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			For a world in recovery

			1

			The Graveyard of Secrets

			[image: ]o Beth Bethlen, Rome was a city of scents. The air sang with them. The ancient city wore them like a blanket, the way San Francisco wore fog, or Seattle rain. There was a district where she liked to shop—or had liked to when she’d still been strong enough to walk that far—that always smelled of the sea, even though the wind had left salt and fish long behind by the time it reached those airy, crowded plazas. The streets near her tiny, out-of-the-way hotel always smelled inexplicably of lemons. North, toward Vatican City, the streets smelled of bubbling sauces—tomato, basil, oregano. South, it was cheese—Parmesan, Romano, and something that might have been Gorgonzola, but sweeter, like it was touched with blueberries and honey. A few blocks east, and the aromas of fresh bread—morning to midnight—made her stomach rumble with happy anticipation, even though she never had much appetite. Not anymore, anyway.

			Beth crinkled her nose. Here, the only scent on the still, heavy air was the weight of dank, damp decay, moldering stone, and time. This part of the city smelled old. Old, dusty, and forgotten. She glanced down at her phone and wondered why map apps never included smells. In Rome at least, it would surely be a huge help. Wrong smell, wrong district. Right smell, why, you were right on track. She shook her head and glared at the phone. No such luck.

			She checked the phone again and nodded to herself, an introvert’s old habit, and let out a sigh. Uber rides and phone apps could only get her so far. This deep in the old city, where secrets rested, lost, modern maps were useless. But she was almost there at last. Thank God. She took a deep breath, her nose crinkling, and let it out slowly. She was tired, so very tired. She didn’t think she could have made it much farther.

			Beth paused and adjusted her N95 facemask. With her weakened heart, she had to stop often to rest and catch her breath, even if it was just for a moment or two. She put her small carry-on suitcase down on the cobbled pavement and pulled her Boston Red Sox jacket more tightly across her thin frame. It was too large for her, especially now when she’d lost so much weight, but she wore it anyway because it belonged to her husband—it still smelled faintly of his Old Spice Bearglove aftershave—and she liked to have something with her that made her feel close to him, even if he was half a world away. Beth smiled. He had no idea she was in Rome. He didn’t even know she’d left the States. He was going to be just all kinds of surprised.

			She thought about sitting down, but she didn’t. Her nose crinkled again. She didn’t want any more of her person to touch the streets here than was strictly necessary. The soles of her shoes were more than enough, thank you very much, and she might literally just throw them away when she got back to the hotel. She didn’t even want to rest against the stone walls of the buildings, which leaned precariously over the narrow street like old men bent over their canes. She rested one knee on her suitcase and then the other. That would have to be enough. God but she was tired. Dammit, she wasn’t even thirty. No way she should be this frickin’ tired.

			She smiled to herself. Frickin’. That was one of her husband’s words.

			Beth slipped her phone back into the pocket of her Red Sox jacket. Now, she needed the kind of knowledge to which modern technology wasn’t privy, so she retrieved a bundle of brittle papers from the side pocket of her suitcase. It had taken her a long time to find those pages, and it had cost a small fortune. She was sure her husband would forgive her when he found out. The surprise was for him, after all. A Christmas mystery. One final puzzle, and the best for last.

			The first showed a map of a more ancient Rome. Thankfully, Rome wasn’t a city that changed much, especially not this part, the one that smelled of dank dampness, one of the very oldest quarters of the city. Senators, philosophers, and centurions had walked these streets. Now that she was close, yes, yes, she could follow the map easily. And—she thanked God again—she apparently wouldn’t have to follow it far.

			She looked up and nodded. There, just ahead. She was in the right place; she was sure of it.

			Frickin’ finally.

			She smiled again. Her husband’s word.

			The old stone monastery filled several blocks, but it wasn’t in any of the guidebooks. Beth knew enough to know that the monks saw to that, just as they had done for centuries. It was a place that hid secrets; it wasn’t meant to be found, at least not by those who had no business there. Beth closed her eyes and mouthed a silent prayer, hoping that her errand would qualify. She allowed herself another quick smile. Prayer seemed especially appropriate before entering a monastery.

			She shuffled the musty pages and found another map, this one showing a maze of dark catacombs and deep tunnels, ancient and secret. This was the map she would need next, once she was inside. She studied it carefully for a long moment and then took another deep breath, this time for courage. She picked up her suitcase and headed to the monastery’s great door, dark wood against dark stone, hidden in shadow, and marveled at how easy it would have been to miss, at least if one wasn’t looking for it specifically, and if one didn’t know where or how to look. It was old, even in a city where frickin’ everything was old. The door was unlocked, but it was even heavier than it looked. She had to use her whole body to push it open. Once, not too long ago, she would have just had to shove it with her arm. She slipped inside, but then she had to pause again to slow her breathing. Her heart pounded. That wasn’t good. Her doctors would have a fit. She had to put her suitcase down again and use both hands to push the door closed behind her again. She grunted with the effort.

			When her eyes adjusted to the dim light, Beth turned and found herself in a long entrance corridor with walls of unadorned stone. The air was still and stale, and cooler than it had been outside. The dank smell lingered. At the end of the corridor, a monk sat behind an ornate desk that, Beth couldn’t help thinking, would have been called an antique when her great-great-grandparents were infants. Frickin’ Caesar probably would have called it an antique. A simple wooden cross stood on the desk, along with an open leather-bound book and a fountain pen. Behind the desk stood another tall door, also of wood stained dark by time.

			Beth approached the desk and sat her suitcase down again. Her Italian absolutely sucked, so she had to rely on her phone’s translation app. “Hello,” said Beth. “I’m here for the, uh, Graveyard of Secrets.”

			The app’s synthetic voice repeated: “Ciao. Sono qui per, uh, il Cimitero dei Segreti.”

			She reached into her shirt and pulled out the heavy silver chain she wore around her neck. It held an oddly shaped pendant—an iron key.

			The monk regarded the key and for a moment, his eyes widened slightly. He nodded once. “I Custodi ti stanno aspettando.”

			Beth looked down at the translation screen and read: The Keepers are expecting you.

			The monk made a note in his book. Then, he stood and unlocked the door behind him. He bowed slightly and motioned for Beth to enter. She managed a smile. “Grazie.” She didn’t need the app to say thank you, at least.

			The monk nodded and closed the door behind her just as she found the light switch. It clicked loudly when she flipped it, and the lightbulbs buzzed. The walls here, too, were of stone, although there were carpets on the floor. Sconces lined the walls, but they were empty of candles. It took her a minute, but Beth found another door at the far end of the chamber—another one she would have missed easily if she hadn’t been looking carefully. It seemed to be made of the same stone as the walls. Beth frowned. She wasn’t sure she would have been strong enough to push that door even if her heart . . . even if she wasn’t sick. She closed her eyes, took another deep breath, and pushed all her weight against the stone door, struggling to push it open. As she did, she heard counterweights shifting behind the door and, to her very great surprise, the door swung open easily. She wished her husband could be there with her. The ingenuity of the ancient mechanism would have impressed him. He was fond of old things, as his father the scholar had been, and he admired clever things.

			Since she could see a faint glow ahead, she didn’t bother with the light switch. Instead, she thumbed on her phone’s flashlight and started down a stairway of narrow, damp stone. There were walls of plaster on either side, much of it flaked away to reveal more stone, but she wished for a handrail. The stairs took her down a long, long way.

			At the bottom, Beth found that the still air smelled more dusty than dank. Dim and flickering lights—for which she could not see the sources—made strange shadows but provided enough illumination to show her that she had three choices, or four if she counted back up the stairs. The latter was no choice at all. So she could go left, right, or straight ahead. She checked the second map. Straight ahead, then right, and then two lefts.

			With the phone’s flashlight and the flickering lights to guide her, Beth made her way through the maze of tunnels, a dark and secret way far beneath the streets of Rome. The architecture wasn’t quite ornate enough to be Gothic, Beth supposed, but it was too damn creepy to be anything else. Somewhere to her left, water dripped, echoing in the vast darkness. She took another right, and then a left. After a time, she came to a narrow stone bridge that arced over a dark and deep chasm, the walls of which were lined with rough brick. Far below, she could hear the music of rushing water. She sniffed. It wasn’t sewage, thank God. It must be a lost, underground river, or a stream, anyway, too deep in shadow to be seen. She wondered where it let out, if it ever did, or if anyone in the outside world knew of it.

			She kept going. Soon she was breathing heavily, so she stopped and set her suitcase down. She checked the map again—so far, so good. Her heart was still pounding, so she found a prescription bottle in her jacket and swallowed a pill, even though she didn’t have any water. It wasn’t the first time she’d done that, not by a long shot. She was almost used to it; the little bastards hardly ever stuck in her throat anymore. It went down like a pinecone. Once she’d choked it down, she gathered her suitcase and continued on, glancing down at the map one more time as she moved.

			Ten or so minutes later, Beth opened a wooden door and emerged blinking into a cavernous, domed room that, she would have bet, had been old in the Renaissance. Bookcases climbed nearly to the ceiling far above. Beth wished she had time to gaze at the titles. The light was brighter here, and Beth found herself blinking. Beyond the bookcases, doorways opened into corridors, and a winding staircase led up. The next thing Beth noticed was that she was not alone.

			Three men in monk’s robes stepped forward, while nine more held back, making a ring around a stone table. The robes didn’t match. Two were white; the others were black or brown. Beth wondered if that meant they were of different orders or something; she didn’t think fashion choices were much of a thing with monks. She was glad she hadn’t stolen a glance at the book titles. She doubted the men would have approved. She swallowed and approached them. She opened the translation app on her phone and said, “Is this the Graveyard of Secrets?” The app translated.

			One of the monks, a plump man with close cropped white hair, fingered the cross he wore around his neck as he answered in English. “Welcome, Mrs. Bethlen.” Beth smiled. The man’s voice was warm, and his accent was lovely. “We offer you the blessings of our Lord.”

			Beth’s smiled widened. “Thank you, Father. I . . . um, I’m looking for a book. That’s why I’m here. The Roots of the Bethlens.”

			A different monk answered her. This man was younger and thinner, and his accent, she thought, must be from a different region of Italy, one she hadn’t visited. “I’m sorry, my child. We can give the book to only the Bethlen heir.”

			Beth nodded. “That’s my husband. Gaspar. Gaspar Bethlen.”

			“Gaspar,” the monk with the close-cropped hair said with a lip twitch that almost, almost hinted at a smile. “That’s . . . an unusual name.”

			Beth nodded. “It’s a family name.” She tried to smile. “His is . . . an unusual family, I think. He’s related to a Hungarian count. Did you know that?” The monk nodded. “I don’t think my Gaspar does. I can’t wait to tell him! Anyway. I . . . I’m here to, uh, claim it for him. Gaspar. The book, I mean.”

			The monks shifted and looked at one another. They frowned awkwardly. Beth felt her own smile wilt. Uh oh. She forced the smile back into place. “My husband’s father spent his life looking for that book. He died looking for it.”

			The plump monk nodded. “Dr. Bethlen, the Nativity scholar. We know his work. He was a brilliant man.”

			“And . . . and I have the key,” said Beth. “It belonged to Gaspar’s great-grandfather. You know it, don’t you? Yes?”

			Another monk spoke. This man had an accent that wasn’t Italian. Beth thought it might have been Scottish. “And his before him, my child, and his before him. That key is ancient.”

			The second monk, the thinner one, spoke again. “You should know . . . we have only the first volume of three.”

			Beth felt another smile blooming and hoped it didn’t look smug. Well, not too smug, anyway. “I already found the other two.”

			The plump monk’s eyes popped open wide. “Did you? Extraordinary.” The other monks muttered softly to one another in Italian or maybe even Latin. Did monks still speak Latin? Beth couldn’t follow any of it.

			The thinner monk ignored the others and frowned. “Be careful. Keep those books hidden. And safe. They are the keys to . . . to a very special legacy.”

			Beth nodded. “I know. It’s this, isn’t it?”

			Beth knelt and opened her suitcase pocket. She found a parchment in a folder of clear plastic and gazed at it, as she had some many times already, before she handed it to the thinner monk. It showed an antiquated, hand-tinted etching of a jewel set in what appeared to be gold, ornately crafted, nearly the size of her husband’s palm. Her husband had very large hands, an athlete’s hands. The artist had etched fire onto the stone. Beth had assumed that was meant to be symbolic, although she had no idea what it was supposed to represent. Something mysterious, no doubt. Something numinous, something holy.

			The monks glanced at one another with scarcely contained surprise.

			“My husband’s father had that parchment when he died,” Beth said. “I think this is meant to be actual size. It is, isn’t it? The gem must . . . why, it must be priceless!”

			“More so than it appears,” the thinner monk said softly, nodding, “for this gem carries with it a secret. One that has remained untold for more than two thousand years. Did you know that?”

			Beth nodded. “I think so. That’s why I need the book. It’s the last clue. I think so, anyway. It belongs to my husband, yes? I mean, it’s rightfully his. Uh, right? The book, I mean. And the gem, too, if I’m right. And if the book is the last clue.”

			The plump monk smiled and inclined his head, a barely perceptible motion. “My child, we cannot give you the book. Come back to us. With your husband.”

			Beth closed her eyes and sighed. This was what she had feared. Okay. It was time to play her trump card. It was time to tell these monks the truth.

			“No. No, you don’t understand.” She took a deep breath. “This . . . this is my last trip. Like, ever, I mean. Father—”

			“Brother,” the monk corrected her.

			She nodded. “I’m dying, Brother.” She managed a smile, even though she knew it was a sad one. “Heart condition. Degenerative. A few months. Maybe a year. I’m never going to have a baby. I’m never going to be forty. Christ, I’m never even going to be thirty-five.” She didn’t think the monk was offended. She hadn’t meant the Christ as profanity; she’d meant it as a sort of prayer. Nonetheless, she added, “Uh, sorry, Father.”

			“Brother,” the monk corrected her again. Beth saw a smile in his eyes.

			Beth had to fight to hold back her tears. “I’m not looking for pity. I’m . . . I’m at peace. I am, truly. But . . . here’s the thing, see? My husband will be hurting. He’ll be alone. This is my last gift to him. I . . . I want to give him his family. He . . . he doesn’t know. He doesn’t know anything about his own legacy, or the books, or the jewel. Definitely not the secret.”

			The monks bowed their heads, sadly, all twelve of them, even the ones who hadn’t spoken.

			“May God bless you, child,” the plump monk said.

			The thinner monk managed a smile. “We’ll show it to you, if you like. Even though we shouldn’t even do that much. But you may not take it with you. I’m sorry.”

			Beth wanted to argue, to plead, to beg, even, but she knew it would do no good. She valued economy of effort as only one who knows she is dying can. She sighed. There was only one thing left to do. “He’ll come here. My husband, I mean. After . . . ” She swallowed. “After I’m gone. Maybe not right away. But he’ll come. Someday. I’ll make sure of it. Could I . . . could I leave you something? To give him?”

			The thinner monk nodded. “We’ll keep it with the book. We will guard it, like all the secrets we are called to protect.”

			Beth nodded. “Thank you.”

			“One more thing,” said the plump monk. “The Bethlen legacy. Your husband will have to know where to take the books. And he’ll need to answer certain questions.”

			Beth looked up and grinned. This time, she didn’t even care if she looked smug. “I already found the answers. Well, all but the last one, anyway. Three of the four. I’m not sure where to go. Yet. I’d need the book for that last one. I think. If not, well, I’m pretty sure I know how to find out.”

			“And how is that, my child?”

			Beth smiled again. “Marco Polo knew.”

			The monks muttered again, this time with something that might, almost, have been excitement. The thinner monk didn’t try to hide his astonishment. “But you answered the third question, yes? Even your husband’s father never—”

			“I found the answer. Gaspar’s father didn’t, see, because he was looking in the wrong place. Well, the wrong time, anyway. An astronomer in Rome helped me find the answer.” Beth knelt and produced a final engraving, an antique star chart. The colors had long since faded, but the elegant lines were clear. “The sky above Bethlehem,” she said. “The first Christmas.”

			The thinner monk pressed his lips together, an almost-but-not-quite frown, as he bent to examine the legend. “That’s not the date scholars usually accept.”

			Beth grinned again. “No. It’s not.”

			[image: ]

			Lengthening shadows made the Roman streets dark, even though it was only late afternoon when Beth left La Banca d’Italia in Palazzo Koch, her final errand completed at last. She pulled her suitcase behind her and bowed her head against the unseasonably cold wind, and wished she’d brought something more substantial than her husband’s Red Sox jacket. She wished she was home. Short of that, she wished she could go straight to the airport. She longed to be in her own bed with her own quilt and, most of all, she longed to be with her Gaspar. She couldn’t go to the airport yet, of course. She’d have to wait for morning. One more night.

			God but she was tired. She thought about getting an Uber or a Lyft back to her hotel, but at this hour, God, it would take forever. She could take a cab, but Roman taxis were terrifying. Besides, if she took the short cuts, it would be faster to walk, despite the fact that she had to stop so often to rest. One last walk through Rome wouldn’t be so bad. She loved the Eternal City, and she knew she’d never be back. She wondered what new scents she would discover. Every scent was precious now.

			Beth walked. After a block, she turned into an arcade that would shorten the journey by a few blocks. With the shops already closed, it was really just an alley, but it would do. She turned a corner and then stopped abruptly.

			Three large men in dark suits stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking her way. A fourth man stood back, keeping to the shadows between two closed merchant’s stalls. He was thinner than the others, and, Beth thought, older. He wore a long, black overcoat.

			Two of the men stepped forward. Beth froze as sudden, icy panic took her. She felt her heart grow numb and her blood go cold.

			Her heart . . .

			Oh, no, no . . .

			The panic swelled to terror. She should take another pill. She should—

			Beth closed her eyes and tried to slow her breathing. When she opened them again, she realized that two of the men were speaking Italian rapidly. She couldn’t understand either of them, not when they were speaking so fast, and at the same time. She scrambled for her phone.

			“Don’t!” the third man said in English but with an accent Beth recognized as Hungarian. “Don’t move your hands.”

			Beth froze.

			Oh no, oh no . . .

			She opened her mouth to scream, but a meaty hand covered the bottom half of her face before she could make a sound. The body that held her still felt like a mountain behind her, and it reeked of sweat and garlic.

			Beth didn’t bother to struggle; she knew it would do no good. Instead, she tried to calm herself, to slow her breathing, her heart . . .

			That didn’t seem to be helping too much, either. The cold panic swelled inside her. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t, oh God, she couldn’t.

			The man who spoke English with the Hungarian accent stepped closer to her. He was larger than the other two.

			“Be silent,” he said. “Your case. You are going to give it to me.”

			Beth tried to nod, but the man behind her held her too tightly.

			“What’s happening?” The thin man in the overcoat had spoken, also in Hungarian-accented English. “Does she have it?” The man took a step forward, and the glow from a flickering gas lamp fell on his face.

			Beth wanted to laugh—she wanted to cry.

			Thank God, oh, thank God!

			She knew the man. It was Count Bethlen Tamás, her husband’s relative. She’d met him in Budapest.

			“Abban,” said Tamás, “let her go. At once!”

			“Tamás!” said Beth, her voice thick with tears. “Thank God! What’s th—?”

			“Quiet!” the man who’d spoken before said. “Your case. Give it to me. Put it down on the ground and step back.”

			“Okay,” said Beth. She knelt and put her case on the stone pavement. She rose slowly, her hands raised at her sides. “Okay. There. See? I—”

			“Quiet!” the man snapped again. “Back away.”

			Beth took a step back, trembling, and then another. Icy pain knifed through her chest, and the numbing panic surged with it. It was her heart. She had to calm her breathing; she had to make herself relax, she had to . . .

			Oh God, oh God—

			Beth took another step back and then, after a final, fleeting look at Tamás, she turned. She’d thought to run, but there was nowhere to go.

			The man who’d held her, the man called Abban was there, and he aimed a gun. He held it at his waist, half hidden by his coat, but it was leveled at Beth.

			The panic swelled to terror. The sharp pain was worse.

			Oh God, oh—

			Beth tried to raise a trembling hand to her chest, but she couldn’t manage it. Her arms were numb.

			From behind her, she heard Tamás’s voice. “What is it? What’s happening?”

			Beth was dizzy and she was cold. Pills . . .  She needed her medicine. She tried to speak, but her tongue was ice. “H . . . heart . . . need—”

			Beth gasped and then she fell. It seemed to take a long time for her to reach the ground, almost like she was floating. She landed on her back, and there was no pain. Above her, the clouds had parted, letting through a single shaft of pale and fading light from the setting sun.

			“What is it?” someone demanded. No, not someone. It was Tamás. Oh, Tamás, why? “What’s happening? Tell me!”

			“I don’t know!” someone replied. She thought it must be the man who had held her, the man with the gun, the man called Abban. His voice sounded very far away.

			Someone knelt next to her. She couldn’t see which man it was. Maybe it was Tamás. Maybe he’d realized his mistake. Maybe . . .

			“Should I call an ambulance?” The voice spoke English with an Italian accent. It wasn’t Tamás.

			“Never mind that,” said Tamás. “Get my books! Hurry!”

			Dimly, Beth was aware of one of the men opening her suitcase—he must have broken the lock—and searching through it. Her chest didn’t hurt anymore, but her whole body was cold, so very cold . . .

			Beth tried to lift herself from the pavement, but she couldn’t move. Her head slumped to the side. The man was emptying her suitcase, throwing her clothes and toiletries carelessly aside. Her pill bottle rolled along the pavement. It was just an inch or two from her outstretched hand. It was a million miles away.

			The man looked up. “She doesn’t have them!”

			The world was growing darker, but Beth recognized Tamás’s voice. “That’s not possible!”

			“I tell you, the man insisted, “There is no book here! Not even one.”

			Tamás kicked the suitcase furiously. “God Dammit!”

			“Hear that?” the other man said. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

			Beth’s eyelids fluttered. The darkness deepened, and the cold. The pain was gone, though, and only the numbness remained. She felt suddenly very light.

			The men were still speaking, but she couldn’t hear them. They were too far away now, too far, and it was cold.

			Beth breathed one last word, the dearest word, the dearest word of them all, of all the words she knew.

			“Gaspar—”

			The world grew darker, and darker still, and then it was filled with golden light.

			2

			A Win and a Loss

			[image: ]he crowd at Fenway Park rose to its feet, every last man, woman, and child as one, screaming for all they were worth, and Gaspar Bethlen imagined they could probably hear the noise all the way down in, like, Atlanta or somewhere. Baseball was like that in Boston, especially in autumn, when there was a pretty darn good chance that this year, the Sox might still be playing in October.

			In the on-deck circle, Gaspar shifted the bat in his hands. There were two outs in the bottom of the ninth, and the Sox were down to the Astros 2 to 1. But if O’Doul could somehow manage to break his oh-fer and get on base, Gaspar would get a chance. He grinned. He lived for moments like this. It was a perfect Sunday afternoon in September. The sky was as blue as it ever gets, and the air was already crisp. If Beth were home, she’d have worn a sweater to the game. She always looked great in sweaters. Autumn baseball was the best.

			Gaspar watched as the right-handed reliever dealt. Low and outside. Ball one. The crowd roared.

			Then news showed up on the scoreboard—the Yankees had lost. If the Sox could somehow pull out a win, they’d be only one game back. The crowd roared again and started the familiar chant: YANK-EES SUCK! YANK-EES SUCK! That always made Gaspar shake his head and grin. Red Sox Nation screamed that chant every game, usually more than once, no matter who the opponent was. At least the Boston and Houston faithful had something to agree on.

			Two more pitches, both balls. Gaspar used the opportunity to lock in his timing. It always took a little longer when he batted from the left side, and the first pitch might be the best one he saw. He had to be ready. The crowd was even louder, and now Gaspar wondered if they could hear the thunder all the way down in Cuba, or maybe even the South Pole. Probably, he decided. There would be some pretty startled penguins down there.

			The next pitch was a called strike, and the cheers turned to boos—even though the pitch had been right down Newbury Street. The Boston faithful never took kindly to calls that went against the Red Sox nine. The next pitch, though, was a ball in the dirt—and O’Doul managed to check his swing. He was on. The roar swelled to thunder, and Gaspar was almost certain he could feel Fenway’s antiquated steel girders shaking. He wondered if this was what an earthquake felt like.

			Gaspar’s heart raced as he stepped into the left-handed batter’s box. A base hit would keep the inning alive.

			That’s all. Just a simple base knock. . . .

			He grinned and shook his head. He didn’t want a simple base knock any more than the Fenway faithful did. He didn’t want to extend the game; he wanted to win it, and with just one swing. He wanted the walk-off. He shifted his bat and waited for the pitch.

			It didn’t come.

			The Astros manager popped out of the dugout, walking slowly to the mound. Just before he got there, he signaled to the pen with his left hand. He was bringing in a relief pitcher, a lefty.

			Gaspar stepped out and waited while the reliever trotted in. It was the new guy; they’d just called him up. Jeez, what’s his name again? Steele, yeah, that was it. He was supposed to have a big curve and a fastball they said touched triple digits. Gaspar hadn’t seen him in the minors—he’d been promoted to the Show before the kid reached Triple A—so he wasn’t sure what to expect. He watched the kid warm up and whistled. Impressive. The kid had a bright future ahead. Gaspar planned to make sure the bright part started tomorrow.

			When the kid had finished his tosses, Gaspar stepped into the batter’s box—the righted-handed one this time. The noise swelled and now he was sure he could feel the very foundations vibrating.

			The first pitch was the hook, and it was a good one, even if it looked low and outside to Gaspar’s eye. The umpire disagreed, and Gaspar turned to see him raising his right fist. “Strike one!” Gaspar sighed and forced himself not to say anything. He didn’t even let himself make eye contact. A pissed-off umpire was the last thing he needed with the game on the line.

			The next pitch was the fastball, and Gaspar was ready. He unloaded. When you hit the ball too close to the hands, it hurts. When you hit too close to the end of the bat, it just feels weak. Gaspar hit the ball right with the sweet spot of the bat, and he almost didn’t feel it at all. It was like he’d swung through the ball. The impact sounded like a rifle shot, though, even over the noise of the crowd. He didn’t pause to admire the ball as it arced over the Green Monster, as much as he wanted to. He didn’t want to show up the kid, not in his first game. His home run had won the game, pushing the Sox one step closer to October. That was enough.

			He couldn’t hide his grin, though. He didn’t even try.

			He only wished Beth could be there to see. He couldn’t wait to tell her about it, every last detail.

			[image: ]

			The clubhouse wasn’t much quieter than the field had been. In fact, Gaspar couldn’t help thinking, it was pretty much pandemonium. A part of him wanted to tell the guys to save it for when they actually clenched, or at least until the TV interviews were over, but he didn’t bother. They knew their business, and damned if they hadn’t earned the celebration.

			A cameraman had his video camera trained on Gaspar and an attractive reporter held a mike to his face. Dammit, he should know her name. Or he should at least remember which of the local stations she was on. He’d want to be sure to record the segment for Beth. Beth always liked to see his interviews.

			Gaspar smiled as he answered her question. She’d wanted to know about the home run, of course. “Well, you never know. I thought I’d made pretty good contact, I had my arms extended, so I was hoping . . .”

			The reporter quirked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow, an incredulous look if he’d ever seen one. He laughed. “Okay, okay. Yeah, I knew it was gone. Moment I hit it.”

			Before the reporter asked what Gaspar hoped would be a less obvious follow-up, O’Doul approached, still in his muddy game uniform. “Hey, Bethlen. Skip needs to see you.”

			Gaspar nodded at the still running camera. “Uh, kinda busy here at the moment, Lou.”

			O’Doul didn’t smile, and he didn’t back away. “He said right away.”

			Gaspar looked back toward the manager’s office. Through the large glass window, he could see Dave O’Brien, the manager, a grizzled vet, watching. His face was grim. Something was wrong. Gaspar felt his blood go cold and his gut felt hollow. He muttered something to the reporter that he hoped might qualify as an apology and walked quickly without looking back.

			O’Brien closed the door as Gaspar entered. Then O’Brien sat on his desk, not behind it like he usually did. “Sit down, okay?”

			“I don’t want to sit down.” Sitting down was for bad news. There was no bad news. There couldn’t be. Gaspar had just won the game for God’s sake.

			“Bethlen, please. Sit down, son, okay?”

			Gaspar, concerned and confused, obeyed.

			O’Brien stood up and then sat down behind his desk. Gaspar could see him trying to find words and failing. O’Brien stood, walked closer, and then knelt beside him. Gaspar waited for him to speak, but still no words came.

			Gaspar shood his head. “Dave, what is it?”

			O’Brien took a breath, and then another. Finally, he said, “It’s Beth.”

			Gaspar opened his mouth but didn’t answer. The chill in his blood was colder.

			“There was, uh, a call for you,” O’Brien said. “From Italy.”

			Gaspar shook his head. “Italy?”

			“Italy,” O’Brien confirmed.

			“No. No, she’s not in Italy. She’s in Florida.”

			“It was her heart.”

			Gaspar shook his head again. “No, no. The doctors say she’s got months. Maybe years. They—” He didn’t finish.

			O’Brien closed his eyes. “Dammit. I’m sorry, son.”

			“No. No. No, that can’t be right. You heard wrong.”

			O’Brien didn’t answer. He didn’t look away; he kept his eyes locked on Gaspar’s.

			“She . . . she’s not in Italy, Dave. She’s in Florida. I just talked to her last night.”

			“They left a number for you to call. You can use my phone if you want.”

			Gaspar shook his head one more time. When he spoke again, his voice was barely a whisper. “But it’s not time yet.”

			In the clubhouse, the other players gathered to watch, silently, solemnly, through the glass window of O’Brien’s office. They saw Gaspar collapse, broken, as his world fell apart. O’Brien held him as he sobbed. Not one man moved to leave, even if all they could do was watch awkwardly and wait. They were his team, after all. They were there for him.
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			It rained at Beth’s funeral, which later was about the only damn thing Gaspar could remember about it. A small crowd followed to the burial after the service, where it rained again. A man and a woman sang “How Great Thou Art,” and O’Brien put his arm around Gaspar’s shoulder and covered him with his umbrella. Gaspar sobbed.
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			A few weeks later, Gaspar left a small Beacon Hill market, clutching a small bag of groceries, stuff he’d been out of for nearly a week. The leaves on the scraggly trees were starting to fall. Autumn had come early to Boston, and it was already cold. Gaspar wished he’d brought a coat. Thankfully, the walk back home was a short one.

			As he passed a pub a block or two from his townhome, he happened to glance in. A few regulars had gathered around a TV and were watching the Red Sox game. Despite the cold, the pub’s door was open. Gaspar stopped. He hadn’t seen a game since Beth had died. He didn’t even know how the season was going. If the remnants of Covid had a silver lining, it was that with the N95 mask and his fedora, he could stop for a minute without being recognized. It was hard to be a ghost without anonymity.

			He watched through the open door for a moment, holding his bags close to his chest, and wished he hadn’t. He sighed. The Boston batter—Gaspar wasn’t close enough to see who it was—had popped out weakly. The announcer called the end of the game. “And that’s your ballgame, folks. The Red Sox lose, three to one. With rising star Gaspar Bethlen’s unexpected retirement, Boston’s hopes are fading fast. They’re four games back now . . . .”

			Inside the bar, the Boston faithful muttered. Gaspar didn’t listen. He turned and walked away. No expression, not even a shrug. A dead man’s walk.

			At home, Gaspar passed a week’s worth of newspapers he hadn’t bothered to collect and let himself in. He put his grocery bags down on the kitchen counter and glanced at his answering machine. Like the townhouse itself, the answering machine was a legacy from Gaspar’s father. He’d kept the thing partly out of inertia, but mostly because he clung to anything that had belonged to his parents with an orphan’s desperate grasp. Beth had wanted to keep the machine because she thought it was kitschy and fun, like the antique Victrola they kept next to the CD player, a legacy of her own family. He wondered, not for the first time, if he and Beth had the last one in all of Boston.

			No, if he had the last one. Beth was gone. He still hadn’t learned to think of her in the past tense. He wondered if he ever would.

			The light was blinking. Without thinking, he pushed the button and heard the machine’s mechanical voice: “You have ninety-three messages.”

			A young woman’s recorded voice came from the machine. “Hi, Mr. Bethlen. This is Kelly from the children’s hospital. I just wanted you to know that the kids here really miss your visits. If—”

			Gaspar stopped the message. He pressed another button.

			The mechanical voice spoke again: “All messages erased.”

			He fell into a kitchen chair and buried his face in his hands. He didn’t bother to put his groceries away, not even the milk and eggs. Maybe he’d do it later, maybe not. Just . . . not now. Now the weight of exhaustion and sorrow were just too damn much.

			3

			The Last Mystery

			[image: ]aspar looked out his bathroom window and, to his surprise, saw snow on the ground. Somehow, winter had arrived when he wasn’t looking. Baseball season must be over, he realized with a start. He wondered how the Sox had finished. He didn’t know what surprised him more, that he didn’t know or that he couldn’t make himself care. He thought about checking the news on his phone. He didn’t bother. The thing was on the fritz anyway. He thought about calling Dave O’Brien, or maybe texting some of the guys.

			He should absolutely do that.

			Probably.

			He didn’t. Instead, he sat alone, huddled in a chair, wrapped in a blanket. He stared at the TV, but he didn’t turn it on. He saw his bleary-eyed reflection staring back at him. He hadn’t shaved in days, and he looked like hell. He thought about making breakfast, or maybe lunch. He had no idea what time it was. He didn’t get up.

			His phone buzzed. Gaspar didn’t move. After a minute, the landline rang. Again. Again. The machine, which may or may not have been the very last one in Boston, picked up. He heard Beth’s recorded voice, and his heart shattered into a million pieces.

			“This is Beth and Gaspar. Leave us a message, okay?”

			Beep!

			After a second, Gaspar heard a second voice take a deep breath before speaking. He knew it was O’Brien even before he spoke. “Uh, Gaspar? Yeah, hey, it’s Davey. None of us have heard from you, and I . . . Jeez. I don’t know what to say. I just wanted you to know that, uh, the team’s all thinking about you, huh? And, uh, you know. Merry Christmas and all.” Gaspar heard O’Brien take another breath. “Yeah, Listen, I’m so sorry about Beth. Let us know you’re okay, okay? Uh, yeah. Anyway.” Another breath, and another. He was trying to think of something to say. That’s one thing Gaspar had learned as a widower. No one ever knew what to say. “Hey, did you ever figure out what she was doing in Rome?”

			O’Brien hung up. Gaspar frowned.

			What the hell had she been doing in Rome?

			He stood and walked down the corridor past their—past his—bedroom. The door to Beth’s workroom was closed. It just about always had been back when Beth was . . . back when Beth was still using it. Her workroom was her private domain, the place where she did her research and her writing, where she made her art, and where she tinkered with her many projects and hobbies. It was her special place where she did things that didn’t involve him, and Gaspar had never felt comfortable venturing within, even though she’d laughed and said he was being silly. After all, he’d had a place to do his own thing that didn’t involve her. He’d called it Fenway.

			Gaspar let himself in and sat at Beth’s desk, still exactly as she left it. He started the computer. While it was booting, he opened her top drawer. She always kept notes and such for her current project there. If there was a clue, that’s where he’d find it. Sure enough, he found a folder inside. It was labeled in her neat, tiny handwriting:

			Gaspar’s Christmas Mystery

			He smiled, even though he had to wipe away a tear. One of Beth’s traditions would endure, for one last Christmas, anyway. It had been a long time since he’d smiled, and it felt a little weird.

			Gaspar opened the folder. Inside, he found two receipts, both signed by someone named Will Klaus. He frowned. Beth had paid the guy a couple hundred dollars, but the receipts didn’t say for what. He turned the two receipts over, looking for contact information, or for any clue at all, but he found nothing. There was nothing else in the folder.

			As Gaspar put the folder back in the drawer and opened the larger one beneath it. There he found a package, neatly wrapped in gold paper with silver ribbons. He smiled again. Beth had always been a master gift wrapper. There was a tag, also written in Beth’s tidy script:

			For Gaspar, your first clue!

			Love forever, Beth

			She’d probably meant to give it to him on Christmas morning. She’d have moved it under the tree while he was sleeping. Or maybe . . . maybe she’d known, somehow, and she’d left it there for him to discover without her. That would have been so like her. Beth, yeah, Beth was a planner.

			Gaspar opened the package and found an iPhone, one of the brand-new ones, along with a sheet of paper with columns of numbers, also written in Beth’s hand. He shook his head. He already had a phone. It was a few years old, sure, but it got the job done. Well, usually. He could ignore calls and texts on that one just fine, thank you.

			He turned his attention back to the rows of numbers, but he couldn’t make heads or tails of them. Maybe it was a math puzzle? One of Beth’s custom super sudokus or something? Gaspar ran his fingers along the paper, knowing it was one of the very last things Beth had touched, and looked more closely. Yup, that’s what it was alright—a puzzle.

			“Aw, Beth,” he said aloud, turning his eyes skyward. “You know I always need a hint with the math clues!”

			He sighed, but then an idea occurred to him. Beth had given him a phone. Maybe the numbers she’d written out were phone numbers? Maybe for this Will Klaus fellow? They certainly didn’t look like phone numbers, but maybe they were international? Like, Italy, maybe? Was Klaus her contact in Italy?

			Gaspar booted the phone. Of course Beth had already set it up for him; of course she had. When it came to life, an app launched automatically. He shook his head. It was a GPS map application. So where the hell am I supposed to go?

			Gaspar turned his attention back to the numbers Beth had written out so carefully. Could the solution to the puzzle be an address? That didn’t seem likely, since the solution would just involve numbers, no letters. So no help there, at least not yet. He’d have to solve the puzzle and then figure out what to do with them.



OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/Optima-Regular.ttc


OEBPS/font/ArialMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/Drop_1a.jpg





OEBPS/image/Drop_3.jpg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/StarCoverPDF2.jpg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/divider.png





OEBPS/font/Diamond-Gothic.ttf


OEBPS/image/Story_Plant_logo__for_title_pages_.jpg





OEBPS/image/Drop_2.jpg





OEBPS/font/Helvetica.ttc


