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  Notice




  PERSONS attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.




  BY ORDER OF THE AUTHOR,




  Per G.G., Chief of Ordnance.




  —Huckleberry Finn, Samuel Longhorn Clemens aka Mark Twain




  
Author’s Note—The Detective In The Mirror




  It’s all gone now, and even after twenty-six years once you’ve come out, that other looking glass world begins to fade. I’m still too sensitive to the pain evident in the passing stranger’s face, too quick to see the desperate strain that so often lives in the eyes of the clerk or shopkeeper, much too easily startled by the sudden shout or loud noise, and far too liable to react violently to sudden movements that come too near. But after two years I’ve have finally gotten used to waking up and not having to witness the horrors humanity habitually inflicts upon itself, accustomed to living in a world in which you don’t have to suspect every smile for the masked thought, content in the calm of a life in which one simply lives and works and loves.




  In the mirror—past the near image of the roughly crevassed, middle-aged man peering in—I can see far back, past the bloody body of a woman lying at the bottom of a decrepit staircase, beyond the black youth stretched out dead on a dirty sidewalk under the June sun, back past the white-faced embezzlers, way back past the petty sneak thieves and mere troublemakers, all the long way back to the young man with the curly locks and the wondering, suburban-silly gaze, looking from the other side into that twisted, looking-glass world of the big city private detective.




  Don’t do it, I want to shout. Stay out of that horrible, bloody, looking-glass world. But of course I’m thirty years too late, and it doesn’t matter, anyhow. I know far better than anyone there is no stopping the young man, that he’s been gazing in for far too long and nothing can stop him now that he’s finally reached the mirror’s magically beckoning, silvery face.




  I would not, were I you, Dear Reader, read this book: it was just such a mirror that first drew the wondering glance of that foolish young man.




  As for me, there is nothing to do but once more watch the terrors, relive the horrors, and weep all over again as the young man with the curly locks travels his many journeys to become, finally, the aging, blasted man once more gazing from without on that strange, still enticing, looking-glass world.




  —Boston, November, 2008




  PART 1—VOYAGE




  Chapter 1




  Recovery Jobs




  Seven-thirty in the morning on a February Sunday in Boston and you can believe the streets were cold. The wind roared out of the canyon between the Copley Mall and the Westin Hotel, whipping the tails and upturned collar of my coat hard against me, cutting right through the wool to remind me where I lived. Why, I wondered, biting on my lower lip, did I have to open my mouth and throw the job and its nice car away in the middle of the winter? Couldn’t I have waited for summer?




  From inside a Boston College car traveling down the middle of Commonwealth Ave, it was nice to see the cold. Comm Ave was empty, except for swirling news sheets and other scraps, and an old man with his coat tightly wrapped about his red face. The cars and the train tracks glittered, frozen bright in the white sunlight.




  Go on, I thought, you can’t see the weather in the metal; it could be ninety degrees out there. Yeah, I can too, I told myself back.




  The house, a large, run-down three-family, was gratefully only two blocks down Washington from the train stop. Paolo Guerrera’s black Caprice was in the driveway, a one-car wide and two-car long alley between the tightly packed houses. The door key didn’t work, the damned GM keys never worked.




  I shivered in the cold. Well, at least Paolo was home. It would have sucked to have come out for nothing. I untwisted the jimmy, a long, two-inch wide, flat and flexible piece of steel, from the side loop of my jeans under my coat and was just getting it down alongside the window, inside the door, when a guy came out of the house. I stopped moving and for a moment I thought he was going to stroll right past the end of the drive without noticing, but then his glance fell full on me and he stopped.




  “What are you doing?” he said, already starting to move up the narrow passage between the Caprice and the neighboring house. I pulled the jimmy out of the door and turned to him, backing a step.




  “Who are you?” I said.




  He was young, in his twenties, and a very big boy, maybe six four. Columbian, I guessed from his complexion, the thick black hair, and the accent. Plus, Guerrera was Columbian.




  “What are you doing?”




  He’d stopped, three feet from me, and was looking frowningly at me and the long piece of metal pointing down from my right hand.




  “I’m a private detective,” I said, and with my left hand pulled my ID out of my coat pocket and held it up near his eyes.




  “Policia Privado.”




  At these words his eyes narrowed. He looked at me sharply.




  “What do you want?”




  “I’m taking the car. For the bank.”




  He puzzled that one out for a moment, and as he began to speak, I said, “Paolo Guerrera? Get Paolo.”




  He looked at me.




  “Not home. Come back.”




  I put my ID back in my pocket. I smiled, feeling cold, leaning back a bit.




  “No.” I smiled again, lifting and making a pushing gesture with my left hand, getting my elbow well up over my shoulder, fingers out, thumb up, palm pointed at the youth’s chin. All unconsciously, I flexed and let go my muscles, without thinking shaking my body loose at the hips, knees suddenly imperceptibly bent, rolling a bit forward so that I was light on the heels of my motorcycles boots, my right hand loose on the jimmy, on the off chance the big youth was left-handed. I spoke softly and smiled mockingly.




  “Go away.”




  Bingo. A contemptuous amusement at the white man—who despite his hard face and buzz cut stood not even six feet and must have seemed laughably slender and light in his elegant, long-skirted, winter coat—sprang into the big youth’s glowering dark eyes. Smiling, he took a step toward me, his right hand sweeping up and around toward my throat.




  I leaned back and to the side over the hood, and pushed hard with my open left hand against his upper arm as it went by, surprising him with the force of it, which sent him lurching a twisting half-step off balance. His left came up automatically, saving his face from the next door concrete, and with an angry grunt he pushed away from the wall, viciously swinging the back of his right hand at my cheek. I’d dropped the jimmy at his first move, and now it was nothing to crouch under it, drop my right shoulder and hit him twisting up with all of the power of the right side of my body, shoulder, hip and thigh perfectly in line, pumping my fist dead center up into his breadbasket. I blew out the weight lifter’s healthy gust with the blow, drawing it in again as I danced back into the three feet of clear space in front of the car, automatically coming into stance, my left arm and fist up and forward, ready to jab, my right cocked behind it. Suddenly, I felt marvelous, light and alive.




  All of the wind had come out of the dark-haired youth in a long grunting moan; he shrunk down on himself, his elbows pulling into his gut, his wrists crossing over his sternum as he fell against the Caprice to keep from falling. He stayed like that a moment, and then straightened into something like standing up, still leaning forward a bit with his arms over his stomach, dragging in long, painfully wracking and coughing breaths as he watched me with a snarling mixture of pained fear, humiliation and hatred smoldering in his dark eyes.




  I straightened up, dropped my guard and pulled my cell phone out.




  “Amateur,” I said contemptuously. I waved the phone at him. “Policia. Yeah,” I nodded, as his angry, fearful glance followed my motions toward calling, “Policia. Jail. Yeah, you’re going to jail.”




  The front door of the house banged again and a white guy with a ponytail yawned his way around toward the drive.




  “Hey,” I called. He stopped and stared at us in sleepy surprise. “Who owns this house?”




  “My uncle,” he said.




  “Who’s this guy?”




  “Carlos, or something. He’s lives here with his father, or maybe it’s his grandfather, I dunno.”




  I looked at Carlos, who had managed to stand all the way up. Seeing ponytail looking at him, he self-consciously lowered his arms from his stomach.




  “You don’t own the house?” I snarled at him. “You don’t own the car. Why are you bothering me?”




  The youth’s dark eyes burned bitterly, tinged with the deep hurt of a humiliated child. He took in another deep, wracking breath so as to be able to spit, and walked away. He went back into the house. The white kid watched him, looked at me, shrugged, and ambled off toward Washington Street.




  I sighed. The adrenaline elation was suddenly gone, leaving me with nothing but the reproachful memory of the youth’s darkly humiliated eyes. I picked up the jimmy and went back to work on the door of the sedan. God, I thought, please let the ignition key work. My hands were nearly numb with the cold by the time I got the door opened, and it took nearly a full minute for my fumbling, uncooperative and white fingers to get the key in the ignition. Of course it didn’t work. Hell, it would take the tow an hour to get there on a Sunday, all of it spent with me guarding the damned metal in the cold.




  As I was dialing the tow, Paolo Guerrera came over to where I was sitting behind the wheel of his car. Paolo was a very pleasant sixty-four-year-old, who spoke English fairly well. He apologized for his grandson Carlos, and explained that he had four children, seventeen grandchildren, thirty-four great-grandchildren, all depending on him to go to work at midnight in the Caprice. I pointed out to Paolo that he’d made only three payments, had paid nothing for four months, and that the bank had needed to hire me to find him. He was on the point of naming the children, when I gently made him understand that I was now responsible for the car, and could not leave it. He looked into my eyes, shook his head, and nodded soberly.




  “All right,” he said.




  The Caprice got warm quick, and by the time I made Storrow Drive my hands were beginning to tingle to life. Paolo had given me his keys, and I’d let him take his things out of the car. I reached into my right boot, pulled a joint out of my sock, and lit it as I slid onto the roadway. Stoned by the time I made it onto the Charles River Bridge, I found myself staring at the little turrets capping the towers, and driving about twenty miles an hour. I picked it up, and turned the radio up as one of the great Jackson Browne tunes came on. I’d finished the joint, the song was winding down, and I was beginning to feel a little empty myself, when I noticed from the pulsing red light that my cell phone was ringing.




  “Kurt?”




  It was Edward Kane, uncertain in the face of my cautious hello and the seven years since we’d spoken.




  “Hello, Edward. Whatcha up to?”




  I pulled over and parked on Second Street in Cambridge and fumbled with a cigarette. What had it been? January just ended would make it six—no, this was 2001 already—seven years since we’d last spoken, and that hadn’t been pretty. Sunday morning with Paolo, and now Edward? The whole thing was beginning to have an unreal edge to it and I felt a desperate need for a smoke.




  “Good, good. Things are going very well, actually. How are you?”




  “Wonderful. My life is nothing but adventure and success.”




  Edward laughed. “I’m glad to hear nothing’s changed.”




  “I’m older and I have less hair.”




  I wondered when Edward would get to the point. We’d been close, but that, as they say, had been a long time ago, in a place that, fifteen miles from where I sat smoking in the repossessed Caprice, was still very far away.




  After some more chat about his family and his old friend my ex-wife, and about my kid and all that, he did finally get to the point.




  “Someone stole our accountant’s laptop Friday night or yesterday out of her office inside our locked corporate suite.”




  I asked about cleaners, which there were, and other traffic in the building, of which there was a fair amount, and could his accountant have some reason to make the laptop disappear?




  “Karina? Oh, no, I mean, Karina Miller is like star junior executive these days.”




  I told him to notify everyone whose personal or professional information had been stolen, file a claim with his insurer, and forget about it. But there was more. I listened and then said, “Let me get this, exactly. Thirty months ago, a check—what? Okay, two checks were stolen from your corporate headquarters, you got hit with fraudulent copies and they got away with nearly two hundred and twenty-five thousand out of two different trustee accounts. And no one was charged, or suspected. Ten months ago, the Millbury office was broken into, and the manager and assistant manager’s computers were taken, still no suspects. Now someone has taken your accountant’s laptop with all of the company’s financials on it?”




  “Actually, it’s even better. Not only are there sales and profit figures for every client, neatly laid out in spreadsheets, not only a couple very expensive data files of cold leads, but every employee’s social and bank account information is also on that laptop.”




  “Banks?”




  “Direct Deposit. It’s the only way to fly. You should see the cost savings.”




  I lit another cigarette, parked on Second Street in the Caprice. I’d been right. Unreal was not the word for it.




  “I think you should prepare to pony up a five grand retainer, and I should interview everyone who was anywhere near the laptop. I mean, if this is number three, where will it stop?”




  Edward said that was what he and his wife Lisa, the company’s Operating Partner, thought, and when and where could we meet? I thought of the small office I sublet from another detective and we agreed on lunch at one at Angelo’s. I always have potential clients buy me a meal if possible, because that’s as often as not all I get out of it. I keep thinking I’m getting better at the sales thing, but it never seems to result in more sales.




  My office is a single room in a corner brownstone apartment house in East Cambridge, the whole thing converted to commercial and let by an enterprising shark named Joe Ricci. Say hey for Sunday, I thought, unlocking the door to my single room, throwing my coat on a spare chair and cranking up Steppenwolf on my scarred stereo. In the kitchen I kicked the old coffee maker into doing its thing while I used nearly steaming water to wash the cold out of my hands and face. The coffee was heavenly, especially when spiced with a joint. I blew it mostly outside while sitting on the sill in the wide old window that looked out beyond its wrought iron fire escape to the brick and concrete high-rise of the county courthouse. By the time Steven Luntz walked in they were both nearly gone.




  “For god’s sake,” he exclaimed, switching off my stereo, “this is a law office!”




  “And a very good one, too,” I said. “If a bit low class. You shouldn’t let people hang around listening to loud music and smoking dope.”




  “What if Joe were to come in? He’d throw us both out.”




  “Mr. Ricci is in New York. I saw him as he left Friday. Look at it out there, it’s ghost town. Want a puff?”




  Pained exasperation showed cutting sharp in Steven’s clear blue eyes, so I put out the joint and lit a cigarette.




  Steven stamped his foot and flung his head and red shock of hair violently forward as he spoke,




  “You’re not supposed to be smoking in here!”




  “You know,” I said, dropping the butt into my coffee cup, standing up and flipping his bronze barred yellow tie free of his tweed blazer as I went by, “I think this dressing like a college professor is really working for you. And it’s really soooooo right when you throw a tantrum. But,” I continued, slipping into my coat, “I can’t chat, I actually have a client to meet.”




  “Oh, that makes sense,” said Steven. “Smoke a nice fat one just before meeting the client.”




  “That’s okay,” I said, grinning. “You’re my biggest client and I just smoked it right in front of you.”




  “You’re an asshole,’ said Steven. “A real asshole. And you better have that background investigation on Anastasios in by Tuesday, or it’s both of our asses.”




  “I love you too,” I said, and escaped from the heat of his irritated stare into the piercing cold lying in wait outside on Third Street.




  Things were much friendlier three blocks East, at Angelo’s. Sunshine washed over the red leather upholstery of the chairs and booths, and sparkled in the silver and the crystal atop the white-clothed tables. Outside the plate windows people crossed Memorial Drive from the Riverview Grand Hotel, the cold showing in their wrapped-up coats and in the hard gleam of the blacktop. A very pretty twenty-something with her auburn hair pulled back and spectacles over the regulation white shirt and black skirt came over and asked me if I wanted a drink.




  “Only desperately,” I said, winning a smile.




  The martini when it came was everything it should have been, and after I’d had a third of it and one of the three olives, I lit a cigarette, and everything was perfect. Lisa and Edward came in, she in a camel-hair and he in a gorgeous soft black thing, saw me and came over. I stood up and shook their hands and motioned for them to sit down.




  “Drink?” I said, blowing out smoke.




  Edward studied me with his dark eyes a moment, leaning his six two frame back in the armchair. He grinned.




  “Glenlivet, neat. And a cup of coffee.”




  I nodded. Pretty Celeste came back and Lisa said she’d have just the coffee. I said I’d have the same as Kane. Lisa was eyeing me with amusement. We waited until the drinks came back and then we ordered the food, and then Edward looked at me.




  “It’s good to see how a person can grow and change over the years.”




  “Fuck you,” I said. “You seem to have grown a little wider, anyway.”




  Lisa was staring at us. Edward drank his Glenlivet and then sipped his coffee, grinning widely.




  “And how are you?” I said politely, finishing my martini. Lisa was a standard variety, intelligent blond, her very white, not quite Irish features a bit thin to my taste. But at a guess, sixty-eight percent of male America would call her beautiful, and, I reminded myself, automatically leap to do her biddings. Kingsley, my friend, I thought, you were right; your face is your fate. Lisa looked to be Edward’s age, who, having ten years on me, I remembered, would now be nearing fifty. Great shape for a woman her age, I thought abstractly. Nice eyes, too. Edward was still grinning. She looked back at me; she shook her head and laughed.




  “How long, exactly, have you known each other?”




  “Almost twenty years. Since the early eighties. It was a beautiful relationship.”




  She glanced at her husband. “But you haven’t seen each other for years. Since not long after our wedding. What happened?”




  I lit a cigarette, and she waited me out. Not a stupid lady, certainly, I thought. But what else could you expect from a million or six in heels? I shrugged.




  “Nothing. Everything. Life, children, different places and things. You know.”




  Lisa looked at me, then she looked at her husband. Edward shrugged. “Shit happens.”




  He drank his coffee, and looked away, as if he was barely listening. I saw Lisa blink, and was drinking my Glenlivet as her glance fell back on me. I lifted my head, finished my cigarette, and brought up the job. The moment passed, but I knew from the way she glanced at me and Edward that she knew we hadn’t told her everything. That was all right with me.




  “How much money is in these accounts?”




  Half an hour later, I was still trying to grasp it.




  “At any time, thirty to fifty to tops seventy million, but that’s not the important part.”




  I blinked. Maybe the Glenlivet had been the one over the line.




  “Right. It’s the turnover.”




  “Exactly. We’re the escrow agents for the mortgage companies, as well as the title insurer’s agent. Our cut on the whole is usually less than a point—our legal charges and insurance commissions often exceed our origination fee on the smaller loans—but all of the funds pass through our hands. After the consumer closes on the property, we send the title premiums, the capital funds, the fees, to everyone, and take ours of course. Every month, an average of thirty million dollars comes in and goes out.”




  “As a result, you don’t know how much you should have at any given moment.”




  “Exactly!”




  Edward was triumphant, like a high school teacher who finally communicates a concept to one of his slower charges. If he says “exactly” again, I’ll have to give up the case, I thought despairingly. He’ll never hire me after I hit him.




  “We cannot balance our books. It would take four accountants a month to do anything like an audit. Of course the books get balanced eventually, but that’s a year behind. And even then you’d have to account for transactions still going on, so you could easily miss something. One way or another, a half of a million could be missing and we’d never notice for at least a year. We wouldn’t have known about the two hundred and twenty-five K, and if we hadn’t realized that the first check was missing.”




  “That’s incredible.”




  “Exactly!”




  “You get used to it,” said Lisa, with a touch of weariness. “At first I couldn’t live with the risk, and I still have nightmares about embezzlement—I swear, I dream that old movie, except I’m the innocent banker, whose absent-minded brother loses the bank’s money—but I’m insured, and there’s really no other way to proceed on a large scale. In a funny way, the stolen check almost made me feel better, like I’d survived my worst fear. The bank covered three-quarters of it, thankfully, so I guess it could have been a lot worse.”




  I looked at her curiously. We were nearly finished with the meal, and she hadn’t said much, allowing Edward his usual position at center stage.




  The then Lisa Macomber had taken a small law office with a one-note real estate transfer service, revamped and standardized the product, hired and marketed aggressively during the Reagan boom, and wound up with one of the largest firms in the Commonwealth. Now New World Mortgage worked with real estate agents throughout eastern and central Massachusetts, writing and closing mortgages that were packaged and sold to a variety of investment banks worldwide. Along the way they sold loan, disability, flood, act of God policies, using their market volume to get their customers slightly better prices without lowering their commissions a single penny.




  I glanced at Edward, the thick black locks hanging off his wide forehead as he ravaged the remains of his linguini. Certainly he’d been a big help to New World, but he had his own successful Beacon Hill practice, and had in any case only been involved in the last part of New World’s growth. No, by any measure, Lisa Macomber Kane was a very shrewd woman indeed.




  “You’ve got a lot of balls,” I said. ‘The pressure would drive me nuts. Uh, no pun intended.”




  She laughed.




  “So what do we do?” said Edward.




  I shrugged.




  “The usual. I check out the scene of the crime, as they call it, tonight. After that I’ll stay up very, very late, doing background checks on everyone around the corporate headquarters. Assuming we don’t find something startling from the past, I want to start interviewing all of the employees tomorrow morning, as soon as possible. Later I’ll find out why the Feds never found out who stole the two hundred and fifteen K, and take a look at that. And take a look at the other burglary in Millbury. But the interrogation of witnesses, as we say, should start immediately. Someone knows something, if not about the laptop or the checks or the other stolen desktops, about things, maybe, going wrong in someone other employee’s life. There are other things we can check on your network and such, but unless we get very lucky, our best bet will be to get an idea of who might have wanted to do it, or had a reason to do it, or simply is acting different these days than they did.”




  “What makes you think anyone will talk to you?” asked Edward.




  I grinned.




  “Everyone talks to me. Besides, I’m not telling you what they say. So why not talk to me? People like to talk.”




  Edward looked at me, Lisa looked at me. I looked at them. Shit, I thought. Well they had to know how I did it. I took a deep breath and tried to explain.




  “Look, I don’t work that way. You guys want to hire someone who’ll report every word they hear, I’m not it. I need these people to recreate your office, your, uh, New World for me. I need them to tell me what they might not even know they know, what their friends and colleagues are like, which ones are content, which not, which one is miserable. If they’ve changed recently. Who’s screwing whom? Who wants to or used to? Who does drugs? Maybe even who works hard and who sloughs, sure, but I’m not telling you guys those things. You only get to hear facts bearing on real crime. I’m not reporting every little employee delinquency I hear about, or they’ll never talk to me.”




  I stopped and lit a cigarette while they looked at each other. Well, the ten grand had felt nice while I’d almost had it. I tried once more.




  “Look, when I talk to your employees, the first people I’m going to ask about are you two.”




  “Us?” said Lisa, frowning. Edward was impassive, watching me.




  “Yeah, you two. For that matter, who had more opportunity and has, for all I know, more reason to steal from your clients? I’m going to ask your people who’s been weird lately, starting with you two.”




  I paused.




  “Did either of you having anything to do with any of these crimes?” Jesus, Kurt, I thought. You call that selling the job?




  Lisa gazed at me with her cool green gaze, and then, making a sudden decision, laughed.




  “You ask them about me. I don’t want to hear a thing, trust me.”




  “Okay?” I looked at Edward. “Okay?”




  His black eyes were inscrutable. He nodded.




  “Okay.”




  He got up and started donning his beautiful, soft coat. “Oh, but—”




  “What?”




  “I did do it.”




  I rolled my eyes and he grinned, and Lisa laughed briefly. They were out the door before I realized they’d left me with the check, but then I relaxed into my chair and signaled Celeste for another martini. With a five thousand dollar retainer check from New World Mortgage in my pocket I could afford it. Even after my two girlfriends, ex-wife, and credit card companies got their shares, there’d be a chunk left. I smiled as Celeste came over, the cold winter light glimmering in the martini on the tray. I downed a third, and lit a cigarette. Hell, I even had a car for the rest of the day. I smiled at Celeste over at the bar and lifted my glass. Say hey to Sunday. I drank some of the cold vodka.




  Celeste smiled back.




  Chapter 2




  A New World




  “This is a pretty cut-throat business.” Paul Morse’s eyes had begun the interview a lively blue, sparkling with an amusement that well became his round face and silky white hair. Now his eyes were pale and nervous, distinctly unattractive.




  What a nice change you work in people, I thought. Oh, well, it’s a living.




  “Fiduciary irresponsibility, proprietary information, the usual conflict of interests.”




  The pale pools of blue disappeared and reappeared under Paul’s fluttering lashes. Then his mouth got tight and he started to explode.




  “I won that damned case! Those—”




  Paul got a grip on himself, settled his Dior sweater back into his chair and shrugged.




  “That’s how the game’s played. I left the firm, taking some business, and they tried to slow me down.” Another shrug. “They didn’t.”




  “How was Aspen?”




  The eyes frowned, and then he tried a smile, the old winning Paul Morse, New World-operations-guy smile. The eyes sparkled again. Briefly.




  “It was great. Really, a lot of fun.”




  I nodded.




  “Your own business failed early 1998, you and your wife jointly make one-sixty-five a year, and you have three kids, all soon to be of college age, along with two nice cars and a fine house out in Wayland. Unfortunately, the cars and the house are hocked for all if not more than they’re worth, and if you missed a couple of big payments, you could be in real trouble, couldn’t you, Morse? And you’ve been worrying Edward and Lisa over a basis point or two commissions on last year’s volume, which isn’t a large amount of money. If you’re that desperate for five or ten k, then my own guess is you’re one not very large step ahead of filing a Chapter Seven. So, let me ask you again, how were you and the fam’s two weeks at the very, very swank Saint Regis?”




  There, the sparkle was definitely all gone now. Paul’s mouth open and closed once or twice before he finally managed to articulate, in a strangled voice, “My mother-in-law gave us the whole package, air and everything.”




  “Oh, ow,” I smirked, “that’s a good one.”




  I went on smirking. Morse’s breathing got more normal and some of the blood left his face, but the silken hair looked strangely artificial and the man suddenly seemed all of his fifty-eight years.




  “The thing is, Paul,” I said softly, holding his gaze, “if any person had the opportunity, ability, and, it seems, motive, to have snatched two and a quarter K from this company, you’re it.”




  I paused for more effect, leaned back in the chair, watching him narrowly. “If you did it, it would be better to tell me now.”




  “I didn’t do it, you’re insane.”




  Paul said it tonelessly, not caring if I believed him. His pale eyes were abstracted, absorbed. After a silence, he glanced at me.




  “Are we through?”




  We were and he got up and put his soft black leather over his red Dior sweater. As he left, he looked at me, the blue eyes deeper in hue, sharp with anger. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I shouldn’t have to endure this sort of thing.”




  I nodded.




  “And you would do better,” he said, “to investigate the sex life of a certain partner, rather than harassing me over my personal finances.”




  I looked at him. “Which partner?”




  Paul sneered. “You’re the detective!”




  He snatched the door open and stalked out. I sighed, and walked over to where I could see a piece of a small lake glimmering through the green, green New England forest, all of it bounded by the glittering bands of asphalt, the big interstate. The sun was a distant yellow disc sinking toward the verge. Ra, Ra, I thought. I turned back to the big mahogany desk that was Edward’s when he was at New World, and then sat down to my laptop and started flipping through my notes.




  The stolen laptop, the earlier burglary of desktops, the stolen checks and subsequent frauds. My three New World mysteries. I’d searched the physical and cyber spaces of the corporate offices, spent hours cruising for background data on employees, and done hours of interviewing. If I’d found any answers, I wasn’t seeing them yet. I stopped playing with my notes and leaned back in my chair. Admit it, I thought, you’re nearing forty, you’re probably already on the backside, waaaaayyy over the hill, and you don’t have the faintest real clue as to who did any of it.




  The phone rang, breaking into my thoughts. Sometimes you just get lucky.




  “How’s it going?”




  “Well, I haven’t solved it yet.”




  “Damn! I knew this was going to interfere with dinner.”




  Edward laughed so loudly I had to hold the telephone away from my head. He always does get such a kick out of himself, I thought, as he finally subsided.




  “Funny. You’re in the wrong profession, really.”




  “Seriously, any ideas?”




  “Yes. No. I don’t know. There’s certainly shit going on amongst the citizens of New World, just like everywhere else, but I’m not sure it means anything yet in terms of the main problem.”




  “What sort of shit?”




  “Oh, you know,” I said vaguely, wondering what I could and what was wise to tell Edward. “People having affairs, people barely making it financially, people with grudges. Just a lot of ordinary, hard-working, dull people. One or two of the dull people have dull little secrets.”




  I thought of Julie Ann Weiss, a settlement processor in her early thirties. She owned a small and beautiful condo in a renovated church and made forty a year, which she supplemented with weekend work as a Dominatrix. Weiss was a lithe and restless five feet and three inches and, when I’d seen her, earlier in the day, I’d imagined her not much dressed, administering her whip to a bald and perspiring, repulsively naked salesman. She had long black locks which, along with her nearly as dark, almond-shaped eyes, were startling as frame and ornament to her white, translucent pallor. She had with quiet intensity told me that everyone she worked with was normal, untroubled.




  “People have quirks,” she’d said, frowning. “That doesn’t make them—criminals.”




  “No, but their…quirks can cause them to go wrong. People do go wrong at times.”




  She stared at me, and then shook her head firmly. “No. The people I work with are just living their lives, doing their jobs and going home. I know it’s your job, but you can’t make a mystery where one doesn’t exist.”




  I’d found the text of her advertisement in the alternative weekly, The Pigeon, in a file on her desktop she’d thought was hidden. I’d found the print ad and called the number and heard her voice on the tape, and then again later, on the voicemail she’d left a message for the phony guy with the phony mid-western accent on the phony line I had for such occasions. She didn’t even know I knew she was a hooker, and I couldn’t imagine revealing her secret to anyone. Not until it meant something, if it ever did.




  “Just dull little secrets,” I said to Edward over the telephone, with a sigh. “Nothing that has anything to do with us, so far. Look, I’ve got another interview and then I need some time to try and sort this out. I’ve had, like, no sleep. Tomorrow I’ll probably have some better ideas.”




  “That’s certainly reasonable,” said Edward judiciously. “Oh, will you get Karina for me?”




  Karina Miller, star junior executive, wasn’t in the building, and hadn’t been in all day, said Tara, the exquisite receptionist. Edward found this odd enough to be transferred back to tell me.




  “I’ll call her at home,” he said, sounding more annoyed than worried. “She probably had an off-site or something and just went back there.”




  I’d met Karina Miller the night before, on my way over to New World to search the office and network.




  Miller had a one-bedroom at Walburn Estates, which was like being inside of a Peter Max drawing. I’d gone home that Sunday afternoon long enough to fight with Sally, my live-in girlfriend, and an hour later I’d still been so stressed that I’d parked in the wrong place. That led me to get lost, swearing, for a half-hour, as I wandered the stairs and paths snaking through the row house buildings that made up the complex. I’d finally found the short block of adjoined townhouses, hidden around a corner I hadn’t seen the first time.




  Karina Miller’s face, when she opened her door, was flushed. I could tell that she’d been laughing.




  The lower floor of the little townhouse was white and modern, with a galley kitchen and a large dining and living room with glass doors looking out on a patio. It was tastefully decorated, although their copy of Dali’s Persistence of Time was ruined by the Rockwell urchin on the opposite wall. The furnishings were modern, plush ivory cottons and low teak side tables. A curly-haired young man with a blue oxford shirt open at the throat rose from the couch to shake my hand, mirth still showing in his face.




  “Hi, I’m Jason.”




  “Kurt Larsen.”




  This would be the architect, Weinstein. A nice guy, Edward had said, but not horribly bright. But Edward thought anyone who couldn’t choke down thousand-paged briefs in an evening was stupid. Karina came back with a beer for me.




  Jason went back to his beer and a copy of some trade magazine.




  “I’ve tried to remember, but I can’t even remember the name of the appraiser.”




  Karina had looked at me doubtfully, her natural platinum eyebrows furrowed, worry in her green eyes.




  “I mean, there probably wasn’t even anything wrong. The girl said they had some orders cancelled, and then replaced by others. They probably just mixed up the names when they sent us their invoices. Probably I’ll find the copies of the documents in that mess they made of my office.”




  Karina had thrown a party on Saturday, the night before Lisa discovered her office broken into, and her laptop stolen. It was then she’d mentioned to Lisa and Edward that she’d found problems with one of their real estate appraiser’s invoices.




  “You don’t remember the name, even the first name, of the girl who returned your call?” I’d asked, in her apartment the previous night.




  Karina Miller had shaken her head and I remember thinking she was very pretty, and wondering why she had such trouble with men. The bad boy syndrome, Edward had said. There had even been one who needed a judge to make him believe it was over.




  “I know it sounds stupid,” she’d said with a frowning look, “but it was just one call about just one problem in the middle of the end of the month closing.”




  I could hear the accountant’s monthly frustrations in her tone.




  “Catherine? Crystal? Cynthia? Something like that. The company is—I can’t remember.” Miller stopped, blinked, and sighed. “I saved it all on a note in my to-do folder on my laptop. You can’t believe how much this messes me up, that laptop being stolen. Oh, well, if I don’t have my original copies, I can figure it out from the vendor list, and the invoices. There was something about her cell phone number, like maybe it had an out of state area code or something. The whole thing’s probably the result of some minor problem in the process. It just stuck in my mind because it’s one of those weird, never-saw-that-before kind of mistakes. I mean, the kind of systemic mix-up that if you’re an accountant you want to find and fix before it starts happening a lot. People have no clue how much money a business like ours can loose in leakage at the edges.”




  As I’d gone out of my way mostly just to get a good look at her, I’d agreed that it wasn’t likely to be important, and had gone my merry way to meet Edward. I hadn’t been happy to find that there had been no regularly scheduled back-ups of the hard drive on Miller’s laptop to the network server, but it was unlikely that the whole thing was anything more than a management or processing error. Now, the next day, I wondered briefly when Miller would make it into the office so we could find and almost certainly dispose of the billing mistake as irrelevant, and then dismissed the accountant and some unidentified vendor with bad billing habits from my mind.




  Too many people had access to the New World Mortgage network and offices. Like many small companies that had grown too fast, handling the extraordinary volume of loans with all of their related documents had consumed all of their energy. Security hadn’t been an afterthought: it hadn’t existed. Real estate agents, bank and title company representatives and consumers all streamed in and out of all four New World locations, where a frightening array of New World employees, from clerks to processors to salesman to executives, routinely accessed the database of loan records and bustled to and fro through the narrow halls of the ill-designed office suites. In such an environment, narrowing down who had access to the stolen checks, desktops and now Miller’s laptop could well be impossible. These morose musings led me to wander over to the inside wall of Edward’s office, where there was hung a framed and artfully matted montage of photographs from the previous summer’s company picnic.




  There was Sarah Cantrell, forty-five or so, a closing attorney with a wry understanding and a mother dying of cancer in her home.




  Tom Wyskowski, a buttoned-down, khaki-wearing tech guy, who was, by more than one report, constantly at the call and under the lash of his twenty-something girlfriend.




  Ann Connolly, smiling composedly, a dowdy, fifty-year old bookkeeper and general management assistant with an electrician husband, brother and sons, a nurse daughter and seven grandchildren.




  Julie Ann Weiss, looking pensive and distant. I shook my head. Dominatrix yes, but no fraud artist would have left an incriminating file on their company desktop.




  Edward, with his usual camera grin. Lisa, beautifully coiffed and elegant even in jeans and short sleeves. Morse with his hand cupped over his mouth, his blue eyes bubbling in a chubby face, mugging it up. I stared at the faces thinking that I couldn’t believe any one of them had done any of the crimes.




  Frank Ciarelli, salesman and former football player, looking very masculine, with hard cheeks and eyes…there was something about his fiancé being related to…Debbie Campanello. Yeah, Ciarelli’s fiancée had been Debbie’s roommate, like three or four years back.




  I found Campanello’s snapshot, brown eyes laughing, blond hair framing her pretty but not beautiful features, reminding me of a sort of working class version of Lisa Kane. A year and a half ago she’d been caught in the personnel office, going through the payroll file for the salaries of her rival account managers at New World. It was only because of her own extraordinary sales figures that she still had a job.




  And then there was Trev Westrum, Lisa’s junior partner, very yuppie with his white jeans and blue striped shirt. Westrum, who never let his wife, two kids, or position in his Baptist congregation stand between him and the main feminine chance. He had to be the sexually roaming partner Morse was talking about, as it didn’t seem likely that Lisa and Edward were screwing around. Certainly no one had suggested it in either case. Yet.




  I glanced at the clock, it was nearly four o’clock, and Campanello was due at a quarter past, my last interview of the day. I went and got a cup of bad coffee from the kitchen, passing Lisa’s empty office, the door open to reveal her regal chair casting long shadows over the desk and parquet floors. I was drinking the bad coffee thinking of good scotch when Edward called again to tell me he hadn’t been able to reach Karina Miller.




  “And she didn’t have any off-site meetings anyone knows anything about, there’s nothing on our synchronized organizer, and she’s usually pretty good with keeping that up to date. She was supposed to be helping you.”




  “I told her that I’d see her after the interviews, around five or six.”




  “But she didn’t come to work or even call, and now she hasn’t returned my call for an hour. Her cell phone’s off, too.”




  I thought about it. “I’m sure it’s nothing. If we don’t reach her, I’ll stop by her place when I leave here in an hour.”




  Debbie Campanello came in, crying. She was dressed in sharply creased black slacks and, under a leather coat, a white wrap-around blouse that did ample justice to her assets. She marched in without announcement and stood over me, talking and crying.




  “I think this is humiliating. I can’t believe we have to be interrogated! I’d rather take a lie detector test. The idea that any of us should have to be subjected to this is disgusting!”




  Campanello was jamming a balled-up tissue in her eyes and her mascara was beginning to run. The streaks matched her slacks. I got up and backed away from Edward’s desk, toward the window. I stood there, looking at her.




  “Well, that’s what I think!” She glared at me and then took her coat off and threw it on the couch, and then flung herself into the chair Paul Morse had occupied an hour before.




  “What else should we do?”




  “Look, if anyone knew anything, they would have come forward, it’s not like this isn’t a professional firm!”




  Campanello twisted in her chair and glared again. “Of course, you’re getting paid for this…I’m not. This just wastes my time. I don’t even work at this location!”




  “You have keys.”




  “To pick up and drop off things!”




  I shrugged, turning from her to gaze out the window. The lake was a thin gold sliver in the rays of the February sun that was falling below the visible edge of the earth.




  “Look,” I said, turning back, “I know you spend a minimal amount of time here, but you do know all of these people, and maybe what’s going on, you know, behind the scenes. Of course no one suspects you of having stolen the accountant’s laptop.” Except me, maybe. I smiled. Winningly, I hoped.




  “Look, I need all of the help I can get. I’m sorry, really, that I had to disrupt your schedule.”




  She scowled at me, looked away, and then looked back, a slight touch of feminine willingness to be convinced showing in her face. I offered her bad coffee and she laughed and said a Coke, and after she had it, talked quite naturally to me. She laughed again when I started with my usual promise of confidentiality and asked what she knew about the personal lives of the New World gang.




  “Everyone’s crazy, you have to know that. Okay, Lisa’s the next best thing to a holy sister, and Edward, hell, I’m not sure what he is. But do you know how many people are desperate for sex? They get it where they can. And what does it have to do with stealing computers? For what, porn on the net?”




  “Uh, huh. Or for information that can be turned into money.”




  She shrugged. “If you say so. I don’t know who could make money on our client list—most of them are pretty well known as our customers anyway.”




  “How does Westrum like porn on the net?”




  Campanello stiffened, and her black eyes flared for a second. Then, she suddenly relaxed. She leaned back in her chair and smiled. “Oh, so you’ve heard about our little…fling?”




  “Everyone but his wife has, I think.”




  “Well, I told you. People, men especially, get it where they can.”




  “And what do you get?”




  “The same thing. And dinners, jewelry, the occasional vacation. And of course there’s no question of him getting jealous. There’s a lot to be said for married men.” Campanello smiled at me sweetly. “Are you married?”




  “Worse, actually. And it doesn’t have to make sense, some married men have been known to be extremely jealous of their mistresses.”




  “I believe it. Not Trev. He’s too nervous about his wife catching him to say boo.”




  It went on like that for a while, and then I cut it short. I was clearly getting nothing out of Ms. Campanello, so I made my excuses.




  “You’re really not so bad,” she said, concealing her truly inspiring blouse under the leather jacket. “I hope you find your crook.”




  When she was gone I called Edward, and then called Karina’s home answering machine and left a message. I packed up my laptop and some paper notes and put on my motorcycle jacket and went down to the Caprice.




  In the car I lit up a joint and reflected on the unfortunate fact that I would really have to return it to the dealer the next day. I wondered if my ex-wife could lend me her car, how much a rental would cost, and alternatively, how badly I would freeze on my Falcon 650. On the radio they were talking about terrorists in Afghanistan and the role of America in a new world order.




  I grinned to myself. New World order, now there was an oxymoron.




  Campanello had been strange, I thought as I steered the big sedan through the wastelands of suburban Walburn. Campanello’s tears seemed a bit, crocodilian? Was that a word? Probably not. But if Campanello had been turning on the juice, she still was certainly upset about something. And not about her affair with a married partner in the firm, either. I blew some more of the joint and thought about her and Trev and Julie Anne and Paul, and shook my head. Who would have thunk it? From the outside these people all looked like stable, happy Suburbia.




  By the time I’d made it onto the highway and was headed north two exits to Karina’s apartment I’d decided to interview Ciarelli, who, not working in or having keys to the corporate offices, hadn’t been on my original list. But his fiancé and Campanello were ex-roomies and current friends, and that gave me a way to look into—to prod into a revealing reaction, maybe—her high-strung nervousness. I left him a voice mail, and turned off the highway, the headlights a spectacle-shaped glare of bright steel traveling along the guardrail as I pulled the big car squealing a hundred and eighty degrees around the ramp at fifty. I wound my way through the sprawling, mad mansion complex, its brick walls and slanting, black-shingled roofs casting and catching shadows at odd angles. I found myself agreeing with Edward that it was queer Karina hadn’t gone to New World today. As I passed along the twisted maze of paths, I wondered what it would be—not drink or drugs from what I’d been told. More likely a fight with young Weinstein.




  The seventeen was stark in elongated iron figures on the white door of the row house. There was no answer to the bell or my knocking, and there were no lights on anywhere. I went back to the Caprice and got a small torch out of my laptop case, pulling on my thin pair of driving gloves as I headed back through the looming row houses with their leering shadows, around the back to the patio of number seventeen.




  I aimed the bright little beam through the glass doors into the apartment, onto the couch, the coffee table with the Architecture Digest still open on it, Karina sprawled with her head on the floor between them, her hair flung spilling out like melted gold, her body out of sight inside.




  I stared, breathless, then I pounded on the glass, but she didn’t move. I shouted, screamed really, and still she didn’t move. I raced around, found the window in the bathroom, used my elbow to punch in a pane of glass, reached in and unlocked, and finally scrambled inside, gasping. I flipped on the lights and slowed down as I got near her, approaching her sprawled body at a dead crawl, careful not to touch anything.




  I looked down at her pretty green eyes that were glassy and staring, and—shocked.




  Shocked at the scarf knotted like a tourniquet about her throat, shocked at the face that had been her last living sight.




  Such a pretty girl, I thought dully. Parents probably very proud of her.




  After a while, I got a grip on myself and called the cops.




  Chapter 3




  The Blue Meanie Blues




  I hate cops.




  That’s wrong. Mostly, I hate suburban cops.




  Right that moment I was standing in the February cold outside of Karina’s apartment, hating the muscular blue boys who’d been the first to arrive, mostly because they were still in my face.




  More especially, I was hating Walburn’s finest, Lieutenant Detective John P. Warner.




  “Look,” I said to the patrolmen I’d mentally named Hans and Franz. “Couldn’t we maybe wait in a cruiser? I mean, I can’t light a cigarette, my fingers are too numb.”




  My breath made a cloud that stood stark in the white light bouncing off of Karina Miller’s door.




  Hans, so named by me because he was taller and had a rounded head with blinking blue eyes that hated every inch of me, glanced at Franz, a well-built, handsome pisan with a pale intelligence in his brown eyes and a ready smirk. Franz rubbed his gloved hands together, and patted his thick blue parka fondly, and smirked at the way I was shivering in my motorcycle jacket.




  “Private work must not be so good, or maybe you wear that getup to get chicks, huh?”




  No, I wear it because your mother likes it. The retort came automatically to mind, but died a weary death before it could reach my lips. I glanced up. Overhead, the black sky was like a great velvet blanket, studded with brilliants.
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