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Thin Air




 

He had brought several silk scarves with him in a shopping bag and had used them to gag her and to bind her hands and feet.

“The silk is gentle,” he had said to her. “It will not cut you as rope would.”

Now she lay helpless, full of fear and anger at her helplessness, on a mattress in the back of an old yellow Ford van, and he drove. As he drove he played with the radio until he found a country-western station.

“Here it is, Angel—90 FM, Rock Country, remember?”

If she raised her head, Lisa could see through the front windshield. The tops of trees went by, and poles and power lines. No buildings. So she wasn’t in the city now.

“God, how long’s it been, Lees? Ten months and six days. Nearly a year. Man, it’s been a hard year … but now it’s over. We’re together.”

The van hit a pothole and Lisa bounced uncomfortably on the mattress on the floor of the van. The gag in her mouth was soaked with her saliva; she knew she was drooling a little.

“And that’s all that matters,” he said. “Whatever happened, happened, and it’s over. Now it’s all ahead of us. Now we’re together.”

The van had slowed. They were in traffic. She could hear it, and the van braked often, making her slide around on the mattress. It seemed like a brand-new mattress. Had he bought it for this? Like he’d bought the silk scarves? The van halted altogether. Through the windshield she could see the cab of a trailer truck beside them. If she could only wriggle forward a little maybe the truck driver would see her. But she couldn’t. He had looped a rope through her bound ankles and tied it to a ring in the van floor. She was anchored where she was. Traffic started again. The radio played, he sang along with it. The traffic stopped. He turned while they were standing and aimed an ancient video camera at her over the seat.

“Got to get this on tape, our first time together again.”

She heard the camera whir.

“Look up, Angel, at the camera.”

She buried her face in the mattress. The camera whirred for another moment. Then it stopped and the van started up again.


Chapter 1

I was hitting the heavy bag in Henry Cimoli’s Harbor Health Club. The fact that there was a heavy bag to hit was largely out of loyalty to me, and to Hawk, and to Henry past. He has owned the place since it was an ugly gym where fighters trained, having once been a ranked lightweight until Willie Pep urged him into the health club business by knocking him out in the first round of both their fights. It was a lesson in the difference between good and great. Joe Walcott had once taught me the same lesson when I was very young, though it took me longer to learn it.

Outside the boxing cubicle which Henry had squeezed in next to his office was a Babylon of glass and chrome and spandex, where personal trainers, mostly young women with big hair, wearing shiny leotards, trained people on the politically correct way to tone up and be better. Many of them viewed me with suspicion. Henry said it was because I looked like I was there to repossess the equipment.

Henry shmoozed among them with a white silk tee shirt stretched over his body, looking like Arnold Schwarzenegger writ small. He had no shame. When I complained to him that he’d turned the club into a dating bar for the overemployed, he just smiled and rubbed his thumb across his first two fingers. Only if business was slow and he thought no one was watching would he come into the little boxing room and make the speed bag dance. On the other side of Henry’s office was a hair salon and a place that gave facials. Upstairs they did aerobics.

I was mainly doing combinations on the heavy bag to keep my hands, wrists, and forearms in shape. I still had to hit people now and again, and I didn’t want to hurt myself in the process. I was doing left jab, left jab, right cross, duck, when Frank Belson came in. He had the build for the place, narrow and hard with a thin face. But the tweed scally cap wasn’t right, and the tan windbreaker wasn’t right, and the permanent blue shadow of a beard that no razor could eliminate wasn’t right. No matter what they do, cops finally end up looking like cops. Or crooks, which is why they do well under cover.

“I need to talk,” Belson said.

I stopped, breathing hard, my shirt wet with sweat. The opposite end of the room was a full picture window that looked out over Boston harbor. The water was choppy today and scattered with whitecaps. The big airport shuttle from Rowe’s Wharf moved serenely across the inconsequential chop. There was nothing else moving in the harbor except the gulls.

“Sure,” I said.

“Somewhere else,” Belson said.

“Private?”

“Private.”

Henry was talking to a plump woman with frizzy blond hair who was trying to do half pushups with the motivational support of her trainer, a sleek young woman with purple tights and a big purple bow, who kept saying things like “excellent” and “you can do it.”

“Liz, I’ve already done eight,” the blonde woman said.

“Six,” Liz said. “But whatever’s comfortable.”

I gestured at Henry. He saw me and nodded.

“You’re doing terrific, Buffy,” Henry said to the blonde. “And it’s really beginning to show.”

The blonde woman smiled at him as she rested from her six or eight half pushups. Henry turned and walked toward me.

“You’re doing great, too,” he said.

“Yeah, it’ll show soon. You know Frank Belson.”

Henry nodded.

“We’ve met.”

Belson said, “Henry.”

“Can we use your office for a while?” I said. “Frank and I need to talk.”

“Go ahead,” Henry said. “I got at least another hour of kissing ass and telling lies before lunch.”

“That’s called doing business, Henry,” I said.

“Yeah. Sure.” He looked at me solemnly. “And have a great work out,” he said.

Belson and I went into his office and closed the door. I sat in Henry’s chair behind his desk. Belson stood, looking out through the glass door at the flashy exercise room. I waited. I’d known Belson for more than twenty years, since the days when I was a cop. He had in that time never asked to speak with me alone, and on any other occasion I could think of would have taken the seat behind the desk. He turned back from staring at the exercise room and looked at the wall behind me. I knew, without looking, because I’d been there often, that there were four or five pictures of Henry when he boxed and at least two pictures of Henry in his current incarnation smiling with celebrated Bostonians who worked out at his club. Belson studied the pictures for a while.

“Henry a good fighter?” he said.

“Yeah.”

Belson looked at the wall some more as if memorizing every picture was something he had to do. He put his hands in his hip pockets as he studied the pictures. I leaned back a little in Henry’s swivel chair. My breathing had regularized. I felt warm and loose from the exercise. I put my feet up on the desk. Belson stared at the pictures.

“My wife’s gone,” he said.

“Where?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Has she left you?” I said.

“I don’t know. She’s gone. Just disappeared. You know?”

Belson kept his gaze riveted on Henry’s wall.

“Tell me about it,” I said.

“You know my wife?”

“Yeah, sure. Susan and I were at the wedding.”

“Her name’s Lisa.”

I nodded.

“Second wife, you know.”

“Yeah. I know that, Frank.”

“And she’s a lot younger, and too good looking for me, anyway.”

“You think she left you,” I said.

“She wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t go off without a word.”

“You think something happened to her?”

“I checked every hospital in New England,” Belson said. “I got a missing person report on the wire all over the Northeast. I called every cop I know personally, told them to look out for her. They’ll pay attention. She’s a cop’s wife.”

He turned again and stared out at the exercise room again. Henry’s office was silent.

“She could take care of herself. She’s been around.”

“You and she been having trouble?” I said.

His back still to me, he shook his head.

“You want me to look for her?”

He was motionless. I waited. Finally he spoke.

“No. I can do that. We don’t find her soon, I’ll take time off,” he said. “I know how to look.”

I nodded.

“What’s her maiden name?” I said.

“St. Claire.”

“She got family somewhere?”

Belson turned and looked straight at me for the first time.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said.

I nodded. Belson stared out at the people exercising in their variegated spandex. Sometimes I thought it was like golf; people did it so they could wear the clothes. But then I noticed that most people looked funny in the clothes and decided I was wrong. Or most of them knew themselves but slightly. The silence in Henry’s office was stifling. I waited. Belson stared.

Finally, I said, “You don’t want to talk about it, Frank, and you don’t want me to help you look, how come you came here and told me about it?”

He stared silently for another time, then he spoke without turning.

“Happened to you,” he said. “Ten, twelve years ago.”

“Susan left for a while,” I said.

“She told you she was going.”

“She left a note,” I said.

Belson stared silently through the window. The exercisers were exercising, and the trainers were training, but I knew Belson wasn’t looking at them. He wasn’t looking at anything.

“She came back,” he said.

“So to speak,” I said. “We worked it out.”

“Lisa didn’t leave no note,” Belson said.

Anything I could think of to say about that was not encouraging.

“When I find her I’ll ask her about that,” he said.

He turned finally and looked straight at me.

“Thanks for your time,” he said and went out the office door.


 

It was dark when the van stopped. She could hear a radio playing somewhere and a dog barking. He got out of the car and came around and opened the van doors. She wriggled into a sitting position. The camera light was bright in her eyes. The camera whirred.

“Look at me, honey,” he said. “We are home now … No, look this way … turn your head … come on, do not be such a tease.”

Behind him a short man appeared pushing a hand truck with a tarpaulin over his shoulder. The camera continued to whir.

“Just give me a minute … I want to get everything … you don’t get it and then later you are sorry … wait until we have children, I’ll be behind this camera all the time.”

The whirring stopped. “Okay, Rico,” he said, “take her up.”

With a buck knife, Rico cut the rope that anchored her to the floor of the van. He picked up her purse from the floor of the van and hung it over one handle of the hand truck. Then he pushed her flat and rolled her into the tarp. He heaved her onto the hand truck, strapped her to it, and wheeled her away. She could see nothing. The tarpaulin smelled of turpentine and mildew. She heard a door open and felt the hand truck begin to bump up some stairs. She jostled on it like a sack of potatoes. It was what she felt like, a helpless, inert, jostling sack of Lisa. The frame of the hand truck hurt her as it dug into her side. She couldn’t complain. She couldn’t speak. It was too much. She couldn’t bear it. She could feel her breath slipping in and out, feel the sweat soaking her clothing, feel the saliva-soaked gag in her mouth. The hand truck bumped and then slid along smoothly and then began to bump again. She twisted futilely inside her canvas and tried to scream and couldn’t.


Chapter 2

That night Susan and I were having an early supper at the East Coast Grill, where our waitress was an attractive blonde woman who sculpted during the daytime, and supported her habit by waiting tables. The cuisine at East Coast is barbecue, and no one who went there, except Susan, was able to eat wisely or drink in moderation. I made no attempt at either. I ordered spare ribs, beans, coleslaw, a side of watermelon, and extra corn bread, and drank some Rolling Rock beer while they cooked the ribs over the open wood-fired barbecue pit in the back. Susan had a margarita, no salt, while she waited for her tuna steak cooked rare, and a green salad. When the tuna came, she cut two thirds of it off, and put it aside on her bread plate.

“Susan,” I said. “You have worked heavy labor all day. You are already in better shape than Dame Margot Fonteyn.”

“I should be. Margot Fonteyn is dead,” Susan said. “We’ll bring that home for Pearl. She likes fresh tuna.”

“Why not throw caution to the wind?” I said. “Have salt with your margarita. Eat all of the tuna.”

“I threw caution to the wind when I took up with you,” she said.

“And wisely so,” I said. “But why not give yourself a little leeway when you eat?”

“Shut up.”

“Ah ha,” I said. “I hadn’t considered that aspect of it.”

I picked up a spare rib and worked on it carefully for a time. I had never succeeded in keeping the sauce off my shirt front in the years I’d been coming here. On the other hand, I had never spilled any on my gun.

“How’s Frank?” Susan said.

I shrugged. “He doesn’t say much. But it’s eating him up. He could barely talk when I saw him.”

“No word on Lisa?”

“No.”

“You think she left him?”

“He says she wouldn’t go without telling him, but…”

“But people do things under stress that you’d never expect,” Susan said.

I nodded. I worked on my ribs for a bit. The room smelled of wood smoke. The beer was cold. There was a bottle of hot sauce on the table. Susan poured some on her tuna.

“Good God,” I said. “Are you suicidal?”

She ate some.

“Hot,” she said.

“They use that stuff to force confessions,” I said.

“I like it.”

I ate some corn bread and drank some beer. The restaurant had been built in what was probably once a variety store. Outside the plate-glass windows in front, the early spring evening was settling over Inman Square. Car lights were just beginning to impact on the darkening ether around them.

“I’ve seen Frank walk into a dark building where people were shooting. And you’d have thought he was going in to buy a Table Talk Junior Pie.”

“How’d it hit you when I left?”

“Hard to remember. It was awhile, you know?”

“Un huh. What was I wearing when you first met me?”

“Black silk blouse with big sleeves, white slacks. Blouse open at the neck. Silver chain around the neck. Silver bracelet. Small, coiled silver earrings. I think you had a hint of blue eye shadow. And your hair was in sort of a page boy.”

“Un huh.”

We were quiet for a moment. I broke off another piece of corn bread and ate it.

“Okay, Miss Shrink. I remember every detail of when we met, and not much of anything about when we split.”

“Un huh.”

“Surely this is fraught with meaning. And if you say ‘un huh’ one more time I won’t let you watch when I shower.”

“Heavens,” Susan said.

“So what are you getting at?”

“Men like Frank Belson, like Quirk, like you, are what they are in part because they are contained. They can control their feelings, they can control themselves, because they let nothing in. They don’t talk a great deal. They don’t show a great deal.”

“Except to the woman,” I said.

“Have you ever noticed,” Susan said, “how little affection you have for small talk in general, and how freely you talk with me?”

“At times it approaches prattle,” I said.

“I think it is superior to prattle. But aside from me, to whom are you closest?”

“Paul Giacomin and Hawk.”

“There’s a parley. Do you and Paul prattle?”

“No.”

“Do you prattle with Hawk?”

“Christ no,” I said.

“Or Belson, or Quirk, or Henry Cimoli, or your friend the gunfighter?”

“Vinnie Morris?”

“Yes, Vinnie. Do they prattle?”

“Probably to the woman,” I said. “Except Hawk. I don’t think Hawk ever prattles.”

“About Hawk, I remain agnostic,” Susan said. “Being male is a complicated thing. Being a black male is infinitely more complicated.”

The blonde waitress came by and gave me another bottle of Rolling Rock without being asked. I knew she was taken, and so was I. But adoption might still be possible.

“Think about yourself,” Susan said. “You’re like a goddamned armadillo. You give very little, you ask very little, and the only way to hurt you is to get inside the armor.”

“Which is what happened to Frank,” I said.

“Lisa got inside,” Susan said. “And he gave her everything he gave to no one else. He gave her all of himself. All of the self no one else sees, or hears of, or even knows exists. Which is probably quite a heavy load for her, or any woman, to have dumped on her.”

“You seem able to handle it,” I said.

“Able and eager,” Susan said. “But in Frank’s case, when Lisa found what he had given her, which is to say his whole self, insufficient, or he feared she found it insufficient, there was no armor to protect him …”

“The first marriage probably wore him down some,” I said.

Susan smiled at me.

“It would,” she said. “I gather his first marriage failed almost at once, and kept failing for twenty-something years. That would rob him of the thing that keeps you, not pain-free certainly, but”—Susan searched for a phrase—“on course,” she said finally and shrugged at the inadequacy of the phrase.

I didn’t think it was inadequate. I thought it was a dandy phrase.

“What’s that?” I said.

She thought about it for a moment, the tip of her tongue showing on her sucked-in lower lip, as it always did when she is considering something.

“Self-regard, I suppose, is as good a word as any,” Susan said. “At bottom you are pleased with yourself.”

“Self-regard? How about saying I have an optimally integrated self? Wouldn’t that sound better?”

“Of course it would. I wish I’d said it.”

“Go ahead, claim you did,” I said. “In a while I’ll think so too.”

“It’s what made you survive our separation, the thing you got before you knew it, from your father and your uncles.”

Dinner was over, the last Rolling Rock had been drunk. Susan had guzzled nearly a third of her glass of red wine.

“Heaviest rap I’ve had in a long time,” I said.

“Were you able to follow the hard parts okay?”

“I think so,” I said. “But the effort has exacerbated my libido.”

“Is there any effort that does not exacerbate your libido?” Susan said.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Shall we go back to your place and explore my vulnerability?”

“What about Pearl?”

“She’s a dog. Let her explore her own vulnerability,” I said.

“I’ll ask her to go in the living room,” Susan said. “Was I really wearing blue eye shadow when you met me?”

“Un huh.”

“God, never tell the fashion police.”
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