything, I pointed to the story in front of me.

“Oh my God,” she said. She said this as she pulled her arms back, came around to my side and sat on another chair silently reading the paper. By the way, it’s important to note that our deck was completely private, inaccessible to any pair of eyes on land, though I’ve often been suspicious that voyeuristic yachtsmen, familiar with Elizabeth’s penchant for topless and even naked lounging, drop anchor in the waters just off our building. I scanned the harbor but didn’t see any on that morning.

She carefully read the story, turning from the front page to the jump—the part of the story that’s continued inside the paper—then back to the front page again. Finished, she trained her enormous blue eyes on me and said, “How the hell did you ever get all this between the time I left you at Fenway and the Record’s deadline?”

That was, to be sure, a compliment, presented in a classically journalistic way—with an incredulous tone, even a skeptical one, rolled into a question. Before I could answer, there was a knock, or rather a scratch, at our sliding door, and I turned to see Baker, his eyes at half mast and his fur fuzzy on top of his big head from what I’m sure was an unsatisfying half night of sleep, pawing at the glass to join the crowd.

As I opened the door to let him out, I heard an announcer on the Bose radio in the kitchen reading the news with one of those fake wire tickers sounding behind him.

“Federal, state and city officials are thus far offering no comment to this morning’s Record report that investigators are eyeing the infamous fugitive Toby Harkins, the estranged son of the Boston mayor, in the 13-year-old, unsolved art heist at the Gardner Museum. The Record reports that authorities are still uncertain…”

I slid the door shut and the voice gave way to the tranquil sounds of a calm morning sea.

“It was one of those incredible, rare stories where everything falls immediately into place,” I said to Elizabeth, sitting back down at the table beside her. I told her about getting picked up inside the Boston Cab garage, about the meeting with Jankle, about the rush with Martin to get this into print. She asked me a few typically intelligent questions, then focused on the story again.

In the silence, I looked around, at Baker already sprawled out on the cool floor of the deck, at the beautiful woman sitting beside me, at the harbor water glistening beneath us, and thought, in a couple of days, my little family—“our starter family,” as Elizabeth liked to call it—would be no more. Elizabeth would be gone. Forever? I didn’t know, but maybe. Maybe.

I should have been sitting there basking in triumph. Instead, I found myself climbing into a hole of emptiness, a feeling, a state of mind, hell, a state of being, that I knew all too well. I knew it, I lived it, after my wife and infant daughter died on the delivery table a few years before, leaving me with only memories of what I had and a forlorn void in place of what I never got to know, each day of fatherhood represented by another tear shed in that private hell called loneliness.

Did Katherine’s death affect my relationship with Elizabeth? No doubt, there are entire teams of Harvard-educated psychiatrists that couldn’t detail all the ways it did—about why I hadn’t asked Elizabeth to marry me, about why we had split up temporarily the year before, about why, now, with twenty-four hours left in our time together, we couldn’t even have a fully-fledged adult conversation regarding our future time apart.

She saw me staring silently at the water, saw, no doubt, the sad, even pained look that marked my face. She said, “I’m really proud of you, Jack,” and I looked at her and she at me and I suddenly found my throat too thick to risk a response.

She stood up, still topless, always sexy, and she grabbed my hand and pulled me along with her. She left the door open for Baker to come and go at will, and on the rumpled white comforter of our sun-splashed bed, we became lost in an emotional stretch of silent sex. Afterward, as she looked down at me and pushed her face hard against mine, her tangled hair falling around my cheeks and ears, I felt her tears fall from her eyes into mine.

“I love you,” she whispered, but the words, more sad than happy, carried more mystery than finality.

“I love you too,” I replied, but I fear I sounded in some odd way resigned, though to what I didn’t know.

Later, in the kitchen, she poured herself coffee. I ate fistfuls of Cap’n Crunch directly from the box. We avoided talk of her departure as if its very mention would set upon us an unspeakable plague. I knew she would be packing up most of her stuff that day, but what she instead said when I asked her plans was, “I have a lot of things to do around here.”

That radio announcer was still blathering in the background, this time about the weather, then about the traffic.

“The surface roads are jammed all along downtown Boston as police have several major thoroughfares cordoned off for what we’re told is a crime scene, possibly a murder or suicide scene, in the Boston Common. Boston police are confirming that the body of a young woman, in her late twenties, was found with a gunshot wound to her head a little over half an hour ago….”

That’s the first I heard of it. It didn’t really register at the time, though maybe, in retrospect, it did. I flicked the radio off, rubbed Baker’s ears and gave Elizabeth a long, silent kiss good-bye.

 

When I walked into the Record a few minutes before 8:00, Peter Martin was sitting at the desk beside mine scanning the wires, nervous as he’s ever been, which is saying quite a lot. Here’s a guy who drinks black coffee by the bucket just to soothe himself. His idea of a relaxing vacation is visiting the libraries of every twentieth-century president in two weeks’ time. Once, when I had him temporarily convinced that there was more to life than newspapers and politics, he went to an upscale golf school in the Carolinas, one of those blessed places where you sip juice while sitting on a director’s chair with your name hand-embroidered in the back while watching some young club pro demonstrate the importance of the interlocking grip on a pristine driving range. He claimed to love the experience, but he never played golf again.

Anyway, the newsroom looked almost the same as it had when I left a few hours before, only the copydesk was now vacant and a custodian—a cleaning engineer, I think they’re now called—pushed an industrial-size vacuum down the empty aisles. Eight A.M. is at least an hour before most self-respecting reporters are climbing off their futons, and a couple of hours before they’d find their way into work.

“Thank God, I was sure you were going to be late,” Martin said, looking up from his computer screen.

“Good, and you?”

He ignored my attempt at morning humor, stood up, and said, “Let’s go into my office.” I followed him through the mostly dark newsroom in silence.

Inside, the two of us sat across from each other at a small circular conference table in Martin’s glass-enclosed office in the far corner of the newsroom. One wall of windows overlooked the traffic-clogged Southeast Expressway. The other wall overlooked the copydesk. All the furniture, the decorations, the lamps and the accessories, were exactly the way that the previous editor, Justine Steele, had them before she ascended to the publisher’s office the year before. I swear, if Justine had left photographs of her children, Martin would have kept them on his desk.

Martin put his elbows on the glass tabletop and said, “The Traveler doesn’t have a word on this. The three network affiliates are broadcasting our story, verbatim. The radio is quoting liberally from us and attributing everything. So far, we’re all alone. But the whole world’s about to crash our party. The Times is going to come in, the news mags, The Washington Post, the networks out of New York. This is big—huge—and we can’t give anything up.”

He was giving voice to what I already knew, but that’s okay. This story, ours alone for the day, was about to turn into classic gang-bang journalism, the exact kind of story I hated most, when mobs of reporters trample across every possible bit of information, and every shred of context be damned. I nodded. Noticeably missing from Martin’s soliloquy were words of praise for this morning’s performance, but alas, he rarely had the patience for the triviality of commendation. I used to hold that against him; I don’t anymore.

He continued, “So we have to figure out where we go from here.” He looked anxiously out at the empty newsroom and continued, “When people find the time in their busy lives to wander into work today, I’ll deploy as many as it takes to blanket every conceivable angle—the investigation, rewrite a tick-tock of the original heist, another lengthy profile of Harkins, the possibility of any connection to the mayor. What else?”

I remained silent. He knew he had everything covered. Martin resumed speaking.

“Jack, obviously you’re the lead. Hit the investigation hard, do everything in your power to break more news. I don’t have to tell you how to do it. Like all the other times before, just get it done.”

Would that it were so easy. The problem with this business is that in every possible way, it involves constant reinvention, or at least restoration. If there’s a formula, it consists of only this: Hard work—the extra telephone call, the added question at the end of the interminable interview, the long drive to some far-flung town to meet someone who you’re not quite sure will be even the slightest bit of help. Hard work begets luck, and from there, the cycle continues.

“We will,” I said, confident, but not really, and don’t ask me why. Confidence is my trademark, but as I’ve said, these were strange times. Elizabeth was leaving. Something gnawed at me on this story, and as I looked out the window, I saw traffic at a veritable standstill on the highway, and even that inexplicably bothered me.

I stood up and said to Martin, “What do you know about the dead woman on the Common?”

Most editors in chief are big-picture people, probably because it’s easier to be that way, just like it’s easier to travel great distances by air than to drive in a car, though high above, you miss all the individual brushstrokes that go into the art of real life. Martin was decidedly different. To be sure, he could think big and ponder the most serious questions in the business, but he also had an insatiable curiosity for the details of even the smallest house fire in Dorchester.

As if to prove the point, he said, “First reports out say she was a young attorney, maybe thirty years old, found in her car in the garage under Boston Common by an attendant picking up the trash. Single gunshot wound to the head.”

What the hell was the deal with parking garages lately?

“Suicide?” I mean, logical question, given that all the lawyers I knew were always saying they wanted to kill themselves.

“If it was,” he replied, “then she managed to hide the gun.”

 

Back at my desk, I snatched up the telephone, and pulled out the phone number for Tom Jankle, special agent of the FBI. My hope, my expectation, was that if he spoon-fed me the prior night when he only knew me by reputation, then now that we had a track record, he should be ready to spew any remaining information he had. No telling how much chicken I left on that journalistic bone, but my educated hunch was, a lot. A lot.

A rather imperious-sounding woman informed me, “Special Agent Jankle is not available right now. May I help you?”

A couple of points here. First, why don’t newspaper people have the word “Special” in our titles? Actually, why don’t we have titles at all? Why can’t I say to someone over the phone, “Hello, this is Special Reporter Flynn calling from The Boston Record blah blah blah.” Actually, here’s why: Because we’d sound like asses, which is exactly how this secretary sounded now.

Point two: I hate when self-important secretaries and other assorted assistants ask, “May I help you?” as if my call, my concerns, must be so profoundly trivial that I couldn’t possibly warrant the attention of their boss. Let me ask you something: Are you a party to the investigation? Are you prepared to be quoted in front of a million people in tomorrow’s Record, or to leak sensitive information that will push the story along? If not, then just take a message.

Actually, I didn’t say any of that. More politely, but not too much so, I said, “You could take a message.”

“Is there someone else who could help you?” Okay, now this was getting rich. The night before, her boss sends a team of trained apes to pull me out of a ball game at Fenway Park. They chauffeur me to his office. He sits with me in private as the clock ticks toward midnight and provides me hitherto unknown details on the largest unsolved art heist in the history of the nation. He’s in essence, actually, looking for my help. And she’s thinking I don’t warrant his attention, because this great man must absolutely be far too important to deal with anything or anyone so trivial as the largest, most respected, and most important newspaper in New England.

“I don’t think so,” I replied, my voice still surprisingly soft, even upbeat. “If you could just tell him—”

“His schedule is very full today.”

“So’s mine.” Not quite as nice. “But if you could ask him to call Jack Flynn”—I gave her my number before she cut me off again—” I’ll absolutely take the time to talk to him.” I thanked her, almost overly pleasantly so, and quickly hung up, another border skirmish in the war on government imperialism successfully fought.

Then I proceeded to pound out another two dozen calls to various state, city and law enforcement officials who I knew or should have known or wanted to know, all in what the unkind might call a fishing expedition, but I’d prefer to describe as an informational dragnet. On a story of this caliber and magnitude, you leave no number undialed, no office unchecked. Hell, the truth is, most of the bureaucrats I was ringing up would take it as a compliment that I was even calling. Of course, all I got was equally officious secretaries and occasional voicemails, but the return calls would come soon enough.

All along, something still wasn’t right. Intuition, while a gift, was not always a blessing. The pang in my stomach was slowly turning into a knot, and someone seemed to be tying it tighter, pulling on the strings, giving me a sickening feeling that penetrated my flesh and rattled my bones. I turned fully around and gazed out the far windows of the newsroom to see that traffic was still at a standstill. I absently flicked the On button on the portable television that sat on a corner of my desk.

As the screen came to life, I saw a familiar reporter standing in front of the Gardner Museum, a microphone held up to his uncommonly handsome face. “Behind me,” he was saying, “is one of the world’s great art museums, but most famous not for its paintings, but for being the target of the country’s costliest heist.” From there, it kicked over to a prerecorded segment that basically reiterated the guts of my morning story, with full attribution. I turned the volume down and made a few more calls.

Somewhere along the line, I noticed that the television image flipped from the Gardner footage to an open grassy space set against the backdrop of the Boston skyline. I quickly turned the volume up to hear a rather comely redheaded reporter saying, “Ham, police are saying that she was found at about 7:15 this morning slumped over the steering wheel of her Saab with a single gunshot wound to the left side of her head. The car doors were all closed, the doors locked, the windows unbroken. No gun was found inside. The twenty-seven-year-old victim was found on the second level of the garage. Her identity has not yet been released pending notification of her relatives.”

The knot was starting to feel like a damned tumor. I bore in harder on the reporter. Behind her, detectives in suits came and went from a headhouse into the garage.

Ham, as anchors are wont to do, asked a stupid question. “Kelly, any suspects yet that we know of?”

Kelly shot him a look that melded disbelief and disdain. Then, composed, she replied, “Ham, the police are being unusually mum on this case. It has all the makings of becoming a very high-profile murder investigation, and they haven’t tipped their hand to us as of yet. There is, however, a briefing scheduled for police headquarters later this morning, and hopefully I’ll have more information to pass along after that.”
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