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FOREWORD
by Michael Connelly


The request came in the way most of them do. Email. It was simple enough; would I be willing to write a foreword for a book about to be republished. The request was from a bookseller and publisher I admire and the book happened to be one I had already read and even liked quite a bit. So this was a no-brainer. I could knock off a 500-word appreciation in an hour tops and everybody would be happy. I quickly answered yes.

The book is called The James Deans and it was written by Reed Farrel Coleman (I thought only serial killers were publicly known by all three names). It was originally published a few years back to wide acclaim and subsequent award notices. So far so good. I read it back then, liked it, enjoyed it and then put it on the shelf. When David Thompson dropped me a line to ask for a new foreword I said no problem. I would reread the book and go right to work.

So here’s the rub. In rereading the book I relearned why I liked it so much and why it absolutely deserves this second tour of duty. The problem is that I liked the book mostly for its ending and the risk the author took in arriving there. How do I write about the end of a book at the beginning of it? I mean, sure the voice of private eye Moses Prager is purely original in a world where you rarely find that. And yes the book’s evocation of New York neighborhoods — rich and poor — have that you-know-it-when-you-see-it feel of the truth about them. The story is solid and full of what I call the right stuff — the seamless integration of the protagonist with the case and the world around him. This book has it in spades. It’s not really a story about a missing persons case. It’s about Moe Prager, and I’m here to tell you that it takes an expert hand to pull that off in the way Reed Farrel Coleman does.

But it’s the end of the story where this book and Coleman shine brightest. So here’s the deal. Stop reading this foreword here. Right now. Go on and read the book and enjoy the story. Then check back here after. I will have more to say upon your return.

I mean it. Go! I will put in a convenient space below this line so you will know just where to pick this up after you’re finished the book. Enjoy the read and we’ll talk soon.

-

-

-

Okay, so you’re back. Good read, huh? Let’s talk about the ending and I will try not to give too much away because most of you probably can’t be trusted. You act like you went off and read the book, but I wonder.

So, what can you say about an author so daring that he would kill his own protagonist on the last page?

See? I got you! Now go read the goddamn book. Get out of here and come back after. I mean it.

-

-

-

That’s better. I’m glad you have read the full book. Now we can talk about it. Let me start by talking about writing and the writer. There are no hard and fast rules when it comes to writing. You can do whatever you want and nobody is going to stop you. You might have an editor or an agent make suggestions about something or have opinions, but at the end of the day it’s all on the writer. You make your choices based on instinct and experience. And you live or die with the results.

Now, we’re talking about crime fiction here. In fact, what is a more intrinsic form of crime fiction than the private eye novel? It’s the classic form of the entire genre. And with that form come expectations. Not rules, but expectations. Expectations that justice will be served, that good triumphs over evil and loose details are tied up in bows in the end. Perhaps, the highest expectation of all is the idea that a bad man will pay for his crime.

That’s not what happens here. What happens is that Reed Farrel Coleman turns the classic expectations upside down and in doing so creates his own classic. Call it an anti-classic. Call it gray fiction, a story caught between black and white.

To be sure, Moe Prager succeeds in figuring out the essential mystery. He knows what happened to the missing person even if he doesn’t find her. He even figures out the essential manipulation of the case. His own manipulation. But it is a testament to the author that he broke free of expectations and common form to write his own unique tale. I once said that Moe Prager was my kind of private eye. I should add to that at this point and say Reed Farrel Coleman is my kind of author.

Michael Connelly
Los Angeles
October 2008
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Chapter One

THE RECEPTION WAS at the Lonesome Piper Country Club. The piper was so lonely because no one could afford the membership dues. Situated on a twenty-four-karat parcel of Long Island’s Gold Coast, the clubhouse, the former manse of a railroad robber baron, sat on a tree-lined bluff overlooking the Sound and Connecticut beyond. One peek at the place and you immediately understood why Old New York money had claimed this piece of the island as its enclave.

I had to admit that even if the marriage didn’t last the honeymoon, Craig and Constance would have a hell of a wedding album. As the photographer clicked away — “That’s right. That’s right. Groom, turn a little more to your left. Good. Smile. Perfect. Perfect. Hold it. Just one more …” — I couldn’t help but be curious how Aaron and I had wound up on the guest list. Considering the social status of our fellow invitees, my brother and I had a lot more in common with the help.

Constance had worked for us for about six months while she was finishing up at Juilliard. That was over a year ago, and it wasn’t like she was employee of the century or anything. True, we liked her well enough, as did our customers, but we never fooled ourselves that she’d stay on. Constance was a wealthy, handsome, and talented young woman who was more playing at work than working. It was as if she were fulfilling some sort of missionary obligation to teach the children of the Third World how to read.

Frankly, I didn’t care why we were invited. All I knew was that Katy, my wife, was in better spirits today. Smiling, even dancing with me a little, she seemed almost her old self. She had taken time with her makeup, fussed with her hair, worn a dress that accentuated her curves. She had kissed me hard on the mouth for the first time in months, making a show of wiping her lipstick off my lips with her fingers. It was as if she had awoken from a coma.

“Excuse me, sir,” a red-jacketed waiter said, just touching my shoulder. “Mr. Geary, the bride’s father, would like a word. He’s waiting for you in the East Egg Room.”

It wasn’t up for discussion, and I was curious anyway.

The East Egg Room was a private space on the other side of the clubhouse, away from the dining area and close to the men’s locker room. It was all walnut paneling, green glass ashtrays, and nailhead chairs, and smelled like the ghosts of my father’s cigars. This was the place where members played poker, drank scotch or cognac, made private deals. Mr. Geary smiled at my entrance, but with proper restraint. Six feet tall and square shouldered, he was a man of sixty with the weathered good looks of a cowboy. A cowboy with a North Shore dentist and a personal trainer. He looked perfectly at ease in his surroundings and gray morning coat.

“Mr. Prager,” Geary said, offering me his firm hand. “A pleasure to meet you. Connie tells me you and your brother treated her very well during the time of her employment. I trust you and Mrs. Prager are enjoying yourselves.”

“Very much so. Thank you.”

He cleared his throat. The prepared text or pretext out of the way, he was ready to move on to the real business of the day.

“Do you know Steven Brightman?” my host asked, picking up his Manhattan off a green-felt-covered card table.

“Should I?”

“Come, take a stroll with me, Mr. Prager.”

We stepped through the pro shop, toward the practice putting green and along the driving range. Several of the members nodded to Geary; a few took a moment to congratulate him. They regarded me with suspicion, some scowling as if I were one rung up the evolutionary ladder from silverfish.

“Do you follow politics, Moe? May I call you Moe?”

“No and yes. I’m an ex-cop, Mr. Geary. Cops don’t have much use for politicians, though politicians got lots of uses for cops. None of ‘em any good as far as I can tell. And yeah, you can call me Moe.”

“Though I sometimes find them as distasteful as you do, a man in my position inevitably makes the acquaintance of several politicians.”

“No doubt.”

He pointed out to the first-hole tee box. “Do you play?”

“Some. Brooklyn isn’t exactly a hotbed of great golfers.”

“You know why they call it golf?”

“Because all the other four-letter words are taken.”

“Exactly.”

I suppose he thought telling me the oldest golf joke on earth was meant to show he was just a regular Joe, that we weren’t really that different, he and I, in spite of minor details like wealth, religion, breeding, schooling, and career. Did he have a career? I wondered what he had time for besides being rich.

“You should play more, you know,” he continued. “It’s a real thinking man’s game. Chess with sticks is how I view it. The uninitiated believe ball striking is the talent, but it’s the ability to manage the course, to think your way around it, that makes a good golfer.”

There was a message for me in there somewhere.

“No offense, Mr. Geary, but what’s this — ”

“A young woman named Moira Heaton, the daughter of an ex-policeman like yourself, was working as an intern for a state senator. She left his office on Thanksgiving Eve 1981 and never made it home. She’s been missing ever since. Not a dissimilar story to that of your brother-in-law, Patrick.”

“Do you research all your wedding guests this thoroughly?”

He laughed, but not loudly enough to disturb anyone’s backswing. “No, Moe, not all my guests.”

“This is where I guess that the missing girl worked for Brightman and that you think I can help find her, right?”

“Actually, Moe, I was hoping you would have heard of this and saved me the trouble of the background details. Short of that, yes, I think you might be able to help.”

“Sorry, Mr. Geary, I really appreciate having been invited here and I have had a good time, but I — ”

He shushed me politely. “Moe, a wise man listens before making up his mind, and all I’m asking is that you consider taking this on. If, when all is said and done, you choose not to get involved, then we’ll shake hands and part amicably.”

This guy was good. Never had the promise of a friendly handshake sounded so much like a threat.

“Let me think about it, okay?” I parried. “At the moment I’d like to head back to the reception and dance with my wife a little.”

“Absolutely. Pardon my taking you away from her. Convey my apologies, won’t you?”

“I will. Again, congratulations.”

When I got back to the reception, things had changed, and not for the better. Aaron was pacing a rut in the cart path outside the pro shop.

“Where the fuck have you been?”

“Getting a lecture on philosophy and the art of golf. Why?”

His lips turned down, anger changing to sadness. “It’s Katy.”

“What’s Katy? What happened?”

“After you left, I was dancing with Cindy.”

This was remarkable in itself. Aaron and my sister-in-law danced about as often as Siamese cats went scuba diving.

“Yeah, you were dancing and …”

“One of Constance’s cousins walked by our table carrying her newborn, and Katy asked if she could hold the baby.”

“Oh, for chrissakes! She was happy today. Where is she?”

Aaron shrugged. “Still in the bathroom with Cindy.”

Needless to say, my presence was less than welcomed in the ladies’ room. Anyone who could flee did so at the sound of my voice. Only the attendant, a wrinkled old black woman in pink polyester and a silly frilled hat, protested. I chucked a twenty in her tip basket and her squawking came to an abrupt end. I nodded for Cindy to wait outside.

“Just tell everyone the toilets are flooding.”

Guilty, wounded, Katy couldn’t look at me. She angled her legs and chin toward the stall wall, her chest heaving as she tried to suppress her tears. I knelt down in front of her and held her hand. Her face was a mask of trembling embarrassment.

“It’s okay, kiddo. You’ve gotta stop punishing yourself like this. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

A month, two months ago, these words would have been magic. Abracadabra! Presto chango! She would have stopped crying immediately, for I would have pushed her rage button. First she’d aimed her accusing finger at God, then at herself, then me. Initially, I hadn’t minded. I’d almost welcomed it in a martyrly fashion: if it helped Katy, I could take it. But eventually it left us both exhausted and bruised. No, the rage was gone, and in its place were only guilt and pain.

Our baby was dead. Had it been someone else’s, someone I’d read about in the paper, I suppose I could have retreated into the comfort of cold philosophy. I could have played the semantics game. Was it really a baby at five months? A fetus? What? At least we still had Sarah. At least we had been spared the trauma our friends Cisco and Sheila had been forced to endure. Their son had been stillborn. What’s worse, when Sheila’s labor was induced, they knew their son was dead. Of course I’d been philosophical about it, spouting the usual bullshit about how it was better this way. What way was that? Better for whom, exactly? We haven’t seen Cisco and Sheila for over a year now.

I realized I’d been punishing myself, the way Katy had punished herself, the way she punished me. In spite of my Jewishness, I know only the guilty deserve to be punished, and even then, not always. Given the randomness of things, it’s a miracle any of us get born at all. But that knowledge doesn’t stop my mother’s words from ringing in my ears: When things are good, watch out! In the world of her creation, we were always one breath short of disaster, one nightfall away from the sun’s refusal to shine. My mom lacked perspective. Now I had all the perspective I could stand.

“Life is hard for us all.” That’s what my friend Israel Roth says. “It’s not a contest of whose life is worse. When the Gettys are sad, their misery is as real as mine or yours. Money is a retreat, not a fortress. Maybe I understand your mother, may she rest in peace, a little bit different than you. Life changes a person. Maybe she would regret some of her ways, take some things back. But she’s gone and nothing can change the dead. Just say Kaddish and move on.”

Mr. Roth, unlike me, has earned the right to be philosophical about death. The Nazi tattoo on his forearm says so.

Still, things had been good. Katy’s design business was taking off. Sarah — the smartest, most beautiful child on earth — was being two with a vengeance, but that was as it should be. City on the Vine and Bordeaux in Brooklyn, the wine shops Aaron and I owned, were booming. I had my doubts about Reaganomics, but the money seemed to be trickling down at least as far as our cash registers. What did I know about economics anyway? I voted for Jimmy Carter. Twice!

So, like I said, things had been good, were good. I wasn’t even particularly itchy anymore. I’d worked my one case as a private investigator and gotten the notion out of my system. Besides, all I’d got for my trouble was bruised kidneys and a trunk full of other people’s secrets. Who needed the grief? I had enough of my own. So I put my license back in the sock drawer with the rest of my dreams. Even the dust bunnies thought my license was a bit of a farce, a frightened man’s conceit, a hedge against the ifs in life. Then we had the miscarriage. There are no hedges.

“Come on,” I said, tugging on Katy’s hand. “Let’s go home and see Sarah, okay?”

She smiled in spite of herself. Whatever other tragedies she’d suffered, whatever regrets Katy had, there was always Sarah to go home to. Sometimes that kid of ours could be an amazing source of strength for the both of us.

“Okay, Moe,” Katy relented, standing up and smoothing out her dress. “Just give me a minute.”

As I waited outside the door, I tried imagining the face of a woman I’d never met before or even heard of until fifteen minutes ago. I wondered if her father was thinking about her at that very moment, if he had hedged against the loss of his daughter. It was a day to think about fathers and daughters.

“Where have you got to, Moira Heaton?” I mumbled under my breath.

“Did you say something?” Katy asked, reappearing at my side.

“It’s not important.”

The dappled June light smelled of fresh-cut grass and possibility. Hope and potential were easy to believe in on a sunny wedding day in June. Just as we stepped out, Constance and Craig were getting into the limo that would take them to the airport. I hadn’t thought to ask where they were headed. On a day like this, they could go anywhere. But anywhere they went, they would not remain untouched for very long. That was always the test, I thought, not how good you were at avoiding the blows, but how you dealt with them after they landed.





Chapter Two

OUR PRECARIOUS EQUILIBRIUM had returned. I was grateful for it. Even in the previous day’s incident I could see an end to the grief in sight. Katy snapped back more quickly each time and had finally started working on some long-neglected accounts. She was down in her studio and Sarah was next door with her friend Mary. I was busy watching the second act of a twin bill slaughter of the Mets by the Astros. Macbeth had been less bloody than this, certainly more humane.

Still, I could not get Moira Heaton off my mind, nor could I get my head around Mr. Geary’s cryptic lecture about the art of golf. Considering my history, I understood my fascination with Moira. Geary was a different story. All my life I’d been told that rich people were different. Of course, having grown up in the ass end of Brooklyn, my concept of rich was somewhat skewed. To me, a kid who had his own room and no hand-me-downs was like a king. People who owned their own homes and two cars … Forget about it! Both college and the job had expanded my horizons some, but not as much as you’d think.

Until Aaron and I opened our first shop on Columbus Avenue five years ago, I never really dealt with people of any significant means. Black or white, Jew or gentile, clean or corrupt, almost everyone I had contact with up until then was in the same boat as me. Some sat at the captain’s table, some traveled in steerage. Nevertheless, it was the same boat. So I understood them. I was them. I didn’t get men like Geary. What allure could some political hack hold for Geary? How rich was rich enough? I couldn’t help but remember my father’s pitiful mantra: If I could only put twenty grand together … That was my dad’s problem; he dreamed small and failed big.

There wasn’t a thing I could do or wanted to do about Geary except wait for his call. Moira Heaton, on the other hand, may have been missing, but not from the public record. Unfortunately, the parts of the public record I wanted to see were behind the beige brick walls and locked doors of the Sheepshead Bay branch of the Brooklyn Public Library. I tried thinking back to Thanksgiving Eve of ‘81.

I had been a little too preoccupied to have paid much attention to the news of Moira Heaton’s disappearance in those weeks. Thanksgiving Eve 1981 was the night Arthur Rosen hanged himself. Rosen had tried to hire me to look into the death of his sister Karen. Fair enough, but there were these two minor sticking points: Arthur was as mad as a March hare, and Karen, a high school classmate of mine, was one of seventeen workers who had perished in a Catskills hotel fire in 1966. I turned him down flat, throwing him unceremoniously out of the shop.

Days later, when I went to apologize, I found Arthur’s body, his neck in a belt, and my name scrawled in blood on his bedroom wall. It was just my name, but it felt like an accusation. I changed my mind and took the case. Maybe too late to do Arthur any good, but not too late for me. I spent the next week or so up in the Catskills. Crazy Arthur Rosen had been right in the end; the fire that killed all those kids so many years before had been no accident. Though, as it happened, I doubt he would have clicked his heels up at the truth. The dead had been spoken for, finally. The guilty paid the bill, belatedly, but in full. So it was no wonder to me that Moira Heaton had escaped my notice.

“Katy,” I called down, opening the basement door, “I’m going out for a few hours, okay? Sarah’s next door. I’ll bring back a pizza.”

“No problem. I’m almost done anyway. Where ya going?”

“I’m not sure.”

In some sense, I wasn’t.

• • •

I RACED THE sun along the Belt Parkway. Less than a mile into the trip, I drove past Coney Island, the neighborhood in which I’d spent most of my life and nearly my entire career as a cop. It was a stretch I drove every day whether I was headed to Bordeaux in Brooklyn or City on the Vine. I made the trip so often that I no longer noticed the landmarks. They were no longer even blurs or random shapes or splashes of color. Familiarity breeds a kind of blindness. Today, I took the time to notice. Katy wasn’t the only one coming out of a coma.

Pete Parson was a broken-down old cop like me. These days he was a minority partner in a grimy artists’ hangout in TriBeCa called Pooty’s. Even if I had come by just to play the juke, he would have been happy to see me. It had been a slow Sunday to begin with, as half the population of Manhattan was out on the southeastern tip of Long Island. Anyway, Pete had a low tolerance for the artsy-fartsy posers who populated his bar arguing over Twyla Tharp and Mapplethorpe instead of the Yankees and the Mets.

“How the fuck did I ever wind up in this place, Moe?” he asked, clapping me on the back. “When I was working the job, all I ever dreamed about was owning my own place, some neighborhood joint with pretzels and a pool table and guys reading the Racing Form. Someday I’m gonna move down south and open up a wine shop for you and your brother.”

“Yeah, sure, Pete, Merlot in Macon. If you think you got nothing in common with your clientele now … Besides, you couldn’t tell Ripple from a Côtes du Rhône with a road map.”

“Fuck you. What a ya havin'?”

“Dewar’s rocks.”

“Not that I’m not happy to see ya, but you haven’t been in since — you know. How’s Katy holding up?”

He put my scotch on the bar and opened a bottle of Bud for himself.

“Better. She’s doing better. We all are, I think.”

“Cheers!” He tipped his bottle to me. “So what’s up?”

“Remember I told you about working that case up in the Catskills?”

“That was like two years ago, right? The thing with the fire, all them kids. Yeah. What about it?”

“Nothing about it. It’s just I know you’re good at keeping up with the news, and when I was up in the mountains, there was something I guess I missed.”

“What was that?”

“A girl disappeared.”

“Girls are always disappearing.”

“This one was working as an intern for a state senator.”

“That Brightman thing?”

“That’s the one.”

“Jeez, Moe, she was a cop’s kid. Other than that, I don’t know what I can tell you.”

“Whatever you can tell me is more than I know, so …”

“So what’s this got to do with you, anyways?”

“I don’t know yet, probably nothing,” I said, only half hoping it was true. “Was there any indication of foul play?”

“Nothin’ obvious, no signs of a struggle, no blood or nothin’ in the office, as I recall. One minute she was there and the next minute she wasn’t. Sort of like …” He drifted off. “So, you ever hear anything about him?”

He didn’t have to specify which him. I knew his name like I knew my own, better maybe. Patrick Michael Maloney, Katy’s younger brother, had walked out of this very bar in December 1977 and into oblivion. It was bizarre how months could go by without anyone mentioning Patrick, and then his name would start rolling off people’s tongues like hello. Yesterday it was Geary. Today it was Pete. When Patrick’s name started getting bandied about, it was never a good omen. It usually meant people wanted something, specifically, something from me.

“Not a word, Pete. Every once in a while we get some schmuck looking to make a quick buck off the reward money, but the tips never pan out. Between you and me, I think Patrick ran as far away from here as he could get and he’s never coming back. Given my asshole father-in-law, I can’t say that I blame him.”

“Amen to that.”

Pete had gotten a bellyful of Francis Maloney Sr. after Patrick vanished. My father-in-law, once a big-time fund-raiser for the state Democratic Party, pulled strings in order to get Pooty’s bar license revoked. That was Francis Maloney for you. His son disappeared, so heads would roll. Whether those heads bore any responsibility for his son going missing was almost beside the point.

The Dewar’s was turning to dust in my mouth. Any protracted discussion involving my father-in-law did that to me, but it wasn’t all on Francis. There were things I knew and things I knew he knew about his son’s disappearance that we kept silently between us. These were dangerous things, these secrets, like time bombs sitting in the hall closet. They would remain dormant as long as Katy stayed out of the loop. One word, one leak, one slip, and we’d both lose her forever. Tick … Tick … Tick …

I decided to get back to the subject at hand before I needed a second scotch to wash down the one that had turned to dust.

“You remember any other details of the Heaton girl’s disappearance?”

“Christ, Moe, that was a long time ago. There was some rumblings about hanky-panky between the girl and Brightman. You know, the papers tried playing that up.”

“They would.”

“Hey, it sells papers.”

“Did it have any legs?”

“Nah,” Pete said, grabbing the Dewar’s bottle. “He denied it, put up reward money, cooperated with the cops. Let ‘em search his home, his office, whatever. He was clean.”

“Clean, huh?” I waved a second drink off. “Clean is always a matter of degree.”

“Clean ain’t clear, though. Brightman’s political career took a big hit. They were grooming him for the major leagues, the next fair-haired superstar.”

“Yeah, they all start out as the next Jack Kennedy and end up fixing parking tickets for the local head of the chamber of commerce.”

“Fuckin’ politicians!” Pete shook his head in disgust. “You know, if you really wanna find out about the guy, there is someone who would know better than me.”

“Who’s that?”

Pete suddenly looked as if he’d swallowed a beehive and washed it down with Black Flag. I suppose he hoped I’d figure it out on my own.

“Who, Pete?”

“You know.”

“Who, for chrissakes?”

“We were just talkin’ about him. Katy’s old man.”

I decided I wasn’t that curious, not by a long shot.





Chapter Three

THAT’S THE THING about curiosity — like a craving, it will fade if given enough time. Mine had faded into the routine of work and family.

Wednesdays were my days to open the new shop. Located on Montague Street, Bordeaux in Brooklyn had a bit of a different feel than City on the Vine. Some of that was because Brooklyn, no matter how you dressed her up, would never be Manhattan. She would always be the poor relation in last year’s dress; pretty enough, but a half a step behind. Another contributing factor to the different atmosphere was the actual physical layout of the place. The Brooklyn shop was in the basement and on the first floor of a converted old brownstone with apartments above. And because we were located in a historic district, we were very limited as to the type of signs we were permitted to use.

BORDEAUX IN BROOKLYN
IRVING PRAGER & SONS, INC.
Purveyors of Finest Wines and Spirits
Established 1978

So read the gilt lettering on the front door and the plate-glass window. Of course my father had died years before we opened either store. The corporation name was a tribute to his memory. Aaron and I were determined that Irving Prager’s name should be remembered not for his failures but for his sons’ success.

I liked my days in this shop not only because it was less of a schlep back and forth from home. I liked it because I once again got to hang out with Klaus. Klaus, the store manager, had been with us since ‘79 and was sort of a cross between Calvin Klein and Johnny Rotten. He knew more about the fashion and the music scenes than most people whose business it was to know. Klaus came from out west somewhere, from a family who found the distance now between them a convenient tool for ignoring their son’s homosexuality.

Klaus liked Wednesdays as well. He missed working with me as much as I missed working with him. I was a far more receptive audience for his antics than my brother. Popular culture still really interested me, whereas Aaron’s interest had come to an end during the early years of LBJ’s presidency. “I love your brother,” Klaus had once confessed, “but he is more a fugue than a frug kind of guy.”

But it was another man, not Klaus, waiting for me on the front steps of the old brownstone. He was a pudgy little man in a cheap brown suit speckled with dandruff and old sweat stains. He had a pasty, humorless face and a fat vinyl briefcase in his paw. His one concession to convention was his unsuccessful attempt at camouflaging his civil service karma with a quarter bottle of Aramis.

“Mr. Prager?” he asked, reaching into his pocket.

“Yes.”

“Moses B. or Aaron F.?”

“Moses B. Who wants to know?”

He handed me a card. “Leon Weintraub,” he said, not offering me his hand. “I’m an investigator for the New York — ”

“ — State Liquor Authority. Yeah, that’s what the card says.”

Now he showed me his official ID. I finished opening up the shop and asked him in before getting to the subject of his visit. As I opened my mouth, Klaus came through the front door.

“Klaus,” I said, cutting off any possibility he might start in on our guest’s sartorial ineptitude, “this is Mr. Weintraub from the state liquor authority.”

Klaus turned on the charm. “Can I get you gentlemen some coffee? Some pastry?”

Weintraub did something with his mouth that was his excuse for a smile. “Black, two sugars. Seeded roll, extra butter.” A civil servant was never born who could turn down free anything.

Klaus was shrewd enough to not bother waiting for a please and thank-you. He’d lived in New York long enough to know better. “Usual for you, boss?”

I nodded, but as Klaus retreated he could not help pulling a face behind Weintraub’s back. He pinched his nose with the fingers and feigned gagging. I almost bit through my tongue trying to keep my composure.

“Come on into the office, Mr. Weintraub. What can we do for you?” I asked as I showed him downstairs.

“Just a routine spot check.”

Routine spot check my ass! I’d been around the block enough to know better. Go ask Pete Parson if you don’t believe me. The liquor authority was one of the most politicized institutions in the Empire State. In a state where “Patronage, Nepotism, and Influence” is the unofficial state motto, that’s really saying something.

“Fine,” I said. “Have a look around. Let me know how I can help you. Here’s the office. Klaus will be down with your breakfast in a minute. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to finish opening up.”

Klaus quickly tracked me down once he’d delivered the complimentary continental breakfast to our uninvited guest.

“So what’s that grubby little man doing here?”

“A spot check?” I sipped my coffee.

“A spot check indeed. He needs to do one on that hideous suit of his. Oh … my … God! I thought that color brown was outlawed by the Geneva Convention. I know several homeless men who wouldn’t be caught dead in — ”

“All right, I get the point.”

“But what’s he really doing here?”

“Sending a message, Klaus, sending a message.”

It didn’t take long for the other shoe to drop. About an hour after Weintraub waddled out the front door, the phone rang. I didn’t race to pick it up, but I knew it would be for me.

“Boss, pick up!” Klaus called on the intercom.

I pressed the flashing button and put the receiver to my ear. “Prager, Moses B.,” I spoke into the mouthpiece. “Message received loud and clear.”

There was an almost imperceptible laugh on the other end of the line. “I’d like you to meet me at Spivack and Associates, Suite 1404, Forty Court Street. Are you familiar with the building, Mr. Prager?”

“I am.”

“In an hour?” It might have been phrased like a question, but it wasn’t.

I didn’t bother putting the phone back in its cradle. It was my turn to start making calls.

“Intelligence Division, Detective Steptoe,” a woman answered.

“Sorry,” I said, going over the number I’d dialed in my head, “I thought this was Detective McDonald’s line.”

“Who?”

“Larry McDonald, Detective Larry — ”

“You mean Captain McDonald?”

“If you say so.”

“Let me transfer you.”

With the passing years my contacts in the NYPD had withered. Some of the guys had, like me and Pete, gotten hurt on the job and been put out to pasture. Many made their twenty years, trading in their badges for golf bags. To the kids coming up as I was headed out the door, I was a relic, a fossil who didn’t understand the job or the day-to-day bullshit they had to put up with. I remembered feeling the same way about the guys who’d come up before me. Whenever they started a sentence with “In my day …” I, too, would roll my eyes. But I could always depend on Larry McDonald. We’d worked together for years in Coney Island, and he owed me, big-time.

“Captain McDonald. Should I just genuflect or do I have to kiss the ring, too?”

“You gimpy Jew bastard, you couldn’t genuflect if your life depended on it. Shit, I haven’t heard a peep from you in years. I thought you were dead.”

“Wishful thinking.”

“Wha’d'ya need, brother?”

“State Senator Steven Brightman.”

There was a long silence on the other end of the line.

“I’m the one who’s supposed to be dead, Larry, remember? Hello …”

“This a fishing expedition, Moe? ‘Cause if it is, I can’t have any part in this. A politician and the missing daughter of an ex-cop; it’s not a winning combination for anyone.”

“Calm down. Calm down. I’m not out to fuck the guy. Fact is, I might be working for Brightman. Someone’s got his ear that thinks I might have some luck finding the girl.”

“Come on, man. You know what happened to her. You were a fucking cop before that piece a carbon paper fucked up your knee. She’s a pile of bones somewheres out in Bethpage State Park or in the Gowanus Canal.”

“Probably you’re right, but I don’t think I’m gonna have much of a choice about working the case. I need everything on both Brightman and the girl, Moira Heaton.”

Again, there was an uncomfortable silence. The last time Larry helped me out he hadn’t yet made rank and the information had come from departments outside the city. Now the landscape had changed. This was Larry Mac’s own little fiefdom. Traditionally, each bureau or division within the NYPD jealously defends its turf. It was hard enough getting these various entities to share information with each other, let alone a guy like me.

“Christ, Moe, I don’t know,” he hemmed and hawed like a man asked to pick his own pocket. “It’s not like back in the day. They keep closer track of things than they used to.”

“Yeah, yeah, Big Brother and all that, but 1984's still six months away. Why don’t you just see what you can do and I’ll check back with you, okay?” I knew not to argue with him.

“All right, let me see. Gimme a day or two.”

“Thanks, Larry.”

“Don’t thank me yet and don’t send me good champagne either. My wife just makes mimosas with it.”

When we were done, I thought about making a second call, a much harder call to make. I put the phone down instead. There’s an old baseball adage about some of the best trades being the ones you don’t make. I didn’t fool myself that it applied here. The call was going to get made, just not yet.

• • •

THEY DIDN’T CALL it Court Street for nothing. You could throw a rock across the road from the lobby of number 40 and hit the State Supreme Court Building. If you took to heart Shakespeare’s line about killing all the lawyers, blowing up 40 Court Street would have been a good start. With its proximity to the court and the Brooklyn Tombs only a few blocks away on Atlantic Avenue, the dirty brown skyscraper was chock-full of lawyers. Where there are courts and jails and lawyers, there are investigators. Spivack and Associates among them.

When cops are on the job they love lawyers like lions love hyenas, only minus the mutual respect. But the minute a cop puts in his papers and goes into private investigations, he finds as many hyenas as he can and becomes an associate member of the pack. When you beg scraps, it pays to stay close to the pack. That’s why Spivack and Associates was such a natural fit in the brown building on Court Street. If I had gone into the business full-time, I too might have rented office space here.

Suite 1404, all glass, stainless steel, and uncomfortable furniture, had a rather antiseptic feel to it. I suppose they could always rent it out to local hospitals for ambulatory surgery. The receptionist barely got “Good day” out of her mouth when a drill sergeant type approached. Easily six foot three, he had a graying brush cut, a square chin and shoulders, rough features, and impatient blue eyes.

“I’m Spivack,” he barked, shaking my hand in spite of himself. “This way.”

Spivack wore a short-sleeve white shirt, black slacks, black tie, black shoes. He sort of looked like an angry escapee from 1950s middle management. His strides ate up carpet in big chunks.

He stopped. “Here,” he said, pushing open his office door.

His office, while not exactly inviting, was less antiseptic than the rest of the place. The chairs looked sat in, the desk was scratched and chipped. There were photos on the wall, certificates and diplomas, and a Lucite display featuring a green beret, an army-issue .45, and handcuffs. I took a more careful look at some of the photos. Several featured a younger Spivack in a U.S. marshal windbreaker escorting prisoners.

Mr. Geary was seated on a black leather sofa and waited for me to finish checking out the office before standing to greet me.

Spivack sat down behind his desk and glared even more contemptuously at Geary than he had at me.

“Hello, Moe,” Geary said, the butter melting in his mouth. “Good of you to come.”

“I know a command performance when I see one.”

Geary didn’t waste time disputing the facts. “I see you’ve met Joe Spivack.”

“Sort of, yeah.”

He beckoned me to come join him back on the sofa. I was amazed at how in command he acted in someone else’s place of business. He treated Spivack as another piece of furniture. I sat.

“Mr. Spivack’s firm did the original investigation into Moira Heaton’s unfortunate disappearance. I won’t bore you with the details. Let’s just say it was an expensive and thorough, if not very fruitful, exercise for Mr. Spivack and company.”

Geary gestured to Spivack as if he were calling the busboy to refill his water glass. Spivack handed an accordion file to Geary, who handed it to me.

“Don’t bother going through it now.” It wasn’t a suggestion. “This is the salient material. Take it home with you, Moe. I’m told there are several more boxes of ancillary material which we’ll have delivered wherever you’d like. Mr. Spivack will lend you all possible assistance and answer any of your questions.”

“Wait a second! Wait a second,” I barked, my patience wearing razor thin. “Mr. Spivack, is there a room where Mr. Geary and I can talk in private? There’s some stuff him and me have to get straight.”

“Will right here do?” Spivack asked, happy at the prospect of getting out from under Geary’s thumb.

“Works for me,” I answered.

If Geary was upset by being left out of the decision-making process, he didn’t show it. Spivack got up and left before that changed.

“I’m sorry, Moe,” Geary offered as soon as the door clicked shut. “I’ve behaved badly, I know. I’ve taken things for granted.”

“I don’t like threats, Mr. Geary.”

“Thomas,” he corrected. “Call me Thomas.”

Yeah, right, I thought. And we’ll go have some buttered scones and tea afterward.

“Like I was saying, I don’t like threats, even implied ones. I didn’t appreciate that little visit this morning from the New York State Liquor Authority. Not one bit.”

“It got your attention, though?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“That was my idea, I’m afraid. I would ask you not to hold it against Steven, Senator Brightman. He would disapprove.”

“I’m liking him better already.”

Geary smiled. “Then you’ll do it. You’ll look into this matter for us.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you will, won’t you?”

“I may have been a cop once, Mr. Geary, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

“Far from it, I’d say. That’s part of the reason you’re here at all.”

“Pardon me if I don’t thank you, but that’s been bugging me all weekend long,” I confessed. “And now that I’m in this office, it’s bothering me even more. Why do you need me? I’m a part-timer with no network. I mean, look around you. This guy is major league. He’s a former U.S. marshal. They’re like fucking bulldogs.

What can I do to find Moira Heaton that Spivack and Associates and their network and friends and informants couldn’t?”

“Would it suffice to say you come highly recommended?”

“No.”

“I didn’t suppose it would. How about this then?” he asked, reaching into his inner jacket pocket.

I knew even before his hand reappeared what it would hold. “Gotham Magazine,” I said, “pages seventeen through twenty, continued on page ninety-three, far left column.”

When Katy’s brother Patrick vanished in ‘77, an ambitious reporter for Gotham had done a piece about the disappearance and subsequent search. The reporter, correctly sensing there was a lot more to the story than what the press had been spoon-fed by the family, thought the story had Pulitzer Prize written all over it. Unfortunately for him, the people who knew the truth, myself included, kept it to themselves. The story turned into more of a puff piece and part of the puff was about me or, more accurately, about me and a little girl named Marina.

On Easter Sunday of 1972, Marina Conseco, the seven-year-old daughter of a city firefighter, went missing in Coney Island. Several days later, while searching the area with some off-duty firemen, I got the idea to check out the wooden rooftop water tanks on some of the older buildings in the neighborhood. We found Marina, battered but alive, in the third or fourth tank we checked. In an undistinguished career as a cop, finding her was my one shining moment. People would forget Patrick, but never Marina. It was this same story that had brought poor Arthur Rosen to me. However, there was nothing remotely poor or needy about the man who stood in front of me at the moment.

“Bravo, bravo.” He applauded, his left hand hitting the folded pages in his right. “Bravo.”

“That was eleven years ago when I found the girl.”

“Don’t be modest,” he said coolly, the smile running away from his face. “I know much more about you than you’d think.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, beginning to feel light-headed.

He didn’t answer, checking his watch instead. “We can discuss your fee at a later date. I assure you you won’t suffer financially. As I said previously, you can expect the fullest cooperation from Mr. Spivack. I must be on my way.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Why me?”

“In a word, luck. You’re lucky, Mr. Prager.”

“We’re not on a first-name basis anymore, huh, Tom?”

He ignored that, too. “Spivack is good, as good as good gets. We’ve had two unproductive years of good, Mr. Prager. It’s time for a little luck.” He about-faced, reaching for the doorknob.

“One condition,” I said.

“Yes, Mr. Prager,” he answered impatiently. “What is it?”

“I interview Brightman, alone.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be — ”

“That’s my condition. You won’t meet it, forget about my luck. You can threaten me and try to intimidate me till the fucking cows come home and I won’t take the case. I need to look into your boy’s eyes.”

“I’ll arrange for it. In the meantime, get to work.”

He closed the door behind him without bothering to look back.

• • •

WHEN I GOT back to the shop, Klaus was quick to tell me that Aaron had called in a panic. Apparently, one of Mr. Weintraub’s colleagues had paid our Columbus Avenue location an afternoon visit. I doubt if Geary knew it at the time he arranged for it, but he’d done me a big favor. My absence from the business for the foreseeable future would be much easier for my big brother to swallow now that he’d gotten to experience firsthand the depth of Thomas Geary’s influence.

The business meant everything to Aaron. Would he sacrifice his family for it? No. My charm and less than encyclopedic knowledge of wines was another matter altogether. Besides, one of the conditions of our partnership was that I had the option to take vacation time to work cases. I’d exercised the option only once in five years, when I went up to the Catskills.

“City on the Vine,” Aaron answered the phone.

In those five syllables alone, I could hear the worry in his voice.

“New York State Liquor Authority,” I taunted.

“Fuck you.”

“So I hear you had a visit.”

“What’s going on, Moe? Klaus said something about it being a — ”

“ — message. Yeah, it’s a message to me. Remember how we couldn’t figure out why we got invited to Connie’s wedding?”

“Sure, but what the fuck’s this got to do — ”

“Everything, apparently. Connie’s dad wants me to work a case for him, and today’s bit of muscle flexing was to help me make up my mind in his favor. At the wedding, when Katy lost it, I was out on the driving range with Mr. Geary. That’s when he first suggested it might be in my best interest to consider taking him on as a client.”

“And he thought strong-arming you was the way to go?” Aaron was incredulous.

“I guess he doesn’t believe in long courtships. He made his point pretty effectively, though. You gotta give him that.”

“What about …” Aaron hesitated. “Maybe we should — I mean, maybe you should call … Why don’t you call your father-in-law? He’s probably still got political contacts. Maybe he could insulate us from — ” Aaron understood I loathed my father-in-law, but not why, exactly.

“Forget it! Just forget it! I can’t — we can’t afford to owe him. I’ll work the case hard for a week and we can all move on. You can spare me for a week.”

“Do you think he’s serious?”

“Geary? Would he really fuck with us if I turned him down? I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I’m not in the mood to find out. Are you?”

“Consider yourself on vacation, little brother.”

“Yeah, okay, I’ll get out my Hawaiian shirts.”

“Very funny. What’s this case, anyway, that Geary’s gone to all this trouble for?” Aaron was justifiably curious.

“All you need to know is there’s a missing girl at the end of it.”

“Oh, I get it,” he said, as if I’d explained quantum mechanics in a single sentence.

How nice, I thought. Now maybe he could explain it to me.

The wine business had always been Aaron’s dream. Even my taking the test for the cops had been on a drunken dare. A good chunk of my adult life had basically been the product of grafting my energies onto someone else’s schemes. Careerwise, the only thing I’d ever wanted for myself, the one thing that was mine alone, was the right to work a case or two here and there. And now that one footnote to my own destiny was getting yanked out of my hands.

“How the fuck did I ever wind up in this place?” I repeated Pete Parson’s question. It had been a good question on Sunday and was an even better one today. I opened up the accordion file and found a picture of a woman of whom I knew very little except her name. “I hope you’re worth it, Moira Heaton.”

God had infinite ways of displaying love and cruelty. Anyone over the age of twelve who hadn’t figured that one out was on his way to either beatification or long-term therapy. But it was the way he manipulated imperfection to such disparate ends that fascinated me. Reconciling holocausts and hurricanes was beyond me. I’d let the big questions turn my rabbi’s hair gray. I looked for God’s handiwork in people’s faces. And in Moira Heaton’s face I found ample traces of the Almighty’s mischief.

I’m uncertain of what I expected, but whatever it was, Moira Heaton wasn’t it. Not immune to the whiff of scandal, I suppose I had envisioned her as darkly beautiful or as a red-haired colleen, the kind of prize an older, accomplished man would be unable to resist. She was neither. Moira was plain. In a culture that values attention almost beyond anything else, even money, plainness is a curse.

I wondered what it said by her high school yearbook photo: Most likely to be forgotten? Moira’s life, over or not, had served some purpose. Maybe I wouldn’t be clever enough to figure it out, maybe no one ever would, but I’d taken notice of her and wasn’t likely to forget.
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