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Praise for Harlan Coben

‘It is always satisfying to discover a new crime writer - and this is the business . . . this book will keep you up until 2 a.m.’

The Times

‘Harlan Coben. He’s smart, he’s funny, and he has something to say’

Michael Connelly

‘An increasingly frightening conspiracy with an unguessable ending . . . hard to put down’

Sunday Telegraph

‘At last a British publisher has given British readers the chance to discover something every US mystery fan already knows - that Harlan Coben is one of the most entertaining and intriguing crime writers around’

Val McDermid, Manchester Evening Guardian

‘What sets Harlan Coben above the crowd are wit and . . . an entertaining plot’

Los Angeles Times Book Review

‘Fast action, snappy dialogue and plenty of insider hoops material make this a fast, enjoyable read’

Toronto Star

‘Coben . . . scores a hole in one! The characters are deftly etched and the details keenly observed’

Publishers Weekly

‘Coben is still one of America’s masters of the hook, the twist and the surprise ending’

Literary Review

‘Intelligent and gripping, this is a real white-knuckle read of a thriller’

Daily Mail


Dedication
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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

Otto Burke, the Wizard of Schmooze, raised his game another level.

‘Come on, Myron,’ he urged with neoreligious fervor. ‘I’m sure we can come to an understanding here. You give a little. We give a little. The Titans are a team. In some larger sense I would like all of us to be a team. You included. Let’s be a real team, Myron. What do you say?’

Myron Bolitar steepled his fingers. He had read somewhere that steepled fingers made you look like a thoughtful person. He felt foolish.

‘I’d like nothing more, Otto,’ he said, returning the pointless volley for the umpteenth time. ‘Really I would. But we’ve given as much as we can. It’s your turn now.’

Otto nodded vigorously, as if he had just heard some philosophical whimsy that put Socrates to shame. He tilted his head, angling the painted-on smile toward his team’s general manager. ‘Larry, what do you think?’

Taking his cue, Larry Hanson pounded the conference  table with a fist hairy enough to be a gerbil. ‘Bolitar can go to hell!’ he shouted, playing enraged to the hilt. ‘You hear me, Bolitar? You understand what I’m telling you? Go to hell.’

‘Go to hell,’ Myron repeated with a nod. ‘Got it.’

‘You being a wiseass with me? Huh? Answer me, dammit! You being a wiseass?’

Myron looked at him. ‘You have a poppy seed stuck in your teeth.’

‘Goddamn wiseass.’

‘And you’re beautiful when you’re angry. Your whole face lights up.’

Larry Hanson’s eyes widened. He swung his line of vision toward his boss, then back to Myron. ‘You’re out of your league here, Bolitar. And you fucking know it.’

Myron said nothing. The truth of the matter was, Larry Hanson was partially right. Myron was out of his league. He had been in sports representation for only two years now. Most of his clients were borderline cases - guys who were lucky to make the cut and grabbed the league’s minimum. And football was far from his specialty. He had only three NFL players, only one of whom was a starter. Now Myron sat across from thirty-one-year-old wunderkind Otto Burke, the youngest owner in the NFL, and Larry Hanson, former-football-legend-turned-exec, negotiating a contract that even in his inexperienced hands would be the biggest rookie contract in NFL history.

Yes, he - Myron Bolitar - had landed Christian ‘Hot Prop’ Steele. Two time Heisman trophy-winning quarterback. Three straight AP and UPI number-one rankings. All-American four years in a row. If that wasn’t enough, the kid was an endorsement wet dream. An A student, good-looking, articulate, polite, and white (hey, it mattered).

Best of all, he was Myron’s.

‘The offer is on the table, gentlemen,’ Myron continued. ‘We think it’s more than fair.’

Otto Burke shook his head.

‘It’s a load of crap!’ Larry Hanson shouted. ‘You’re a goddamn idiot, Bolitar. You’re going to flush this kid’s career down the toilet.’

Myron spread his arms. ‘How about a group hug?’

Larry was about to offer up another expletive, but Otto stopped him with a raised hand. In Larry’s playing days Dick Butkus and Ray Nitzchke couldn’t stop him with body blows. Now this one-hundred-fifty-pound Harvard grad could silence him with but a wave.

Otto Burke leaned forward. He hadn’t stopped smiling, hadn’t stopped the hand gestures, hadn’t stopped the eye contact - like an Anthony Robbins Personal Power infomercial come to life. Disconcerting as all hell. Otto was a small, fragile-looking man with the tiniest fingers Myron had ever seen. His hair was dark and heavy-metal long, flowing to his shoulders. He was baby-faced with a silly goatee that looked as if it’d been sketched on in pencil. He smoked a very long cigarette, or maybe it just appeared long against his tiny fingers.

‘Now, Myron,’ Otto said, ‘let’s speak rationally here, okay?’

‘Rationally. Let’s.’

‘Great, Myron, that’ll be helpful. The truth is, Christian Steele is an unknown, untested quantity. He hasn’t even put on a pro uniform yet. He may be the bust of the century.’

Larry snorted. ‘You should know something about that, Bolitar - about players who amount to nothing. Who crap out.’

Myron ignored him. He had heard the insult before. It no longer bothered him. Sticks and stones and all that. ‘We are talking about perhaps the greatest quarterback prospect in history,’ he replied steadily. ‘You made three trades and gave up six players to get his rights. You didn’t do all that if you didn’t believe he has what it takes.’

‘But this proposal’ - Otto stopped, looked up as though searching the ceiling tiles for the right word - ‘it’s not sound.’

‘Crap is more like it,’ Larry added.

‘It’s final,’ Myron said.

Otto shook his head, the smile unfazed. ‘Let’s talk this through, okay? Let’s look at it from every conceivable angle. You’re new at this, Myron - an ex-jock reaching for the executive brass ring. I respect that. You’re a young guy trying to give it a go. Heck, I admire that. Really.’

Myron bit down. He could have pointed out that he and Otto were the same age, but he so loved being patronized. Didn’t everybody?

‘If you make a mistake on this,’ Otto continued, ‘it could be the sort of thing that destroys your career. Do you know what I mean? Plenty of people already feel that you’re not up to this - to handling such a high-profile client. Not me, of course. I think you’re a very bright guy. Shrewd. But the way you’re acting . . .’ He shook his head like a teacher disenchanted with a favorite pupil.

Larry stood, glowering down at Myron. ‘Why don’t you give the kid some good advice?’ he said. ‘Tell him to get a real agent.’

Myron had expected this whole good-cop, bad-cop routine. He had, in fact, expected worse; Larry Hanson had not yet attacked the sexual appetites of anyone’s mother. Still, Myron preferred the bad cop to the good  cop. Larry Hanson was a frontal assault, easily spotted and handled. Otto Burke was the snake-infested high grass with buried land mines.

‘Then I guess we have nothing more to discuss,’ Myron said.

‘I believe a holdout would be unwise, Myron,’ Otto said. ‘It might soil Christian’s squeaky-clean image. Hurt his endorsements. Cost you both a great deal of money. You don’t want to lose money, Myron.’

Myron looked at him. ‘I don’t?’

‘No, you don’t.’

‘Can I jot that down?’ He picked up a pencil and began scribbling. ‘Don’t . . . want . . . to . . . lose . . . money.’ He grinned at both men. ‘Am I picking up pointers today or what?’

Larry mumbled, ‘Goddamn wiseass.’

Otto’s smile remained locked on autopilot. ‘If I may be so bold,’ he continued, ‘I would think Christian would want to collect quickly.’

‘Oh?’

‘There are those who have serious reservations about Christian Steele’s future. There are those’ - Otto drew deeply on his cigarette - ‘who believe he may have had something to do with that girl’s disappearance.’

‘Ah,’ Myron said, ‘that’s more like it.’

‘More like what?’

‘You’re starting to fling mud. For a second there I thought I wasn’t asking for enough.’

Larry Hanson stuck a thumb in Myron’s direction. ‘Do you believe this fucking sliver of pond film we’re sitting with? You raise a legitimate issue about Christian’s ex-bimbo, one that goes to the heart of his value as a public relations commodity—’

‘Pitiful rumors,’ Myron interrupted. ‘No one believed them. If anything, they made the public more sympathetic to Christian’s tragedy. And don’t call Kathy Culver a bimbo.’

Larry raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, well, aren’t we touchy,’ he said, ‘for a low-life pissant.’

Myron’s expression did not change. He had met Kathy Culver five years ago when she was a sophomore in high school, already a budding beauty. Like her sister Jessica. Eighteen months ago Kathy had mysteriously vanished from the campus of Reston University. To this day no one knew where she was or what had happened to her. The story had all the media’s favorite tasty morsels - a gorgeous co-ed, the fiancée of football star Christian Steele, the sister of novelist Jessica Culver, a strong hint of sexual assault for extra seasoning. The press could not help themselves. They attacked like ravenous relatives around a buffet table.

But just recently a second tragedy had befallen the Culver family. Adam Culver, Kathy’s father, had been murdered three nights earlier in what police were calling a ‘botched robbery.’ Myron wanted very much to contact the family, to do more than merely offer simple condolences, but he had decided to stay away, not knowing if he was welcome, fairly certain he wasn’t.

‘Now if—’

There was a knock on the door. It opened a crack, and Esperanza stuck her head in. ‘Call for you, Myron,’ she said.

‘Take a message.’

‘I think you’ll want to take it.’

Esperanza stayed in the doorway. Her dark eyes gave away nothing, but he understood.

‘I’ll be right there,’ he said.

She slipped back through the door.

Larry Hanson gave an appreciative whistle. ‘She’s a babe, Bolitar.’

‘Gee, thanks, Larry. That means a lot coming from you.’ He rose. ‘I’ll be right back.’

‘We don’t have all goddamn day to jerk off here.’

‘I’m sure you don’t.’

He left the conference room and met up with Esperanza at her desk.

‘The Meal Ticket,’ she told him. ‘He said it was urgent.’

Christian Steele.

From her petite frame most would not guess that Esperanza used to be a professional wrestler. For three years she had been known on the circuit as Little Pocahontas. The fact that Esperanza Diaz was Latina, without a trace of American Indian blood, did not seem to bother the FLOW (Fabulous Ladies of Wrestling) organization. A minor detail, they said. Latino, Indian, what’s the difference?

At the height of her pro wrestling career, the same script was played out every week in arenas all over the US of A. Esperanza (‘Pocahontas’) would enter the ring wearing moccasins, a suede-fringed dress, and a headband that lassoed her long black hair away from her dark face. The suede dress came off before the fight, leaving a somewhat flimsier and less traditional Native American garb in its stead.

Professional wrestling has a pretty simple plot with painfully few variations. Some wrestlers are bad. Some are good. Pocahontas was good, a crowd favorite. She was cute and small and quick and had a tight little body.  Everyone loved her. She would always be winning the fight on skill when her opponent would do something illegal - throw sand in her eyes, use a dreaded foreign object that everyone in the free world except the referee could see - to turn the tide. Then the bad wrestler would bring in a couple of extra cronies, ganging up three against one on poor Pocahontas, pounding mercilessly on the brave beauty to the unequivocal shock and chagrin of the announcers, who had seen the same thing happen last week and the week before.

Just when it seemed there was no hope, Big Chief Mama, a mammoth creature, charged out of the locker room and threw the beasts off the defenseless Pocahontas. Then together Big Chief Mama and Little Pocahontas would defeat the forces of evil.

Massively entertaining.

‘I’ll take it in my office,’ Myron said.

As he entered he saw the nameplate on his desk, a gift from his parents.

 

MYRON BOLITAR 
SPORTS AGENT

 

He shook his head. Myron Bolitar. He still couldn’t believe someone would name a kid Myron. When his family first moved to New Jersey, he had told everyone in his new high school that his name was Mike. Nope, no dice. Then he tried to nickname himself Mickey. Unh-unh. Everyone reverted to Myron; the name was like a horror-movie monster that would not die.

To answer the obvious question: No, he never forgave his parents.

He picked up the phone. ‘Christian?’

‘Mr Bolitar? Is that you?’

‘Yes. And please call me . . . Myron.’ Acceptance of the inevitable, a sign of a wise man.

‘I’m sorry to interrupt you. I know how busy you are.’

‘I’m busy negotiating your contract. I have Otto Burke and Larry Hanson in the next room.’

‘I appreciate that, Mr Bolitar, but this is very important. ’ His voice was trembling. ‘I have to see you right away.’

He switched hands. ‘Something wrong, Christian?’ Mr Perceptive.

‘I - I’d rather not discuss it over the phone. Would you be able to meet me at my room on campus?’

‘Sure, no problem. What time?’

‘Now, please. I - I don’t know what to make of this. I want you to see it.’

Myron took a deep breath. ‘No problem. I’ll throw Otto and Larry out. It’ll be good for the negotiations. I’ll be there in an hour.’

 

It took a lot longer.

Myron entered the Kinney garage on Forty-sixth Street, not too far from his Park Avenue office. He nodded to Mario, the garage attendant, walked past the pricing sheet, which had a small disclaimer on the bottom that read ‘not including 97% tax,’ and headed to his car on the lower level. A Ford Taurus. Your basic Babe Magnet.

He was about to unlock the door when he heard a hissing sound. Like a snake. Or more likely, air escaping from a tire. The sound emanated from his back right tire. A quick examination told Myron that it had been slashed.

‘Hi, Myron.’

He spun around. Two men grinned at him. One was  the size of a small Third World nation. Myron was big - nearly six-four and two hundred twenty pounds - but he guessed that this guy must have been six-six and closing in on three hundred. A heavy-duty weight lifter, his whole body was puffed up as if he were wearing inflatable life vests under his clothes. The second man was of average build. He wore a fedora.

The big man lumbered toward Myron’s car. His arms swung stiffly at his sides. He kept tilting his head, cracking the part of the anatomy that on a normal human being might be called a neck.

‘Having some car trouble?’ he asked with a chuckle.

‘Flat tire,’ Myron said. ‘There’s a spare in the trunk. Change it.’

‘I don’t think so, Bolitar. This was just a little warning.’

‘Oh?’

The human edifice grabbed the lapels of Myron’s jacket. ‘Stay away from Chaz Landreaux. He’s already signed.’

‘First change my tire.’

The grin increased. It was a stupid, cruel grin. ‘Next time I won’t be so nice.’ He grabbed a little tighter, bunching up the suit and tie. ‘Understand?’

‘You are aware, of course, that steroids make your balls shrink.’

The man’s face reddened. ‘Oh, yeah? Maybe I oughta smash your face in, huh? Maybe I oughta pulverize you into oatmeal.’

‘Oatmeal?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Nice image, really.’

‘Fuck you.’

Myron sighed. Then his whole body seemed to snap into motion at the same time. He started with a head-butt  that landed square on the big man’s nose. There was a squelching noise like beetles being stepped on. Blood gushed from the nose.

‘Son of a—’

Myron cradled the back of the big man’s head for leverage and smashed his elbow into the sweet of the Adam’s apple, nearly caving the windpipe all the way in. There was a painful, gurgling choke. Then silence. Myron followed up with a knife-hand strike to the back of the neck below the skull.

The big man slid to the ground like wet sand.

‘Okay, that’s enough!’

The man with the fedora stepped closer, a gun drawn and pointed at Myron’s chest.

‘Back away from him. Now!’

Myron squinted at him. ‘Is that really a fedora?’

‘I said, back off!’

‘Okay, okay, I’m backing.’

‘You didn’t have to do that,’ the smaller man said with almost childlike hurt. ‘He was just doing his job.’

‘A misunderstood youth,’ Myron added. ‘Now I feel terrible.’

‘Just stay away from Chaz Landreaux, okay?’

‘Not okay. Tell Roy O’Connor I said it’s not okay.’

‘Hey, I ain’t hired to get no answer. I’m just delivering.’

Without another word the man with the fedora helped his fallen colleague to his feet. The big man stumbled to their car, one hand on his nose, the other massaging his windpipe. His nose was busted, but his throat would hurt even worse, especially when he swallowed.

They got in and quickly drove away. They did not stop to change Myron’s tire.




Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

Myron dialed Chaz Landreaux’s number on his car phone.

Not being what one would call mechanically inclined, it had taken Myron half an hour to change the tire. He rode slowly for the first few miles, fearing his handiwork would encourage the tire to slip off and flee. When he felt more confident, he accelerated and started back on the road to Christian’s.

When Chaz answered, Myron quickly explained what happened.

‘They was already here,’ Chaz told him. Lots of noise in the background. An infant cried. Something fell and broke. Children laughed. Chaz shouted for quiet.

‘When?’ Myron asked.

‘Hour ago. Three men.’

‘Did they hurt you?’

‘Nah. Just held me down and made threats. Said they was going to break my legs if I didn’t honor my contract.’

Breaking legs, Myron thought. How original.

Chaz Landreaux was a senior basketball player at Georgia State and a probable first-round NBA pick. He was a poor kid from the streets of Philadelphia. He had six brothers, two sisters, no father. The ten of them lived in an area that - if daringly improved - might one day be charitably dubbed ‘poor ghetto.’

During his freshman year, an underling of a big-time agent named Roy O’Connor had approached Chaz - four years before Chaz was eligible to talk to an agent. The man offered Chaz a five-thousand-dollar ‘retainer’ up front, with monthly payments of $250, if he signed a contract making O’Connor his agent when he turned pro.

Chaz was confused. He knew that NCAA rules forbade him from signing a contract while he still had eligibility. The contract would be declared null and void. But Roy’s man assured him this would be no problem. They would simply postdate the contract to make it appear Chaz had signed on after his final year of eligibility. They’d keep the contract in a safety deposit box until the proper time arrived. No one would be the wiser.

Chaz was not sure. He knew it was illegal, but he also knew what that kind of money would mean to his mom and eight siblings living in a two-room hellhole. Roy O’Connor then entered the picture and pitched the final inducement: If Chaz changed his mind at some future date, he could repay the money and tear up the contract.

Four years later Chaz changed his mind. He promised to pay back every cent. No way, said Roy O’Connor. You have a contract with us. You’ll stick with it.

This was not an uncommon setup. Dozens of agents did it. Norby Walters and Lloyd Bloom, two of the country’s biggest agents, had been arrested for it. Threats too were  not uncommon. But that was where it usually ended: with threats. No agent wanted to risk being exposed. If a kid stood firm, the agent backed off.

But not Roy O’Connor. Roy O’Connor was using muscle. Myron was surprised.

‘I want you out of town for a little while,’ Myron continued. ‘You got someplace to lay low?’

‘Yeah, ‘I’ll crash with a friend in Washington. But what we going to do?’

‘I’ll take care of it. Just stay out of sight.’

‘Okay, yeah, I hear ya.’ Then: ‘Oh, Myron, one other thing.’

‘What?’

‘One of the dudes who held me down said he knew you. A monster, man. I mean, huge. Slick-looking motherfucker. ’

‘Did he say his name?’

‘Aaron. He said to tell you Aaron said hi.’

Myron’s shoulders slumped. Aaron. A name from his past. Not a good name either. Roy O’Connor not only had muscle behind him - he had serious muscle.

 

Three hours after leaving his office, Myron shook off all thoughts about the garage incident and knocked on Christian’s door. Despite the fact that he’d graduated two months earlier, Christian still lived in the same campus dorm he had occupied throughout his senior year, working as a counselor at Reston U’s football summer camp. The Titans minicamp, however, started in two days, and Christian would be there. Myron had no intention of having Christian hold out.

Christian opened the door immediately. Before Myron  had a chance to explain his tardiness, Christian said, ‘Thanks for getting here so fast.’

‘Uh, sure. No problem.’

Christian’s face was completely devoid of its usual healthy color. Gone were the rosy cheeks that dimpled when Christian smiled. Gone was the wide-open, aw-shucks smile that made the co-eds swoon. Even the famed steady hands were noticeably quaking.

‘Come on in,’ he said.

‘Thanks.’

Christian’s room looked more like a 1950s sitcom set than a modern-day campus dorm room. For one thing, the place was neat. The bed was made, the shoes in a row beneath it. There were no socks on the floor, no underwear, no jock straps. On the walls were pennants. Actual pennants. Myron couldn’t believe it. No posters, no calendars with Claudia Schiffer or Cindy Crawford or the Barbi twins. Just old-fashioned pennants. Myron felt as if he’d just stepped into Wally Cleaver’s dormitory.

Christian didn’t say anything at first. They both stood there uncomfortably, like two strangers stuck together at some cocktail party with no drinks in their hands. Christian kept his eyes lowered to the floor like a scolded child. He hadn’t commented on the blood on Myron’s suit. He probably hadn’t noticed it.

Myron decided to try one of his patented silver-tongued ice-breakers. ‘What’s up?’

Christian began to pace - no easy accomplishment in a room slightly larger than the average armoire. Myron could see that Christian’s eyes were red. He’d been crying, his cheeks still showing small traces of the tear tracks.

‘Did Mr Burke get mad about canceling the meeting?’ Christian asked.

Myron shrugged. ‘He had a major conniption, but he’ll survive. Means nothing, don’t worry about it.’

‘Minicamp starts Thursday?’

Myron nodded. ‘Are you nervous?’

‘A little, maybe.’

‘Is that why you wanted to see me?’

Christian shook his head. He hesitated and then said, ‘I - I don’t understand it, Mr Bolitar.’

Every time he called him mister, Myron looked for his father.

‘Don’t understand what, Christian? What’s this all about?’

He hesitated again. ‘It’s . . .’ He stopped, took a deep breath, started again. ‘It’s about Kathy.’

Myron thought he’d heard wrong. ‘Kathy Culver?’

‘You knew her,’ Christian said. Myron couldn’t tell if it was a statement or a question.

‘A long time ago,’ Myron replied.

‘When you were with Jessica.’

‘Yes.’

‘Then maybe you’ll understand. I miss Kathy. More than anyone can ever know. She was very special.’

Myron nodded, encouraging. Very Phil Donahue.

Christian took a step back, nearly banging his head into a bookshelf. ‘Everybody sensationalized what happened to her,’ he began. ‘They put it in tabloids, had stories about the disappearance on A Current Affair. It was like a game to everyone. A TV show. They kept calling us “idyllic,” the “idyllic couple.” ’ He made quote marks in the air with his fingers. ‘As if idyllic meant unreal. Unfeeling. Everyone kept saying I was young, I’d get over it quickly. Kathy was just a pretty blonde, millions more  like her for a guy like me. I was expected to get on with my life. She was gone. It was over and done with.’

Christian’s boyish quality - something that Myron thought would help make him the future endorsement king - had suddenly taken on a new dimension. Instead of the shy, gee-whiz, modest little Kansas boy, Myron saw reality: a scared child huddled in a corner, a child whose parents were dead, who had no real family, probably no real friends, just hero-worshipers and those who wanted a piece of him (like Myron himself?).

Myron shook his head. No way. Other agents, yes, but not him. Myron wasn’t like that. But still something akin to guilt stayed there, poking a sharp finger into his ribs.

‘I never really believed Kathy was dead,’ Christian continued. ‘That was part of the problem, I guess. The not-knowing gets to you after a while. Part of me - part of me almost hoped they’d find her body already, anything to end it. Is that an awful thing to say, Mr Bolitar?’

‘I don’t think so, no.’

Christian looked at him solemnly. ‘I kept thinking about the panties. You know about that?’

Myron nodded. The lone clue in the mystery was Kathy’s ripped panties, found on top of a campus Dumpster. Rumor had it that they were covered with semen and blood. To the world at large, the panties had confirmed what had long been suspected: Kathy Culver was dead. It was a sad though not uncommon story. She had been raped and murdered by a random psychopath. Her body would probably never be found - or maybe some hunters would stumble across the skeletal remains in the woods one day, giving the press a great eleven o’clock commercial teaser, bringing the cameras back into the story with  undying hopes of catching a grief-stricken relative on film.

‘They made it seem like it was a dirty thing,’ Christian continued. ‘ “Pink,” they said. “Silk,” they said. They never called them underwear or undergarments or even just plain panties. It was always pink silk panties. Like that was important. One TV station even interviewed a Victoria’s Secret model for her comment on them. Pink silk panties. Like that meant she was asking for it. Trashing Kathy like that . . .’

His voice sort of faded away then. Myron said nothing. Christian was working up to something. Myron only hoped it wasn’t a breakdown.

‘I guess I should get to the point,’ Christian finally said.

‘Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.’

‘I saw something today. I—’ Christian stopped and swung his eyes toward Myron’s. They looked at him, pleading. ‘Kathy may still be alive.’

His words hit Myron like a wet slap. Whatever Myron had been preparing himself for, whatever he imagined Christian was leading up to, hearing Kathy Culver might still be alive was not a part of the equation.

‘What?’

Christian reached behind him and opened his desk drawer. The desk too was something out of Leave It to Beaver. Completely uncluttered. Two cans, one with Bic pens, the other with sharpened number-two pencils. Gooseneck lamp. Desk blotter with calendar. Dictionary, thesaurus, and The Elements of Style all in a row between two globe bookends.

‘This came in the mail today.’

He handed Myron a magazine. On the cover was a naked woman. Calling her well endowed would be  tantamount to calling World War II a skirmish. Most men are somewhat mammary obsessed, and Myron was not above having similar sentiments, but this was positively freakish. The woman’s face was far from pretty, kind of harsh looking. She was giving the camera a look that was supposed to be come-hither but looked more like constipation. Her tongue was licking her lips, her legs spread, her finger beckoning the reader to come closer.

Very subtle effect, Myron thought.

The magazine was called Nips. The lead story, according to the words emblazoned across her right breast: ‘How to Get Her to Shave Dat Thang.’

Myron looked up sharply. ‘What’s this all about?’

‘The paper clip.’

‘What?’

But Christian seemed too weak to repeat it. He just pointed. On the top of the magazine Myron spotted a glint of silver. A paper clip was being used as a book-mark.

‘It came with that on there,’ Christian said by way of explanation.

Myron fingered through the pages, catching quick glimpses of flesh, until he arrived at the page marked off by the paper clip. His eyes squinted in confusion. It was an ad page, though it had as many erotic photos as any other. The top of the page read:




Live Fantasy Phone - Pick Your Girl! 

There were three rows, four girls in each row, all the way down the page. Myron’s eyes scanned down. He could not believe what he was seeing. ‘Oriental Girls Are Waiting!’ ‘Wet and Juicy Lesbos!’ ‘Spank Me, Please!’ ‘Bitches in  Heat!’ ‘Tiny Titties!’ (for those who didn’t like the cover shot, no doubt) ‘I Want You to Ride Me!’ ‘Pick My Cherry!’ ‘Make Me Beg for More!’ ‘Wanted: Robocock.’ ‘Mistress Savannah Demands You Call Now!’ ‘Horny Housewife!’ ‘Overweight Men Wanted.’ Each with matching photo - provocative poses involving telephones.

There were some that were far more raunchy. Cross-dressers. Women with men’s equipment. There were some Myron could not even understand. Like unfathomable science experiments. The telephone numbers were what you’d expect. 1-800-888-SLUT. 1-900-46-TRAMP. 1-800-REAM-MEE. 1-900-BAD-GIRL.

Myron made a face. He wanted to wash his hands.

Then he saw it.

It was in the bottom row, second from the right. It read, ‘I’ll Do Anything!’ The phone number was 1-900- 344-LUST. $3.99 per minute. Discreetly billed to your telephone or charge card. Visa/MC accepted.

The woman in the picture was Kathy Culver.

Myron felt a coldness seep into him. He turned back to the cover and checked the date. It was the current issue.

‘When did you get this?’

‘It came in today’s mail,’ Christian said, picking up an envelope. ‘In this.’

Myron’s head began to swim. He tried to fight the dizziness and get some kind of footing, but the picture of Kathy kept tipping him back over. The envelope was plain manila. There was no return address - that would have been too easy. It was not postmarked and had no stamps, merely reading:
CHRISTIAN STEELE
BOX 488





 


No city, no state. That meant it’d been mailed on campus. The address had been handwritten.

‘You get lots of fan mail, right?’ Myron asked.

Christian nodded. ‘But they go somewhere else. This was in my private box. The number is unlisted.’

Myron handled the envelope carefully, trying not to smudge any potential fingerprints. ‘It could be trick photography,’ Myron added. ‘Someone might have superimposed her head on—’

Christian stopped him with a shake of his head. His eyes were back on the floor. ‘It’s not just her face, Mr Bolitar,’ he said, embarrassed.

‘Oh,’ Myron said, ever swift on the uptake. ‘I see.’

‘Do you think we should give this to the police?’ Christian asked.

‘Perhaps.’

‘I want to do the right thing,’ Christian said, his hands balling into fists. ‘But I won’t let them drag Kathy through the mud again. You saw what they did when she was the victim. What will they do when they see this?’

‘They’ll go animal,’ he agreed.

Christian nodded.

‘But it’s probably just a prank,’ Myron continued. ‘I’ll check it out before we do anything else.’

‘How?’

‘Let me worry about that.’

‘There’s one other thing,’ Christian said. ‘The handwriting on the envelope.’

Myron glanced at it again. ‘What about it?’

‘I can’t say for sure, but it looks a lot like Kathy’s.’




Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

Myron stopped short when he saw her.

He had just stumbled into the bar in something of a daydream, his mind like a movie camera that couldn’t stay in focus. He tried to sift through what he had just seen and learned from Christian, tried to compute the facts and form a solid, well-conceived conclusion.

He came up with nothing.

The magazine was jammed into the right pocket of his trench coat. Porn mag and trench coat, Myron thought. Jesus. The same questions echoed ad nauseam in his head: Could Kathy Culver still be alive? And if she was, what had happened to her? What could have led Kathy from the innocence of her dorm room to the back pages of Nips magazine?

That was when he spotted the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

She was sitting on a stool, her long legs crossed, sipping gently at her drink. She wore a white blouse opened at the  throat, a short gray skirt, and black stockings. Everything clung just right. For a fleeting moment Myron thought she was just a by-product of his daydream, a dazzling vision to tantalize the senses. But the knot in his stomach made him quickly dismiss that notion. His throat went dry. Deep, dormant emotions crashed down upon him like a surprise wave at the beach.

He managed to swallow and commanded his legs to move forward. She was, quite simply, breathtaking. Everything else in the bar faded into the background, as though they were only stage props set for her.

Myron approached. ‘Come here often?’ he asked.

She looked at him like he was an old man jogging in a Speedo. ‘Original line,’ she said. ‘Very creative.’

‘Maybe not,’ he said. ‘But what a delivery.’ He smiled. Winningly, he thought.

‘Glad you think so.’ She turned back to her drink. ‘Please leave.’

‘Playing hard to get?’

‘Get lost.’

Myron grinned. ‘Stop it already. You’re embarrassing yourself.’

‘Pardon me.’

‘It’s obvious to everyone in this bar.’

‘Oh?’ she remarked. ‘Do enlighten.’

‘You want me. Bad.’

She almost smiled. ‘That obvious, huh?’

‘Don’t blame yourself. I’m irresistible.’

‘Uh-huh. Catch me if I swoon.’

‘I’m right here, sweetcakes.’

She sighed deeply. She was as beautiful as ever, as beautiful as the day she had walked out on him. He hadn’t seen her in four years, but it still hurt to think  about her. It hurt even more to look at her. Their weekend at Win’s house on Martha’s Vineyard came to him. He could still remember the way the ocean breeze blew her hair, the way she tilted her head when he spoke, the way she looked and felt in his old sweatshirt. Simple fragile bliss. The knot in his stomach tightened.

‘Hello, Myron,’ she said.

‘Hello, Jessica. You’re looking well.’

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘My office is upstairs. I practically live here.’

She smiled. ‘Oh, that’s right. You represent athletes now, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Better than working all that undercover stuff?’

Myron did not bother answering. She glanced at him but did not hold the gaze.

‘I’m waiting for someone,’ Jessica said suddenly.

‘A male someone?’

‘Myron . . .’

‘Sorry. Old reflex.’ He looked at her left hand. His heart back-flipped when he saw no rings. ‘You never married what’s-his-name?’ he asked.

‘Doug.’

‘That’s right. Doug. Or was it Dougie?’

‘You’re making fun of someone’s name?’

Myron shrugged. She had a point. ‘So what happened to him?’

Her eyes studied a beer ring on the bar. ‘It wasn’t about him,’ she said. ‘You know that.’

He opened his mouth and then closed it. Rehashing the bitter past was not going to do any good. ‘So what brings you back to the city?’

‘I’m going to be teaching a semester at NYU.’

His heart sped up again. ‘You moved back to Manhattan? ’

‘Last month.’

‘I’m really sorry about your father’s—’

‘We got your flowers,’ she interrupted.

‘I wanted to do more.’

‘Better you didn’t.’ She finished her drink. ‘I have to go. It was nice seeing you.’

‘I thought you were meeting someone.’

‘My mistake, then.’

‘I still love you, you know.’

She stood, nodded.

‘Let’s try again,’ he said.

‘No.’

She walked away.

‘Jess?’

‘What?’

He considered telling her about her sister’s picture in the magazine. ‘Can we have lunch sometime?’ he asked. ‘Just talk, okay?’

‘No.’

Jessica turned and left him. Again.

 

Windsor Horne Lockwood III listened to Myron’s story with his fingers steepled. Steepling looked good on Win, a lot better than on Myron. When Myron finished, Win said nothing for a few moments, doing more of that steepled-hands-concentration thing. Finally he rested his hands on the desk.

‘My, my, haven’t we had a special day?’

Myron rented his space from his old college roommate, Windsor Horne Lockwood III. People often said that Myron looked nothing like his name - an observation  Myron took as high praise; Windsor Horne Lockwood III, however, looked exactly like his name. Blond hair, perfect length, parted on the right side. His features were classical patrician, almost too handsome, like something crafted in porcelain.

His attire was always thoroughbred prep - pink shirts, polo shirts, monogrammed shirts, khaki pants, golf (read, ugly) pants, white bucks (Memorial Day to Labor Day) or wing tips (Labor Day to Memorial Day) on his feet. Win even had that creepy accent, the one that did not originate from any particular geographical location as much as from certain prep schools like Andover and Exeter. (Win had gone to Exeter.) He played a mean game of golf. He had a three handicap and was the fifth-generation member of stuffy Merion Golf Club in Philadelphia and third-generation at equally stuffy Pine Valley in southern New Jersey. He had a perennial golf tan, one of those where the color could be found only on the arms (short-sleeve shirts) and a V-shape in the neck (open alligator shirt), though Win’s lily-white skin never tanned. It burned.

Win was full-fledged whitebread. He made star quarterback Christian Steele look like a Mediterranean houseboy.

Myron had hated Windsor on sight. Most people did. Win was used to it. People liked to form and keep an immediate impression. In Win’s case that impression was old money, elitist, arrogant - in a phrase, a flaming asshole. There was nothing Win could do about it. People who relied solely on first impressions meant little to him.

Win gestured to the magazine on his desk. ‘You chose not to tell Jessica about this?’

Myron stood, paced, and then sat back down. ‘What was I going to say? “Hi, I love you, come back to me,  here’s a photo of your supposedly dead sister advertising a sex phone in a porno mag?” ’

Win thought a moment. ‘I’d refine the wording a bit,’ he said.

He flipped through the porno rag, his eyebrow arched as if to say Hmmm. Myron watched. He had decided not to tell Win about Chaz Landreaux or the incident in the garage. Not yet anyway. Win had a funny way of reacting when someone tried to hurt Myron. It wasn’t always pretty. Better to save it for later, when Myron would know exactly how he wanted to handle Roy O’Connor. And Aaron.

Win dropped the magazine on his desk. ‘Shall we begin?’

‘Begin what?’

‘Investigating. That is what you planned for us, correct?’

‘You want to help?’

Win smiled. ‘But of course.’ He turned his phone around so that it faced Myron. ‘Dial.’

‘The number in the magazine?’

‘Well, golly, Myron, I thought we’d call the White House,’ Win said dryly. ‘See if we can get Hillary to talk dirty.’

Myron took hold of the phone. ‘You ever call one of these lines?’

‘I?’ Win feigned shock. ‘The Debutantes’ Darling? The Society Stud? Surely you jest.’

‘Neither have I.’

‘Perhaps you’d like to be alone, then,’ Win said.

‘Loosen your belt, pull down your trousers, that kind of thing.’

‘Very funny.’

Myron dialed the 900 number under Kathy’s photograph. He had made thousands of investigative calls, both  during his years in the FBI and in his private work for team owners and commissioners. But this was the first time he’d felt self-conscious.

An awful beeping noise blasted his ear, followed by an operator: ‘We’re sorry. Your call is being blocked.’

Myron looked up. ‘The call won’t go through.’

Win nodded. ‘I forgot. We have a block on all 900 calls. Employees were calling them all the time and ringing up quite a bill - not just the sex phones but astrologers, sports lines, psychics, recipes, even dial-a-prayers.’ He reached behind him and pulled out another phone. ‘Use this one. It’s my private line. No blocks.’

Myron redialed. The phone rang twice before being picked up. A woman’s voice on tape husked, ‘Hello, there. You’ve reached the fantasy phone line. If you’re under eighteen or do not wish to pay for this call, please hang up now.’ Less than a second passed before she continued. ‘Welcome to the fantasy phone line, where you can talk to the sexiest, most willing, most beautiful, most desirous women in the world.’

Myron noticed that the taped voice was speaking far more slowly now, as if she were reading to a kindergarten class. Each word was its own sentence.

‘Welcome. To. The. Fantasy . . .’

‘In a moment you will talk directly to one of our wondrous, gorgeous, voluptuous, hot girls who are here to heighten your pleasure to new boundaries of ecstasy. One-on-one private conversation. Discreetly billed to your phone. You will talk live with your personal fantasy girl.’ The voice droned on with its own form of iambic pentameter. Finally the tape gave instructions: ‘If you have a touch-tone phone, press one if you’d like to talk  about the secret confessions of a naughty schoolteacher. Press two if . . .’

Myron looked up at Win. ‘How long have I been on?’

‘Six minutes.’

‘Twenty-four dollars already,’ Myron said. ‘Does the term “total scam” mean anything to you?’

Win nodded. ‘Talk about jerking off.’

Myron pressed a button, anything to get off this revolving tape. The phone rang ten times - Christ, they knew how to stretch the time - before he heard another female voice say, ‘Hi, there. How are you today?’

Her voice was exactly what Myron had expected. Low and husky.

‘Uh, hi,’ Myron fumbled. ‘Look, I’d like—’

‘What’s your name, honey?’ she asked.

‘Myron.’ He slapped his forehead and held back a profanity. Had he really been stupid enough to use his real name?

‘Mmmmm, Myron,’ she said as if testing it out. ‘I like that name. It’s so sexy.’

‘Yeah, well, thanks—’

‘My name is Tawny.’

Tawny. Sure.

‘How did you get my number, Myron?’

‘I saw it in a magazine.’

‘What magazine, Myron?’

The constant use of his name was beginning to unnerve him. ‘Nips.’

‘Oooo. I like that magazine. It makes me so, you know.’

A way with words. ‘Listen, uh, Tawny, I’d like to ask you about your ad.’

‘Myron?’

‘Yes.’

‘I love your voice. You sound really hot. Do you want to know what I look like?’

‘No, not real—’

‘I have brown eyes. I have long brown hair, kinda wavy. I’m five-six. And I’m a 36-24-36. C cup. Sometimes a D.’

‘You must be very proud but—’

‘What do you like to do, Myron?’

‘Do?’

‘For fun.’

‘Look, Tawny, you seem very nice, really, but can I talk to the girl in the ad?’

‘I am the girl in the ad,’ she said.

‘No, I mean, the girl whose picture is in the magazine on top of this phone number.’

‘That’s me, Myron. I’m that girl.’

‘The girl in the photo is a blonde with blue eyes,’ Myron said. ‘You said you had brown eyes and brown hair.’

Win gave him a thumbs-up, scoring one for the detailed eye of Myron Bolitar, ace investigator.

‘Did I say that?’ Tawny asked. ‘I meant blonde with blue eyes.’

‘I need to talk to the girl in the ad. It’s very important.’

Her voice went down another octave. ‘I’m better, Myron. I’m the best.’

‘I don’t doubt that, Tawny. You sound very professional. But right now I need to talk to the girl in the ad.’

‘She’s not here, Myron.’

‘When will she be back?’

‘I’m not sure, Myron. But just sit back and relax. We’re going to have fun—’

‘I don’t want to be rude, but I’m really not interested. Can I talk to your boss?’

‘My boss?’

‘Yes.’

Her tone was different now. More matter-of-fact. ‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘No. I’m serious. Please put your boss on.’

‘Okay, then,’ she said. ‘Hold on a second.’

A minute passed. Then two. Win said, ‘She’s not coming back. She’s just going to see how long the chump will stay on the line and pour dollars down her pants.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Myron said. ‘She liked my voice, said I sounded hot.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realize. Probably the first time she’s ever said that.’

‘My thinking exactly.’ A few minutes later Myron put the receiver back in its cradle. ‘How long was I on for?’

Win looked at his watch. ‘Twenty-three minutes.’ He grabbed a calculator. ‘Twenty-three minutes times three ninety-nine per minute.’ He punched in the numbers. ‘That call cost you ninety-one dollars and seventy-seven cents.’

‘A rare bargain,’ Myron said. ‘You want to hear something weird? She never said anything dirty.’

‘What?’

‘The girl on the phone. She never said anything dirty.’

‘And you’re disappointed.’

‘Don’t you find that a bit strange?’

Win shrugged, skimming through the magazine. ‘Have you looked through this at all?’

‘No.’

‘Half the pages are advertisements for sex phones. This is clearly big business.’

‘Safe sex,’ Myron said. ‘The safest.’

There was a knock on the door.

‘Enter,’ Win called out.

Esperanza opened the door. ‘Call for you. Otto Burke.’

‘Tell him I’ll be right there.’

She nodded and left.

‘I have some time on my hands,’ Win said. ‘I’ll try to find out who placed the ad. We’ll also need a sample of Kathy Culver’s handwriting for comparison.’

‘I’ll see what I can come up with.’

Win resteepled his hands, bouncing the fingertips gently against one another. ‘You do realize,’ he began, ‘that this photograph probably means nothing. Chances are there is a very simple explanation for all this.’

‘Maybe,’ Myron agreed, rising from his chair. He had been telling himself the same thing for the past two hours. He no longer believed it.

‘Myron?’

‘What?’

‘You don’t think it was a coincidence - Jessica being in the bar downstairs, I mean.’

‘No,’ Myron said. ‘I guess I don’t.’

Win nodded. ‘Be careful,’ he said. ‘A word to the wise.’




Chapter 4

 

 

 

 

Damn him.

Jessica Culver sat in her family’s kitchen, in the very seat she had sat in innumerable times as a child.

She should have known better. She should have thought it through, should have come prepared for any occurrence. But what had she done instead? She had gotten nervous. She had hesitated. She had stopped for a drink in the bar below his office.

Stupid, stupid.

But that wasn’t all. He had surprised her, and she had panicked.

Why?

She should have told Myron the truth. She should have told him in a plain unemotional voice the real reason she was there. But she hadn’t. She had been drinking unaware, and suddenly he had appeared, looking so handsome and yet so hurt and—

Oh shit, Jessie, you are one fucked-up chick . . .

She nodded to herself. Yup. Fucked up. Self-destructive. And a few other hyphenated words she couldn’t come up with right now. Her publisher and agent did not see it that way, of course. They loved her ‘foibles’ (their term - Jessie preferred ‘fuck-ups’), even encouraged them. They were what made Jessica Culver such an exceptional writer. They were what gave Jessica Culver’s writing that certain ‘edge’ (again, their term).

Perhaps that was so. Jessie really couldn’t say. But one thing was certain: These foibling fuck-ups had turned her life to shit.

Oh, pity the suffering artist! Thy heart bleeds for such torment!

She dismissed the mocking tone with a shake of her head. She was unusually introspective today, but that was understandable. She had seen Myron, and that had led to a lot of ‘what if-ing’ - a verifiable avalanche of useless ‘what if-ing’ from every conceivable height and angle.

What if. She pondered it yet again.

In her typically self-centered way, she had seen the ‘what if-ing’ only in terms of herself, not Myron. Now she wondered about him, about what his life had really been like since the world crumbled down upon him - not all at once - but in small, decaying bits. Four years. She had not seen him in four years. She had shoved Myron into some back closet in her mind and locked the door. She’d thought (hoped?) that would be the end of it, that the door could stand up to a little pressure without opening. But seeing him today, seeing the kind, handsome face high above those broad shoulders, seeing the still why-me stare in his eyes - the door had blown off its hinges like something in a gas explosion.

Jessica had been overwhelmed by her feelings. She  wanted to be with him so badly that she knew she had to get out right away.

Makes sense, she thought, if you’re a total fuck-up.

Jessica glanced out the window. She was waiting for Paul’s arrival. Bergen County police Lieutenant Paul Duncan - Uncle Paul to her, since infancy - was two years away from retirement. He had been her father’s closest friend, the executor of Adam Culver’s will. They had both worked in law enforcement - Paul as a cop, Adam as the county medical examiner - for more than twenty-five years.

Paul was coming to finalize the details for her father’s memorial service. No funeral for Adam Culver. He wouldn’t hear of it. But Jessica wanted to talk to Paul about another matter. Alone. She did not like what was going on.

‘Hi, honey.’

She turned to the voice. ‘Hi, Mom.’

Her mother came up through the basement. She was wearing an apron, her fingers fiddling with the large wooden cross around her neck. ‘I put his chair in storage,’ she explained in a forced matter-of-fact tone. ‘Just cluttering space up here.’

For the first time Jessica realized that her father’s chair - the one her mother must have been referring to - was gone from the kitchen table. The simple unpadded four-legged chair her father had sat in for as long as Jessica could remember, the one closest to the refrigerator, so close that her father could turn around, open the door, and stretch for the milk on the top shelf without getting up, had been taken away, stored in some cobwebbed corner of the basement.

But not so Kathy’s.

Jessie’s gaze touched down on the chair to her immediate right. Kathy’s chair. It was still here. Her mother had not touched it. Her father, well, he was dead. But Kathy - who knew? Kathy could, in theory, walk through the back door right this very minute, banging it against the wall as she always did, smile brightly, and join them for dinner. The dead were dead. When you lived with a medical examiner, you understood just how useless the dead were. Dead and buried. The soul, well, that was another matter. Jessie’s mom was a devout Catholic, attending mass every morning, and during crises like these her religious tenacity paid off - like someone who spent time in a gym finally finding a use for their new muscles. She could believe without question in a divine and joyous afterlife. Such a comfort. Jessica wished she could do the same, but over the years her religious fervor had become a strict couch potato.

Except, of course, Kathy might not be dead. Ergo the chair - Mom’s lantern kept lit to guide her youngest back home.

Jessica awoke most mornings bolting upright in her bed, thinking about - no, inventing new possibilities for - her younger sister. Was Kathy lying dead in a pit somewhere? Buried under brush in the woods? A skeleton gnawed on by animals and inhabited by maggots? Was Kathy’s corpse stuck in some cement foundation? Was it weighed down in the bottom of some river like the little undersea man in the living-room aquarium? Had she died painlessly? Had she been tortured? Had her body been chopped into small bits, burned, broken down with acid . . .

Or was she still alive?

That eternal spring.

Had Kathy possibly been kidnapped? Was she living in white slavery under the thumb of some Middle East sheikh? Or was she living chained to a radiator on a farm in Wisconsin like something on Geraldo? Could she have banged her head, forgotten who she was, and was now living as a street person with amnesia? Or had she simply run away to a different world?

The possibilities were endless. Even those lacking creativity can come up with a million different horrors when their loved one suddenly vanishes - or more painfully, a million different hopes.

Jessica’s thoughts were chased away by the tired chugging of a car engine. A familiar Chevy Caprice blanketed with tiny dents pulled up. It looked like a retrieval car at a driving range. She stood and hurried out the front door.

Paul Duncan was a stocky man, compact, with salt-and-pepper hair now turning defiantly toward salt. He walked purposely, the way cops do. He greeted her on the front stoop with a big smile and kiss on the cheek. ‘Hey, beautiful! How are you?’

She hugged him. ‘I’m okay, Uncle Paul,’ she said.

‘You look great.’

‘Thanks.’

Paul shaded his eyes from the sun. ‘Come on, let’s go inside. It’s hot as hell out here.’

‘In a minute,’ she said, putting a hand on his forearm. ‘I want to talk to you first.’

‘What about?’

‘My father’s case.’

‘I’m not handling that, honey. I don’t do homicides anymore, you know that. Besides, it would be a conflict of interest - me being Adam’s friend and all.’

‘But you have to know what’s going on.’

Paul Duncan nodded slowly. ‘I do.’

‘Mom said the police think he was killed in a robbery attempt.’

‘That’s right.’

‘You don’t believe that, do you?’

‘Your father was robbed,’ he said. ‘His wallet was gone. His watch. Even his rings. The guy stripped him clean.’

‘To make it look like a robbery.’

Paul smiled then, gently - the way, she remembered, he had at her confirmation and Sweet Sixteen party and high school graduation. ‘What are you getting at, Jess?’

‘You don’t find this whole thing odd?’ she asked. ‘You don’t see a connection between this and Kathy?’

He stumbled a step back, as if her words had given him a gentle push. ‘What connection? Your sister vanished from her college campus. Your father was murdered by a robber a year and a half later. Where do you see a connection?’

‘Do you really believe that they have nothing to do with each other?’ she asked. ‘Do you honestly believe that lightning struck twice in the same place?’

He put his hands in his pockets. ‘If you mean do I think your family has been the victim of two separate awful tragedies, the answer is yes. It happens all the time, Jess. Life is rarely fair. God doesn’t go around divvying out the bad in equal doses. Some families go through life with nary a scratch. Some get too much. Like yours.’

‘So it’s fate,’ she said. ‘That’s your answer. Fate.’

He threw his hands up. ‘Fate, lightning striking twice - these are your phrases. You’re the writer here, not me. I just call it a tragedy. I just call it a tragic, somewhat bizarre coincidence. I’ve seen a lot stranger. So had your dad.’

The front door opened. Mom stood in the doorway. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s nothing, Carol. We were just talking.’

Carol looked at her daughter. ‘Jessica?’

Her eyes stayed on Paul’s, probing. ‘Just talking, Mom.’

Jessica turned away and stepped back inside. Paul Duncan watched her, letting loose a silent breath. He had suspected she would be a problem - Jessica never accepted easy solutions to anything in life, even when the answer was simple. Yep, he had hoped it wouldn’t happen, but he had definitely foreseen this possibility.

He just wasn’t sure what he should do about it.

 

Midnight.

At ten P.M. Christian Steele had crawled under the blanket, read for ten minutes, and then switched off the light. Since then he had lain on his back in the dark, staring at the ceiling, not moving, not fooling himself into even hoping that sleep was imminent.

‘Kathy,’ he said out loud.

His mind floated about aimlessly, settling like a butterfly for only brief moments before moving on. Darkness surrounded him, but not silence. There was no such thing as silence at football camp. Christian heard kegs being thrown, loud music, laughter, singing, swearing. He could distinctly hear Charles and Eddie, his offensive tackles, in the next room. They were permanently set on loud, like a radio turned up before the knob was ripped out. Christian was not above partying too, having fun by consuming alcohol until he hugged the porcelain god and puked up his offering. But not tonight.

God, not tonight.

‘Kathy,’ he said again.

Was it possible? After all this time . . .

So many things were happening at once. School was over. The Titans’ minicamp began the day after tomorrow. The scrutiny of the press had grown more intense than ever. He liked the attention, liked being on the cover of Sports Illustrated, liked the awe in people’s faces when they spoke to him. Nice kid, they always said. Real nice. As though they expected him to be rude just because he could throw a pigskin with precision. As though he should somehow feel as though he belonged to a higher species, far above them, because he happened to be a good athlete.

Christian was excited. He was scared. He knew he had to think about the future. Myron had told him of the dangers and of how short-lived fame could be. Myron was, after all, a classic example. He had told Christian about the importance of cashing in now, that his career would at best last ten years. So much was at stake. So much. He was famous now, but there was a big difference between college famous and pro famous. Soon he’d have it all. Competition. Fame. Real money - not just the alumni secret handouts . . .

But so what?

‘Kathy . . .’

His phone rang.

Christian shot up, his heart beating like a rabbit’s. Fast reflexes. Sometimes they played against you. It was only the phone. Probably Charles or Eddie telling him, hey, it’s party time! They’d both gotten drafted too. Charles had gone in the second round to Dallas. Eddie in the fifth to the Rams.

He picked up the phone. ‘Hello?’

No response.

‘Hello?’ he said again.

Nothing. But the phone had not been hung up. Someone was there, silently holding the receiver to their ear.

‘Who is this?’

Nothing.

Christian hung up. He began to lie back down when the phone rang again. He picked up the receiver.

‘Hello?’

Silence again. Christian tried to listen more closely. Nothing. Or - or was that breathing? Panic seized him. He couldn’t say why. It was just a prankster calling on his unlisted phone. It might even be Charles or Eddie playing some kind of joke. Nothing to get upset about.

Except he was upset.

He cleared his throat. ‘What do you want?’

Still nothing.

‘If you call back again, I’ll call the cops.’

He slammed the phone down. His hand shook. He was just about to try to settle back down when he remembered something.

Star. Six. Nine.

The phone company had sent something in the mail today. There had been advertisements on the TV - a pregnant woman trying to get to the ringing phone, trudging across the room toward the phone, but when she arrived the caller had already hung up. Then what? She picked up the phone and the voice-over - Cliff Robertson’s or someone like that - said something like ‘You just missed the call. Was it important? Was it someone you wanted to talk to? There is only one way to find out. Press the star and then six and nine.’ They demonstrated it on the screen now, in case anyone wasn’t sure how to use a phone. Then the voice-over continued.  ‘You’ll be connected to your previous caller, even if the number is busy. We’ll keep dialing for you, leaving your phone line free to make or receive other calls.’

The pregnant woman listened to a phone ring and then spoke to her relieved husband, who was working on some drafting board at work.

Christian picked up the phone. Then he hit the star, the six, and the nine.

The phone rang.

He rubbed his chin. A moment later a robotic operator came on. ‘The number is currently busy. We will ring you back when the line is free. Thank you.’

Christian replaced the receiver. He sat up and waited. The partying was still going on. He could hear three or four distinct partying areas. Someone shouted, ‘Yahooo!’ A window crashed. People cheered. His larger teammates were playing keg toss, a sort of discus throw involving beer kegs.

The phone rang.

He snatched the receiver as if it were a loose ball on the turf. The phone was ringing back the number - just like the pregnant lady’s on the television. After the fourth ring the phone was picked up.

An answering machine.

A voice said, ‘Hi. We’re not in right now. Please leave a message at the beep, and we’ll be sure to call you back. Thanks.’

The phone slipped from Christian’s grip. A chilly hand caressed the back of his neck. A sound - some kind of choking noise - escaped his lips. Christian tried to form words but he couldn’t.

The answering machine. The voice.

It was Kathy.




Chapter 5

 

 

 

 

Myron staggered into his office, punch-drunk from lack of sleep. He had not even bothered climbing into bed the night before. He tried to read, but the words swam in front of his eyes in meaningless waves. He put on the television. Nick at Nite, the cultural equivalent of aerosol cheese. Back-to-back episodes of F Troop for three hours. Larry Storch’s portrayal of Agarn was, in a phrase, pure thespian genius. Who knew that hitting someone repeatedly with a big hat could be so funny?

But not even such highbrow entertainment could stop his mind from going back to one thought: Jess was back. And like Win had said, it was no coincidence.

At midnight his mother had come down in her robe.

‘Hon, you all right?’

‘I’m fine, Mom.’

‘You seemed distracted all night.’

‘It’s nothing. Just have a lot of work.’

She looked at him with her a-mother-is-psychic-and-knows look of disbelief. ‘Whatever you say.’

At the age of thirty-one Myron still lived at home. True, he had his own space, his own bedroom and bathroom in the basement. But there was no denying it. Myron still lived with Mommy and Daddy.

Five minutes after his mother had gone back to bed, Christian Steele called Myron on his private line, the one that rang softly in the basement so as not to wake up his parents, both of whom slept so lightly, Myron was sure they’d been some kind of ghetto lookouts in a previous life. He filled Myron in on the weird phone calls.

Myron was familiar with the star-six-nine, known as Return Call. The phone company charged on a ‘payper-use’ basis - around seventy-five cents per use. The problem was, Return Call did not trace the number. It automatically redialed the number of the last incoming call received, not letting you know the number. Star-five-seven - Call Trace - would have done the job, though the number is merely reported to the local phone company, which gives it only to the proper authorities.

Still, Myron would call some of his old sources at the phone company, see what he could find out. He knew that star-six-nine worked only for certain local areas. That meant the call was not long distance. A start. Better than nothing. He would also put Caller ID or a trace on Christian’s phone. Taps were no longer like you saw on television, the hero anxiously trying to get the caller to stay on the line until it was completed. They were automatic. Caller ID actually showed you the incoming number before you picked up the phone.

But of course, none of that answered the larger questions:

Was it really Kathy’s voice Christian had heard? And if so, what did that mean?

Lots of preguntas. Not too many answers.

He approached Esperanza’s desk. ‘How’s it going?’

She pierced him with a glare, shook her head in disgust, and looked back down at her desk.

‘Back on decaf?’ he asked.

Another glare. Myron shrugged. ‘Any messages?’

A head shake. Esperanza muttered something. Myron thought he picked up the Spanish equivalent of ‘ass-wipe.’

‘You want to tell me why you’re so upset?’

‘Right,’ she said bitingly. ‘Like you don’t know.’

‘I don’t.’

The glare was back. Women had a talent for glares. Esperanza had a divine gift.

‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘Just get me Otto Burke on the phone.’

‘Now?’ Esperanza said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Won’t you be busy?’

‘Just do it, please, okay? You’re starting to piss me off.’

‘Oooo. I’m quaking.’

Myron shook his head. He had no time for her moods right now. He crossed the room and opened his office door. He stopped short.

‘Hi.’

He cleared his throat and closed the door behind him. ‘Hello, Jessica.’

 

For most athletes, Jessica thought, the spotlight fades slowly. But for a tragic few, it vanishes as though from a sudden power failure, bathing the athlete in dazzling darkness.

Such was the case with Myron.

For most athletes the expectation game helps dim the light gradually. A high school star becomes a college bench warmer. The light dims. A college starter realizes he will not be the team’s high scorer. The light dims. The college superstar realizes he will never make it to the pros. The light dims. And then there are those very few, those who are one in a million, those with almost Wolfean ‘right stuff,’ who become professional athletes.

For those, the light is blinding, forever damaging the vision of the ones who stare directly into it. That was what made the dimming so important. An athlete could get used to losing the light slowly. His career would peak before tapering off just slightly. He would brighten from the inexperienced rookie to the player in his prime, and then the light would begin to fade as he moved past seasoned vet.

For Myron that had not happened.

He had been one of those select few who basked in the most potent wattage imaginable, as if the spotlight shone on him and from inside of him. His basketball talent had first became apparent in the sixth grade. He had gone on to break every scoring and rebounding record in Essex County, New Jersey, a perennial basketball stronghold. Myron was short for a forward, a program six-six (really only six-four), but he was a physical brute, a bull, and a hell of a leaper for a white man. He was highly recruited, chose Duke, and won two NCAA titles in four years.

The Boston Celtics had drafted him in the first round, the eighth pick overall. Myron’s spotlight grew impossibly bright.

And then the fuse blew.

A freak injury, they called it. It was a preseason game against the Washington Bullets. Two players weighing a  combined six hundred pounds sandwiched the rookie Myron Bolitar. The doctors threw all kind of terms at the man-child who had never been injured before, not even a twisted ankle. Multiple fractures, they said. Shattered kneecap. Casts. Wheelchair. Crutches. Cane.

Years.

Sixteen months later Myron could walk, though the limp lasted another two years. He never came back. His career was over. The only life he had ever known had been stripped from him. The press had done a story or two, but Myron was quickly forgotten.

Complete blackout.

Jessica frowned. Spotlight. Bad metaphor. Too cliché and inaccurate. She shook her head and looked up at him.

‘That explains it,’ Myron said.

‘Explains what?’

‘Esperanza’s mood.’

‘Oh.’ She smiled at him. ‘I told her we had an appointment. She didn’t seem pleased to see me.’

‘No kidding.’

‘She’d still kill me for a nickel, huh?’

‘Or half that much,’ he replied. ‘Want some coffee?’

‘Sure.’

He picked up his phone. ‘Can you get me a black coffee? Thanks.’ He put the receiver back in its cradle and looked up at her.

‘How’s Win?’ she asked.

‘Good.’

‘His family owns the building?’

‘Yes.’

‘I understand Win’s become quite a financial whiz - despite himself.’

Myron nodded, waited.

‘So you’re still hanging around with Win,’ she continued. ‘You still have Esperanza. Not a lot changes.’

‘Plenty changes,’ he said.

Esperanza appeared at the door, the scowl still on her face. ‘Otto Burke was in a meeting.’

‘Try Larry Hanson.’

She handed the coffee to Jessica, smiled eerily, and left. Jessica studied the cup. ‘Think she spat in it?’

‘Probably,’ Myron replied.

She put it down. ‘I need to cut back anyway.’

Myron moved around his desk and sat down. The wall behind him was covered with theater posters. All musicals. His fingers drummed the desk.

‘I’m sorry about yesterday,’ she said. ‘I wanted to surprise you, catch you off guard. Not the other way around.’

‘Still seeking the upper hand?’

‘I guess so, yeah. Old habit.’

He shrugged but said nothing.

‘I need your help,’ she said.

He waited.

She took a breath and plunged. ‘The police say my father was killed in a robbery attempt. I don’t believe it.’

‘What do you believe?’ he asked.

‘I think his murder has something to do with Kathy.’

Myron was not surprised. He leaned forward, his eyes never staying on hers for very long. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘The police dismiss it as a coincidence,’ she said simply. ‘I’m not big on coincidences.’

‘What about your dad’s friend on the force, what’s-his-name? ’

‘Paul Duncan.’

‘Right, him. Have you spoken to him?’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

She began tapping her foot, an old, subconscious, annoying habit. She made herself stop. ‘Paul says it was a robbery too. He spews out all the facts about the crime scene, the missing wallet, the missing jewelry, that kind of thing. He is perfectly logical and objective, which is not his way.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Paul Duncan is a passionate man. A hothead. Here his best friend has been murdered, and he seems almost blasé about it. It’s not like him.’ She stopped, shifted in her chair. ‘Something isn’t right here, I don’t know how else to explain it.’

Myron rubbed his chin but kept quiet.

‘Look, you know I was never very close to my father,’ she continued. ‘He wasn’t an easy man to love. He was far better with his corpses than with breathing entities. He liked the ideal of family, the concept - it was the actual execution he found wearisome. But I still have to find out the truth. For Kathy.’

‘How did your father and Kathy get along?’ Myron asked.

She thought about it a moment. ‘Better lately. When we were kids, they weren’t very close. Kathy was a mama’s girl, always hanging around my mom, wanting to be like her, the whole bit. But when she vanished, I’d venture to guess she was closer to my dad than my mom. He was crushed when she disappeared. He became obsessed. No, “obsessed” isn’t strong enough. All of us were obsessed, of course. But not like my father. It consumed him entirely. Everything about him changed. He had always  been the quiet county medical examiner, the man who made no waves. Now he was using his position to keep the pressure on twenty-four hours a day. He became paranoid, convinced the police weren’t doing all they could do to find her. He even started his own investigation.’

‘Did he find anything?’

‘No. Not that I know of.’

Myron looked away. At the far wall. A movie still of the Marx Brothers. A Night at the Opera. Groucho looked back but offered no answers.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Nothing. Go on.’

‘There isn’t much else. I can only tell you that my father was acting very strangely the past few weeks. He started calling me all the time when previously we’d only talked maybe three times a year, sounding a little teary. It was like he was play-acting the part of perfect daddy with renewed vigor. I couldn’t tell if it was a serious change or just a phase.’

Myron nodded, looking off again. He said nothing. Jessica almost thought he’d completely drifted off when he finally spoke, his voice almost inaudibly soft. ‘What do you think happened to Kathy?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Do you think she’s dead?’

‘I—’ She stopped. ‘I miss her. It’s . . . I don’t want to think she’s dead.’

He nodded again. ‘So what do you want me to do?’

‘Look into it. Find out what’s going on.’

‘Assuming something is going on.’

‘Right.’

‘Why me?’

She thought about it a moment. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d believe me. I thought you’d help.’

‘I’ll help,’ he said. ‘But understand one thing: I have an important business interest in settling this whole thing.’

‘Christian?’

‘I’m his agent,’ he continued. ‘I’m responsible for his well-being.’

‘He still misses my sister,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘Is he okay?’

Myron’s face remained set. ‘He’s fine.’

‘He’s a good kid. I like him.’

Myron nodded.

Jessica rose and stepped toward the window. Myron averted his eyes. He did not like to look at her for too long at one time. She understood. It hurt her too. She looked down at Park Avenue, twelve stories below. A taxi driver with a turban was shaking his fist at an old woman with a cane. The old woman whacked him and ran. The driver fell. The turban did not even shift.

‘Hiding your feelings from me has never been your forte,’ she said, still staring out the window. ‘What don’t you want to tell me?’

He did not reply.

‘Myron . . .’

Esperanza saved him, bursting through the door without knocking. ‘Larry Hanson is out of the office,’ she said.

Win came in behind her. ‘I got something for us on that magazine . . .’ His voice died out when he saw Jessica.

‘Hi, Win,’ she said.

‘Hello, Jessica Culver.’ They embraced. ‘My goodness, you look utterly fantastic. I read an article on you the other day, calling you the Literary Sex Symbol.’

‘You shouldn’t read such trash.’

‘It was in my dentist’s waiting room. Honest.’

An uncomfortable pause followed. Esperanza broke it by pointing at Jessica, making a gagging motion by sticking her finger in her mouth, and then storming out.

‘Ever the enchantress,’ Jessica muttered.

Myron stood. ‘Where are you staying?’

‘At my mom’s.’

‘Same number?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll call you later. Right now I’ve got to go with Win.’

Jessica looked toward Win. He grinned at her. His face, as always, gave away nothing. ‘I have a meeting with my editor this afternoon,’ she said. ‘But I’ll be home all night.’

‘Fine. I’ll call you then.’

An awkward impasse. No one knew exactly how to say good-bye. A wave? A handshake? A kiss?

‘We’ve got to go,’ Myron said. He sprinted past her, never getting too close. Win shrugged at her in a what-can-you-do fashion and followed. She watched them disappear around the corner. Batman and Robin heading to the Bat-poles.

She left then. She had seen Myron twice now, and they had not yet touched - not even brushed up against one another.

It was an odd thing to wonder about.
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