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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Maze is a work of fiction, but it was inspired partly by the true and unsolved case known as the Gilgo Beach murders, which I have fictionalized in this book (with generous portions of literary license and dramatic liberties) as the Fire Island murders.






CHAPTER 1

You can’t drink all day unless you start in the morning.

It was 11 A.M. on a sunny June day, and I was sitting with a cold Bud in a deep wicker chair on the back porch of my uncle Harry’s big Victorian house overlooking the Great Peconic Bay. The uniform of the day—every day—was shorts and T-shirt. My bare feet were propped on the porch rail, and on my lap were a pair of old binoculars and the New York Times crossword puzzle.

I’d been chilling here for about three weeks, and as I’d said the last time I was borrowing Harry’s summer house, the problem with doing nothing is not knowing when you’re finished.

I put my beer down on a side table next to my 9mm Glock.

It was a cool day with a nice salty breeze coming off the water. I’m a city boy, but I can get used to nature in small doses. I focused my binocs on a cabin cruiser out in the bay, a few hundred feet from shore. The boat was not running, but neither was it at anchor. It was drifting, and the incoming tide and wind were taking it toward the rocky beach at the end of the sloping lawn. No one was visible in the wheelhouse or on deck. Odd. I put the Glock on my lap.

If they were coming for me, they’d probably come at night. But a surprise daytime attack was also possible. For all I knew, the hit team was already inside the empty house, in cell phone contact with the boat, which had fixed my position. My cell phone, unfortunately, was sitting on the kitchen counter, charging.

My only escape would be to grab my gun, vault over the porch rail, and sprint across the lawn to the bay, then start swimming along the shoreline, where the water was too shallow for the cabin cruiser to get close. The hit team in my kitchen would not have anticipated my dash to the sea, and they’d be frantically trying to figure out what to do as they charged out of the house onto the porch and saw me swimming, then coming ashore and disappearing into the thick bulrushes.

And then what? Make my way to safety? Or execute a flanking maneuver to come around their rear and take them out one by one? They wouldn’t expect that. But they should know that John Corey does the unexpected.

After the hit team were all dead on the back lawn, I’d flip the bird to their backup team on the boat, then go in the house and call the police and the town dump. Why the dump? Because, as we used to say in the NYPD: A single death is a tragedy; multiple deaths are a sanitation problem.

Clearly, I was going nuts. In fact, people often ask me, “Are you crazy?” I was glad there was still some doubt.

Anyway, as I said, I’m John Corey, former NYPD Homicide detective. After I left the job on a line-of-duty three-quarter disability—the result of three bullet wounds—I took a job as a contract agent with the Federal Anti-Terrorist Task Force. I left the ATTF under unusual circumstances and landed another Federal gig, this one with the Diplomatic Surveillance Group, which terminated last month—also under unusual circumstances. I was also once an adjunct professor at JJC—John Jay College of Criminal Justice in Manhattan. Now I am NYU—New York Unemployed.

I put my Glock back on the side table, took a swig of beer, and glanced at the newspaper on my lap. Today was June 21, the summer solstice and the longest day of the year. The sun was still in the eastern sky and the migrating birds were mostly settled in, as were the odd ducks from the city who had weekend homes around here.

I noticed the cabin cruiser was now at anchor, and two couples were fishing. That’s what assassins do before they strike.

I’m not totally nuts, by the way, or unreasonably paranoid. I have acquired a number of enemies over the years, including my former FBI bosses in the ATTF, and also my former colleagues in the CIA. Most recently, I have pissed off my superiors in the Diplomatic Surveillance Group. Going way back, I guess I also pissed off some of my NYPD bosses. But I didn’t think any of those people actually wanted me dead… well, maybe the CIA did. I know too much.

Aside from my former colleagues, I have some real enemies, starting with the perps who I’d put behind bars in my NYPD days. Then there were the Islamic terrorists whose pals I had capped or captured when I was with ATTF. Those A-holes definitely wanted my head separated from my body. But perps and terrorists are mostly stupid, and I didn’t lose any sleep worrying about them. The real pros were the guys I tangled with when I was with the Diplomatic Surveillance Group—the guys from SVR, the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, the equivalent of our CIA, and the successors of the Soviet KGB. Those bastards are tough and they’re good at what they do. And what they do is kill people. Which a few of them tried to do to yours truly. I’m still here. They’re not. The SVR would like to settle that score. And I’d like to see them try it.

Also on my enemies list are two unknown gentlemen who pumped fourteen or fifteen rounds at me on West 102nd Street seven years ago, when I was an NYPD detective working a homicide case. Those myopic A-holes managed only three hits at thirty feet and would not have qualified at the Police Academy pistol range. Not that I’m complaining. Anyway, I spent a month at Columbia-Presbyterian Hospital and a few weeks at my Manhattan condo before I accepted Uncle Harry’s kind offer to convalesce here at his waterfront summer house, which he rarely uses. And here I am again, not convalescing this time but decompressing, which is a lot better than decomposing.

In the category of my frenemies are my ex-wife, Robin, and my future ex-wife, Kate Mayfield.

Robin, a successful criminal defense attorney, came to visit me when I was at Columbia-Pres, even though we were then separated. She once stepped on my oxygen hose, but I’m sure that was an accident. The second time I’m not so sure. FYI, Robin has reclaimed her maiden name, which is Paine, and which is so her. Robin has never remarried, but every time I run into her in New York, she has a new guy, making me think she’s had more fresh mounts than a Pony Express rider.

As for FBI Special Agent Kate Mayfield, my estranged wife, I haven’t seen her since last October, when she transferred from the Anti-Terrorist Task Force office at 26 Federal Plaza in New York to FBI Headquarters in DC. But we keep in touch by text and e-mail, and even phone now and then. Neither of us has actually filed for divorce, meaning, I guess, that a reconciliation is possible, though not probable, given that she’s probably fucking Tom Walsh, our former FBI boss at ATTF, who has also conveniently transferred to DC.

I should have had Walsh brought up on misconduct charges, but that would have hurt Kate’s career, so I didn’t. I will, however, settle with Mr. Walsh at the first opportunity. Or should I thank him?

Also regarding my love life, there is Tess Faraday, who was my partner when I was working what turned out to be my last assignment with the Diplomatic Surveillance Group: the case of the killer Russians. Tess, who was undercover for State Department Intel, got under the covers for John Corey, but unfortunately, our relationship has transitioned from romantic to platonic. Not sure how that happened, but it happens, though she sometimes hints that benefits are still available if I were divorced or in the process thereof. Meanwhile, I haven’t had sex in so long I can’t remember who brings the handcuffs.

I worked on the Times crossword awhile—a seven-letter word starting with “u” that means ointment… “Up yours”? No, “unguent.” I finished my beer and contemplated lunch. Or did I just drink lunch?

I looked south, out at the bay, sparkling in the sunlight. Uncle Harry’s summer house is located in the hamlet of Mattituck, Town of Southold, which is on the North Fork of Long Island, about a hundred road miles east of Manhattan. Across the bay is the South Fork, the trendy Hamptons, populated every summer by A-listers, many of whom are actually A-holes. Here on the North Fork, the full-time residents are fairly normal people—farmers, fishermen, butchers, bakers, and candlestick makers. Also, in recent years, vineyards have sprung up on what were once potato farms. The wineries attract tourists who like to talk about wine. I mean, do I talk about beer? It’s beer. Drink it and shut up.

Anyway, property values have skyrocketed here, so Uncle Harry’s house and land are worth about a million bucks. Harry had actually sold this place after my convalescent stay here, but the deal fell through, and he took that as a sign that he should keep the house. Good move. It’s now worth double what it was then. He keeps offering to sell it to me, like I have a million bucks. He wants to “keep it in the family.” Wrong family, Harry.

Harry lives in the city, Upper East Side, not far from my condo. If you ask him what he does for a living, he says, “I’m in organized crime,” then adds, “Wall Street.” Gets a laugh every time.

When I was a kid, Uncle Harry, who is my mother’s brother, and Harry’s late wife, June, would invite his poor city relatives out here for two weeks every summer—me, my parents, and my brother and sister. This was a nice break from our tenement on the Lower East Side. I have a lot of good memories here, and lots of great photos of those summers with my cousins, Harry Jr. and Barbara. As for me buying this place, I recall what the local Southold police chief, Sylvester Maxwell, once advised: “If it flies, floats, or fucks, rent it.”

Max, as he’s called by his friends, gave me this good advice right here on this back porch when I was convalescing from my gunshot wounds. He’d stopped by to see if the legendary John Corey was interested in helping him on a double homicide that had just landed in his lap. I wasn’t. But the victims were Tom and Judy Gordon, an attractive married couple who I knew and liked. The Gordons were PhDs, biologists who worked at nearby Plum Island, a.k.a. Anthrax Island, where the Department of Agriculture does research on animal diseases. It’s also a place where people say that biological warfare research is on the secret agenda. So that got my attention.

Anyway, I had agreed to go with Chief Maxwell to the Gordons’ house, which was the scene of the crime. And before I knew it, I was up to my Glock in some strange and dangerous stuff. No good deed goes unpunished. But, on the plus side, the Plum Island case gave me the opportunity to meet two nice women—Emma Whitestone, a local girl, and Detective Beth Penrose of the Suffolk County Homicide Squad. But that’s another story. A complicated story.

Flash-forward seven years and Uncle Harry had just informed me that he’d rented this house to another Wall Street guy and his wife for July and August—for sixty large. I would have liked to stay for the summer, but I couldn’t match that offer, so it was time to move on. Maybe back to my condo on East 72nd. Summer in the city.

Now I had to make an important decision. Should I get up and grab another beer? Or sit here until I have to pee?

The decision was made for me when I heard a noise through the open kitchen window behind me. I grabbed my Glock as I stood and faced the door, my butt on the porch rail in case I had to do a backflip into the rosebushes and come up firing. My adrenaline pump kicked in and I was ready for action.






CHAPTER 2

The aforementioned Detective Beth Penrose stepped out on the porch and took in the view. “Nice.” She looked at me as I slipped my Glock in my pocket. “Sorry to just barge in,” she said, “but I called your cell and you didn’t answer.”

“How did you know I was here?”

“I saw your Jeep in the driveway.”

“I mean here, in Mattituck?”

“Oh… Max told me.” She asked, “Do you have a minute?”

I didn’t pursue the Max line of questioning and inquired, “Is this business or pleasure?”

“Business.”

“Then I have a minute. For pleasure, I have all day.”

She smiled, and we made eye contact. Bumping into an ex-lover can be awkward. Having one show up at your door is usually trouble.

I motioned to a wicker chair.

She sat and I sat beside her. She kicked off her sensible shoes and put her feet on the rail, giving me a view of her good legs and reminding me of what lay north of the hemline. I try not to have impure thoughts, but my dick has been unemployed longer than I have.

Beth stared at the tranquil bay. She was wearing a tailored tan suit and a white blouse, and I deduced that she was on duty. Somewhere under her form-fitting jacket was a forty-caliber Glock, with room left over for her big guns. Sorry.

Anyway, Beth is a pretty woman—and don’t let me forget intelligent—with medium-length copper-colored hair, blue-green eyes, and pouty lips. As I said, we met—or, more accurately, butted heads—on the Gordon homicide case. Despite the bad start, we connected and were together for almost a year. Then, when I was with ATTF, I met FBI Special Agent Kate Mayfield on the job. I used to play the horses a lot, and the best advice I ever got from an old handicapper was “Never change your bet at the window,” which is also good advice in the dating game.

Bottom line, I broke up with Beth and married Kate, but Beth and I met by chance last October when she was assigned to the Russian case I was working on in Southampton. She was unattached then, and I would have stayed in touch with her, but I wound up getting involved with my Diplomatic Surveillance Group partner, Tess Faraday. This was after Kate transferred to Washington to further her career—and maybe to be near Tom Walsh. “Timing is everything,” as my mother used to say after watching an episode of “As the World Turns.”

Beth looked out at the cabin cruiser. “Fluke and flounder are running.”

“Right.” The favorite fish of Russian assassins.

“Max said you’ve been here a few weeks.”

“Yeah… I would have called you, but—”

“You came here to be alone.”

“Right.”

“How’s that working out?” she asked.

“Great, until about three minutes ago.”

“Still a smart-ass.”

“That’s how I hide my insecurity.”

No reply.

“Can I get you something?”

She glanced at my morning beer on the side table. “No, but you go ahead.”

“I’m good.”

She nodded, then said, “I got a very edited briefing memo from the FBI on the Russian case.” She asked, “What happened after I saw you?”

“I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”

“Okay. But are you still with DSG?”

I had been put on paid administrative leave from the Diplomatic Surveillance Group while the very sensitive Russian case was under investigation—which was the Feds’ way of keeping me under their control and quiet until they got their cover-up straight. I was released from paid leave last month, and in exchange for my letter of resignation, I got a letter of commendation put in my file. I signed the usual confidentiality statements, collected my last paycheck, and presto, became a private citizen. But as someone wisely said, “You are who you were,” and who I was, was John Corey, NYPD, ATTF, and DSG. Have gun, will travel.

“John?”

“What did Max tell you?”

“He wasn’t sure of your current status.” She hesitated, then said, “He did say that your wife has transferred to DC.”

“It was a great opportunity.”

“It must have been.”

I didn’t reply.

“Are you thinking about relocating to DC?”

“No.”

We sat in silence, looking out at the bay. It’s best not to discuss your troubled marriage with a former girlfriend. You don’t want to give her the idea that you have regrets about what happened or that you want to reconnect. I asked, “So… what can I do for you? Or vice versa?”

“I guess my one minute is up.”

“Can’t you see I’m busy?”

She smiled, then said, seriously, “Are you… chilling out, or…” she pointed to the Glock in my pocket “… hiding out?”

“You know I don’t hide.”

“Do you have reason to believe you are the target of a person or persons who would harm you?”

“Other than you?” We both got a laugh at that and I asked, “Does that cabin cruiser look suspicious to you?”

“No. But maybe I shouldn’t be sitting so close to you.”

I smiled, then asked, “Do you have any specific information for me?”

“No, but I would advise you to keep your doors locked.” She added, “If I were here to kill you, you’d be dead.”

“For sure one of us would be dead,” I agreed.

“I’ll ask Max to have a Southold PD do a drive-by on a regular basis.”

“Not necessary,” I assured her.

“If you change your mind, my cell number is the same, as you’ll see when you pick up your messages.”

I actually still had her number in my phone. “Okay. So… is that the business?”

“No. Max asked me to deliver a message to you.”

Max, of course, could deliver it himself. I asked, “When did you talk to Max?”

“Last night.” She added, “We had dinner.”

Max is sort of a ladies’ man and I asked her, “Are you seeing him?”

“No. We have a professional relationship.”

“Right.” Same as I had with Robin, Beth, Kate, and Tess before I had sex with them. I need to stop doing that.

On that subject, Beth asked me, “What ever happened to your DSG partner? Bess?”

“Tess.” Sounded like a loaded question. “Don’t know. You seeing anyone?”

“No. Okay, let me ask you—”

“Do you still have that weekend cottage out here?” The one where we used to screw our brains out?

“I do. So—”

“Probably worth a million bucks now,” I said.

“Not quite. So, are you—?”

“You get many murders out here?”

“I’m considering one right now.”

“Rage is one of the seven motives for murder, as we both know. Jealousy is another. There’s a thin line between love and hate.”

She glanced at her watch. “I need to get back to Yaphank.”

Yaphank is a small town with a weird name—American Indian, I guess—about thirty miles west of here, where Beth works out of Suffolk County Police Headquarters. She is a detective sergeant in the twenty-person Homicide Squad, making her second-in-command after the lieutenant who runs the show. Not bad for a young woman working in a traditionally male job. Not to mention a job that can do things to your head after seeing your first dozen murder victims. I guess that’s what we had in common.

Anyway, Beth lives in Huntington, a town about thirty miles farther west of Yaphank, so she probably stayed in her nearby cottage last night. With Max? I asked, “What brings you out here?”

“I came here to check on my place and have dinner with Max. He mentioned that you were out here, and he asked me to deliver a message to you. That’s why I’m here.”

“Okay, I’m ready to receive a message.”

“Good. First, let me ask you, are you officially unemployed?”

“As of last month.”

“Are you looking for work?”

“Not with Chief Maxwell.”

“It’s not with Max.”

“Good. But I’d take a position with the county PD as your superior officer.”

“Not in this lifetime.”

“Okay, what’s the deal?”

“Here’s the deal—just listen. Max knows a guy, Steve Landowski, who I know slightly, and who is a former Suffolk County detective. Steve now owns a private investigation firm near Riverhead called Security Solutions. One of Steve’s PIs is a retired NYPD detective named Lou Santangelo, who you might remember.”

“I do. We worked Missing Persons together.”

“Lou thinks you were the best detective he ever worked with, and he would be honored if you’d consider a job with Security Solutions.” She added, “Steve Landowski would love to speak to you about a position.”

Well, I didn’t see that coming. John Corey, private eye. “I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“I’m exploring other opportunities.”

“There are no other opportunities.” She reminded me, “You have a three-quarter NYPD disability—”

“That’s for pay purposes. I am one hundred percent physically fit, as you may remember.”

She ignored my innuendo and continued, “You can never return to the NYPD with a three-quarter disability. If you wanted to be a cop again, the best you could hope for would be a small-town deputy police chief in some upstate burg in the middle of nowhere surrounded by bears.”

So she remembered my bear phobia. That’s what happens when you confide your irrational fears to your wife or girlfriend. They use it against you. “I’m okay with bears now.”

She stood and put her butt on the rail, facing me. We made eye contact and she said, “You will never get another job in Federal law enforcement.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know you. You don’t play well with the Feds. You buck authority, and you don’t like rules and regulations.”

This was all true. Cops say that FBI means “fabulously boring individuals,” and my time with them on the Anti-Terrorist Task Force and the Diplomatic Surveillance Group was a study in culture clashes. The Feds didn’t appreciate my direct NYPD approach to a problem or my politically incorrect jokes about the world of Islam. All the NYPD people assigned to the ATTF had this attitude, but I think I was the ringleader. “What’s the definition of a moderate Arab?”

“John—”

“A guy who ran out of ammunition.” I admitted, “Working with the Feds was a challenge. But I’ll have you know that I have several letters of commendation in my file.”

“All of which will disappear if you try to reapply for a Federal job. They don’t want you back, John. And you don’t want to work with the Feds anyway.”

“Not my first choice. But that’s where the action is, and I can adjust—”

“You want to be a cop again. And this—working with PIs who are mostly former cops—is as close as you can get to that.” She added, “Locker room talk, sexist attitudes, hard drinking—”

“Where do I sign?”

“And very little supervision or chain of command.”

“Okay, I get all that. But—”

“And you’ll be your own man.” She looked at me. “Max thought this would be perfect for you.” She added, “And it could be profitable. Some of these guys do okay if they get the right clients.” She let me know: “I dated a PI once—former Suffolk County detective. He drove a Mercedes.”

“Probably borrowed it for dates.”

“Do me a favor and Max a favor. Just go talk to these guys.”

“Do me a favor and tell Max thanks but no thanks.”

“Tell him yourself.” She slid her butt off the rail. “I have to go.” She slipped into her shoes.

I asked, “You on duty?”

“I am.”

“Time for lunch?”

She hesitated. “I’ll take a raincheck.”

I stood. “Dinner tonight?”

“I have a… meeting.”

“Okay.” I let her know: “I have to clear out of here by July one. My uncle rented the place for the summer.”

She didn’t reply.

“I’m heading back to the city.” Gee, I wish I had a cottage out here where I could spend the summer instead of staying in the city.

“Good luck, John.” She extended her hand and I took it.

I said, “Even if I wanted to take this job, I couldn’t make the commute from Manhattan every day.”

“You could rent something here.”

“Summer rentals are crazy expensive out here. And my Manhattan condo”—which was signed over to me by Robin, my financially successful defense-attorney ex-wife—“costs a fortune to maintain. But thanks for—”

“Why don’t you go talk to these people? If you get the job, which you will… maybe we can work something out with my cottage.” She added, “It has two bedrooms, as you may or may not remember.”

There you go. Eventually, you get there. We made eye contact again and I said, “Thanks.”

“You’ll call them?”

Thinking with my dick now, I replied, “I will.”

She pulled a business card from her pocket and handed it to me. “That’s the office number. The receptionist is Amy. She’ll expect your call. Ask for Steve or Lou.”

I put the card in my pocket with my Glock.

She suggested, “Call Max first. He’ll brief you about Security Solutions.”

“The last time I did Max a favor, I almost got killed.”

“That was your own fault.”

Empathy is not Beth’s strongest trait. At least she didn’t remind me that I almost got her killed too. Beth is a class act.

“You go off on your own, half-cocked, the way you did with the Russian case, which also almost got you killed. Do you see a pattern?”

“Now that you mention it.”

“At least with a PI agency, you won’t be involved in dangerous situations.”

“That’s not a selling point.”

“Tough guy.” She looked at me. “Call me. Let me know how it works out.”

“Will do.”

“I’ll let myself out.”

We did a quick, former-fornicators hug, then she turned and went back in the house, calling out, “Keep your phone with you, Detective.”

I wouldn’t want to work for her.

I looked out at the bay, where a sailboat disappeared into a rain squall. I recalled something the late Tom Gordon once said to me: “A boat in the harbor is a safe boat. But that’s not what boats are made for.”

John Corey, private investigator. Sort of a safe harbor, but I wasn’t made for that. Maybe, though, this job came with benefits. A little cottage in the country. Maybe the rekindling of an old flame.

But a man can’t swim in the same river twice, because it’s not the same river and he’s not the same man.

I need to think about this.






CHAPTER 3

I stood at the rail with my beer and recalled that day seven years ago when Police Chief Sylvester Maxwell appeared on this porch to tell me about the murder of Tom and Judy Gordon and asked me if I would assist him in the investigation. The Southold Town PD had about sixty personnel, and even a few detectives, but they didn’t have a John Corey. The township, Max told me, had approved a hundred-dollar-a-day consulting fee. I’d laughed at the money and feigned no interest in the case, but in truth I guess I was flattered, bored, and ready to get off my convalescing ass and put my detective skills to work. I had no idea, of course, that I would be sailing into a shitstorm. Well, maybe I did. I actually like shitstorms.

And now, all these years later, Detective Beth Penrose shows up on this same porch with another, perhaps more lucrative job prospect from Chief Maxwell. This time I didn’t have to feign no interest. I had zero interest in becoming a private investigator. Not that PI work is beneath me—it’s an honorable profession. But for John Corey, this would be like a rock star taking a gig in a piano lounge.

Also, it did not escape my notice that Max had sent my former lover in his place. Why? Maybe he was busy, or maybe he knew that Beth could be more convincing. Or maybe Beth, on hearing about this job from Max, had actually asked to be the messenger. Why? Maybe she wanted to reconnect. Or maybe she got perverse pleasure out of visiting unemployed ex-boyfriends.

Now and then, however, things are as they appear: People who cared about me were acting in my best interest. Which I can do for myself, thank you. And what was in my best interest? Well, I needed a summer job, a summer house, and summer love, so maybe this could work. But probably not.

It was time for my morning swim, so I went down to the swimming platform, a sort of floating dock, stripped down to my tighty-whities, and dove in.

The water was cold on this first day of summer, but it cleared my head, allowing me to think rationally. My first thought was that if Max had come to me instead of Beth, the conversation would have lasted the allotted one minute.

I swam out toward the cabin cruiser, whose name I could see now—Dilly Dally. The four Russian SVR agents were pretending to be angling for fluke and flounder while they discussed how to kill or kidnap me. Make my day, assholes.

Meanwhile, my phone was in the kitchen and my gun was on the swimming platform. If anyone was really looking to pop me, I was a sitting duck. Why do I tempt Fate? That’s what Beth wanted to know, and what Dr. Wilkes—the FBI shrink—asked me. Doctor Wilkes concluded that I had a subconscious death wish, which I do not, and he totally missed that I was a danger junkie, addicted to risk and peril.

Aside from my personal needs, my past government careers—NYPD, ATTF, DSG—were important to society and to the country, and I always had the satisfying sense that I was part of a team guarding the ramparts of civilization against the barbarians at the gates.

PI work wouldn’t do that, and it wasn’t usually dangerous—except when you were on a matrimonial case and the husband who you caught with the girlfriend came at you with a blunt object.

Anyway, my options for suitable employment were narrowing, so maybe I should consider this offer, which may come with housing for me and a weekend roommate. Very nice of Beth to offer. I, of course, would offer to pay, or do some work around the house, or let her take sexual advantage of me. You gotta earn your keep.

I swam for about half an hour in the buoyant salt water, then, mind and body refreshed, I headed back to shore.



Back in the house, reunited with my clothes, gun, and cell phone, I popped open a can of Budweiser and heated a can of Hormel chili. Spoon or fork? Spoon.

I sat at the table in the bay window of the old farm-style kitchen and ate and drank as I checked my messages.

There was a text from Tess, asking how I was doing. This was not an idle question. We had both seen things on the Russian case that the CIA didn’t want us to see, and done things that the SVR wanted us to pay for. So Tess and I check in now and then to see if we’re alive and well.

I replied to Tess: GREAT NEWS! I WON A TRIP TO MOSCOW FOR TWO FROM A TRAVEL AGENCY CALLED SVR! ARE YOU FREE TO TRAVEL NEXT WEEK?

There was also a text from Kate, asking if I was still in Mattituck or back at the NYC condo.

Kate, a lawyer and FBI agent, is careful never to explain or reveal too much in e-mails or texts—even to me, when we were happily married—so I had no idea why she was asking. Maybe she needed to let the process server know where to deliver the divorce papers.

I replied: I’M CURRENTLY AT BELLEVUE HOSP FOR PSYCHIATRIC EVALUATION. I’m sure I’ll see that text at my divorce proceedings.

There were a few other texts, mostly junk, and one from Robin, also asking if I was still in Mattituck, and if so could she use my garage space in the condo. I thought she traveled by broomstick.

I replied: WAS THAT IN OUR DIVORCE SETTLEMENT? NOT SURE OF MY SUMMER PLANS YET.

On to the e-mails. My condo board was voting on a maintenance increase due to rising blah, blah, blah. Maybe I could sublease my garage space to Robin.

I checked my voice mail and heard Beth’s missed message: “Hello, John, I’m in the area and I’d like to stop by. Hope you’re well. See you shortly.”

So, Beth, Kate, Tess, and Robin. Coincidence? My lucky day? Great cosmic joke?

There were framed photos scattered around the kitchen, and I looked at one: me, my parents, and my brother and sister, along with my cousins, Harry Jr. and Barbara. We’re all on the floating platform in swimsuits with the bay behind us. I look to be about fourteen. There is no bullet wound on my chest.

My parents are now in God’s waiting room—Florida—and my brother, Jim, lives in Westchester County with his wife and two kids. My sister, Lynne, has relocated with her A-hole husband to the West Coast—wherever that is. We don’t see much of each other, but we keep in touch and try to get together for Thanksgiving or Christmas, usually at Jim’s house in the aptly named village of Sleepy Hollow.

My father had the idea of having a family reunion at Harry’s house this summer—what he called a Blast from the Past and what I call a Civil War Reenactment. This could actually be fun—if I forgot to tell my family that another family would be living here.

I got a Good Humor bar out of the freezer and went out on the porch and dialed Sylvester Maxwell.

This was Max’s private cell and he answered, “Hey, John.”

“You busy?”

“Yeah, I’m at a wine tasting, then my pedicure.”

“Hate to interrupt that. Beth asked me to call you.”

“Glad she got hold of you.”

“She came by for a few minutes.”

“Good. So what do you think?”

“I need more info.”

“Okay. How about a few beers at Claudio’s? Maybe dinner. Five o’clock?”

“Sounds good,” I said.

“See you then.”

I hung up and bit into my ice cream bar, which brought back memories of my summers here and also on the boardwalk at Coney Island. I had a fairly typical New York City childhood despite the city being on the verge of chaos and bankruptcy. Race relations were tense, street crime and drugs were rampant, organized crime was thriving, official corruption was entrenched, people were fleeing to the suburbs, and Wall Street was threatening to move to New Jersey. Even the NYPD—the Thin Blue Line—was tainted and demoralized. The Greatest City in the World was a shithole. But if you grow up in a graffiti-covered shithole, shit and graffiti seem normal. It was my two weeks out here every summer that made me realize there was another world outside the streets of New York. So when I graduated from my shit high school, did I come out here to live? No, I stayed in the belly of the beast and became a city cop. Target Blue, as we used to say. Go figure.

I finished dessert and went back inside to the big vestibule and climbed the staircase to Uncle Harry’s den, a sunny room formed by the corner turret. I sat at his desk, checked the business card that Beth had given me, and fired up his computer.

Security Solutions Investigative Services had a website, but in the PI business, discretion and privacy are selling points, so that limits what you can advertise to potential clients. Apparently, though, you can show some anonymous testimonials, such as this: “I suspected my wife of cheating, but I didn’t know how to prove it until a friend suggested Security Solutions. I met with the owner, Steve, and he spent an hour with me in his office, then called in one of his investigators, who took careful notes. A week later, I met with them again and they had all the evidence I needed that my wife was being unfaithful. Sincerely, L.K., East Hampton.”

Another marriage headed for divorce court. Exhibit A: Photos of the Ram-it Inn. Exhibit B: Video of the suspected cheaters entering the hot-sheet motel. And so forth. Half the marriages in America end in divorce, and then there are the really unhappy ones.

The website had no photos, and it didn’t list the names of the PIs, but it did give the name of the owner, Steve Landowski: a twenty-year retired Suffolk County detective, who Beth had said she knew slightly. The website also assured potential clients that all the agency’s private investigators were licensed and bonded and were former law enforcement officers with experience, training, and extensive knowledge of the law regarding courtroom testimony. Also, investigators were prepared to travel anywhere. Maybe I should hire them to surveil my wayward wife in Washington.

Security Solutions, I saw, did not limit its scope to marital cases. They also offered a wider range of services, including background checks, workplace theft, drug use, missing persons, location and recovery of lost or stolen property, trial prep, and criminal investigations for victims who felt that the police were not making enough progress on their case.

When I was working Missing Persons—before I transferred to Homicide—I’d run into a few PIs who had been hired by victims’ families to “assist” in the investigation. PIs are mostly former cops, so you give them respect, and you also respect the wishes of the victim’s family. But unlike in crime novels or movies and TV shows, these cases for the most part are solved by old-fashioned police work. Not PIs.

So… is this what I want to do? Well… the marital cases could be fun. And certainly I had firsthand experience.

Anyway, as per the website, Security Solutions also did personal security, meaning bodyguards for people who need, or think they need, protection. And here the website did reveal a client’s name—Billy Joel, a Long Islander, who used the protective services of Security Solutions at a Hamptons charity fundraiser.

Some distance down from protecting A-listers, S.S. also provided premises security—bouncers—for nightclubs and rowdy bars. And, knowing my former brothers in blue, I was sure there were nights when it was hard to tell the difference between the bouncers and the bouncees.

A lot of PI agencies had this side business of offering premises and personal security, and the PI firm acted as a sort of temp employment agency for retired and moonlighting cops on a per-hour basis. So it appeared that Security Solutions was a full-service PI agency, filling a need in American society—like the original PI firm, the Pinkertons—that government didn’t always provide. And making a few honest bucks along the way. God bless free enterprise.

Anyway, there was no mention that Security Solutions personnel had carry permits, but that was implicit. You wouldn’t want your bodyguard armed with a Nerf gun.

And finally, this PI agency had in-house counsel, meaning a lawyer on the premises, which, theoretically, kept things honest. And I stress “theoretically.”

Well, it seemed I was qualified to be a PI, except I’d need to take a test for a state-issued license, which would be like James Bond applying for a license to snoop.

Actually, I was overqualified for this job, but as they say on Broadway, “There are no small parts, only small actors.”

I worked my way through the site, reading a few more unintentionally funny testimonials. The misspellings and similar grammatical errors made me suspect that my former colleague Lou Santangelo had written the testimonials himself with half a bag on.

As for contact information, they listed a phone number, an e-mail address, and a fax number, which were the same as on the business card that Beth had given me. But no street address, just a town, Riverhead, and a P.O. box. Apparently, Security Solutions did not want walk-in customers or drive-by shooters.

As for a fee schedule, the website stated: Fees starting at fifty dollars an hour for security guards. Fees for other professional services and travel expenses vary. Bend over and spread your cheeks.

It didn’t actually say that; it said checks and credit cards accepted. More importantly, for those who wanted no paper trails, cash was good. Receipts on request.

So, I thought about all this. The professional life of a PI is not much different from the job that the ex-cop retired from: odd hours, unpleasant stakeouts and surveillances, court appearances, and sometimes an element of personal danger if, for instance, you were on bodyguard duty—or if you had a confrontation with that cheatin’ husband.

And all of this without having the legal status of a sworn law enforcement officer or having the powers of arrest. On the other hand, as Beth pointed out, a PI agency would still look and sound like the locker room in a precinct house. If nothing else, these guys would talk the same talk as me, and we had all walked the same beat once.

As for the money, this could be a job you had to save up for, notwithstanding Beth’s Mercedes-driving boyfriend. Fortunately, my three-quarter disability pension gave me a cushion. I’d actually be solvent right now if Robin hadn’t generously signed over the big, expensive condo to me. I’d dump this albatross, but the women like it. Good south view from the balcony. Used to be able to see the Twin Towers. Also, it’s a hassle to move.

I shut down the computer, went to the master bathroom, and showered off the salt water, then dressed for drinks with Max—khaki slacks, blue polo shirt, docksiders, pancake holster, and Glock—then returned to the den.

Uncle Harry had a nice library that I’d been using to expand my mind, and I found an appropriate book: a Nero Wolfe, the fat, reclusive armchair detective who grew orchids in his Manhattan brownstone. Nero Wolfe, like John Corey, drank beer and not wine, and he was a self-confessed genius, which I can relate to. As a kid, I loved these books until I realized that Nero Wolfe never got laid.

I sat in a comfortable leather armchair and opened The Rubber Band, which I’d never read, hoping to be inspired by Mr. Wolfe to work up some enthusiasm for private detective work. If this eccentric, orchid-loving fat boy could find purpose and fulfillment without sex or danger, why couldn’t I?

Well… based on the past, there is hope for the future. No matter how routine an assignment I’ve ever had, danger seems to follow, and romance blossoms like adolescent acne.

The Gordon murders are a good case in point. And so was my last case with the Diplomatic Surveillance Group—a routine day of following some Russian diplomats that suddenly went literally nuclear.

My mother used to say that my middle name is Trouble. It’s actually Aloysius (thanks, Mom), but she perceived early on that shitstorms and I seem to find each other.

So far, she’s been right.






CHAPTER 4

I put on my blue blazer, slipped an extra mag in my pocket, bolted the kitchen door, and exited the house through the front door, which I locked behind me.

Beth’s entry into the house had introduced some reality into my boredom-induced fantasies. Reality one: The Russian SVR had a contract out on me. Reality two: Islamic terrorists saw killing me as a portal to Paradise. I stepped off the front porch and walked toward my Jeep in the circular driveway, practicing situational awareness.

It occurred to me that I had an obligation to tell the couple who had just rented this house that I, the previous occupant, was the target of Islamic terrorists and Russian assassins. If the renters backed out, Uncle Harry would understand and reward me for doing the right thing by giving me the house for the summer. Maybe not.

I climbed into my vintage Jeep Grand Cherokee and hit the ignition, which did not detonate a bomb, so I should make it to Claudio’s on time. I turned out of the driveway onto Great Peconic Bay Boulevard, a country road that was smaller than its name, then got onto Main Road and headed east toward Greenport, where Claudio’s was located.

I turned on my radio, which could barely pick up NYC stations but could pick up Connecticut across the Sound, and I tuned in to a New London country-western station. If you think you’ve got problems with a cheatin’ spouse or lover, listen to some of this shit.

Anyway, I was more curious than I was interested in what Max had to tell me about Security Solutions. Why would he think I’d want the job? Well, I would soon find out. I passed through the quaint hamlet of Mattituck and continued on through farmland and vineyards. The full-time residents of the North Fork number about thirty thousand, probably less than the population of East 72nd Street. It was a weekday and not quite tourist season, so traffic was light.

This area of Long Island was settled not long after the Plymouth Rock landing, and the settlers came mostly from New England, not old England. This was according to Emma Whitestone, who was born here and had lived in the city for many years. She had come back here to find inner peace, but found me instead.

I passed through the historic hamlet of Cutchogue, where Beth had her cottage, and I tried to picture myself living there for the summer. But the picture, like the radio station, was not coming in clear.

I noticed a lot of American flags and other expressions of seasonal patriotism in anticipation of the July Fourth holiday. Actually, the folks around here tend to be patriotic all year long, in contrast, say the locals, to the glitterati and literati of the South Fork—the Hamptons. I don’t believe that’s true, but it shows that the two forks are separated by more than a body of water.

Anyway, if I took the PI job, I’d probably also get the guest room in Beth’s cottage, and if I got that, would I also get Beth? Do I want Beth? Gotta think about all that.

I was deep in wine country now, with vineyards and wineries on both sides of the road covering the flat fields where Long Island potatoes grew when I was a kid. Personally, I think it would’ve made more sense to turn the potatoes into vodka, which is something I can drink. Screw the wine. Right?

I drove through the hamlet of Southold, after which the land between the Sound and the bay narrowed, so everything was more windswept, making it unsuitable for viniculture but apparently hospitable to big birds—like gulls who like to shit on cars. Which is why I never open my sunroof around here. No one shits on John Corey.

The country-western station faded out, and I found an NPR talk show probably called Fall Asleep Behind the Wheel. Two androids were having a discussion of a new exhibit at the Guggenheim. Kill me. I shut off the radio.

A half hour after I left Uncle Harry’s house, I approached the village of Greenport, population about three thousand, an old fishing town in the throes of gentrification.

As for Sylvester Maxwell, I’d seen him twice since I’d been here: once for dinner and once for sundowners on my back porch. As brothers in blue, we’d bonded, but Max is acutely aware that our respective law enforcement careers have little in common, so he sometimes makes self-deprecating remarks about his job—like the crack about him being at a wine tasting followed by a pedicure.

Well, to be more charitable to him, his job might seem easy, but policing a gentrifying tourist area with a small force has its challenges, especially with the summer population and the wine-loving day-trippers from the city and from the Hamptons who, patriotic or not, tend to be egotistical assholes. And I was sure that it was those summer people from NYC—not the locals—who were the clientele of Security Solutions: the privileged rich, the obnoxiously famous, and the famously obnoxious, like artists, actors, and especially writers, along with their guests, retinues, and friends. Half a year of hell, according to Max, who complains that the autumn harvest season is getting just as crazy and crowded as the summer. The locals hate the invasion, though they like the money. But the money brings problems. And problems bring the need for Security Solutions. PI agencies were once unknown out here, but apparently, there are now clients.

Was this my fate? Hopefully not. But I’d listen to Max, because as every detective knows, listening to bullshit is part of the journey toward enlightenment. Beers help. Also, listening to Max was the first step toward a few drinks with Beth Penrose. If that’s what I wanted. You don’t know until you know.






CHAPTER 5

Claudio’s Restaurant was at the end of Main Street at the foot of a long wharf that jutted into the bay. About twenty fishing and pleasure boats—big and small, sail and motor—were tied up, and I looked for the Dilly Dally, the Russian assassins’ boat, but it wasn’t there, which was disappointing. What is there to live for if no one wants to kill you?

The sun was still high on this longest day, the bay was calm, and squawking gulls soared in a cloudless sky. A few couples strolled hand in hand along the wide wharf, and I remembered doing that with Emma, Beth, Tess, and Kate. Though not at the same time.

Parking was ten bucks, which I handed over to a guy who should have been wearing a pirate hat. I could have tinned him, but I save my retired-NYPD ID for moving violations.

I exited the Jeep and walked toward Claudio’s, a big two-story wooden building that began life as a whalers’ and sailors’ tavern about a century and a half ago. Max likes this place because they treat him like a celebrity. It’s good to be the top cop in a small town.

I walked into the restaurant a few minutes past five, but Max was not at the bar. His pedicure must have run late. I stood at the rail and ordered a bottle of Bud from the barmaid.

The antique bar and liquor cabinets were imported from somewhere, all mahogany, marble, and etched glass, very out of place in an old sailors’ saloon but probably a big draw in the days when whale blubber was big money.

The barroom and restaurant were already half full, a mixture of locals and tourists. I recalled trying to pick up Judy Gordon at this bar, and I’d been making good time until her husband showed up. Anyway, it was the beginning of a warm friendship that ended with their double homicide. The things I’ve seen… and as we say, none of it can be unseen. But in their case, I also saw justice done—and it was done by me.

The barmaid, a forty-something blonde with hoop earrings and a ponytail, put a bottle of Budweiser in front of me. “Glass?”

“It comes in a glass.”

She smiled.

I said, “I was in here the other night, and the barmaid said to me, ‘If you lost a few pounds, had a shave and a haircut, you’d look all right.’ And I said, ‘If I did all that, I’d be talking to the chick at the end of the bar instead of you.’ ”

She laughed. “You live around here?”

“Aquebogue.” I don’t give personal info that could get into the wrong hands.

“What brings you here?”

“Meeting someone.” I added, “Chief Maxwell.”

“Yeah? He likes to sit at his table. He called. You wanna sit?”

“I’ll wait.” I asked, “What’s your name?”

“Flo.”

“Hi, Flo. I’m Jim. Chief Maxwell’s emotional support coach.”

She processed that, and since I was with the chief, or because I’m so charming, she stuck around. I said, “When I was in here last time, there was a really big lady dancing on a table, and I said to her, ‘Great legs,’ and she smiled and said, ‘Do you really think so?’ And I said, ‘Definitely. Most tables would have collapsed by now.’ ”

“You’re funny.”

“Right. So I think the chief was in here last night.”

“Yeah.”

“With his girlfriend.”

“He’s got lots of lady friends.”

“I think I know this one. Kinda scrawny and maybe not so good-looking.”

“No. This one was a looker.”

I asked, “Did the chief keep her waiting, as usual?”

“No… he got here first.”

“I’m glad he’s listening to my advice. I hope he walked her to her car.”

“No… she left… he stayed.”

Well, it didn’t sound like Max and Beth were sharing a bed. Also, Flo didn’t know she’d been interrogated. And I didn’t know why I cared if Max was banging Beth. Maybe I’m just nosy out of habit. Detective and all that.

Flo excused herself and moved down the bar to an arriving customer.

Or maybe Beth and Max’s relationship was relevant. You don’t know until you hear what the next person says.

And right on cue, Chief Sylvester Maxwell walked in wearing civvies similar to mine and looking like he’d had a long day.

Sylvester Maxwell had put on a few pounds over the years, but he still had a full head of wavy blond hair and a ruddy complexion. To me, he looked like a middle-aged frat boy, but the ladies found him attractive. Must be the gun and the shield—and the steady paycheck.

We shook and he said, “Sorry I’m late.”

“You’re a busy man.”

“Yeah. Busy with bullshit.”

“What’re you drinking?”

“Let’s go to my table.”

“I like the bar.”

“Chief of Police can’t stand at the bar, John.”

“Right. You’re never off-duty.”

“Tell me about it.”

I threw a twenty on the bar for Flo, and I took my beer and followed Max to the restaurant side, a big sunny room with lots of windows looking out at the wharf and bay. The hostess smiled and waved to the chief as he led me to his reserved table in a corner, where he sat with his back to the wall so he could surveil the room. I sat opposite, and before I was settled in my chair, a young waiter scurried over. Max said to him, “I’ll have an Amstel Light, Jason. Get my friend another Bud.”

“No problem.” He scurried off.

The next young waiter who says “No problem” or “You got it” gets my foot up his ass. Whatever happened to “Yes, sir”?

Max scanned the room and looked out the windows. You’d think it was he who had to worry about getting whacked. In fact, he asked me, “You carrying?”

I nodded.

He had no comment and asked, “How was it when you saw Beth?”

I feigned stupidity and asked, “What do you mean?”

“You know… you dumped her.”

“She was too good for me.”

“What does that make your wife?”

“Not good enough.”

He smiled. “You know why I never married?”

“Because same-sex marriages weren’t legal.”

He smiled again. “No. Because if it flies, floats, or fucks—”

“Rent it.”

“Right. Also, this job is hard on marriages. Cops, as you may know, have a high divorce rate.” He added, “Too many temptations on this job. Easy pickins.”

I assumed he was talking about women and not bribes.

Jason brought the beers with a bowl of beer nuts, and Max said, “Thanks.”

“No problem. You wanna see a menu?”

I replied, “If it’s not a problem.”

“No problem.” Jason moved off.

Max and I touched beer bottles. He said, “It doesn’t work even when both people are in law enforcement. Like you and Kate. What happened there?”

“Not sure, and don’t want to talk about it.”

But he did. “Maybe she felt she was in an unequal relationship. Like she’s an FBI agent with a law degree. And you’re just ex-NYPD. But then you became a superstar at the ATTF, and she resented that.”

“I think it had more to do with me leaving the toilet seat up.”

He continued, “To the NYPD detectives in the ATTF, you were a hero. Bucking the Feds, giving the FBI shit, speaking your mind, and getting the job done. Maybe she was jealous. And maybe your attitude was hurting her career.”

“Max, if I did a postmortem on all my failed relationships, I’d be in therapy most of the week.”

“It’s important to know what happened.”

What happened was that Kate got involved—sexually, emotionally, or both—with her FBI supervisor, Tom Walsh, who had also been my ATTF boss. Why? Don’t know, don’t care. Not my circus, not my clowns. I said, “Well, if my next relationship doesn’t work out, maybe it is me. Let’s talk about Security Solutions.”

“Okay, but first tell me what happened with that Russian case.”

That went down in Southampton—the South Fork—and thus was out of Max’s jurisdiction and way beyond his need-to-know, but he knew something. Maybe from Beth, who should know better. “I’m not at liberty to even acknowledge that there was a Russian case.”

“Okay… but why aren’t you still with the Diplomatic Surveillance Group?”

Obviously, he’d spoken to Beth. “Not at liberty to discuss.”

“You wanna know what I think?”

“No, but I’m about to find out.”

He looked at me. “Based on a few things you said and what I’ve heard, Kate’s boss, Walsh, who was also your boss, hated you, and the feeling was mutual. So maybe Walsh—and maybe Kate—got you transferred from ATTF to DSG so you’d be out of their way but still employed by the Feds, where they could keep you under the eye and busy and with no loss of pay—which Kate would want. Then, after Walsh got himself and Kate transferred to Washington, he got you fired from DSG.” Max added, “A final fuck-you.”

Max is smarter than he looks, and he’s been on the job long enough to put things together and come up with plausible scenarios and insights. But I’d never tell him that. I replied, “I actually resigned.”

“I’m sure you were complying with a request to—”

“Also, Max, I resent your suggestion that my wife engaged in a conspiracy with our boss to get rid of me. Your analysis doesn’t fit the facts.” Well… maybe from a distance, it could appear to an outside observer that this is what happened. It may have crossed my mind too.

But that presupposes that Kate Mayfield and Tom Walsh—two FBI nerds—would be bold enough and creative enough to come up with such a plan. I mean, those two would report themselves if they took a box of paperclips home by mistake. And intraoffice adultery is a career buster in the FBI. On the other hand, lust has no rules. As for Kate… don’t know. She claims her relationship with Walsh is not romantic, and she has her own apartment in DC, which looks good for appearances and also for the FBI Office of Professional Responsibility. The problem, she says, is not Walsh. The problem is me. Well, of course it is. And yet she hasn’t filed for divorce. I should file while I’m unemployed and see if I can get alimony.

Max finished his Amstel Light. “Sorry if I offended you. But a guy like you will do okay, professionally and romantically.” He assured me, “Women are like buses—there’ll be another one along in fifteen minutes.” He asked, “Hey, what happened to that DSG lady you were involved with?”

Max could know about Tess only from Beth. I wished I’d been a fly in the clam chowder at last night’s dinner. “She joined a convent.”

He laughed. “You do that to women.”

“Right.” Or they get on with their lives and careers, as Robin did and Beth did. And as Kate was doing. And as I’m sure Tess will. Meanwhile, Max needed to get on with his pitch so I could get home and watch “Swamp People.” I prompted, “So, Security Solutions. You’re on, Max.”

“Okay… but you should know that I think Beth is interested in you.”

I had no reply.

“That’s why she wanted to pitch the PI job to you. To see you.”

Was he baiting me? Or fishing? “She told me you asked her to deliver the message to me.”

“Yeah… I did.”

Jason came over with two menus and announced, “The special tonight is fresh-caught flounder.”

Max, without looking at the menu, said, “Catch me a cheeseburger, rare, with fries and another round.”

“You got it.”

I glanced at the menu, which had gone upscale and foodie from my last visit a few years ago. “I’ll have the same. If it’s not a problem.”

“No problem.” Jason headed for the kitchen.

Chief Maxwell observed, “You got some bad hands dealt to you, John, and yet you want to get back into the same game.” He looked at me. “You got to know when to hold ’em and when to fold ’em.”

“You’re losing me, Max.” But not really.

“You got screwed by the Feds. But they did you a favor. These law enforcement jobs—Federal, state, local—come with some perks, privileges, and prestige, but not with a lot of dough. If you go private, you can do better.” He added, “The best revenge is living well.”

I didn’t reply, but I thought of Robin, who was once a prosecutor for the city, making peanuts with her law degree. I’d met her on the job when I was working Homicide and she was doing God’s work, putting criminal scum behind bars. Then the Devil—a well-known criminal defense attorney named Richard Shlofmitz—noticed her in court and was attracted to her legal genius and probably her ass, and he made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. Needless to say, I wasn’t happy about my wife switching sides and defending the felons I was trying to put away. And neither were my brothers in blue. If you asked me to put a price tag on selling your soul, I’d say about four hundred thousand dollars a year, which was what Robin was making defending criminals.

Max was saying, “Aside from good money, there wouldn’t be any politically correct bullshit like I have to put up with.”

“You want those beer nuts?”

“No.” He continued, “Politicians up my ass every day. Civilian groups second-guessing everything I do. Media assholes snooping around. They should all spend a day in my shoes.” He took a chug of beer. “Sometimes I think I should pack it in. I have over twenty-five years on the job.”

“You could get a gig with Security Solutions.”

“Not the worst thing.”

“But then when you walked into a place like this, you’d have to wait for a table and pay for your beers like everyone else.”

“I always pay for everything.”

“Did you pay for parking?”

“No… I’m on duty.”

“Good. Your expense account can buy me dinner.”

He circled back to the revenge theme, which he saw as a Corey motivator. “Whoever screwed you in Fedland will be jealous that you’re free of the government bureaucracy and bullshit and making more money than them by taking your skills to the private sector.”

Before I could reply, Jason brought the beers, and Max asked him, “You catch that cow yet?”

“Sorry, Chief, the kitchen is shorthanded tonight.”

“That’s because I have half of them in jail.”

Jason forced a smile and ran off to check on our order, and Max returned to his advice about revenge and living well.

Revenge in my world is up close and personal. Living well is something else. I asked, “Whose bright idea was this?”

“Your former NYPD colleague Lou Santangelo. I was at a retirement dinner for a Suffolk PD captain, and your name came up.”

“How and who?”

“Can’t remember. I think Santangelo. Telling stories about his days with Missing Persons.”

“What was Santangelo doing there?”

“He was there with Steve Landowski, the guy who owns Security Solutions.” He explained, “Security Solutions goes to lots of police functions. Good for business. Landowski has good contacts in the Suffolk PD. Santangelo in the NYPD. They got a guy, Chip Quinlan, who was also NYPD. And they got a new guy, Joseph Ferrara, who is former Nassau County PD.” He added, “They all have good contacts at their former jobs. They’re plugged in.”

“Good. But Lou Santangelo’s bulb burned out a long time ago.”

He ignored that and said, “The smart PIs show their faces at retirement and promotion parties. And funerals. Stuff like that.” He assured me, “You’d enjoy all that.”

“Love funerals.”

He continued, “As you know, almost all PIs are former cops, and they treat the police with respect and vice versa. All that stuff in books and movies about the smart PI who butts heads with the dumb police chief or the clueless detective is bullshit.”

“You ever read Nero Wolfe?”

“Yeah… I think.”

“Wolfe and his sidekick, Archie Goodwin, were never cops, and they’re always butting heads with the police. Especially with Inspector Cramer, head of Manhattan Homicide, and Lieutenant Rowcliff, who’s a real asshole.”

“Yeah, but that’s not the way it really is. So—”

“So my name came up, and you said you knew me—small world—and Lou Santangelo said, ‘What’s he doing now?’ and you said, ‘Day drinking,’ and Lou said, ‘We’ll take him on for a hundred Gs a year.’ And you said, ‘I’ll talk to him.’ ”

“They didn’t mention money. You need to talk to them.”

“Are they expanding into counterterrorism?”

“No, but—”

Jason appeared with the burgers, apologizing for the delay.

I assured him, “No problem. You got ketchup?”

“You got it.”

“Where?”

“I’m on it.” He hurried off.

Maybe I should see this postverbal babble as an expression of old-fashioned American can-do. “No problem.” “You got it.” “I’m on it.” And my favorite—“It’s all good.” Even when it isn’t. Optimism is good.

Max was tucking into his burger and fries with gusto, but without ketchup.

I looked around the room. It was filling up, and I tried to imagine this place a hundred and fifty years ago, without electricity, and without Jason, filled with seafarers—men without cell phones who risked their lives to pull a living out of the unforgiving sea. I could imagine an old whaler standing at the bar with a nineteenth-century Jason who was worried about his future, and the whaler puts his hand on the boy’s shoulder and says, “Whale blubber. That is the future, my boy,” and Jason replies, “I’m on it.”

“You thinking about what I said?”

“No.”

Jason delivered my vegetable course, the ketchup. “Enjoy!”

“I’m on it.”

Max continued his pitch. “PI agencies are about connections. Police connections, political connections, court connections. People who can do you favors and who you can do favors for in return.” He added, “It’s a world of networking.”

“I know that, Max.”

“As for the clients—where the money comes from—it’s no different than any business. Satisfied customers. People who’ll recommend you to their friends.”

I bit into my burger. Good beef, good cheese, good bun. “It’s all good.”

“Good.” He continued, “PI agencies are for the most part problem-solvers. People who have money fix problems with money. They need a fixer. Sometimes they need things to go away. Sometimes they just need answers. Like, is my wife or girlfriend banging the tennis pro?”

“The answer is yes.”

“Yeah. If you ask the question, you know the answer. But you need to document it. The average schlub tries to play detective and get the goods on his wife or girlfriend, and usually he steps on his dick or gets himself hurt. But the guy with the bucks hires somebody else to do it—ex-cops with lots of experience. Private investigators.”

“Max, just tell me what Santangelo said. Please.”

“Okay… It was actually Steve Landowski. He wants to add a superstar to his letterhead. Basically, he wants to use your name and your résumé—John Corey, former NYPD detective, medals and honors, wounded in the line of duty, Anti-Terrorist Task Force, top security clearance, Diplomatic Surveillance Group, former adjunct professor at John Jay College of Criminal Justice.”

Even I was impressed.

“He also wants you for your connections to the NYPD and the FBI.”

I didn’t reply.

“Landowski is a bit of a wheeler-dealer, to tell you the truth, and he has a new bright idea every ten minutes. So he’s convinced himself that John Corey can bring value to his business, and I think he’s willing to pay for it.”

“So I shouldn’t tell him that I’m on the FBI’s Do-Not-Resuscitate List.”

Max looked at me. “That’s up to you, John. Or you could say nothing and let him believe what he wants.”

“That’s not the way I work.”

“Yeah, I know. But don’t undersell yourself. You must still have good contacts in the NYPD and other law enforcement agencies that you worked with over the years.”

“My police contacts were helpful when I was chasing terrorists. Don’t know if they’d be as helpful if I was a private investigator.”

“You know they would.”

“Okay. Anything else from Landowski?”

“He’s enthusiastic. He’s willing to accommodate you. He says he’d understand if you didn’t want to do routine fieldwork. He needs someone in the office who can examine the cases, talk to potential and existing clients, give advice and supervision to the guys in the field, and show up at events.”

I pictured myself a year from now—three hundred pounds, growing orchids in the office.

“You could work in the field on any case that interested you. You’d report directly to Landowski.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s all I remember. You need to talk to him. Go see his operation.” He added, “His offices are in a big old farmhouse.” He smiled. “They call it Animal House.”

I didn’t see that on their website.

Max said, “I was there a few times.”

“Professionally?”

“Whatever.”

I didn’t pursue that and finished my beer.

Max remembered something else. “Lou Santangelo. He wants to have a beer with you and catch up. Talk about old times on the job.” He added, “And your bachelor days together.”

I doubted if either of us could recall anything that happened after Happy Hour ended. I asked Max the obvious question: “What’s in this for you?”

Max seemed prepared for the question. “I owe you a favor. For the Gordon case.”

“Can’t you just send me a bottle of Scotch?”

Max smiled. “If you just go talk to Landowski, I’ll do that.” He admitted, “I kinda promised to deliver you, so do me this favor, and if you should ever need a favor from me, I’m here for you.”

“Thank you, Godfather.”

He smiled again, then said, “Beth thinks this would be good for you.”

I didn’t reply.

“She says you have to vacate your uncle’s place by July one.” He looked at me as though he had good news. “But if you take this job, I think she’ll offer to share her cottage with you until after Labor Day, when you can afford a place of your own out here. Or go back to your uncle’s place.”

“Max, I don’t need free housing. I have a luxury condo in the city.”

“Hey, Sherlock, she could be offering you more than free housing.”

“Really?” Well, apparently Max and Beth were not sleeping together, but if they were, the cottage could get crowded. I guess if I was interested in the job—or in Beth—I should say something positive that Max would pass on to Landowski and/or Beth. But I didn’t need Sylvester Maxwell to play Godfather or Cupid, so I said, “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“I’ll tell Landowski you’re thinking it over.”

“Right.”

“This could be a whole new life. Get rid of the expensive place in the city. Live here. Be happy.”

“Right. From the city that never sleeps to the town that never wakes up.”

“That’s changing. We’re getting more lively.” He smiled.

“I’ve been here in the winter. The zombie apocalypse looks more lively.”

“I like the winters. Quiet.”

Jason came over and asked, “Coffee? Dessert?”

I replied, “Not for me, and I’ll take the check.”

Max said to him, “Leave the check open. I’m staying. Another Amstel.”

“You got it.” He dashed off.

Max said, “This is on me.” Before I could stand, he said, “One more thing. If you go see Landowski, or speak to him on the phone, don’t mention Beth’s name.”

“Why?”

“Don’t know. She asked.” He speculated, “Maybe something between them on the job.”

Beth had said she knew him only slightly. But sometimes that’s all it takes.

Max added, “I think Landowski just has a problem with women on the job.”

“Okay. If I ever speak to Steve Landowski about a job, I’ll be sure not to use Beth Penrose’s name as a personal or professional reference.”

“Give her a call.”

I didn’t respond. I stood and Max stood. We shook. I said, “Thanks for dinner.”

He surprised me by saying, “Thanks for your service to the country, John. You did good. Now you should do something good for yourself. You deserve it.”

I made my way out of the crowded restaurant and into the cool night air. The sun was setting into a fiery red sky, and it was party time on the big boats. People were out and about on Main Street and on the wharf, walking, fishing, violating the open-container law, and living fairly normal lives. The streetlights came on, which was Little Johnny’s signal to go home.

I walked onto the wharf, where the pirate was still collecting ten bucks, found my Jeep, and drove it onto Main Street. I navigated through the small town and was soon on Route 25, in dark, open country, heading west toward my home away from home. Out of habit—and training—I pulled my Glock from the pancake holster and put it on the center console as I checked out my rear and sideview mirrors.

Well… on the surface, it looked like everyone would be happy if I took the job: Beth, Max, Landowski, Santangelo… and maybe me. Everyone wins.

And I’d be in a job where my reputation was appreciated—instead of 26 Federal Plaza, where it wasn’t.

In a way—as Beth had said—I’d be home again.

Or was that a time and place—like Uncle Harry’s house in past summers—that could never be relived?

As for revenge and living well, Max was projecting his own mind-set. Kate Mayfield and Tom Walsh would not be jealous to hear that John Corey was a private investigator, even if I was driving a Mercedes. You had to live and work with the Feds to understand their arrogance and superior attitudes.

Max was right about one thing—I had to do what was good for me.

Lots to think about. But first, “Swamp People.” No P.C. bullshit on that job.






CHAPTER 6

Good episode of “Swamp People.” But I’d like to see a spinoff called “Gators’ Revenge.”

I’d fallen asleep reading The Rubber Band and had a weird dream that Nero Wolfe was fat-shaming me, which motivated me to skip the pizza rolls for breakfast and go for a run. So I put on my belly band, which held my cell phone and Glock, and did a two-mile run on the surrounding country roads, hoping to run into at least one Russian assassin. But no luck. There’s never a killer around when you need one. Anyway, during my run, I made the decision to call Security Solutions for a future appointment—like maybe next year.

Back in the kitchen, over coffee, I made the call, and the receptionist, Amy, seemed excited to hear from me. We chatted a few minutes, and she asked if I could come in at 10:30.

“Today?”

“Yes. I’ll clear Steve’s calendar.”

“I’ll have to cancel my pedicure.”

She laughed, then gave me the address of Security Solutions and said, “See you at ten-thirty.”

I hung up. Well, this would make Max and Beth happy. Me, not so sure.

I pulled up my cell phone messages.

A text from Robin said: YOU CAN PARK YOUR JALOPY ON THE STREET. IT LOOKS LIKE A DUMPSTER.

Did she talk like that to her Mafia clients? I replied: I’LL LET YOU KNOW TOMORROW IF I’M STAYING HERE OR COMING BACK TO NYC.

Actually, I was fairly sure I’d be out of here June 30, but I didn’t know where I was going.

Tess texted: YOU WON’T BELIEVE THIS, BUT I JUST WON THE SAME TRIP TO MOSCOW FROM THE SVR TRAVEL AGENCY. I’M EXCITED.

I replied: I HAVE A CONFLICT NOW. CIA INVITED ME TO A SECRET BRIEFING IN REDACTED. I LEAVE TONIGHT. ENJOY MOSCOW.

Tess and I are really into this dark humor. I mean, what’s funnier than joking about people who want to kill you? You gotta laugh. Right?

Anyway, no text or e-mail from Kate, which is how she sends me a message. And the message is: YOU’RE NOT FUNNY. When they stop laughing at your jokes and move to another city with another guy, you know your marriage has some problems.

There were a few e-mails, including a summer-themed message from my mother, who is obsessed with me wearing sunscreen. When I went to Yemen to hunt down a terrorist, she reminded me to pack sunscreen.

I replied: I have SPF 50 in spray, cream, and lotion. I’ll call this weekend. After I have two drinks.

Anyway, it was now 10 A.M., another sunny day, and I was in my green dumpster driving west on Route 25 toward Riverhead for my 10:30 meeting with Steve Landowski and maybe Lou Santangelo. Amy the receptionist wasn’t sure about Detective Santangelo’s whereabouts. Neither was I when I worked with him. I think he thought Missing Persons meant be one. No, Lou, it’s find one.

Anyway, as with any job interview, you have to know how to dress. I guessed that the PIs working for Security Solutions dressed casually or wore assignment-appropriate clothing. But for a job interview, you wanted to make a good impression. Uncle Harry had left a lot of his late wife’s clothing in the closet, and I considered Aunt June’s blue cocktail dress. It always looked good on her, and I would explain to Steve and Lou that I was working undercover. Or maybe that I had recently self-identified as a party girl. Steve Landowski would thank me for my time and promise to get back to me, and Lou would not mention having that beer. This could work. But at the last minute I chickened out and put on my blazer and khakis and took my Glock out of Aunt June’s handbag.

I continued west on Route 25, which passed through vineyards, tourist-priced farm stands, B&Bs, quaint shops and trendy restaurants, and now and then a newly planted field where green stuff grew. This place had one foot in its seafaring and agricultural past, and the other foot in its touristy future. Could I live here? That was the question. In any case, I’d do Max the favor and go talk to Security Solutions, which would also satisfy Beth. Then, after listening to the deal from Steve Landowski, I could make an informed decision, which, after due consideration, was “No.”

In fact, I had been thinking about global security firms, the modern equivalent of joining the French Foreign Legion. I’d already been to Yemen—the earth’s anus—with the Anti-Terrorist Task Force, so I had combat creds, and a top-secret security clearance, and I could probably write my own ticket with a top global security company. The money was negotiable, the danger was manageable, and the overseas supervision was negligible. Have balls, will travel.

The downside—aside from the obvious risks of being killed or kidnapped—was living in a shithole country. Another downside, as I saw in Yemen, was that the private security personnel had to interface with the CIA, whose arrogance made my arrogance look like Mr. Rogers. Plus, the CIA and John Corey had some scores to settle with each other. And on that subject, the Russian SVR—as well as various Islamic terrorist groups—would be delighted to discover that John Corey was out of the U.S. and working in Sandland or Shitland. Well, every job has a few problems. I’m on it.

So with my mind made up about Security Solutions and my résumé about to go global, I drove on.

Amy, who had a nice voice, had given me a description of the farmhouse if my GPS got confused, which Amy said it sometimes did around here. Look for a flagpole, she said.

I’d promised Beth and Max that I’d let them know if I was going to call Security Solutions, but Max, I was sure, had already heard from Landowski about my appointment, and Beth had surely heard that from Max, so neither of them needed to hear from me. I would, however, let them know I’d turned down the job and was exploring overseas opportunities.

As for Beth’s offer of the extra bedroom in her summer cottage… well, that seemed to be connected to me working here. We’ll see.

I continued on Route 25, and a road sign informed me that I was entering the Town of Riverhead, which meant I was leaving the Town of Southold—Max’s bailiwick. I didn’t know the Chief of Police here, so I slowed down, though basically I’m ticket-proof if I show my retired-NYPD ID. But if I show my retired-FBI creds to a cop, the fine is doubled. Just kidding. But maybe not.

My cell phone was in my cupholder and I punched in the address that Amy had given me—10 Jacob’s Path, Riverhead—and hit “Go.” A male voice said, “Continue on Route 25.” A voice in my head said, “Keep going until you get to Manhattan.”

I mean, how did Max, Beth, Lou Santangelo, and Steve Landowski think I was going to work in a farmhouse in the middle of a frickin’ potato field or wherever the hell this place was? Last time I saw Lou Santangelo, he’d never been east of Brooklyn Heights. I pictured him now in bib overalls, chewing on a piece of straw.

The guy in my cell phone told me to turn onto Route 58, then turn right onto Saw Mill Road. I wondered how he could see the road from the cupholder.

After a few minutes, I came to a fork in the road and the phone guy said bear right, like he’d been here before.

I was traveling north now, on Jacob’s Path, toward the Long Island Sound, and the flat terrain spread out to the horizon. This was the end of wine country, and I could see that the agriculture around here was mostly shrubs and sod to supply landscapers and nurseries in the Hamptons and the NYC suburbs. I passed a pumpkin patch and a strawberry field, which, in the appropriate season, would be marked with signs that said: PICK YOUR OWN! Meaning you harvest someone else’s stuff, then go pay for it. There’s a sucker born every minute. Though I did pick strawberries once with Beth. The things you do when you’re in heat.

My navigator announced that my destination was five hundred feet ahead on my right. I looked up the road and saw a large white two-story house surrounded by big trees, and as I approached, I saw an American flag fluttering on a tall pole on the front lawn.

The voice said, “You have arrived at your destination.”

Wrong. This is just a detour before the expressway; a pit stop on the road of life.
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