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      Prologue

      
      Angelo rolled over, reached across his wife, and tried to catch the phone before it rang again. He grabbed the receiver and
         held it before answering, listening for the sound of her rhythmic breathing that told him she was still asleep.
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Angie, get your ass out of bed. You gotta do something for me.”

      
      He recognized the voice immediately, but didn’t like the tone. “Who’s this?”

      
      “Stop screwing around, Angie.”

      
      He switched the phone to his other ear and lowered his voice. “What the hell you doin’ calling over here this time of the
         night? You’re gonna wake up Theresa.”
      

      
      “I need you to find Petey.”

      
      “You gotta be kiddin’ me.” He twisted around to see the clock radio on his side of the bed. Without his glasses, it took a
         serious squint to turn the blurry red glow into individual digits. Twelve-twenty, for God’s sake, twelve-twenty in the friggin’ morning. “I got an early shift and it’s raining like a sonofabitch out there. Find him yourself.”
      

      
      “I’m working here, Angie. I can’t leave the airport.”

      
      “Never stopped you before. Call me tomorrow.”

      
      “Don’t hang up on me, damn you.”

      
      The receiver was halfway to the cradle and Angelo could still hear the yelling. “Don’t you fucking hang up on me!” But that wasn’t what kept him hanging on. “You owe me. Do you hear me? More than this, you owe me.” It was the desperation—panic even. In the thirty years he’d known him, Big Pete Dwyer had never even come close to losing
         control.
      

      
      Angelo pulled the receiver back. With his hand cupped over the mouthpiece, he could smell the strong scent of his wife on
         it—the thick, sweet fragrance of her night cream mixed with the faintly medicinal smell that seemed to be everywhere in their
         home these days. “What the hell’s the matter with you?”
      

      
      “If you never do nothing else for me, Angie, you gotta do this thing for me tonight.”

      
      The old bedsprings groaned as Theresa turned. When he felt her hand on his knee, he reached down and held it between both
         of his, trying to warm fingers that were always so cold lately. She was awake now anyhow. “I’m listening.”
      

      
      “He’s probably in one of those joints in Chelsea or Revere. There’s gonna be some guys out looking for him. I want you to
         find him first.”
      

      
      “Are you talkin’ about cops? Because I ain’t gonna—”

      
      “No. Not cops. I can’t talk right now.”

      
      Big Pete had to raise his voice to be heard, and for the first time Angelo noticed the background noise. Men were shouting,
         work boots were scraping the gritty linoleum floor, and doors were opening and slamming shut. “What’s going on over there?”
      

      
      
      “Just do what I tell you.”

      
      “What do you want I should do with him? Bring him over to you?”

      
      “Fuck, no. Angie, you’re not getting this. Find Petey and stash him somewhere until I finish my shift. Keep him away from
         the airport, and don’t let no one get to him before I do. No one. Do you hear?”
      

      
      The line went dead. Angelo held the receiver against his chest until Theresa took it from his hand and hung it up. “What time
         is it?” she murmured.
      

      
      “It’s twelve-thirty, baby. I gotta go out for a little while.”

      
      “Who was that?”

      
      “Big Pete needs me to find his kid.”

      
      “Again?”

      
      “Yeah, but this time there’s something hinky about it. Something’s going on.”

      
      “Mmmmm …”

      
      He leaned down and kissed his wife on the cheek. “Go back to sleep, babe. I’m gonna take the phone off the hook so nobody
         bothers you.”
      

      
      The big V-8 engine in Angelo’s old Cadillac made the bench seat rumble. He sat with his boot on the brake, shaking the rain
         out of his hair and waiting for the defroster to kick in. With fingers as cold and stiff as his wife’s had been, he tapped
         the finicky dome light, trying to make it come on. Where the hell were his gloves, anyway, and what was that garbage on the
         radio? Damn kids with their rap music, if you could even call it music. He punched a button and let the tuner scan for his
         big band station while he searched his pockets for gloves.
      

      
      “… with friends and family on that flight are advised to go to the Nor’easter Airlines terminal at Logan Airport, where representatives—”
      

      
      Angelo froze. What the hell …? He wanted to turn up the volume, but couldn’t get his hand out of his pocket. His heart started
         to pound as he tried to shake loose and listen at the same time.
      

      
      “Again, if you’ve just joined us, we’re receiving word—”
      

      
      The scanner kicked in and the rage-filled rant of a midnight radio call-in host poured out. Angelo yanked his hand free, leaned
         down and, goddammit, cracked his forehead on the steering wheel. Still squeezing the glove in his fist, he jabbed at the tuner buttons until
         the solemn tones of the newscaster emerged again from the static.
      

      
      “… we know so far is that Nor’easter Airlines Flight 1704, a commuter aircraft carrying nineteen passengers and two crew members,
            has crashed tonight just outside of Baltimore.”
      

      
      Angelo put both hands on the steering wheel to keep them from shaking.

      
      “That flight did depart Logan Airport earlier this evening. The information we have at this hour is that there are no survivors,
            but again, that report is unconfirmed.”
      

      
      The bulletin repeated as Angelo reached up and used the sleeve of his jacket to wipe the condensation from the windshield.
         He peered through the streaked glass and up into the black sky. There was nothing to see but a cold, spiteful rain still coming
         down. But he felt it. He felt the dying aircraft falling to the earth, falling through the roof of the old Cadillac. He felt
         it falling straight down on him.
      

      
      Goddamn you, Big Pete. Goddamn you.

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      When the seat belt sign went out, I was the first one down the jetbridge. My legs wobbled, my muscles ached, and my feet felt
         like sausages stuffed into leather pumps that had been the right size when we’d boarded six hours earlier. All I wanted to
         do was get off the airplane, check into my hotel, sink into a hot bath, and forget the five hours in the air, the half hour
         in a holding pattern, and the interminable twenty-five minutes we’d spent delayed on the ground because, the captain had assured
         us, our gate was occupied.
      

      
      The captain had told an airline fib.

      
      When I’d looked out my window and down at the ramp, I’d seen no wingman on my side of the plane, which meant we hadn’t been
         waiting for a gate, we’d been waiting for a ground crew to marshal us in. Hard to imagine. It’s not as if we’d shown up unexpectedly.
         The crew that finally did saunter out was one man short and out of uniform. I made a mental note.
      

      
      At the bottom of the bridge, the door to the departure lounge was closed. I grabbed the knob and could have sworn it was vibrating.
         I turned the knob, pushed against the door—and it slammed back in my face. Odd. Behind me, fellow passengers from the flight stomped down the jetbridge and stood, cell phones
         and carry-ons in hand, blinking at me. I gave it another shot, this time putting my shoulder into it, and pushed through the
         obstruction, which, to my embarrassment, turned out to be a family of four—mother, father, and two small children. They’d
         been pinned there by a teeming mob, the size and scope of which became clear when the door swung wide, and the rumble I’d
         heard became a full-fledged roar.
      

      
      There must have been a thousand people smashed into the departure lounge, at least twice the number that would be comfortable
         in that space. Judging by their faces and the combustible atmosphere, they were all supposed to be somewhere besides Logan
         Airport in Boston. It was Ellis Island in reverse—people trying to get out, not in.
      

      
      The gate agent who had met our flight was past me before I knew it.

      
      “Excuse me,” I said, but my voice evaporated into the crowd noise. I tried again.

      
      “Baggage claim is that way, ma’am.” Without bothering to look at me, the agent pointed down the concourse, turned, and vanished
         into a wall of winter coats.
      

      
      I stood and watched the current of deplaning passengers flow through the crowd and out to baggage claim, quiet hotel rooms,
         and hot baths. Technically, I could have joined them. I was anonymous in Boston, and my assignment didn’t officially begin
         until the next day. But in the end, I did as I always did. I worked my way over to one of the check-in podiums, stowed my
         coat and bag in a closet, clipped on my Majestic Airlines ID, and went to work.
      

      
      
      I spotted a senior ticket agent shuttling through the crowd from gate to gate, moving with as much authority as circumstances
         would allow. When I caught up with her, she was conferring with a young blonde agent at one of the podiums.
      

      
      “You’ll have to wait your turn,” she snapped before I even opened my mouth. “There’s a line.”

      
      If there was a line at this podium, it was cleverly disguised as an angry throng. I slipped around the counter and stood next
         to her. “I’m not a passenger. I’m the new general manager.”
      

      
      She checked my badge, eyes dark with suspicion, thinking perhaps I was an imposter volunteering to be in charge of this mess.

      
      “I’m Alex Shanahan. I came in on the Denver flight.”

      
      “The new GM? That didn’t take long.”
      

      
      “What’s the problem here?”

      
      “You name it, we’ve got it, but basically we’re off schedule. Nothing’s left on time for the past two hours. In fact, nothing’s
         left at all.”
      

      
      I read her name tag. “JoAnn, maybe I can help. If I could—”

      
      “Are you deaf? Or are you stupid?”
      

      
      We both turned to look across the podium at a man who was wearing an Italian suit with a silk tie that probably cost more
         than my entire outfit. As he berated the younger agent, she stared down at her keyboard, eyes in the locked position.
      

      
      “Do you know how many miles I fly on this airline every year?” He pointed his phone at her and her chin started to quiver. “I will not sit in coach, I will sit in first class, and you will find me a seat if you have to buy someone else off this goddamn airplane.”
      

      
      Even in a lounge filled with angry people, this guy was drawing attention. I leaned across the podium so he could hear me. “Can I help you, sir?”
      

      
      “Who the hell are you?”

      
      I took him aside and listened to his patronizing rant, maintaining eye contact and nodding sympathetically so that he could
         see my deep concern. When he was finally out of steam, I explained that the situation was extreme and that we might not get
         him up front this time. I asked him to please be patient and work with us. Then I promised to send him two complimentary upgrades.
         Frequent fliers respond to free upgrades the way trained seals respond to raw fish. It took a promise of five upgrades, but
         eventually, with one more parting shot about our “towering display of incompetence,” he took my card and my apology and faded
         away.
      

      
      I found JoAnn heading for another podium. “At least give me the number to Operations,” I said, tagging after her. “I can call
         the agent there.”
      

      
      She scribbled the number on the back of a ticket envelope and handed it to me. I used my own cell phone and dialed.

      
      “Operations-this-is-Kevin-hold-please.” Kevin’s Irish accent seemed far too gentle for the situation. When he came back, I
         told him what I needed.
      

      
      “Have you talked to Danny about this?”

      
      I plugged a finger in my non-phone ear and turned my back to the crowd. “If he’s not standing there with you, Danny’s too
         far away to be in charge right now. I need help now, Kevin. If you can’t help me, someone’s going to get killed up here.”
      

      
      There was a brief pause, then, “Go ahead.”

      
      I spoke to Kevin for five minutes, taking notes, asking questions, and getting advice. When I hung up, the noise, much like
         the frustration level, was on the rise and JoAnn was contemplating a call to the state troopers. I couldn’t see how a couple of big guys with guns and jackboots would calm the
         waters, so I asked her to wait. I found a functioning microphone, pressed the button, and took a deep breath.
      

      
      “I’m Alex Shanahan, the general manager for Majestic here at Logan.”

      
      The buzz grew louder.

      
      I kicked off my shoes, climbed on top of the podium, and repeated my introduction. When people could see and hear me, it made all the difference.
      

      
      “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the inconvenience of this evening’s operation. I know you’re uncomfortable and you’ve
         had a hard time getting information, so that’s where we’re going to start. Is anyone out there booked on Flight 497 to Washington,
         D.C.?” A few hands shot up hopefully. Others followed more hesitantly.
      

      
      “Your flight was scheduled to depart at 5:15. The aircraft just came in, and the passengers from Chicago are deplaning as
         I speak at Gate”—I checked my notes—“Forty-four.” Heads popped up here and there as people stretched to see the gate. “We
         can either clean the cabin, or we can get you on board and out of town. How many of you want to leave now?” I had to smile
         as every hand in the place went up.
      

      
      “I’m with you, people, but right now I’m asking the passengers booked to D.C. Be prepared, ladies and gentlemen, that the
         cabin will not be as clean as you’re accustomed to on Majestic, but you’ll be gone and we’ll still be here.” As I continued,
         flight by flight, the noise began to recede, the agents worked the queues, and some semblance of order began to emerge.
      

      
      Four hours later, at almost ten o’clock, the last passenger boarded. I closed the door and pulled the jetbridge. The agents had either gone to punch out or to other parts of the operation,
         leaving the boarding lounge as littered and deserted as Times Square on New Year’s Day. I was hungry, I was exhausted, I was
         wired, and I hadn’t felt this good in almost eighteen months, not since I’d left the field. There is nothing like an epic
         operating crisis to get the adrenaline surging.
      

      
      I went to the closet to retrieve my coat and bag, and in my hyped-up state nearly missed what was tacked to the inside of
         the closet door. It had been crazy when I’d first opened this door, but even so I would have noticed a sheet of notebook-size
         paper at eye level—especially this one. I took it down and stared at it. It was a crude drawing of a house with a sharply
         pitched roof. At the apex of the roof was a wind vane resembling a rooster. Inside the house in the attic, a woman hung from
         a rope, her head twisted to a grotesque angle by the coil around her throat. Limp arms dangled at her sides, her tongue hung
         out of a gaping mouth, and her eyes, dead eyes, had rolled back in her head. My adrenaline surge receded and I felt a thickening
         in my chest as I read the caption. The name Shepard, scrawled below, had been crossed out and replaced with my name—Shanahan.
      

      
      “It’s a message.”

      
      I jumped, startled by the sound of the voice, loud and abrupt in the now-deserted terminal. JoAnn stood behind me, arms crossed,
         dark eyes fixed on the drawing in my hand. “That’s part of the message, and tonight’s operation was the rest of it.”
      

      
      “What are you talking about?”

      
      “I didn’t get it until you showed up,” she said, “but now it makes sense. They must have found out you were coming in tonight.”

      
      
      “Who?”

      
      “The union. The boys downstairs are telling you that you may think you’re in charge of this place, but you’re not. And if
         you try to be”—she pointed to the drawing in my hand—“You’re going to end up just like the last one.”
      

      
      “Ellen Shepard killed herself,” I said.

      
      “Yeah, right.” She gave me a sour smile as she turned to walk away. “Welcome to Boston.”

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      “I can see the fucking aircraft from my office, Roger. It’s sitting on the apron waiting for a gate. Send someone out there,
         they can hand the goddamned thing through the cockpit window.”
      

      
      The voice emanated from behind one of two closed doors. It was lean, tough, and rapid-fire, with a boxer’s rhythm of quick
         cuts and clean jabs. I couldn’t place the accent exactly, but Brooklyn was a good guess. Whoever it was, he was in early.
         I’d wanted to be the first one to the office on my first day.
      

      
      “Roger, listen to me. Would you listen to me? We can’t wait one more minute. The hospital’s been on call for this thing for hours. For all I know, they already got the
         guy cut open.”
      

      
      The second office, I assumed, had belonged to my predecessor and would now be mine. I tried the knob. Locked. With nothing
         else to do, I checked out my new reception area. It was a typical back office operation for an airline, a neglected pocket
         of past history filled with forty-year-old furniture built to last twenty. This one had the extra-added features of being
         small and cramped. There was a gunmetal gray desk—unoccupied—that held a phone, a ten-key adding machine, a well-used ashtray,
         and an answering machine, of all things. Behind the desk on the floor was a computer. I could have written WASH ME in the dust on the monitor. The copy machine was ancient, the file cabinets were unlabeled, and the burnt orange chairs and
         low table that made up the seating area cried out for shag carpet. The whole office was light-years away from the smooth teakwood
         desks, sleek leather chairs, and turbo-charged computers at headquarters in Denver.
      

      
      I was so glad to be back in the field.

      
      “I’m trying to tell you,” thundered The Voice, “you don’t need a gate for this. There’s gotta be somebody around. Jesus Christ, Roger, I gotta do everything myself?”
      

      
      The phone slammed, the door flew open, and he was past me, his voice trailing him down the corridor along with echoes of his
         hurried footsteps. “I’ll be with you in a minute. I just gotta go … do …” And he was gone. I looked into the office he’d just
         vacated. Sitting quietly in a side chair was an uncommonly spindly young man, probably early twenties, with wavy blond hair,
         a pale complexion, and long legs covered with white cotton long johns. He wore a tight lime green bicycle shirt that emphasized
         his narrowness, and a pair of baggy shorts over the long underwear. A praying mantis in Birkenstocks. “Oh, hey,” he said when
         he saw me.
      

      
      “How are you?” is what I said, when “Who are you” would have worked much better.

      
      “Kidney.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “I’m waiting for the kidney,” he said. “It was supposed to come in early this morning, but someone at the airlines screwed
         up. It just got here. I think the dude’s going to get it himself.”
      

      
      Something clicked and the alternative dress made sense. “You’re a courier.”

      
      He nodded. “Working for the hospital.”

      
      “Was that Dan Fallacaro?”

      
      “That’s what he told me.” Something out on the ramp drew his attention. “There he is, man. Cool.”

      
      He unfolded himself from the chair and stepped over to the side wall of the office, which was a floor-to-ceiling window onto
         our ramp operation. Sure enough, the figure that had just about plowed me under was now sprinting across the concrete through
         the rain toward a B737 idling on the tarmac. He had on a company-issued heavy winter coat, but no hood or hat, and he carried
         a lightweight ladder. The courier and I stood side by side in the window watching as Dan Fallacaro climbed the ladder, banged
         on the cockpit window with his fist, then waited, soaked to the bone, to receive a small cooler about the size of a six-pack.
         He cradled it under his arm as he stepped down and collected his ladder. When he turned to jog, gently, back to the terminal,
         I saw that he hadn’t even taken time to zip his jacket.
      

      
      “Awesome,” said the courier. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      
      “Some people wouldn’t do that.”

      
      The courier checked his watch. Thinking about that fragile cargo, I had to ask, “Are you a bicycle courier?”

      
      “In Boston? You think I’m crazy? I’ve got a Ford Explorer. See ya.”

      
      While I waited for Dan to reappear, I went back to the reception area. When the phone on the reception desk rang, I grabbed
         it. “Majestic Airlines.”
      

      
      
      “Hey, Molly …” It was a man’s voice, strained, barely audible over the muffled whine of jet engines and the sound of other
         men’s voices. “Molly, give Danny a message for me, wouldya?”
      

      
      “This is not—”

      
      “I can’t hear you, Molly. It’s crazy down here. Just tell him I got his package on board. I handed it to the captain myself.
         Make sure you tell him that part, that nobody else saw it.”
      

      
      “Who is this?”

      
      “Who the hell do you think? This is Norm. And tell him I put her name on the manifest, but not the Form 12A, like he said.
         He’ll know.”
      

      
      Norm signed off, assuming to the end that he’d been speaking to Molly.

      
      The heavy door on the concourse opened and shut, those same hurried footsteps approached, and he was there. Dan Fallacaro
         in the flesh, out of breath, and sans cooler.
      

      
      “Nice save,” I said. “I’d hate to be responsible for the loss of a vital organ on my first day.”

      
      “Thanks.” He peeled off the wet winter coat. Underneath, his sleeves were rolled up, his tie was at half-mast, and the front
         of his shirt was damp. It clung to his body, accentuating a chassis that was wiry, built for speed. From what I’d seen, his
         metabolism was too fast to sustain any spare fat.
      

      
      “I’m Alex Shanahan,” I said, extending my hand.

      
      “I know who you are. I work for you.” He wiped a wet palm on his suit pants and gave me a damp, perfunctory handshake. “Dan
         Fallacaro. How you doing?” Even though he looked past me, not at me, I could still see that he had interesting eyes, the kind
         that gray-eyed people like me always coveted. They were green, a mossy green that ran to dark brown around the edges of the irises. His phone rang and he shot past me into his office.
      

      
      I waited at a polite distance until the call ended, then waited a while longer until it was clear he wasn’t coming back and
         he wasn’t going to invite me in. I moved just inside his doorway and found him sitting at his desk, drying his face and hands
         with a paper towel. If he felt any excitement about my arrival, he managed to keep it in check.
      

      
      “What’s the story with the kidney?” I asked.

      
      “It got here late.”

      
      “How’d that happen?”

      
      “Somebody in Chicago put it on the wrong flight. Had to be rerouted.”

      
      “You didn’t have enough gates?”

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “Because you’re off schedule?”

      
      “Yep.”

      
      “How come?”

      
      “Winter.”

      
      “Uh-huh. Why’d you have to go get it yourself?”

      
      He unfurled another towel from the roll on his desk and snapped it off. “Because Roger Shit-for-Brains is on in Operations
         this morning, I can’t find my shift supervisor, and even if I could, no one would do what he says.” He bent down to wipe off
         his shoes.
      

      
      “By any chance, is Norm your shift supervisor?”

      
      He popped up. “Did he call?”

      
      “Just now,” I said. “He gave—”

      
      Dan grabbed the phone …

      
      “He gave me a message for you.”

      
      … slammed the receiver to his ear …

      
      “Do you want the message?”

      
      
      … started to dial …

      
      “The package you asked him to take care of is onboard.”

      
      … and stopped. “He told you that?”

      
      “He said he put the name on the manifest but left it off the 12A. He handled it personally and no one else saw it.”

      
      He hung up the phone slowly, as if relinquishing the receiver would be a sign that he believed me, a sign of good faith he
         wasn’t ready to offer. With one hand he tossed the wet paper towel into the metal trash can, where it landed with a thud.
         With the other he pulled a comb from his drawer and dragged it haphazardly through his thick, damp hair. “Molly can get you
         settled in.” He raised his voice, “Mol, you out there?”
      

      
      If Molly was within a hundred yards, she would have heard him, but there was no response.

      
      “For chrissakes, Molly, I saw you come in.”

      
      A woman’s voice floated in. “I told you before, Danny, I wasn’t going to answer when you bellowed.”

      
      Satisfied, he stood up and began gathering himself to leave. “She can get you set up,” he said, grabbing a clipboard and keys
         from his desk. I could have been the droopy potted plant in the corner for all that I was registering with him.
      

      
      “We need to talk about last night,” I said as he walked out the door.

      
      “What about last night?” he snapped, executing a crisp about-face.

      
      “Since you weren’t around and I was, maybe I can brief you.”

      
      He folded his arms across the clipboard and held it flat against his chest. “The shift supervisor wasn’t answering his radio,”
         he began, accepting the unspoken challenge, “and the cabin service crew chief was AWOL along with everyone else on his crew. No one was cleaning the cabins. The flight attendants wouldn’t take the airplanes because they were dirty, and
         they wouldn’t clean ’em themselves because it’s not in their contract. The agents were trying to do quick pickups onboard
         just to get them turned when they should have been working the queues.” His words came so fast he sounded like a machine gun.
         “Chicago was socked in. Miami took a mechanical, and there was only one functioning microphone which you used to make announcements
         while standing on top of the podium at Gate Forty-two.”
      

      
      “You didn’t mention that I was barefoot.”

      
      “It’s not because I didn’t know.” He had enough self-control not to actually sneer, but he couldn’t do much about his brittle
         tone.
      

      
      “And you didn’t mention the hundreds of inconvenienced passengers, all of whom were jammed into the departure lounge screaming
         for blood. I thought we were going to have to offer up one of the agents as a human sacrifice.”
      

      
      His grip on the clipboard tightened. “What’s your point?”

      
      “My point is that the operation last night was a complete disaster, and there was some indication that it was all orchestrated
         for my benefit—some kind of ‘Welcome to Boston’ message from the union.”
      

      
      “Who told you that?”

      
      “It doesn’t matter. I’m now in charge of this place, you are my second in command, and I think we should talk about this.
         I want to understand what’s going on.”
      

      
      “Last night is handled.”

      
      “What’s handled?”

      
      “I spoke to the shift supervisor about not answering his radio. As far as the crew chief on cabins, I’ve got a disciplinary
         hearing scheduled for Thursday. He was off the field. I know he was, everybody knows he was, but no one’s going to speak up,
         much less give a statement, so I’ll put another reprimand in his file, the union will grieve it, and you’ll take it out. End
         of story.”
      

      
      “Is that how things work around here, or are you making a prediction about me?”

      
      “I need to get to work,” he said. “Is there anything else?”

      
      “Could we … do you mind if we sit down for a minute? I’m having a hard time talking to the back of your head.”

      
      His jaw worked back and forth, his green eyes clouded over, and his deep sigh would have been a loud groan if he’d given it
         voice. But he moved back behind his desk, immediately found a pencil, and proceeded to drum it against the arm of his chair.
      

      
      I closed the door and settled into the seat across from him. “Dan, are you this rude, abrupt, and patronizing with everyone?
         Or is this behavior a reaction to me specifically? Or maybe you’re unhappy with someone else, Roger-Shit-for-Brains, for example,
         and taking it out on me.” I thought of another option. “Or maybe you’re just an asshole.”
      

      
      His reaction was so typically male it was hard not to smile. He looked stunned, flabbergasted, as if my annoyance was totally
         unprovoked. Who, me?
      

      
      “Why would I be mad at you? I don’t even know you.”

      
      “Exactly my point. Most people have to get to know me before they truly dislike me.”

      
      He stared for a few seconds, then laid the pencil on his desk, and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. When he was
         done, I noticed for the first time how thoroughly exhausted he looked. His eyeballs seemed to have sunk deeper into their
         sockets, his face was drawn, and his cheeks were hollowed out as if he hadn’t had a hot meal or a good night’s sleep in a
         week.
      

      
      That’s when I got it.

      
      “You’re upset about the ashes, aren’t you?” He fixed those dark green eyes on me in a tired but riveting gaze. “The ones Norm
         handled for you.”
      

      
      “Goddamn him—” He was up on his feet and ready to go after Norm, and I knew I was right.

      
      “Norm didn’t tell me.”

      
      “Then who did?”

      
      “I figured it out myself. Form 12A is a notification of human remains onboard. He said he put the box in the cockpit and not
         in the belly, so I have to assume the remains weren’t in a coffin. And since your boss hung herself last week—”
      

      
      “Last Monday. She died last Monday night.”

      
      “So another reason you might be this angry and upset is that you and Ellen Shepard were friends and I’ve walked in on a particularly
         difficult time because today is the day you’re shipping her ashes home.”
      

      
      He sank back into his chair, dropped his head back, and closed his eyes. He looked as if he never wanted to get up again.

      
      “Why all the mystery? Why not put her name on the manifest?”

      
      “Because I didn’t want the scumbags downstairs stubbing out cigarettes in her ashes.”

      
      “Tell me you’re exaggerating.”

      
      “We’re talking about the same guys who screwed over almost a thousand passengers last night just to send a ‘fuck you’ message.”

      
      
      I sat back in my chair, and felt my excitement about the new job and being back in the field drain away.

      
      “I should have been here,” he said, his head still back, eyes glued to the ceiling. “But I had to—I just should have been
         here.”
      

      
      He didn’t actually say it, but that sounded as close to an apology as I was going to get. “I’m sorry about Ellen, Dan.”

      
      “Did you know her?”

      
      “No.”

      
      His head popped up. “Then why would you be sorry?”

      
      “Because you knew her.”

      
      This time when he bolted up, I couldn’t have stopped him if I’d tackled him.

      
      “Debrief is at 0900 sharp,” he said, throwing the door open. “It’s your meeting if you want it.”

      
      I sat and listened one more time to the sound of his footsteps fading down the long corridor. The door to the concourse opened
         and closed, and I knew he was gone. Eventually, I pulled myself up and went out to meet my new assistant.
      

      
      “Don’t take it personally,” she said when she saw me. “He’s that way with everyone.”

      
      Molly had a flop of dark curls on her head, big brown eyes, and full red lips that occupied half her face. Her olive complexion
         suggested Hispanic blood, or maybe Portuguese, this being Massachusetts. She was probably in her late fifties, but her dainty
         stature made her seem younger. She was thin, almost bird-like, but judging from the hard lines around her eyes and the way
         she’d spoken to Dan, she was more of a crow than a sparrow. At least she had a voice like one.
      

      
      She squinted at me. “You’re the new GM.”

      
      “And you’re Molly.”

      
      
      “Danny’s been a little upset these past few days.”

      
      “Judging from my first”—I checked my watch—“fifteen hours in this operation, he’s got good reason.”

      
      She leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and took a long, deep, sideways drag on a skinny cigarette, all the time looking
         me up and down like girls do in junior high when they’re trying to decide who to be seen with in the school cafeteria. She
         might not have been inside a junior high school for over thirty years, but she still had the attitude.
      

      
      “So they sent us another woman,” she said, eyebrows raised.

      
      “Apparently.”

      
      With a swish of nylon on nylon she rose from the chair and sidled around to my side of her desk. It’s possible I’d passed
         muster, but more likely she couldn’t resist a golden opportunity to dish.
      

      
      “He found her, you know.”

      
      “Who?”

      
      “Ellen.”

      
      “Dan found Ellen’s body?”

      
      “When she didn’t come in that morning, he’s the one who drove up to her house. She was in the attic.” Molly reached around
         to the ashtray on the desk behind her and did a quick flick. “When he found her, she’d been hanging there all night.”
      

      
      I reached up instinctively and put a hand on my own throat, which was tightening at the thought of what a body looks like
         after hanging by the neck for that long. With my thumb, I could feel my own blood pumping through a thick vein. “It must have
         been horrible for him. Were they friends?”
      

      
      She nodded as she exhaled. “He won’t talk about it, but, yeah, he hasn’t been the same since. Like I said, we don’t take it
         personally.” She reached behind the desk again and opened a drawer, this time coming back with a big, heavy ring chockfull of keys. “I’ll let you into your office.”
      

      
      She went to the door, and I stood back and watched her struggle with the lock.

      
      “How’s everyone else around here taking it?” I asked. “What’s the mood?”

      
      “Mixed. People who liked her are upset. People who didn’t are glad she’s gone. It’s that simple. More people liked her than
         didn’t, but the ones that didn’t hated her so much, it made up for all the rest.”
      

      
      “Mostly guys down on the ramp, I hear. Not the agents.”

      
      She nodded. “You showing up the way you did last night and doing what you did, that’s given them all something else to talk
         about. Everyone’s waiting to see what you’re like, what you’re going to do about Little Pete.” The lock was not releasing
         and she was getting frustrated.
      

      
      “Who’s Little Pete and why is he ‘Little’?”

      
      “Pete Dwyer Jr. He’s the missing crew chief, the one who caused all that trouble last night. Most of it, anyway. Everyone
         calls him Little Pete because his pop works here, too. Big Pete runs the union.”
      

      
      “I thought Victor Venora was president of the local.”

      
      “Titles don’t mean much here. And they have nothing to do with who’s got the real power.”

      
      “And who would that—”

      
      With a final, forceful twist, the door popped open. “Cripes!” Molly jerked her hand away as if it had been caught in a mousetrap. “I broke a nail. Damn that lock.” She took the mound
         of keys, marched back to her desk, presumably for emergency repairs, and called back over her shoulder, “Go in. I’ll be with
         you in a minute.”
      

      
      
      The door swung open easily at my touch. The office was slightly larger than Dan’s. Instead of one floor-to-ceiling window
         on the ramp-side wall, it had two that came together at the corner. Unlike Dan’s office, the blinds were closed, filtering
         out all but a few slats of daylight that fell across the floor like bright ribbons. The air smelled closed-in, faintly musty.
         In the middle of the space, dominating in every way, was a massive, ornate wooden desk. Its vast work surface was covered
         with a thick slice of glass. Underneath was a large, carved logo for … Nor’easter Airlines?
      

      
      “Some desk, huh?” Molly leaned against the doorjamb with a new cigarette.

      
      “It looks out of place,” I said, walking over to open the blinds.

      
      “It belonged to the president of our airline.”

      
      “Our airline” was how former Nor’easter employees always referred to their old company, which had teetered at the precipice
         of bankruptcy until Bill Scanlon, the chairman and CEO of Majestic, our airline, had sailed in and saved the day. As a result, Scanlon was revered by most Nor’easterners. It was the rest of us
         Majestic plebeians they resented.
      

      
      I didn’t tell her that no one at Majestic headquarters would have been caught dead with a desk like that. It didn’t match
         the corporate ambiance, which was simple, spare, and, above all, featureless.
      

      
      When I pulled the blinds, the sun splashed in on a linoleum floor that was wax-yellow and dirty. The corner where I was standing
         was covered with a strange white residue, almost like chalk dust. It reminded me of rat poison. The morning light brought
         grandeur to the old desk, showing polish and detail I hadn’t noticed. I also hadn’t noticed the single palm print now clearly visible in the dust that coated the glass top.
      

      
      “Has anyone been in here since Ellen died?”

      
      “Danny and I were both in here looking through her Rolodex for someone to contact. Turns out an aunt in California was her
         closest living kin. If you need anything, it’s probably in there”—she pointed with her cigarette at the desk—“Supplies and
         all. Ellen was pretty organized that way.” She turned to go and caught herself. “Oh, I should warn you, don’t keep anything
         important in there. It doesn’t lock anymore.”
      

      
      “Is it broken?”

      
      “You could say that.” She moved into the office and perched on the arm of one of the side chairs.

      
      I walked around to the working side of the desk. The handsome wood facings of the drawers were scarred and scratched around
         the small locks, and the top edges were splintered and broken where someone had pried them open. I put my finger into a sad,
         gaping hole where one of the locks was missing altogether. “What happened here?”
      

      
      “The union.”

      
      “The union broke into this desk? Why?”

      
      “Just to prove they could.”

      
      That was a comforting thought. I stood up and looked at her. “What did Ellen do that had them so upset?”

      
      “Well, let’s see. She was a woman, she was from Majestic, and she wanted them to work for their wages instead of sitting around
         on their butts all day. That’s three strikes.”
      

      
      I slipped the hangman’s drawing out of my briefcase. I felt a tingling in my neck when I looked at it. I handed her the page.
         “Have you ever seen this before?”
      

      
      “Not that version. Where did you get it?”

      
      
      “Someone left it for me last night as some kind of a message.”

      
      She shook her head. “That didn’t take long. I guess they figure they’ll start early with you, keep you on the defensive from
         the beginning.”
      

      
      “It means they knew I was coming in on that flight.”

      
      “No doubt.”

      
      “And they saw where I’d put my bags, which wouldn’t have been easy in all that chaos. Someone was watching me.”

      
      She shot a stream of smoke straight up, and handed the drawing back. “They’re always watching.”

      
      I followed the smoke as it drifted up to the ceiling. This was apparently old hat to Molly, but I found it hard not to feel
         just a little shaken up by a drawing of a woman hanged by the neck with my name on it.
      

      
      Molly stood to go.

      
      “Did someone steal her pictures, too?” I asked.

      
      She looked where I was looking, at the bare walls. “This office is exactly the way she left it,” she said. “She never hung
         any pictures.”
      

      
      “How long was she here?”

      
      “Almost thirteen months.”

      
      The walls were painted an uncertain beige, and had scars left over from previous administrations, where nails and picture
         hangers had been torn out. I walked over and touched a big gouge in the Sheetrock where the chalky center was pushing through.
      

      
      “She didn’t leave much behind, did she?”
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