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   ONE


   



  I sometimes feel like my own little world is encased in a souvenir snow globe, the kind you shake so you can watch fat white flakes swirl around a miniature Eiffel Tower. Every now and then—far too often, I feel—fate has taken my globe in its unfeeling fingers and given it a cruel, vigorous shake, unleashing a merciless blizzard that left me snow-blind, dazed, barely able to breathe. It’s happened to me three times in my thirty-six years, and each time it happened I knew nothing would ever be the same again. The first time, it was an empty fried chicken bucket. It killed my parents. Tragically absurd, I know. I’ll explain that later. The second time, it was a telephone call—and I wasn’t even a participant in the call. Nonetheless, that call—to someone else, from someone else—dramatically altered the course of my life. I’ll explain that later, too. The third time, though, the third time fate let winter’s mad fury loose in my world started with two little words. Those words, just three syllables all told, left me as cold and confused as I’d ever been. And again, my life was forever changed.


  When it happened I was an Assistant United States Attorney—a federal prosecutor, that is—on my way to work on the most important day of my professional life. As a member of the Organized Crime Strike Force Unit, I specialized in prosecuting mob guys—an absolute plum assignment for any AUSA, and a job, for reasons that will become clear, that I had a particular reason to be passionate about. I was heading to court that morning for the start of the biggest case of my career—prosecuting an accused mob underboss, a second in command for the Russian Mafia named Vasily “The Red” Redekov. We’d been after the guy for years and it looked like we might finally get him. And I was lead counsel on the case. It was an incredible opportunity for me, the culmination of eleven years of hard work as a lawyer, after three grueling years of law school.


  I was scheduled to make my opening argument to judge and jury at eight thirty a.m. sharp, with defense counsel’s opening to follow. Because this was such a big case for the federal government’s efforts against organized crime in Massachusetts, U.S. Attorney Andrew Lippincott, the top federal prosecutor in the state and my ultimate boss, had decided to sit at counsel’s table with me that first day and observe the proceedings. What I’m trying to get across here is that the stakes were high—for me, for our office, and for the good of the people of our state. It would have been a bad day for me to be late for work.


  So I probably shouldn’t have chosen that morning to have a power breakfast at my favorite little place in Kendall Square in Cambridge, which I did at least once a week. But I just couldn’t sleep the night before. I found myself wide awake at three thirty in the morning, going over the evidence in my head, tweaking the opening statement I’d be making a few hours later. Rather than do that while staring at the ceiling and waiting for my alarm to ring, I decided to go to my favorite diner and do it there. So I got up early, showered, put on my best suit with the snazzy striped tie my girlfriend gave me last Christmas, and took a subway train one outbound stop to Cambridge.


  Big mistake, as it turned out. After breakfast, on my way back into Boston, Kendall Station was unexpectedly packed. There I was, on the day in my life when I could least afford to be late for work, being jostled by commuter after commuter as we pushed our way down the stairs toward the subway platform. There was elbowing, more jostling, a few angry looks, and hardly a “good morning” or “excuse me” as we bottlenecked at the turnstiles. I slid my subway pass through the slot and fought my way onto the platform. Things got even more hectic when we all heard the screech of an approaching train. The pack of commuters surged forward with me about in the middle. A woman’s staticky voice squawked from a loudspeaker somewhere, announcing that the trains were running behind. We let out a communal, disappointed groan and pressed forward until our group pushed up against the group of people already tightly packed at the platform’s edge. As the arriving train screeched to a stop and its doors whooshed open, I let myself be carried forward, but knew I’d never make this one. Sure enough, after a few shuffling baby steps, the doors slid shut with me on the wrong side of them. I’d squeeze onto the next train, though.


  I looked at my watch. Thirty-six minutes until opening arguments, not sure how long until the next train arrived, a fifteen-minute ride once it did, followed by a panicked, seven-minute run from the subway station to the courthouse. I might make it. Maybe. It’s not like, if I was late, the jury could just decide to acquit the guy and knock off for the day, but pissing off the judge and jury with my inconsiderateness, while at the same time displaying a lack of professionalism, would be a lousy way to start a three-week trial. And it certainly wouldn’t earn me any kudos with my boss.


  As I tapped my foot nervously, waiting for the next train, surrounded closely on all sides by impatient non–morning people, with my mind running through my legal arguments, I became aware of a very strong, very unpleasant odor. I recognized it immediately as the stale, pungent smell of a homeless person—sweat, old urine, clothes that hadn’t been exposed to laundry detergent in a long time, and a body that hadn’t touched soap in even longer. And the smell was very close, right beside me, in fact, just to my right. I did what most people do in such situations. I ignored both the smell and its owner. I kept my eyes straight ahead but I might have reacted in some small, noticeable way because, a moment later, there was a jingling sound in front of me. I looked down and saw a dirty styrofoam Dunkin’ Donuts coffee cup hovering near my stomach, clutched in a grimy hand which, I noticed, had only four digits. The little finger on the hand was gone, only a smooth stump left in its place. The fingers that remained were gnarled. The cup shook again and a few coins clinked together inside. The action of shaking the cup seemed to have shaken loose a cloud of that rank odor and my nostrils filled with it. For a terrible second my stomach twisted and I honestly worried that I might deposit a partially digested sausage-and-egg sandwich on the gray herringbone suit jacket in front of me.


  No one near me was rushing to fill this guy’s cup with money. No one even looked his way, as far as I could tell. I certainly wasn’t judging them. I don’t usually give money to homeless people, either. It’s not a matter of principle to me. I simply don’t carry much change. I don’t like it banging around in my pocket. But that morning I’d found a quarter on the sidewalk outside the diner and picked it up, thinking it might be a sign that this was going to be a good day. As it turned out, it wasn’t.


  A distant rumble echoed from the darkness up the tracks and the crowd of commuters tensed in anticipation. People maneuvered for position, trying to estimate the stopping point of the train and where its doors would open. I barely heard the jangle of coins as the coffee cup in front of me shook again. Knowing the train would arrive soon, I let my eyes drift to the man they’d been carefully trying to avoid. And I recognized him. I’d seen him before, dozens of times, actually, in subway stations around Boston. As always, he was dressed in rags, several layers of clothing I hoped he’d gotten from a shelter but knew he’d probably picked from trash cans. He wore a stained, threadbare overcoat on top of a stained, faded Harvard University sweatshirt. His hair fell below his shoulders, dark, dirty, tangled, and, I was fairly certain, filled with a small variety of wildlife. I could barely see two scabby lips sunk in a thick, matted beard that obscured the lower half of his face and hung in clumps down to his chest. Just looking at it made me itch. I had trouble seeing the rest of his face, though, partly because he hunched his shoulders quite a bit, as if he were slowly being pressed toward the ground by a hundred unseen hands, and partly because he kept his face mostly averted, like he was looking for loose change on the ground a little off to his right. Although he was a few inches taller than I am, maybe six feet two, his stoop made him seem shorter. He was silent, which I knew was unusual for him. As I said, I’d seen him several times before and on only a few of those occasions was he silent. More often he was spouting a stream of gibberish coherent to no one except, perhaps, himself. Sometimes he barked obscenities at passersby. Other times he just growled at them. Once I saw him argue violently with a face on a billboard. But today he was quiet.


  And maybe I was crazy, but I suddenly had the distinct feeling he was watching me from the shadows on his face. And it wasn’t the uninterested, dull-eyed stare of a panhandler waiting for someone to toss him a quarter. It was more than that, it seemed to me. As the rumble of the train grew, a familiar sensation grew too, that feeling I get more often than I should, prickling the back of my neck like a cloud of tiny gnats stinging my skin. Was he watching me?


  Of course he wasn’t. Really, he wasn’t. And Dr. Fielding would have confirmed that for me if he had been there.


  But now I definitely wanted to get a better look at the guy’s face…his eyes. I realized that, all the times I’d seen him before, I’d never once looked him in the eye. I’d barely glanced his way, actually, other than to register the sight of him as a curiosity carrying on his half of a heated debate with an unending river of commuters flowing past him. I’d certainly never spent this long in such close proximity to him. I doubted many people did. But now I had to see his eyes.


  As the train ground to a slow stop with a piercing, sustained, metal-on-metal shriek, I took the quarter from my pocket and started to bend down to look into his face. Then the doors of the train shushed open and the commuter crush began. I dropped the coin into the Dunkin’ Donuts cup just as I was pushed forward, and I found myself twisting around, trying to get a look at the man’s eyes.


  And then it happened. As I was swept onto the train by the human tide, I heard the homeless man say in a dry, sharkskin-rough voice, “Thanks, Wiley.”


  A harsh bell was certainly sounding on the train just then—it had to be, because it always shrilled long and loud just before the doors closed. There undoubtedly was a din of voices all around me. A subway worker might have told the crowd remaining on the platform to stop pushing, that another train would be along soon. I heard none of it. All I heard were those two words in my head, spoken by a tangle-maned man in rags who certainly had a tighter grip on his change cup than he did on reality. Thanks, Wiley.


  My name isn’t Wiley. It’s Charlie Beckham. And the only person who ever, ever called me Wiley was my brother, Jake. And Jake went missing thirteen years ago.


  
 



   



   



   



   TWO


   



  I botched it in court. The first day of the most important trial of my career and I booted it like a shortstop kicking a groundball. And Andrew Lippincott was there to see it. As I sat at my desk afterward, my head in my hands, just beginning to wonder with hope whether I was being a little hard on myself, a voice came from the doorway to my office.


  “How come you crapped the bed today, Charlie?”


  I looked up. Standing at my office door was Angel Medina, a lawyer one year behind me at the U.S. Attorney’s office and the junior member of the Organized Crime Strike Force Unit. Since being hired four years earlier, Angel had adopted me as his unofficial mentor and become my closest friend. He had also been assisting me on the Redekov case, had sat with Lippincott and me at counsel’s table in court that day, and had therefore witnessed my staggering incompetence. I shot him the bird and dropped my head back into my hands.


  “I mean, what the hell happened?” Angel asked. “You choked.”


  And I did. I was terrible. The case was huge and I’d blown it so far. I didn’t even crash and burn in spectacular fashion. Rather, I made mistake after mistake, took misstep after misstep. Death by a thousand cuts.


  For four years our office had been part of a joint task force with the FBI and local law enforcement focusing on Vasily Redekov. As an underboss, his conviction would send a powerful message to organized crime in Boston. Our office had even tried him once before, without success. But this time, our case was stronger. We’d gotten a few dozen quality tips and the task force had done a terrific job of gathering evidence, from surveillance video to authorized wiretaps to eyewitnesses. Redekov himself helped us out by losing his cool, personally and sloppily shooting a snitch, as well as an eyewitness to the shooting, and arrogantly doing very little to conceal the crimes. His problem was that the witness survived, though the six bullets Redekov put into him led me to believe that he hadn’t let the poor sap live out of a sense of compassion. Despite having pretty good evidence and an eyewitness to the murder, however, our case against Redekov for murder, attempted murder, and various racketeering-related charges, wasn’t a slam dunk. His mob mouthpieces were good at what they did, and one of the bullets he’d left in the eyewitness’s skull had scrambled the poor bastard’s thoughts a little, leaving him with fewer of his faculties than I normally like my witnesses to have. But I was optimistic, as was everyone in the Organized Strike Force Unit. In fact, we were hoping for an even bigger prize than Redekov. If I did my job in court, showed him what a strong case we had against him, he might get nervous about his chances and cut a deal, roll over like a good boy and deliver us the rest of the big dogs in the Russian family, including, we hoped, the biggest dog of all, the head of the whole organization. That was our hope, anyway, and it would all start with me demonstrating how capable I was, how airtight the government’s case was, how deep the shit Redekov was wading in was.


  Instead, I performed miserably. I stumbled through my opening argument, then had to sit beside a silently seething Andrew Lippincott as we listened to Redekov’s lawyer strike the perfect tone of self-assurance and indignation at the government’s attempt to besmirch the good name of his client. He was smooth, well spoken, likable, prepared, and everything else I should have been but wasn’t. Then, after a short recess during which Lippincott reminded me of the importance of the case and during which, I think, he kept looking into my eyes to see if I had, perhaps, downed a six-pack before arriving that morning, I stood up again and began to set forth the government’s case-in-chief. And I wasn’t any better. I forgot critical facts, which is highly unusual for me. I have something akin to an eidetic memory, which some people call a photographic memory—that is, the ability to see something and recall it later in extraordinary detail. Frankly, I’m not sure the phenomenon truly exists. But I will say that, all my life, I’ve been able to look at something briefly and remember it later with great accuracy. It’s just something I could always do. Some people have blue eyes, some can hit a baseball a mile, some can engrave the Gettysburg Address on a single grain of rice. I can do this.


  But that first day in court I couldn’t even depend on my somewhat freakish recall. Not only did I forget facts, but most of the ones I remembered I presented in a disjointed way, failing to impress upon my audience their proper significance. I stammered, mumbled, backtracked, lost my train of thought, and twice nearly threw myself out a window in frustration. The best thing that could be said about my performance was that I didn’t break wind during it. I’d been hoping to use this case as a springboard to even bigger cases. After today, I’d be lucky even to retain my position on the Organized Crime Strike Force Unit. In fact, I supposed it wasn’t entirely out of the question that Lippincott would ask for my resignation.


  I was beginning to compose my résumé in my head and to consider where I would send it when Angel Medina spoke again from my doorway. “Charlie, you going to say anything? What gives?”


  “Like you said, Angel, I choked.”


  “That’s obvious. But why?”


  I’d always loved Angel’s tact. “I wasn’t on my game, I guess. I had trouble concentrating. Must have been nervous. What can I say? I got flustered.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you nervous, Charlie, and I’ve definitely never seen you flustered.”


  He also hadn’t seen me on the subway that morning, just after the homeless guy called me Wiley, a nickname known only to my brother, missing for thirteen years, finally declared legally deceased six years ago. At first, I’d stood still and dumb, like I’d been poleaxed. I don’t even know what that means, frankly, but I’ve seen cowboys in Westerns who the other cowboys say look like they’d been poleaxed, and that’s just how I felt I must have looked. But as the subway-car doors began to close, I snapped out of my stupor and struggled to get back to the platform, where I could see the homeless man watching me from the crowd. However, my pushing and shoving and banging people with my briefcase succeeded only in making me unpopular after the doors closed with me still inside the train. I ignored the people around me, though, and simply watched the homeless man through the window until he was lost to my sight as the train rounded a bend in the tracks and I was looking at the black tunnel wall.


  I could feel my heart fluttering in my chest, a nervous parakeet banging around in its cage. Who was that guy? How did he know my brother’s secret nickname for me? Had he known Jake? Did he know what happened to him?


  And as I stared blankly at the subway-tunnel wall rushing past the train’s windows, a thought struck me with hammer force. I hadn’t gotten a great look at the homeless man. I closed my eyes and tried to summon his appearance in my mind’s eye—his height, his build, his coloring. It was hard to imagine what he looked like under that hermit hair and city grime. Was it possible? The guy stooped so much it was difficult to estimate his true height, but it seemed close enough. So did his build, though it was hard to tell with the man’s many layers of clothing. His coloring was something of a mystery, as it was largely hidden by shadows. The age, at least, seemed about right, though. The big question remained. Was it possible?


  My eyes had snapped open along with the train doors at the next stop and I’d forgotten all about the Redekov trial as I pushed my way through the struggling mass of commuters and out onto the platform. I dodged and danced around people as I ran up the stairs and over to the outbound platform, where I waited four anxious minutes for a train to take me back to where I’d seen the homeless man in the Harvard sweatshirt. I was panting and sweating and wild-eyed. If the looks on the faces of the people near me were any indication, I looked like a lunatic. People had begun to clear out a few feet of space all around me. A small girl staring at me from nearby actually whimpered and jammed her face between her mother’s knees. I barely registered these things.


  When the train came, my psycho-killer vibe garnered me my own private corner of a subway car. When we reached Kendall Station, I exited onto the platform and waited for the train to pull away, then looked across the tracks to where I’d seen the homeless man. He was nowhere in sight. The platform was still busy, though a little less so, and I definitely would have seen him if he’d still been there. I bolted up the stairs again and out onto the sidewalk, where I stood scanning in all directions for him. No luck. I gave his description to a few people walking past and asked if they’d seen anyone who looked like him come out of the station within the past few minutes. The most helpful response I received was, “You’re blocking the stairs.”


  I dropped my head and exhaled loudly. There was nothing for me to do but to go to work and…oh, no. I looked at my watch and had to choke back a little bile.


  As I expected, it wasn’t pleasant when I finally appeared in court twenty-one minutes late. Fortunately for me, the court reporter and the judge’s own clerk had been a little tardy themselves because of the subway delays—though both arrived before me by a good ten minutes—and their experiences had paved the way for my excuse.


  Still, it had been a terrible start to a terrible day in court. Despite my best efforts to focus on the case, my mind spent the day wandering through the Boston subway system instead of being in the courtroom where it belonged. And it showed. I did my distracted best, though, ignoring the poisonous silence of Andrew Lippincott at my side as I plodded through the beginnings of the government’s case. In the afternoon, I lamely wrapped things up for the day, pasted on a self-deprecating smile, and promised the court that I’d be on time from now on. It was Thursday, and the judge had announced after the lunch recess that he wouldn’t be on the bench the following day for personal reasons, so the next time I had to make sure upon penalty of death that I was on time would be Monday morning.


  After court adjourned, Lippincott told me he needed some time to think, so I left him sitting at counsel’s table and slunk from the courtroom. I ignored Angel, whom I sensed trying to catch up with me. Outside, I “no commented” my way through a thick forest of media microphones and cameras and began the depressing walk back to my office.


  Inside the building, as I rode the elevator up to the ninth floor, which houses the Criminal Division of the U.S. Attorney’s office, I half wondered if Lippincott had called ahead and given the order to have my office cleaned out before I got there and security sent up to escort me from the building.


  It turned out that Lippincott had not, in fact, called building security yet. Now, an hour later, as Angel stood at my office door, I said to him, “I hope our association won’t taint you here at the office after I’m gone and have been reduced to hanging around emergency rooms, handing my business cards to people with newly found limps.”


  Angel was kind enough to smile at my gallows humor. But he wasn’t kind enough to contradict my vision of my future.


  My phone rang and I lifted the receiver and heard the voice of doom.


  “Lippincott?” Angel asked as I hung up.


  I nodded. “He wants to see me.”


  As I walked past Angel, he said, “Want me to start cleaning out your desk for you?”


  I nearly shot him the bird again, then realized I probably could, in fact, use his help packing up my office later.


  
 



   



   



   



   THREE


   



  The John Joseph Moakley United States Courthouse, in addition to housing several federal courtrooms, also houses, on the ninth and tenth floors, the offices of the United States Attorney for the District of Massachusetts and his staff. From the street, the courthouse is a fairly typical, unimpressive federal building—all brick and right angles. From the back, however, you can see where the tax dollars really got busy back in the 1990s. To begin, the building is on Boston Harbor, close enough for you to lob a baseball into the water from its back door. This side of the building is semicircular, its concavity facing a panoramic view of the harbor and the Atlantic beyond. It’s covered by huge glass windows that follow the curve of the wall, and which sweep steeply, majestically up and back from the ground, nearly all the way to the top of the building ten stories above. On the ground below, snuggled against the curving base of the building, is a small, nearly circular grassy area dotted with trees and surrounded by a brick walk. It’s easily the most aesthetically pleasing federal building I’ve ever seen. That may not be saying much, but it really is a great building.


  Inside the enormous windows, there are landings spanning the building’s length. If you look over the railings, you see the floor several stories down. But why look down when you can look out, through the giant windows at the sparkling water of the Atlantic Ocean?


  The Criminal Division of the U.S. Attorney’s office takes up the ninth floor of the Moakley building, with the Civil Division, Administration, and the law library up on the tenth. The Organized Crime Strike Force Unit is located at one end of the banana-shaped floor and Lippincott’s big corner office was at the other end. I could have made my way there from my unit, which is one of several in the Criminal Division, by cutting through other sections—like Economic Crimes, Anti-Terrorism and National Security, Major Crimes—but instead of wending my way through the rabbit warren of offices, within units, within sections, I chose simply to exit the office area entirely and take the more direct route along the landing, essentially walking along the inner curve of the banana. As well as being more efficient when traveling all the way from banana tip to banana tip, it gave me the added benefit of seeing the sun glinting off the water rather than the faces of my co-workers, who, unlike me, were not taking that long, depressing, anxiety-provoking walk to the principal’s office.


   



  * * *


   



  Andrew Lippincott was an intimidating man. Not physically, mind you. He couldn’t have been taller than five-eight and I doubted he could reach a hundred fifty pounds on a scale without a soaking-wet cocker spaniel in his arms—which would never happen because he didn’t care for animals. But intellectually, the guy was more than intimidating, really. He was just plain scary. Conversations with him were like chess matches, with Lippincott always thinking a dozen moves ahead. The half-joking rumor around town among both the AUSAs who worked for Lippincott and the lawyers who opposed him in court was that the man had more than a mere touch of clairvoyance. I wasn’t sure about that, but I knew he was fiercely brilliant. His insights were dazzling. I’m not certain that a single intuition of his during his sixty-two years of life had ever been proven wrong after the fact. And as a legal mind, his was second to none in Boston, which is not known as a city full of legal hacks.


  As I said, Lippincott’s on the small side, physically, but he looked even smaller sitting behind his monstrous mahogany desk, a desk so big that, when I stood in front of it, with Lippincott on the other side, I couldn’t be certain he and I were in the same zip code. I hoped they were able to build a nice little village in the space they cleared when they knocked down the trees it took to construct that thing.


  Lippincott had his elbows on his gargantuan desktop, his chin resting on his hands. Most of his almost delicate, immaculately manicured fingers were laced together, except for his index fingers, which were pressed together and pointing up like a church steeple. His thumbs were tucked under his chin, providing it support. I realized that his fingers were molded into the shape that a child would use if he were pretending to point a gun with both hands. I hoped this was not some subconscious sign of Lippincott’s plans for me. But for now, he kept his thumbs under his chin, the barrel of his finger gun against the tip of his nose. He looked at me with gray eyes the color of dark smoke and, with the smallest tilt of his head, motioned me toward one of two beautiful, pine-green leather chairs in front of his desk. I swear I thought I heard his voice in my mind, telling me to sit, even though his lips never moved. He could have that effect on people.


  I sat in one of the chairs, choosing the one that wasn’t already occupied. Sitting beside me was Michael Kidder, a clammy-looking guy about the same age as Lippincott. Kidder was almost completely bald on top with an unusually thick ring of graying hair running from temple to temple around the back of his head. In the center of the bald spot was a small and, to be honest, slightly ridiculous-looking tuft of hair. If it was me, I’d have shaved it completely. His head looked like a domed rock rising out of a meadow of thick grass with a tiny little plant somehow surviving on the rock’s smooth, otherwise inhospitable peak.


  Kidder was the First Assistant U.S. Attorney, making him Lippincott’s right-hand man, which put him several rungs up the ladder from me and just one below Lippincott. He’d outlasted nine U.S. Attorneys, rising up from among the rank-and-file AUSAs, became Chief of the Economic Crimes Unit, then spent the final three years of Lippincott’s predecessor’s tenure in his current position of second-in-command. After twenty-two years with the U.S. Attorney’s office, there was nowhere for him to go but to the top spot, and it was beginning to look doubtful he’d ever get there. It was no secret that he’d openly campaigned for the position that ultimately went to Lippincott. Kidder was disappointed, I heard, but he was a professional. Lippincott’s daughter, Jessica, whom I happened to have been dating for six years, intimated to me that her father didn’t seem to completely trust Kidder, but she thought that might have been him sensing a little resentment—possibly real, possibly imagined—on the part of his lieutenant.


  I hadn’t seen Kidder in a few weeks, so it seemed appropriate to shake his hand. I reached over and he met me halfway. His handshake was just as I remembered it from the few previous ones he’d given me. His grip was weak, his hand slightly moist with sweat. It was like he had pressed a damp sponge into my palm. I was dying to wipe my hand on my pants when we broke our handshake, but managed to keep from doing so.


  I looked back at Lippincott, who stared at me a moment longer. As he did, I’m somewhat proud to say, I didn’t fidget or sweat overly much or yammer something nonsensical to break the uncomfortable silence. Though I wanted to do all those things.


  Finally, he cleared his throat, a small, calculated sound, and began speaking in that voice of his—that deep, rich voice, unusual coming from a man of his modest physical stature, that soothing, confident voice that told judges that he knew exactly what he was talking about, that told jurors he was a man to be trusted, that told opposing counsel he was a man to be respected and, yes, feared a little. He used that voice to say to me, “If you weren’t engaged to my daughter….” He didn’t finish his thought. He didn’t have to.


  I have to admit, I guess, that the main reason for my relative cool around Lippincott was the fact that Jessica, the light of his life, had agreed to marry me one of these days. My relationship with her didn’t make me cocky with regard to her father; it merely meant that I spent more time with him than other AUSAs did—I even saw him in a bathing suit one time…and, I always fervently hoped, it would remain just the one time—so I was less queasy around him than many of the other lawyers in the office were. To be honest, he was actually quite decent to me. I’d graduated in the top twenty percent of my class at Northeastern University Law School, which wasn’t bad, but the school itself isn’t ranked all that highly among law schools. Nonetheless, Lippincott, who was the District Attorney for Middlesex County at the time, recruited me personally to join his staff of attorneys, which was pretty unusual. He later told me he’d been contacted by one of my professors, who preferred to remain anonymous. I couldn’t have imagined on which professor I’d made such a positive impression, but who was I to argue? Lippincott was offering me a great job. Fairly modest pay for a lawyer, but very, very interesting work. More importantly, I thought, as a prosecutor, I just might be able to work now and then on finding out what happened to my brother, which was far more important to me than making twice the salary working in a midsized law firm.


  In my six years as an Assistant District Attorney, with Lippincott as my mentor, I established an admittedly impressive record, putting away a string of high-profile nasty people. When the president of the United States appointed Lippincott U.S. Attorney for Massachusetts, and Congress confirmed the appointment, Lippincott wanted me, his star protégé, to join him working for the feds, even going so far as to agree to my condition that I be assigned a position on the highly sought after Organized Crime Strike Force Unit. I liked to think that, in the five years since, I’d acquitted myself well as a federal prosecutor. Well, at least until that morning, of course.


  As I said, though, Lippincott had been pretty good to me over the years. On top of everything else, after he’d casually introduced me to Jessica at an informal DA’s office function, he hadn’t seemed to mind that we started dating. Considering all the brightly shining, tops-of-their-classes, exploding-with-potential young professionals in Boston who would, if requested, punch their own grandmothers for a date with someone as smart, successful, and attractive as Jessica, I’m surprised he let her date one of his subordinates, much less become engaged to him. But to his credit, he let her make her own decisions about me—though, for all I knew, he regretted terribly making that introduction.


  I suddenly realized that Lippincott had ceased speaking and seemed to be expecting a response of some kind from me. “Yes, sir, I know I didn’t do well today, and I just—”


  He cut me off with a curt, dismissive wave of his hand. He had, through use of a strategic pause, compelled me to speak, then cut me off, thereby demonstrating his control of the chessboard.


  “I don’t expect excuses, Charlie,” he said.


  “No,” Kidder said unnecessarily.


  I nodded and kept my mouth shut. Lippincott regarded me a moment, then said, “While I’m not looking for an excuse from you, though, I do expect an explanation.”


  How could I tell him that a voice from the past, possibly from the grave, had caused that train wreck in court? How would he react to my telling him that my long-lost, dearly departed brother might actually have been not so lost or departed? How long would it take for him to call for security if I told him my performance was pure crap because I was wondering whether my brother, who went missing thirteen years ago, might be somewhere nearby at that very moment arguing politics with a parking meter? And besides, it was none of his business. So I told him that I was distracted, hadn’t slept well the night before, got flustered when the trains ran late that morning, and aliens had abducted me during the night and used probes in very personal ways.


  Lippincott and Kidder listened—Kidder looking like he’d just sucked on a lemon. Lippincott’s eyes were hard at first but gradually softened a little. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been nervous in court, Charlie. A very long time.” I had trouble believing he’d ever been nervous, anywhere, any time. “I forget what it’s like to be young and eager. To want to impress the boss. Perhaps my attendance today was a mistake.” He paused. Maybe he was waiting for me to remind him that he never made mistakes, but I kept quiet.


  Kidder stepped in. “But as Andrew and I were discussing before you came in, you have a good amount of experience yourself, Charlie. We thought you’d be past this kind of—”


  Lippincott cut him off. “I expected more, Charlie. I expected…” I winced. I knew what was coming. Lippincott finished. “…personal perfection.” I think I caught Kidder out of the corner of my eye silently mouthing the words as Lippincott spoke them.


  It was his catchphrase, his personal mantra. He wanted “personal perfection” from everyone around him. He didn’t necessarily expect perfection in the results we achieved, but he expected it in our preparation, in the performance of our jobs. If we planned and performed with personal perfection, the results would take care of themselves.


  And Lippincott didn’t set a standard he didn’t hold himself to. He expected nothing less than perfection from himself and I doubted he was ever disappointed in that regard. He was never unprepared, never open to second-guessing. He made the right decisions, the right calls, every time, it seemed. And his quest for personal perfection didn’t end in his job performance. His office was so tidy it looked like he hired a team of people with raging cases of obsessive-compulsive disorder to clean it, though I knew that he kept it that way himself. His suits were always pressed. I think he trained his sweat glands not to secrete anything until he allowed them to, probably when he was alone, in his shower. Rumor had it that, several years ago, a few strands of his hair fell out of place, but that rumor was never confirmed.


  “You understand what I’m after,” he said, “don’t you, Charlie? You understand the perfection I expect?”


  I nodded.


  “You weren’t personally perfect this morning.”


  “Sounds to me like you were far from it,” Kidder said.


  “You’re right, sir,” I said to Lippincott. “I know it’s late in the game, but I assume you’ll want to appoint someone else lead counsel for the rest of the trial. I’d like to sit second chair, if I could, give as much assistance as I can. I’ll put in extra time. I’ll handle my own caseload and put in longer hours at night helping out on the trial. Just let me know to who I should send my working files.”


  “Whom.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “To whom you should send your files, not ‘to who.’ And that won’t be necessary. It’s still your trial, Charlie.”


  I might have been less surprised if he had said, “We’re turning the reins over to a talking ferret named Mr. Whiskers.” At first I didn’t think I’d heard him correctly. Sensing my doubt, he nodded with a very, very small smile. It was no more than a slight upward curvature of the corners of his mouth.


  “Michael here disagrees with my decision, Charlie.” I sensed Kidder nodding beside me. “To be honest,” Lippincott added, “I have my doubts. I might be making a mistake. I might be flirting with…imperfection.” He smiled a little again. Just a little. “You’re an excellent lawyer, Charlie. You’ve shown that time and again. And I believe you can be excellent, personally perfect, during this trial. But you need to remember how important it is to us. I think we may have weakened our chances of scaring Redekov into cutting a deal and rolling on other members of his family, but, to be honest, that was a long shot at best anyway, I think. Redekov is a real hard case. I never gave us good odds on that. But we still need to put this guy away. Send a message to organized crime in Massachusetts. No one, absolutely no one gets away once we’ve got you. Understand? We need to win this. You need to win it. You need to achieve personal perfection.” I noticed that, at some point, he’d holstered his finger gun. “I think you can do it.”


  Kidder stepped in again. “And despite my misgivings about this particular trial, Charlie, I think you’re a good attorney. If Andrew believes in you, then I will. Make us proud.”


  Making Michael Kidder proud wasn’t high on my to-do list, but I certainly planned to do a good job putting Redekov away. I could sense that it was time for me to leave Lippincott’s office. I was surprised to still be lead counsel for the trial, but I managed to collect myself enough to say, “I, uh, well, I want you to know that, I think…I mean, I know…that I won’t let you down.”


  My cheeks suddenly felt very hot, like I’d opened an oven door to check on some brownies. I’m sure I turned an alarming shade of red. Boy, if Vasily Redekov’s lawyers could only have heard me then, they’d have been shaking in their size-eleven Bruno Maglis.


  Lippincott nodded. “I know you won’t,” he said, though he looked slightly uncertain. This, of course, did wonders for my confidence. I muttered something I hoped sounded reassuring and left his office. I think I even stumbled on the corner of an ornate Persian rug near the door on my way out. I was one smooth fella.


   



  * * *


   



  “It has to be because you’re sleeping with his daughter,” Angel said as he stood again at my office door.


  I gave him my best steely-eyed stare—which, to my knowledge, has never intimidated anyone—and said, “First of all, I’m not just ‘sleeping’ with her, Angel. And second, that’s not the reason I’m still lead counsel.”


  “Well, if that’s not it, as you say, there has to be another explanation.”


  “I’m partial to the theory that he thinks I’m the best lawyer for the job.”


  Angel rubbed his chin. “No, that can’t be it. Hey, you’re not sleeping with him, too, are you?”


  Angel’s quick. He had to be, or the ruler I threw at him from my desk would have nailed him in the forehead before he ducked. As it was, it sailed over him and bounced off the desk of my assistant, Patty, who paused in her telephone conversation long enough to give me an icy glare. I smiled weakly at her before Angel straightened up again, which, thankfully, blocked me from Patty’s view.


  “Today’s Thursday, Angel,” I said. “No court tomorrow. So have your fun now, because I have until Monday to get my head back in the game, which I’m going to do over the weekend, and then, starting first thing next week, I’m going to work you like a Roman galley slave.”


  He narrowed his eyes at me and seemed to be trying to come up with an adequate response. Then he sighed in defeat. “I don’t suppose Lippincott’s got any other daughters, has he?” I shook my head. “And sleeping with his wife wouldn’t get me anywhere, I guess.”


  “His wife is dead, Angel.”


  “Well, then, I refuse to sleep with her. I’ve got my standards. What about Kidder?”


  “What about him?”


  “He married?”


  “You interested in him or his wife?”


  “Who’s prettier?”


  “I met her once. It’s a toss-up.” I smiled.


  He shook his head and walked away. The instant he was gone, so was my smile. “Thanks, Wiley,” the homeless guy had said.


  
 



   



   



   



   FOUR


   



  The more I thought about the homeless man in the Harvard sweatshirt, the more I realized he couldn’t have been Jake. Any similarities I’d seen were the result of my mind seeing what it wanted so badly to see. If it had been Jake, why wouldn’t he have just identified himself and spoken to me? Why drop a hint then disappear? It didn’t make sense. I was imagining things.


  Wasn’t I?


  I didn’t know. I wanted so desperately to find Jake, and to find him alive, that I was ready to believe anything. Maybe what Jessica told me for years before I finally started to listen to her was true: my obsession about Jake’s disappearance wasn’t healthy.


  But I think it was understandable. There was a time in my life when Jake was all I had in the world. He was my only sibling and, for most of my life, my only family. I worshipped him.


  My parents had Jake when they were in their midtwenties. I was an accident that happened eleven years later, though Jake assured me I was a happy one. Unhappier accidents crouched on the horizon, waiting to pounce. One day thirty years ago, when I was a six-year-old kid whose biggest concern was whether I’d get the bike I wanted for my birthday, my parents were killed by—believe it or not—an empty fried chicken bucket. Both sad and ridiculous, I know. They were driving home from a dinner party when the teenaged passenger in the car in front of them tossed an empty fried chicken bucket out his window. The cops said the cars were doing about sixty at the time, the bucket bounced off my parents’ windshield, and my father lost control of the car. They hit a guardrail, flipped, and rolled along the highway. My parents were dead before the car came to a stop. In the span of eight seconds, their lives were over and ours would never be the same again.


  As soon as he turned eighteen, just ten months later, Jake rescued me from my foster home, where I was not mistreated but where I was far from happy. And he raised me. He made sure the bulk of the money we received from our parents’ insurance policies went toward my care. And his personal life suffered. He had no time to spend with his friends, so they drifted away. He had no spare time or money to date. When he should have been living it up, an eighteen-year-old with the world by the balls, he was playing father, mother, and big brother to me. He put the insurance money away, used it only when he had to for my needs, and supplemented it by pumping gas full-time at a Shell station, taking overtime when he could get it.


  It wasn’t easy for him. I think it got to him at times, though he never wanted me to know it. Now and then I’d see him looking different somehow, in a way I didn’t fully understand at my age. It was probably anxiety, maybe about me, maybe about money. Perhaps he was chafing under the burden of responsibility that had fallen on him so unfairly, so much more heavily than on his peers. But when I’d catch him looking that way and ask him if he was all right, he’d say, “I’m just Jake.” I didn’t know what he meant at the time but his smile was enough to send me off happily. When I was in high school, I learned that in the jazz age of the 1920s, if something was “jake” it meant it was fine, just great. Maybe I read it in The Great Gatsby. Anyway, in later years, my standard greeting to my brother after any kind of extended absence was, “How are you?” and he’d always answer, “I’m just Jake.”


  But, as I said, there were times when I was very young when he seemed to be a little overwhelmed by our circumstances, though he didn’t want me to know that. And, of course, I didn’t realize—and therefore didn’t appreciate—his sacrifices at the time. I mouthed off, acted bratty, complained about the things he didn’t do for me or give me, until I grew up a little—okay, a lot. But eventually, after a few years, I understood. And then I raised him up into the place he’d earned on the pedestal I created for him.


  He went to night school, majored in journalism, and, even though he only went to a community college, he landed a job at the Boston Beacon, the third-largest newspaper in the city, writing small stories. He worked hard, took whatever assignments he could get, and sharpened his skills. Over time, he made some contacts of his own, earned their trust, and turned them into confidential sources. Eventually he became a pretty good investigative journalist. He never broke the really big story, but he made a small name for himself. And that was enough for him, I think.


  But I still wonder what he could have accomplished if it hadn’t been for that phone call fate had sent my brother’s way. More importantly, I think about all the times we would have shared but for that night thirteen long years ago. I was studying for a tort law exam at Northeastern University Law School at two in the morning when two policemen paid me a visit. The presence of cops at your door in the middle of the night does little to make you think you’re going to be getting much sleep after they’re gone. And indeed I didn’t. They told me that, according to a reporter friend of my brother’s, Jake and he were having lunch in a pub downtown two days earlier when Jake received a page. He went to a pay phone, made a call, and left quickly, telling the reporter he’d see him back at the Beacon’s offices in two hours. He didn’t make it. And he didn’t make it to work the next day. Or ever again.


  He was gone for good, it seemed. And it started with a single phone call. For the second time, fate had turned my life inside out. It didn’t just throw me a curveball—it sizzled a fastball into my ear.


  I rubbed my eyes and focused on the Redekov case file sitting on my desk in front of me. Thinking about the past wasn’t going to do me any good in my trial preparation. I realized I’d been staring at the file for an hour but hadn’t read a single word. My intention that night had been to try to put the mystery of the homeless man out of my mind, at least for the night and concentrate on Vasily Redekov. I called Jessica and told her I couldn’t meet for dinner. I planned to work late that night, plug away on the case some more on Friday, then spend the rest of the weekend at the office.


  That was my plan at the time, anyway.


   



  * * *


   



  I started looking for the homeless man around ten o’clock that night. Armed with a cup of coffee to fight off the chill in the air, I began to walk the streets I thought might be home to the homeless. I soon found I had very little idea where to start. To my shame, I realized I’d never paid much attention to the homeless I passed every day. Then I remembered sometimes seeing people lounging in doorways asking for money on Cambridge Street, so I headed in that direction, toward the Charles River.


  As I walked, leaving Boston’s financial district behind, I began to feel that damned prickling sensation on the back of my neck. Cambridge Street was quiet. Nearly deserted, in fact, which didn’t thrill me. But I was even less thrilled when I turned to look behind me and saw a figure melt into the shadows of a doorway two blocks back. Or I thought I did.


  I began to sweat as I watched the doorway for five full minutes without seeing a hint of movement. I’d imagined it, of course.


  I wished Dr. Fielding were with me then. He never believed me when I talked about being followed, which can be both comforting and frustrating as hell. But he usually made me feel better, at least for a while.


  Continuing down Cambridge Street, I thought I heard footsteps behind me now and then, but when I turned around, I saw no one. There were a few other people on the street who clearly were not following me, and I ignored them. But those footsteps still bothered me, as they always did when I imagined hearing them. I hated being a little nuts.


  I stopped at the end of Cambridge, right near the Charles River, in sight of the concrete staircase that curved up in a gentle spiral from the ground and spanned over Storrow Drive before curving to the ground again on the other side. I stood for a moment in the comforting, brightly lit doorway of a corner convenience store. Here there was light. Across the street, where the stairs met the ground, there were shadows. Within the shadows I thought I saw movement. For a long moment I had trouble coming up with a good reason to go from here to there. Then I thought of Jake and my feet began to move without me even telling them to.


  I’d like to say I honestly wasn’t nervous about approaching the darkness under those concrete stairs. I can’t. I stopped just before passing into the shadows under the bridge, my heart thumping loudly enough for me to wonder if someone had a boom box under there. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness in front of me, I watched indistinct forms slowly take shape, turning into a stack of cardboard boxes, a pile of blankets, some plastic grocery bags filled with what appeared to be empty aluminum cans. I stared into the shadows a moment longer, half hoping I’d find a person there, half hoping I wouldn’t. Maybe it was more of a one-quarter, three-quarters split.


  Then the pile of blankets moved and I saw it wasn’t a pile of blankets at all. It was a man and a woman with a canvas tarp pulled over them. They sat up and blinked at me, the whites of their eyes glittering and wet in the dark. A moment later another set of eyes, smaller than the other two, appeared. The woman pushed the child back down and covered it with a corner of the tarp. I made a mental note to call the Department of Social Services the next morning.


  The man rose much more quickly than I expected and I was sure he’d smash his head on the underside of the stairs, but he stood without hesitation, his head stopping a fraction of an inch below the coarse concrete above him. He took a few steps forward and stopped three feet away from me. I knew immediately he wasn’t the man I’d seen in the subway station. He was older, thinner, and, if it was possible, a little scarier-looking. I’m not a small guy. I’m five-eleven, a hundred eighty pounds, in decent shape. But there was something intimidating about this man. Maybe it was simply the shadows that made me so nervous, and the way they seemed to cling to the man. But more likely it was the guy’s dead eyes.


  I shifted my own eyes to the darkness behind him, looking for others like him, but saw that he and the woman and child were alone. Except for me.


  I swallowed nervously and said, “I’m looking for a man.”


  “Wrong part of town for that,” he said in a phlegmy voice.


  I realized I should have thought about what I’d say if I actually found a homeless person. “No,” I said, “I’m looking for a particular man. He’s a…he lives on the street, I think.”


  He blinked at me.


  “Um,” I said, “maybe you’ve seen him. Or know him.”


  Silence. Staring. Churning in my stomach.


  I continued. “He’s a little taller than you, I’d say. Long hair, long beard. Stoops a little. I’ve seen him a few times down in the subways—the MGH Station, State Street, South Station.” I strained my memory for some other identifying feature. “I think he wears a Harvard sweatshirt of some kind.”


  The man regarded me impassively for a moment, then said, “I’m a BC man myself.”


  I looked down at his tattered Boston College sweatshirt.


  “I really need to find him,” I said.


  The man made a terrible snuffling sound, then spit something thick onto the ground right between us. “You got any money?”


  Why hadn’t I anticipated a moment like this? He’d want money for information, of course. God, I was doing badly here. I fumbled my wallet out of my coat pocket, keeping as tight a grip on it as I could, and extracted a ten-dollar bill. I took half a step forward and held it out. The man reached up and closed dirty fingers around it. Then he turned and walked back into the shadows.


  “Go away,” he said over his shoulder. It echoed under the ramp.


  “Wait a second,” I said. “Do you know the guy or not?”


  He turned back to face me. Then I saw the foot-long length of rusty metal pipe in his hand. “You’re lucky I didn’t take your wallet. Now go away. I won’t tell you again.”


  I looked at the man, his dead eyes, the metal pipe he held, and the woman peering out from behind his legs. I turned away and walked back toward the light across the street.


  
 



   



   



   



   FIVE


   



  I was having a dream. I knew I was. But still, the dream had terrible power. It disturbed me to my core, even though I knew I’d wake up at any moment and I wouldn’t be standing next to a drainage ditch beside Storrow Drive, looking down at the dead body of a homeless man lying in several inches of brown, brackish water, with slimy leaves the color of mud pasted to his puffy gray neck and cheek, his Harvard sweatshirt soaked and stained, his glassy eyes staring up from that face, that face I’d known all my life. I knew I’d wake up soon and I’d no longer be looking at my brother, Jake, lying dead and forgotten by society, by everyone who loved him but me, and maybe by me, too, because maybe I hadn’t done enough to find him, maybe I hadn’t looked hard enough, asked enough questions, followed the right leads, maybe I should have—


  “Geez, are you asleep?”


  I lifted my head from my desk and sat up in my chair. Angel Medina was peering around the nearly closed door to my office. “Nope. Just thinking.”


  “Oh. I thought maybe you were sleeping. But I guess not. You might want to pull that paper clip off your forehead, though.”


  I did, and said, “I thought I’d closed that door.”


  “When I first started working here you told me, ‘My door’s always open, Angel.’ I remember that well.” He came into my office, closing the door behind him, and dropped into the chair in front of my desk. “Even if I ignore that faint outline of a paper clip on your forehead, you look like shit. What’s up?”


  I shook my head to clear it. “Long night.”


  “Redekov? How late were you here working last night?”


  “Pretty late.” No reason he should know about my little stroll into the Boston netherworld. After I was mugged, or whatever you’d call it, by the street person from Boston College, I spent another couple of fruitless hours looking for anyone who might have some idea where the homeless guy might be before I finally dragged myself home and into bed around three a.m.


  “Where were you this morning?” Angel asked. “I was looking for you before lunch.”


  “Meeting with a witness,” I lied. I’d spent that morning ignoring my trial prep, choosing instead to roam Boston’s rougher streets again looking for my personal white whale in the Harvard sweatshirt.


  Angel frowned at me. “Man, you look beat. You should take a nap or something.”


  I rubbed my eyes. They felt puffy—not just the skin around them, but my actual eyeballs felt puffy. “Have you forgotten the paper clip, Angel?”


  He smiled, then turned serious. “Listen, Charlie, we both know this trial is big. You need to work hard on it, we both do, I guess, but if you kill yourself at the start, who’ll take over as lead counsel? Shit, they might turn to me, and then we’d all be in big trouble. So take it easy, man. Pace yourself a little, all right?”


  He was right. This was indeed a big trial. Blow it for the USA’s office and I could do real damage to my career, possibly losing my cherished spot on the Organized Crime Strike Force Unit, which is all I’ve wanted since Jake disappeared. And despite the recent distractions I’d faced, I couldn’t ask off the trial even if I’d wanted to, which I didn’t. That would have been career suicide. The problem was, I’d waited for a clue to Jake’s whereabouts for thirteen years. And I’d finally gotten one. How could I not do whatever it took to follow that clue wherever it led me, no matter how difficult it was to follow? But my work could suffer, without a doubt. It already had. Would Jake have wanted me to throw away everything I’d worked toward, maybe let a mob big-shot walk, on the mere chance that some crazy homeless guy might have something rattling around in his addled mind that might—just might—be relevant? I doubted it. And I’d worked too hard over the years to jeopardize my career now, starting with the long, hard hours of study in law school and continuing through the long, hard years working for the DA’s office and later for the Department of Justice.


  I had to find a balance. I had to find the homeless man without tanking the Redekov trial. If I could find the guy relatively quickly, I’d probably be all right. I didn’t have to be back in court until Monday morning, which left me two days and three nights during which to find the homeless man, get my answers, then get my head back in the legal game.


  I was about to give Angel some measure of assurance that I wasn’t about to self-destruct when there was a knock at my door and my administrative assistant Patty’s muffled voice said, “Charlie, you’re going to be late for your five o’clock.”


  I looked at my watch. It was ten minutes to five in the afternoon. I’d been asleep for nearly an hour.


  “Thanks, Patty,” I called. I got up from my desk, grabbed my jacket, and said, “Gotta run, Angel. You going to that charity thing on Sunday?”


  “The thing for the arts? I don’t know. You?”


  “Well, Lippincott’s speaking, so it seems like a good idea politically. Either way, I’ll call you that night. You can psych me up for Monday.”


  Angel turned in his chair as I hurried past him. “But wait, where are you going? I thought this case was your life for the immediate future. I thought you’d be here all night again, despite my sage advice.”


  “I’ve got to meet someone. Talk to you Sunday.”


   



  * * *


   



  I wasn’t on the street for more than a minute when I realized I was being followed. I was absolutely sure of it this time. Of course, it made it easier for me to be so certain when someone was calling, “Charlie, wait up!”


  I smiled and turned as my fiancée, Jessica, trotted up to me, a little out of breath. I watched her slow to a stop and brush a little of her shoulder-length auburn hair—hair the color of the richest, most lustrous cherry wood—from the corner of her mouth. I wondered, as I often did when I’d see her for the first time on any given day, whether there was even one strand of her father’s DNA in her. I guess they were both on the thin side, but that was where the similarities ended. Andrew Lippincott was short, sharp, and angular, while Jessica, standing almost five-nine, was gracefully long and lithe. Lippincott’s face was a little hard, while Jessica’s was soft and beautiful. It wasn’t perfect, not by Cosmopolitan magazine standards—her nose was probably a touch too long, her eyes just a fraction of an inch too close together—but she turned way more than her fair share of heads. And though I’d heard people opine that Jessica had inherited her father’s gray eyes, I privately disagreed. Lippincott’s eyes were a smoky, gunmetal gray while Jessica’s, I always thought, were like mood rings. When she laughed they looked like soft gray cashmere. When she was mad they turned the gray of an angry, turbulent sea. And I swear those eyes could sparkle in absolute darkness. I’d never seen her father’s do that, though I tried not to find myself with him in absolute darkness. Finally, while Lippincott moved deliberately, each gesture or step calculated and efficient, Jessica had somehow acquired a dancer’s grace without ever donning a tutu or tap shoe.


  Come to think of it, there was one way in which they were similar, I guess. They were both terrific lawyers. Jessica practiced securities law at Hudson Kain LLP, the fifth-largest firm in Boston, and was, by all accounts, a lock to make partner in a few months.


  When she reached me she tilted her chin up and waited for my kiss. I didn’t make her wait long.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.


  “Well, hello, sweetie,” she said, smiling, “how nice it is to see you, too.”


  “Sorry. Of course it’s great to see you. It always is. But why am I seeing you?”


  She hooked her arm in mine, spun me around in the direction I’d been headed before she called to me, and we started walking.


  “I know you have your monthly appointment today, so I decided to surprise you. The grindstone has worn your nose down to a nub lately, Charlie. We’re getting behind on together time. I left the office a little early to buy a dress for the charity dinner on Sunday. I’ll shop while you get your head shrunk and we can meet up after your appointment. What do you think? Grab a little takeout, bring it back to your place, and, after dinner, try to work our way through chapter six of the Kama Sutra?”


  I laughed. Neither of us had ever even seen a copy of the Kama Sutra, but I knew what she was getting at. And boy, it was a tempting offer. The fact that I was torn demonstrated how deeply affected I was by my encounter with the homeless man the day before. I had planned to try my luck again at finding him that night. I didn’t want to let too much time pass. Anything could happen to him. He could die of exposure or at the hands of some other dark-dweller. He could simply disappear, and take with him whatever answers he might have about Jake. Hell, I didn’t want to get my hopes up, but I still wasn’t absolutely sure he wasn’t Jake, and I couldn’t stand the thought of my brother spending even one more night on the streets. A vision from my earlier daydream—of Jake lying bloated and covered in drainage-ditch slime—popped into my head. I shivered. Jessica must have felt it, because she turned to me as we walked.


  “What, do I suddenly give you the creeps?” She smiled.


  “No, it’s just the Redekov trial,” I lied. “I screwed up pretty badly yesterday. I can’t make any more mistakes. I planned to go back to the office this evening and put some more time in on it. I know you know how important it is, Jess. And not just to my career. This guy is stone-cold bad. He needs to be locked up.” I truly hated being dishonest with her about my plans.


  She removed her arm from mine. Not angrily, but it sent a subtle message. “We were supposed to have a quick bite last night, talk about your first day in court on this big, career-making case of yours, but you canceled on me.” I opened my mouth to respond but she quickly said, “It’s okay. I wasn’t left high and dry. Daddy stepped in for you and took me to dinner.”


  “He tell you all about my performance yesterday?”


  “Well, he wasn’t quite as hard on you as you were when you called me to cancel, but he did say you weren’t at your best.”


  I suspected he said far more than that—in my experience with them, father and daughter also seemed to be good friends and kept few secrets from each other—and I couldn’t blame him if he did, but I let it drop.


  “Jess, it’s not that I don’t want to spend time with you right now, but this Redekov thing is—”


  “Charlie, I know how important this trial is to you. Just promise me that you won’t let it make you nuts.”


  “I already am nuts,” I said. “Just ask Dr. Fielding.”


  “You know I hate when you talk like that. Look, all I’m saying is, work hard, do well, but don’t obsess about the trial.” She hesitated, then added, “You do sometimes have a little problem with obsession, Charlie.”


  I didn’t feel like going down that road and, besides, she wasn’t trying to be mean, so I ignored the comment. As much as I wanted to get started looking for the homeless-guy-who-might-be-my-long-lost-brother, I didn’t want to let my relationship with Jessica suffer. She thought I was going to the office tonight, and that if I declined to spend time with her today, it would be so I could prepare for day two of the Redekov trial, which she knew was the biggest thing to fall into my lap at work since Angel’s administrative assistant made a pass at me at an office holiday party three years ago. Being a lawyer herself, Jess would have understood, but I did feel guilty lying to her, so I said, “How about this? We’ll pick up some subs, eat them back at my place, and do just a few pages of the Kama Sutra. Then I’ll head back to the office. Does that sound okay?” I really hoped it did. I was relieved when she grabbed my arm again.


  “You can work late tonight, after I’m through with you. And you can work as much as you want this weekend. Until Sunday night, of course.”


  “The arts thing, huh?” I said, referring to the charity dinner to raise money to support the arts in the Boston area.


  “You’re not going to cancel on me at the last minute. You can’t. My father—your boss and future father-in-law, that is—is speaking. So you have to go.”


  “He’s not speaking. He’s going to give some impromptu remarks.”


  “Yeah, impromptu,” she snorted. “He’s been working on them for weeks.” She knew as well as I did that both federal law and Department of Justice rules prohibit the United States Attorney from being a keynote speaker to draw attendees to a charity event, but that his attendance isn’t prohibited, nor is his making casual, impromptu remarks. Of course, Lippincott had been asked a month earlier by the event’s organizer, an old friend of his, to consider making such remarks when the night came. “But you can’t back out.”


  “I won’t. I’m looking forward to seeing you in your new dress. And then seeing your dress lying in a heap by my bed later.”


  “Very funny, you pig. Don’t count your chickens. We’ll see how the night goes.” I smiled. “Did Daddy give you the ‘personal perfection’ speech again?”


  “He did.”


  Jess could relate. She might have been the light of her father’s life, but that had not spared her the man’s demanding standards over the years. It was, I knew, a source of fairly minor tension between them, the only one I was aware of. However, Jess knew it had helped her to excel over the years, and for that she was secretly grateful. Besides, she had a theory as to what lay at the heart of her father’s unforgiving pursuit of personal perfection, a goal he coerced others under his influence to strive toward. She believed tragedy had given birth to the man’s defining trait. Decades ago, Lippincott lost a child, a severely autistic son, a brother Jessica barely knew. The boy was a long-term patient at St. Michael’s Hospital, a well-known health care facility not far from downtown Boston specializing in the care of patients with mental disabilities, when he was killed by another patient, a thirteen-year-old boy with severe mental illness. According to Jessica, her father felt he was nearly as responsible as the sick young killer was, believing that if only he’d been better, a better father, less inclined to listen to the experts who told him his son should be institutionalized, if only he’d kept his son at home, cared for him himself, Tommy would have lived until he died a more natural death one day. Lippincott even admirably declined to sue St. Michael’s, though he probably had a good case of negligence. But, according to Jessica, he was torn apart by the death of his son and blamed himself as much as the hospital or the killer. So he grew to expect more of himself, to be better, to be perfect. At least that was what Jess believed, and she seemed to love and respect him even more for it. As for me, I always wondered if the fact that both Lippincott and I had suffered tragic losses in our lives had somehow allowed a connection between us to be forged, one that went just a little beyond a mere employer-employee, or even future in-law, relationship. Perhaps that was why Lippincott had been so decent to me over the years, given me the chances he had.


  “Well,” she said, “as for your offer of subs and a few pages of the Kama Sutra, I’m afraid it’s Chinese and I can’t settle for fewer than six pages.”


  I smiled. “You’re a tough negotiator.”


  “My father’s daughter.”


  I looked at her beautiful, soft-gray eyes. “I’m not so sure about that, but you have yourself a deal.”


   



  * * *


   



  Jessica was the only person in my life who knew I saw Dr. Fielding. Patty, my administrative assistant, didn’t know with whom I met every month. In my calendar, I changed the name every time. I’d have a little fun with it sometimes, using names of baseball players, French Impressionist painters, secret identities of the comic-book superheroes I used to read about as a kid. I don’t think Patty suspected anything. I never even told Angel about it. I can only imagine how furiously the office jungle drums would have beaten if anyone knew I had monthly appointments with a psychiatrist. And the way people’s imaginations worked, and the way such gossip always seems to turn into an adult version of the child’s game of telephone, before long my coworkers in the Criminal Division would have thought I was a lunatic who needed to have his head shrunk every month or I’d hack them into little bits and make a hat out of their ears.


  I was nine minutes late for my appointment with Dr. Patrick Fielding. He didn’t seem to mind. I’d been late before and he never seemed to mind. Then again, I never got extra time to make up for the minutes I missed, so why should he care?


  He led me into his earth-toned, mutely lit office. I took my usual chair. Fielding sat across from me, his intelligent, understanding eyes regarding me from his remarkably Freudian face. In his late forties, he had the same shape to his face as the famous psychiatrist, as well as the same neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard. That was about it for any similarities, however. He was a good deal chunkier and probably a lot more disheveled than Sigmund was. Instead of the tweed sport coat with elbow patches or the sweater-vest one might expect a psychiatrist to wear, Fielding wore a gray Boston Red Sox road jersey. His navy khaki pants were wrinkled and had been worn probably a dozen times since the last time they’d been washed. His right big toe was threatening to push completely through the end of his black canvas sneaker. In addition to his psychiatry practice, Fielding was a successful author, and I seemed to recall that he had been as mussed from the neck up as he was from the neck down until he published his first book and his photo appeared on a book jacket. From then on, his head belonged on a different psychiatrist’s body. Of course, he made sure to be photographed only from the neck up for his books.


  Despite Fielding’s lean toward slovenliness, I had confidence in him. When I began seeing him shortly after Jake disappeared, we’d meet in his sparsely furnished basement office. At the time, I chose him because I could afford him. But a few years into my treatment, Fielding began writing what would become an extraordinarily successful series of books about dealing with grief. They made him rich. And while his net worth rose, so did everything else for him. His office climbed from the basement to the twelfth floor of his building, the quality of his decor increased tenfold, and his rates tripled. Without the assistance of the government’s insurance benefits, I’d never have been able to afford to see Fielding once his books graced the best-seller lists.


  At first, I saw him on a weekly basis. I needed to work through my grief at losing Jake, through the pain of the loss. I had to learn to deal with the gnawing uncertainty and the howling emptiness left by his simply disappearing one day. I also needed to talk about something else, something disturbing. Shortly after Jake disappeared, I started experiencing feelings of being watched. Of being followed. I’d turn my head and see a furtive movement in the crowd around me—a quick drop of someone’s eyes, a turning away of a face. Nothing concrete. Nothing definite. Nothing others noticed when they were with me. I began to think I was going slightly loony.


  So I started seeing Dr. Fielding. And he helped me. It was slow at first. The sucking chest wound left behind by Jake’s disappearance wasn’t healing as quickly as Dr. Fielding would have liked, but he told me we were making progress and, because he was the expert and my health insurance company and I were paying him a good buck to make such judgments, I tried to believe him. As for the mild paranoia I’d developed—and that was how Fielding characterized it—that seemed to improve in time, too. When Jake first disappeared, I thought I was being followed all the time, every hour, day and night. As the months passed, then the years, those feelings grew less strong. Less and less often I felt the cold touch of faceless eyes on me at a supermarket or in a mall. As I improved, we reduced my sessions to biweekly then, eventually, to the monthly schedule we’d been keeping for the past few years. The feelings never went away completely, though. From time to time they’d come back, nearly as strong, but they’d fade away again and I’d have relative peace for a few weeks, maybe even a month or two. The past few months had been the best so far. Fielding and I had made real progress.


  “Charlie?” Fielding said.


  I blinked a couple of times. “Sorry. Daydreaming, I guess.”


  At Fielding’s prompting, I began talking. The good doctor nodded now and then while I covered things very generally at first—my slow death in court the day before, my relationship with Jessica, my very mild and slightly petty annoyance with the strength of the bond between her and her father. When the conversation moved to my parents, as it often did, Fielding spoke less and nodded more. He took notes the whole time. Or, who knows, maybe he was working on a crossword puzzle concealed in his notebook.


  Then we moved on to well-trodden ground. He asked, as he did every month, “And how have you been feeling about Jake lately?” as if I might suddenly decide that my brother, who I’d long believed to be some of God’s best work, was in fact a prick. But I knew what he was asking. How was I dealing lately with Jake’s disappearance? Had I come closer during the past month to truly accepting that he was gone? Was I was still making efforts to find out what happened to him or was I nearer to that point in my life, which had eluded me so far, where I could finally move on? I lied and told him that nothing had changed for me. I could have mentioned the homeless guy who may or may not have been Jake, but I kept that to myself. I had hope at the moment, slim and fragile as it was, and I didn’t want Fielding crushing it under the heel of his canvas sneaker. Once I’d seen it through, maybe I’d share it with him. But not yet.


  Fielding made a few more notes, or possibly filled in the letters for seventeen across, then said, “And how’d you do this past month with your other issue?”


  He always called it that. “You mean, has anyone been following me?”


  He smiled. “No, I mean, have you thought anyone has been following you.”


  It was the same semantic dance we did every month. He didn’t believe me. I didn’t blame him. I didn’t really believe me, either. I thought about ducking my “other issue” this session. I was tired and wasn’t really in the mood to get into it. But I was there to get better, right?


  “Well, actually, yeah, Dr. Fielding,” I said. “I know I’ve been doing pretty well lately, but I had the feeling again. And I thought I heard footsteps.”


  He nodded and made some more notes, then said, “The feeling that you’re being followed?”


  It was my turn to nod. I liked Fielding, but sometimes he had a way of saying things that made me feel paranoid. Then again, that was his clinical diagnosis.


  “Want to tell me about it?” he asked.


  I actually did want to. I usually found it reassuring when he asked me why anybody would want to follow me around for thirteen years. And, he usually asked, even if someone was doing that, why wouldn’t that person have confronted me? Why simply follow? And watch? Year after year after year. It didn’t make sense. And he was right. I could see that. So I told him about my feelings lately—in general and, in particular, on the streets the night before. Again, and for the same reason as before, I didn’t yet share with him the homeless man in the Harvard sweatshirt. That would wait for now.


  When I finished speaking, he sang me a familiar song, one he serenaded me with once a month. I’d been considering taking up the harmonica so I could whip it out at my appointments and play along. Fielding reminded me that my parents were taken from me when I was very young. My brother, who was everything to me—parent, friend, protector—disappeared. Fielding assured me that that it was natural to feel insecure, unprotected, like the world was out to get me, like nameless forces were conspiring against me. I realized I’d been unconsciously tapping my foot to the rhythm of the overplayed tune.


  “But you’re a rational man, Charlie,” Fielding said. “And you certainly don’t lack for brains. You surely can see that your fears are groundless. While you may be rational, your fears are not. And I don’t mean to insult you. In fact, it’s my respect for you—for your intelligence—that gives me the confidence to speak to you so honestly.”


  He smiled reassuringly. I smiled back uneasily. He solved another crossword clue, then seemed to be waiting for me to say something. Finally I shook my head and said, “Okay, sure, sitting here with you, it’s easy to believe I’m imagining things, that I’m just a paranoid nutcase.” Fielding winced a little at that. “But sometimes, when I’m alone and it feels like someone’s behind me, well…I don’t know, it’s hard to remember our rational little conversations here. I know it’s ridiculous, Dr. Fielding. I know I always turn and find no one behind me, no one watching, but…it’s just frustrating, that’s all.”


  “Charlie, you’ve been doing very well for a long time now. You’ve been having those feelings far less frequently, haven’t you? This was a minor setback. Nothing more.”


  I shook my head. “You know, Dr. Fielding, it sucks to be crazy.”


  “You aren’t crazy, Charlie. You’re simply allowing your feelings of insecurity in your life to manifest in a more dramatic way than most others do—others, I should add, who haven’t experienced the same tragic events that you have.” He smiled. It was supposed to make me feel better. It didn’t, but I appreciated the effort, so I smiled back. Shortly thereafter we wrapped things up and I gave his receptionist my insurance copayment in cash and left Fielding’s office behind for another month.


  
 



   



   



   



   SIX


   



  As I opened the door to my apartment, fumbling to pull the key out of the lock, Jessica was laughing at something I’d said. If only I’d been a little funnier, she might have laughed a little harder, a little longer, and she might not have heard the message being left on my answering machine in the living room. But I wasn’t funny enough.


  “—and I think this one has real promise, Mr. Beckham, real promise. I’d like to see it through. All I’d need to get right back into it is a retainer of, say, three thousand. Call me if you want me to run down this lead. I think it’s a good one. Real promise.”


  He left his number, then there was a click, then silence. Way too much silence. I turned to look at Jessica, who stared at me for a moment, then walked past me and into the kitchen. I heard the thud of Chinese-food-leftover containers dropping onto the kitchen counter. Or maybe the floor. I closed the front door.


  The plan had been to meet after my appointment with Dr. Fielding, then bring takeout back to my place to eat. But when we got to the restaurant, we were having too nice a time, so we stayed for dinner. And, for one blessed hour, the first such hour in more than a day and a half, the homeless man and Jake’s ghost occupied only two-thirds or so of my mind, leaving fully one-third to be charmed by my better half.


  “Jessica?”


  More of that stony silence from the kitchen. Until a poodle barked in there. I had this novelty clock hanging on the kitchen wall. It had a picture of a different breed of dog at every hour, and when that hour struck, the clock barked the appropriate number of times in the appropriate breed’s bark. When the poodle barked for the eighth and last time, I said, “Jess?”


  No reply.


  My apartment wasn’t very big. I lived on Beacon Hill, a trendy, expensive neighborhood, so my money didn’t go as far as it would in some of the lower rent, higher crime, don’t-make-eye-contact-with-anyone-or-you’re-asking-for-it areas. I had a living room, a bedroom, a tiny bathroom, and, of course, a small kitchen, where Jessica had sequestered herself. I had two choices. I could have waited her out, or I could go in there and save the evening.


  I found Jessica leaning against the kitchen counter, next to the lo mein and fried dumplings. She shook her head.


  “Jessica, I didn’t hire him. He called me. I haven’t spoken to—”


  “I hope that’s true, Charlie. Because you told me you were finished with this. You told me you were moving on with your life.”


  I did say that. And I’d tried very hard to do so.


  “Jess, I can’t say it doesn’t still eat at me, but—”


  She shook her head again and brushed past me. I followed her into the living room, where she dropped onto my couch, arms crossed, looking very little like she was thinking about the Kama Sutra. Her eyes had that angry-sea-gray color.


  “Look, Jessica, I know you’re mad—”


  She interrupted me. “I’m not mad at you, Charlie. I’m mad at the jerk who left that message.”


  She reached a warm, inviting hand toward me. I grabbed it gratefully and let her guide me down onto the couch beside her. She put her head on my shoulder.


  She said, “Really, I’m not mad at you. I just hate to see people keeping your hopes alive. I don’t want to see you taken advantage of again. I love you.”


  “I love you, too.”


  We sat like that for a minute, then she sat up and saw something in my eyes that she didn’t like.


  “My God, you’re thinking about doing it now, aren’t you? Calling that guy back.”


  I hesitated a fraction of a second too long.


  She shook her head. “Can’t you see? These guys, when they call you it’s like they’re waving martinis in front of a recovering alcoholic. It’s cruel. It’s been too long. He’s been gone too long. When are you going to stop picking at your wounds?”


  “I didn’t say I was going to call him back.”


  “You’ve been doing so well, Charlie,” she said sadly. “Not long ago you said you’d consider leasing yourself a decent car and scrapping your junker. You’re finally starting to put away some savings. And you know I have plenty of money for the both of us, so it’s not about money. Or status. I wouldn’t care that you’re still driving your old Corolla and living in this shoe box if you were using your money to pay back student loans or were saving toward our house or something like that. But you aren’t. You own very little. You’ve saved very little. And why? Because for years you gave your money to scam artists who had no compunction about taking advantage of a man in pain. I hated to see it then, Charlie, and I’d hate it even more to see it now, just when you seem to finally be putting it behind you.”


  As I said, when my parents died, Jake essentially raised me with his own hard-earned money and held the insurance money in trust for me to use someday. And after he was declared legally deceased six years ago, his insurance money was added to the pot. I used this money to pay off my undergraduate and law-school student loans. In essence, my future grew from ground watered with the blood of my loved ones.


  So with my education paid for and a small trust fund to draw upon when absolutely necessary, I should have been in good shape financially. That’s not the way it worked out, though. Instead, a few months after I graduated from law school, when I was an Assistant DA, I hired a private investigator to look into Jake’s disappearance. I’d already hit a dead end myself. I figured he was missing because of something to do with his job at the newspaper, some story he was working on. I’d questioned his editor, as well as the reporters he’d worked with, and learned nothing useful. I requested that all of Jake’s notes on his computer and in his files at the Boston Beacon be turned over to me. The Beacon’s policy, however, was to destroy the notes of reporters who left the paper’s employ for any reason, unless the notes could be used by another reporter picking up any of the stories. A couple of months after Jake disappeared, I pulled out all the stops to get the notes. The paper was inflexible. I was an ADA at the time, so I started by saying that they were evidence in a missing person case. The paper fought me in court and the judge ruled for the Beacon, finding that there was no evidence of foul play. Next, I threatened the paper, saying that neither I nor any of my colleagues would cooperate with the paper on stories. No scoops, no good quotes. The paper called my bluff, knowing full well that most lawyers, including—and maybe especially—those in the DA’s office, love to see their names in the paper. Finally, I sued for possession of the notes in civil court and obtained a temporary injunction preventing the paper from destroying them without a court order, at least until the court decided who owned them. I got the injunction but ultimately lost the fight and the paper shredded Jake’s work, and with it, I believed, the best evidence of what happened to him. All I was left with was a thin stack of pages, handwritten notes Jake had kept in his apartment, which I cleaned out a few months after he disappeared. The notes pertained to potential stories Jake was working on. One of them involved alleged ties between midlevel employees in the mayor’s office and the Italian mob. It was that mob angle that convinced me years ago that this was the story that led to Jake’s disappearance, that made me believe the Italian Mafia was behind it. I just had to prove it.


  Being an Assistant DA, I had friends in law enforcement. I called in a few favors and had the authorities look into it, but they found nothing. I wasn’t ready to give up yet, so I banged on some doors myself, waved my ADA badge around, annoyed some big mob guys, but came up empty. Eventually, I had to admit to myself that I was getting nowhere. I’d hit a dead end. I wasn’t a private detective. So I hired one. I gave him two thousand dollars up front and another fifteen thousand over the ensuing six months. Every time I became frustrated with his lack of results, he’d tell me he was close, was running down a new lead, had met a guy who knew a guy who’d spoken with Jake just before he disappeared, and so on. And I’d throw more money his way until it became obvious I was being ripped off. Then I’d turn to the next in a long line of shysters. I think my name might have gotten around the private investigation circles, because, once my blood hit the water, they began circling like great whites. And, one after another, I let them chew away at me until I came to realize I was being taken by the current one, then I’d move onto the next lucky contestant to play “See How Long We Can Keep Charlie on the Hook.” Over the years I’d spent nearly half of my take-home pay on private detectives, sometimes having two or three PIs on the case at the same time. And, in the end, I had nothing to show for it but more empty space in my bank account.


  Despite all evidence to the contrary, I’m not stupid. But I always did seem to make…well…questionable decisions when it came to this matter. I think Jessica saw it as gullibility. I saw it as loyalty. Everything I have, everything I am, is because of Jake. He would have done anything for me. And as long as there was the slightest doubt he was dead, I thought I owed it to him to find him. And if he was dead at somebody’s hands, I owed it to Jake to deliver that somebody to the cops, gift-wrapped and ready for fingerprinting. And if Jake was, in fact, dead but ended up that way by accident, then I wanted to find him anyway and put him to rest beside my parents, where he belonged.


  But then I met Jessica and, after years of watching me support my local private investigation community nearly single-handedly, she convinced me that I was being robbed blind, that these people weren’t going to find out what happened to Jake—if they were even trying—and that I should accept that he was gone and move on with my life. I realized she might be right. Maybe I was wasting money. Even worse, maybe I was wasting my life waiting for a clue or a sign or a lead that was never going to come. Maybe I was waiting to see a face that was gone forever, to hear a voice that was silenced thirteen years ago. So a year or so ago I hung a figurative “Out of Service” sign on the human ATM I’d become and stopped dispensing cash. Sure, every now and then one of the private eyes I’d hired in the past called me—like the one tonight—and said he had a new lead, one that can’t miss, and all I had to do to get to the bottom of it all was to send a check. And though I was always tempted, I never did. And now, thirteen years after Jake disappeared, I was finally starting to let him go.


  And then that damned homeless guy—or was it, could it possibly have been, Jake?—called me Wiley. Not only was Jake the only person who ever called me that, but, at my insistence, no one else even knew of Jake’s nickname for me. Jake swore that to me. How was I supposed to let this drop?


  “I know what you’ve been going through, Charlie.” Jessica’s voice was softer now.


  “You do?” My voice wasn’t very soft.


  She looked a little hurt, a little angry. “You’re not the only one who’s had to deal with loss.”


  “I know.” I paused for a moment. “Look, I don’t want to minimize your loss, Jess, but you were two when Tommy was killed, and, what were you again, not even four when your mother died?” The doctors said cancer took her mother away, but Jessica always believed grief had a lot to do with it, sapping her will to survive, to continue sending reinforcements to the front lines in her war against the disease.


  “What’s your point?”


  “I know you love me and feel my pain, but despite your own loss, you can’t comprehend the depth of mine. You lost a mother but still had a father. You lost a brother, and that’s tragic, but you barely knew him. I lost both my parents when I was six and was left with no one, no other family, but Jake—Jake, who raised me and taught me and loved me above all else, until he disappeared. Death is one thing, Jess. It sucks mightily, but it’s certain. The disappearance of your last loved one leaves you alone, but it also leaves you with excruciating uncertainty that never, never goes away. Not until you find out the truth. So while you lost a brother and mother, you still had your father.”


  “After a while,” she said.


  I nodded. I knew what she meant. After Tommy was killed, Lippincott went into his depression, withdrawing from the world, from her. His career suffered dramatically. Jessica suffered even worse. Finally, after almost a year, Lippincott pulled himself out of his dark despair and once again became a father to his love-starved daughter. He resolved to try to be personally perfect. In his life. As a father. In his job. And he came darn close. Jess flourished as a child and grew into an extraordinary woman. Lippincott muscled his career back onto the rails and it started cruising along at a good clip, picking up speed as it went.


  I repeated my point. “Jess, you got your father back and you two are as close as any father and daughter could be. Me? I lost everyone who mattered to me.”


  She was silent, thinking. I felt bad but not horrible. I’d spoken truthfully. Not to hurt, but so she’d understand, at least a little.


  When she spoke, it was very quietly. “Everyone who matters to you?”


  I shook my head. “Until I met you, Jess. That’s what I meant. Until you.” I touched her cheek gently.


  She hesitated. “Okay, then, what about me?”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “What about me, Charlie? What about us?”


  “I still don’t get you. What about us?”


  “We have a great relationship, but where are we?”


  “Engaged.”


  “We’ve been engaged for two years. We’ve never set a date. We rarely even talk about it. We still have separate apartments—”


  “We agreed that right now our careers are such that we could use fewer distractions—”


  “I know, Charlie, I know what we said. We’ll live together when we get married. Whenever that is.” She paused. “But I don’t have to tell you what I think.” She was right. She didn’t have to tell me. I knew. But she told me anyway. “The reason real reason we’re not living together, the reason we haven’t set a wedding date, is because you’re not ready to walk through new doors, into a new life with me.”


  “Because I haven’t closed the door behind me yet,” I finished for her.


  She nodded.


  “Closed it on Jake, you mean.”


  She nodded again, which seemed harsh, but her eyes were kind. “Yes, on Jake.” She sighed. “Look, I know you miss him. But he’s gone.”


  “I know. And really, Jess, I haven’t been in touch with any private eyes in a long time.” That was the truth. But then I lied. “I’m trying to let Jake go.”


  She took my hand gently in hers. “I believe you. And I’m glad about that. I know it still hurts, but it’s time to move on—in your life, your career, with me.”


  I hesitated, then lied again. “You’re right, Jess.”


   



  * * *


   



  We sat on the couch for a while engaging in only slightly uncomfortable small talk, during which I promised that as soon as the Redekov trial was behind me, we’d start talking seriously about wedding plans. After that, we made uninspired love on my living room couch. When the touching began, I was distracted and bone-tired, so I didn’t figure to set any stamina records. As it turned out, I’ve had sneezes that lasted longer. But Jessica pretended not to notice and I pretended not to care. If I’d known at the time, of course, that there was the slightest possibility it might be the last time we’d ever make love, I would have thrown more of my body and all of my soul into it. Anyway, shortly after my woefully subpar performance, I walked Jessica down to the street and, after telling her I was going to the office, I headed toward the less friendly neighborhoods of Boston to continue my search for the homeless guy in the Harvard sweatshirt.


  
 



   



   



   



   SEVEN


   



  Chinatown is located in the southwest part of Boston, right next to an area that used to be called “the Combat Zone.” As you can imagine, a place isn’t called the Combat Zone because it’s full of Boy Scouts helping little old ladies cross the streets and little girls in pigtails selling lemonade on the corners. No, the area used to be known for porn palaces, prostitution, drug pushers, and street gangs. But years of grassroots activism by residents of nearby Chinatown, along with city government–blessed, aggressive police work and an influx of legitimate, high-profile businesses, led to a thorough cleansing of the area. No one calls it the Combat Zone anymore.


  I passed through what nobody calls the Combat Zone anymore and into Chinatown, which, though safer than the red-light district that used to be its neighbor, is nonetheless not a good place to be found alone at night. I knew this, yet there I was, by myself, wandering the darkest streets and alleys, peering into every shadowed doorway I could find. I was getting reckless and I knew it. There were still plenty of places in and around the city where the homeless tended to congregate, so I certainly wasn’t running out of places to look, but I was growing anxious. The mystery of this man, the fact that he knew something about Jake, the admittedly remote chance that he was my brother, imbued my search with desperation. Plus, I wanted to get to the bottom of this, whatever it was, so I could begin to really focus on the Redekov trial, like I should have been doing all along.


  There were other people on the streets that night, of course, folks I felt it would be safer not to make eye contact with, and I’d had a few tense moments when I thought I might soon find a broken bottle at my throat, but the later it got, the more I had the streets to myself.


  After a few hours I’d covered a lot of ground, having wound my way past countless dead, featherless ducks hanging in shop windows and into the heart of Chinatown. I was getting tired and close to calling it a night when I saw him. Or thought I did. He was on a street corner a block away, hunched over a trash can, sifting through its contents. He found something he deemed worth pocketing, then walked away. I watched him for a second before following.


  He turned at the next corner, moving faster than I thought at first, with deceptively long strides, and I hurried to keep up with him. When I reached the corner, he was already turning into an alley halfway down the block. I broke into a jog and reached the mouth of the alley a moment later. Through the darkness I saw him nearing the other end, moving with surprising fluidity, almost gliding through the shadows, then he turned down what must have been an adjoining alley. Before he vanished from view, I could have sworn he shot a glance my way.


  To my shame, I hesitated. Entering that alley, as black as it was and dripping with shadows, seemed like a rotten idea. Following this guy, who might not even have been the man I was looking for, down dark alleys in a dangerous, unfamiliar part of town, seemed insane. But the homeless guy in the Harvard sweatshirt might have been my last chance to find out what happened to Jake. If there was a possibility the man I just saw was him—and even the slightest chance that the man, against all odds, actually was Jake—then I simply had no choice.


  I stepped into the darkness and moved quickly down the alley, eyes straight ahead, avoiding the shadows pressing in all around, like a six-year-old kid who believed that pulling the covers over my head would keep the monster in the dark corner of the room from getting to me.


  I reached the end of the alley and turned right. This time I saw only a swish of fabric—it looked like the tail of an overcoat—disappear down another side alley. After coming this far, I had no intention of losing him, so I broke into a run. I skidded around the next corner into yet another alley—shadow-drenched, filled with dark shapes and plenty of hiding places. Then up ahead I saw a flash of movement as the homeless man slipped around yet another corner.


  And so it went, with the guy somehow staying just ahead of me no matter how fast I ran. Up ahead I could hear his footsteps, an occasional sound of a bottle or piece of trash being inadvertently kicked, the scrape of a shoe. But I couldn’t catch him. Man, that guy could move when he wanted to.


  Meanwhile, without realizing it, I’d become hopelessly lost in a labyrinth of deserted streets and alleys. Once or twice I thought I’d lost the homeless man, only to find myself suddenly on his heels again. I was getting tired and starting to slow. Fortunately, he seemed to be as well. After a while, we were walking most of the time, with a periodic jogging dash here or there. Every now and then I’d get a glimpse of my quarry and, I thought, every now and then he stole a glimpse of me.


  I was leaning against the corner of a building, spending a few precious seconds to catch a much-needed breath, when I heard his footsteps suddenly quicken. They began to fade away faster than I would have imagined they could. I broke into a panicked run, fearing my last chance was slipping away from me. When I turned the next corner I found myself in a litter-strewn alley, much like the others I’d been touring all night. But this one had several offshoots. I stopped and listened. The footsteps ahead of me were gone. The homeless man was gone. The alley was silent. I’d lost him. I knew I could randomly choose one of the offshoots before me, but I realized it wouldn’t matter. I’d never catch the guy. These were his streets, not mine. He probably could have lost me whenever he wanted. It was time for me to go home.


  I turned around and looked back the way I’d come. Or was it the other way? I saw a Dumpster I remembered passing. Of course, there was a Dumpster the other way, too. Then I thought about the merry chase I’d been taken on, through empty streets, down forgotten alleys, even through an abandoned warehouse. I had no idea how to get home. And I was in a bad, bad place. I had to find a main street, and fast.


  I chose what I thought to be the most likely direction to lead me back to civilization and started off at a brisk walk. The shadows seemed to breathe all around me. I imagined dozens of eyes watching me from their depths. My pulse quickened, probably dangerously so. I heard shifts, scrapes, slithers from the darkness.


  After a few minutes I heard the first footsteps. Or I thought I did. I hoped it was the homeless man, suddenly following me for a change. Then I realized there were several sets of footsteps. First, they were behind me, but when I turned I saw no one. Then I heard them off to my left, and my right, tracking me from the abandoned buildings, doorways, alleys.


  I could feel eyes on me again. I heard whispers. And always the footsteps. I walked faster and my unseen followers quickened their pace to match.


  I thought about using my cell phone to page Dr. Fielding. He’d make me feel better. He’d offer again his diagnosis of my paranoia. He’d remind me of all the times I was dead certain I was being followed when, of course, I hadn’t been. He’d make me realize that these things I thought I saw and heard were in my mind.


  I was just starting to make myself feel a little better when an enormous guy with a baseball bat stepped out of the shadows in front of me.


  
 



   



   



   



   EIGHT


   



  “Boys, you’re looking at the stupidest guy on Earth,” the behemoth with the Louisville Slugger said. The two guys behind him laughed. So did the two behind me. I didn’t see the humor.


  I was surrounded by scarred, tattooed, pierced thugs, one of them brandishing a baseball bat, the others brandishing hard muscles and harder scowls. I was armed with only my wits, which left me horribly outgunned. I figured the only chance I had to come out of this with my facial features arranged as God originally intended would be to play it cool.


  “Well, I always wanted to take a tour of Chinatown. Figured it would be less crowded at night.” I smiled. They didn’t. Tough crowd. “Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual, “I got a little turned around here. Which way leads back toward the financial district?”


  “That way,” Baseball Guy said, pointing. I turned and looked and immediately felt a solid blow on the side of my head. Since he’d pointed with the bat, I figured he must have hit me with his other hand. Still, I can’t imagine the bat would have hurt much more.


  I’d never been really struck with a fist in my life. Even in grade school I’d managed to avoid serious confrontations. So this was my first real punch. It hurt like a son of a bitch. A hollow, clanging sound rang in my head, followed by little bursts of red, dozens of tiny roses blooming in the air in front of my eyes. A second or two later the clanging gave way to the sound of laughter. Not mine, either.


  I turned back to see Babe Ruth, as I’d already come to think of him, looking a little surprised. I think he expected me to be sprawled on the ground, facedown and unconscious. But he actually looked pleasantly surprised, as if he realized that he and his buddies might have more fun if I wasn’t knocked senseless too quickly.


  “That hurt,” I said.


  “That was the point,” the Babe said. “Give us everything you have, including your clothes.”


  Having lived my life primarily as a man of intellect rather than action, my first instinct was to try to talk my way out of this. Then I looked into the eyes of the Sultan of Swat and didn’t like what I saw—a combination of cruelty and apathy, a look reflected in the eyes of each badass around me. I realized they had no intention of letting me out of that alley in one piece. I had no choice. I had to take bold action. I had to go on the offensive, hopefully taking them by surprise, then run like hell. I sucked in a deep breath, then threw a big roundhouse punch, sending my fist into Babe Ruth’s chin with as much of my weight behind it as I could manage.


  My plan had been to start running as soon as the guy hit the ground. Sadly, I hadn’t had time to come up with a backup plan in case the guy barely felt my punch, which was what happened. And any such plan certainly would not have included me falling to my knees beneath an avalanche of punches and kicks, which was also what happened.


  I’m not sure how long they beat me before they took a break, but soon the Babe was standing over me, smiling again.


  “That punch was a stupid idea, buddy.”


  “I see that now,” I mumbled through rapidly swelling lips.


  “Want to give us your stuff now?”


  My response was a bad one, the worst I could have given, I think. I vomited on his lily-white sneakers. A split second later, it was raining pain again.


  After a while I opened my eyes. A fog seemed to have descended on the alley, making everything a little hazy. The fists and boots pummeling me looked blurry now. Fortunately, I was growing numb. Couldn’t feel a thing anymore. I could just quietly slip into sleep, or a coma, or death. I closed my eyes again.


  Soon I became aware of a new quality to the sounds around me. The sadistic chuckles were replaced by surprised grunts. There were some angry words. Then shouts. Then scuffling, more grunts, cries of pain, wooden boards snapping sharply—though they might have been bones cracking.


  Slowly I realized that no one was hitting or kicking me anymore. I willed my eyes to open. Everything was still fuzzy. The first thing I saw through the fog was a body on the ground beside me, writhing in apparent pain. The sounds of a wild, frenzied struggle still echoed off the walls of the alley.


  I was on the verge of drifting off. I fought to keep my eyes open, to focus on the figures around me. All I could see were indistinct shapes, people falling, jumping, dodging, kicking. At the center of it all was a single silhouette, a shadow dancing, moving like a blur, arms and legs flying, connecting with the figures surrounding him, dropping them one by one to the pavement.


  The sounds around me were beginning to fade away and the images had lost focus. I saw the shadow dancer twirl one last time, sending the final figure spinning to the ground, and I heard what sounded like a baseball bat bouncing across the pavement. Just before I closed my eyes, knowing I’d never open them again, a shadow loomed over me. Then darkness dragged me down into its depths.


  
 



   



   



   



   NINE


   



  Jake is alive. I’m eight years old and he’s ten, and he’s defending me against a dozen bullies that have surrounded me on the playground at school. They’re all bigger than me, bigger than Jake even, but he isn’t the least bit scared. I’m dreaming, though. I know it. The age difference isn’t right between us—in reality, he’s eleven years older than I, not two—so I know it’s a dream. But it’s wonderful to see him again anyway. One by one the bullies advance, and one by one he pushes them away until we are alone. He turns to me and smiles and suddenly he isn’t ten anymore; he’s thirty-six, the age he was when I last saw him alive. The sun is setting quickly behind him now, though it was noon recess only a moment ago, and he soon becomes a silhouette against the blood-red sky of the horizon, but though I can no longer see his face I know he’s still smiling, and he looks like the hero in an action movie, and I expect him to turn and walk off into the sunset but he doesn’t, he just stands there, smiling, until suddenly he’s simply not there anymore, though I don’t remember seeing him leave, and then, oh, God, the nightmare begins. A face hovering mere inches over mine—a wild-eyed, bloody, grime-covered face framed by dark, matted hair and a dirty beard. Then darkness again, followed by other faces peering down at me. Bright lights burning my eyes. Things poking me, sticking me, pinching me. Unpleasant odors and strange noises that are somewhat familiar but that I can’t identify. And voices speaking a language I can’t understand. And the one constant through the entire nightmare is the pain.


  Gradually sleep faded but the nightmare remained. After a time I knew where I’d smelled those smells, listened to those noises, heard that language. It was just after my parents died. The language was English, but a dialect peculiar to medical personnel—filled with abbreviations and shorthand jargon and the names of various procedures and drugs, spoken in confident, intense tones. With a fair amount of effort, I opened my eyes and saw a fluorescent light surrounded by white acoustical ceiling tiles.


  “He’s awake,” a woman said nearby.


  Then I fell asleep again. A while later—how much later I’ll never know—I was staring at the ceiling again when a face about the same age as mine blocked my view of the fluorescent light. The man introduced himself as Dr. Henshaw. He checked me out, apparently wasn’t horrified by what he found, then proceeded to tell me how lucky I was to be alive and how truly miraculous it was that I wasn’t more seriously hurt. I tried to sit up, nearly vomited as the room tilted on its side, and slumped back onto the bed. As I did, pain flared in my ribs on both sides of my body, like someone with a giant pair of pincers gave my torso a cruel squeeze. Despite the able young doctor’s opinion, I didn’t feel terribly lucky and my eyes must have reflected that thought, because he assured me that, given the extent of the beating I suffered, it was incredible that I had nothing more serious than some badly bruised ribs on each side. They’d done X-rays and a CAT scan and a few other scans and these tests all confirmed that I was pretty much okay. I was bruised nearly from head to toe, he said, but that was merely cosmetic damage. Of course, I’d be sore as hell when the painkillers wore off.


  I croaked something, cleared my throat, and finally said, “What time is it?”


  “A little after ten o’clock.”


  “A.m. or p.m.?”


  “A.m.”


  I nodded and things in the room grew wavy and indistinct, as if everything, including me, was underwater. A moment after I stopped nodding things returned to normal. “What day is it?”


  “Saturday.”


  “How’d I get here?”


  “A good Samaritan left you on our doorstep during the night.”


  “Who?”


  “He or she didn’t stick around. We found you outside the ER. Your wallet and federal credentials were on your chest. They’re in the nightstand there. The wallet was empty, by the way.”


  Apparently, it was a good Samaritan but not a great Samaritan. A quick image flashed through my mind of a whirling shadow. “Where’s here?”


  “Massachusetts General Hospital,” Dr. Henshaw said. “I should tell you, a policeman was here earlier. We called when we found you. He stayed around for a few minutes until it became clear that you weren’t going to wake up anytime soon. He says to call if you want to file a report. I put his card there on the table by your bed.”


  “Okay,” I said. I had no intention of calling the cop. There was no point. I didn’t get a very good look at any of my assailants, except for Babe Ruth, but that didn’t matter. Things like this happen. I might have been in serious pain, but I wasn’t actually hurt very seriously. Besides, if I remembered correctly, the punks might have been more seriously injured than I was. And anyway, the cops could probably round up a dozen or so of the usual suspects and each one would have an airtight alibi that some friend or coconspirator in either my attack or some other misdeed was willing to lie about. I figured the policeman who visited me did so as a matter of procedure, but that the cops wouldn’t have much interest in pursuing the matter. Quite frankly, neither did I. “So, when can I leave, Doctor?”


  “You feel like leaving?”


  I blinked. It hurt. I remembered the nausea when I’d tried to sit up moments before, as well as the underwater feeling just a few seconds earlier.


  “Not really.”


  “I didn’t think you would. The dizziness should go away in a few hours. I’ll check back in on you. If you’re feeling better, you can leave then if you want. If you aren’t, I’ll recommend you spend the night so we can keep an eye on you. How’s that sound?”


  I nodded and felt the air swoosh liquidly around my head. The doctor started to leave.


  “Doctor?”


  He turned back around. I was going to ask him to call Jessica for me, tell her where I was, that I was okay, but my eyelids suddenly weighed a few hundred pounds each. Dr. Henshaw smiled and started to say something, about how I should get some sleep, I think, but I’m not really sure, because I fell asleep as soon as he opened his mouth.


   



  * * *


   



  I awoke a few hours later and, perhaps it was the painkillers coursing through me, working their magic, but I felt remarkably better. No dizziness at all. No nausea. My ribs hurt, but only the six that were badly bruised. The others felt fine. My abdomen was tightly wrapped with bandages, however, which made it difficult to breathe. I sucked in the biggest breath I could, expanding my chest as I did, and almost screamed. The pain was unbelievable. I thanked God for the tight bandages and vowed to take shallow little baby breaths until my bruised ribs were no longer bruised. I couldn’t imagine how badly they’d hurt if they were actually broken.


  I turned, very slowly, and dropped my feet over the side of the bed and waited to see if I would throw up. When I didn’t, I rose cautiously to my feet, keeping a firm hand on the bedrail. Again, no vomit. The room cooperated nicely, too, by not spinning or tilting or looking all wavy. I soon felt brave enough to take a few shuffling steps in my bare feet across the floor in my open-backed, ass-baring hospital gown. After successfully navigating my way around my bed, an IV pole, and an armchair, I began to realize that I had, indeed, been lucky. Other than the pain when I breathed even shallowly, and a slight headache, I felt fine. All in all, I was—


  Hideously ugly. Good God, I thought, as I caught a look at my reflection in a mirror on the wall. Swollen lips, puffy left cheek, a huge purple bruise covering half my forehead—though, more likely, it was a collection of several smaller bruises, one on top of the other. By far the most attractive of my new features, though, was my left eye, the white of which had filled with blood so that my green iris floated in a pool of crimson. When I was a kid I saw a face like this one in a picture book. It was an ogre’s face and it had scared the hell out of me. I made a mental note not to get too close to any children until I had healed some—or at least until the blood drained from my eye.


  Boy, wouldn’t Jessica be proud tomorrow night when I escorted her to the swanky charity dinner where her father, my boss, would be making remarks? I took another look at my creepy, blood-filled eye surrounded by a field of purple-and-black bruises, and reached for the telephone beside my bed.


  
 



   



   



   



   TEN


   



  My battered 1992 Toyota Corolla pulled up in front of the hospital with Jessica behind the wheel. I got up off the bench where I’d been sitting and feeling sorry for myself and walked over to the passenger door. I got in and turned to Jessica. It felt so good to see her. I wasn’t positive that she felt the same way about me, given the look of horror in her eyes as she stared at my face.


  “Holy shit, Charlie.”


  “I know.”


  “No, I mean, really…holy shit.”


  “I know.”


  She took in my bruises, my fat lips, my blood-filled eye. “It’s just that, you said you were mugged, beaten, but…I mean…”


  “Holy shit?” I offered helpfully.


  “Yeah.” She shook her head. I thought her eyes might have become a little wet. “Sorry. Just a shock, you know?” She reached up and grazed my damaged cheek with her fingertips. It hurt a little but somehow felt terrific at the same time. It was a comforting, caring gesture and I thought briefly what a wonderful mother she’d make to our children someday. “Are you okay?” she asked.


  “I’m fine.”


  A horn honked behind us and I remembered we were parked in front of the hospital’s main entrance.


  “We should go,” I said.


  She hesitated, ignoring a second horn bleat from behind.


  “Are you really okay?” she asked.


  “I’ll be fine, Jess, really.” I gave her a smile. I shot for reassuring, but couldn’t actually feel my lips. I’m pretty sure my smile was terribly lopsided and not the least bit reassuring. Jessica reached over and took my hand.


  “I’m so glad you’re all right,” she said, her voice catching a little.


  The horn honked again, longer this time, and Jess finally let go of my hand and put the car into drive. As we pulled away, she grabbed my hand again and squeezed tightly. Her words and her touch made me feel very loved and I began to feel less sorry for myself.


  I told her where I wanted to go and she just nodded. We drove for a little while, holding hands and making small talk. Fifteen minutes later we turned down a tree-lined street in Cambridge and pulled over to the curb. We got out of the car and walked toward the cemetery gates. Jessica allowed me to lead her without needing to say a word, just holding my hand. She could be great like that.


   



  * * *


   



  Mount Auburn Cemetery, only a few miles from downtown Boston, straddles the line between the towns of Watertown and Cambridge, so there are places where corpses buried next to each other could be in different zip codes, if such a thing matters to the dead. On the one hundred seventy-five acres of rolling green hills inside the cemetery fence, gravestones, mausoleums, and other various markers we use to remind us where we’ve buried our loved ones sit on beautifully landscaped grounds, shaded by lush trees and surrounded by thick, manicured hedges and sun-dappled ponds. Birds chirp in the branches above and water laps against rocks. It’s a truly beautiful, peaceful setting, and if you have to plant people you care about in the ground, I can’t imagine a better place to do so.


  Jessica and I walked hand in hand, in silence, as we always did, following a winding path I could have walked blindfolded. We had the option of driving along the curving roads through the cemetery, roads with names like Wisteria Path and Blueberry Lane, roads whose names I knew by heart, but I always preferred to go on foot. It gave me time to reflect quietly on where I was, what I was there to see.


  The path we walked sloped gently uphill, weaving between marble crosses and granite angels. We passed the Doric columns of the Adelman monument, where, as a boy, I used to play Roman soldier after Jake and I visited our parents’ graves. I was too young to know that Doric columns denoted Greek architecture, not Roman. Ahead of us at the top of the hill squatted the Fleetwoods’ gray stone mausoleum. It was open, possessing a roof but only three walls. I spent most of a day in there once, hiding from the world, the day after my parents were buried, after I’d slipped away from the Department of Social Services’ facility, where I stayed until a suitable foster home was found for me. I still can’t believe I convinced a cab driver to take a six-year-old kid wherever he wanted to go…and to a cemetery, no less. Jake found me that day just before the cemetery closed.


  As the path wound around the Fleetwoods’ mausoleum, the ground began to slope downhill again. At the bottom of the hill, a little off to our right, was the small pond where I used to hunt for frogs. I never caught one, but I never gave up trying. Even as Jessica and I walked past that day I had one eye on the water’s edge, watching for a flash of glistening green skin and a tiny splash of water.


  Then the pond was behind us and there they were, twenty yards ahead. Three gray granite headstones sitting neatly side by side beneath the protective canopy of a giant, thick-trunked tree. Probably a stately elm, or a majestic oak, but I honestly had no idea. I just know it threw cool shade on my loved ones in the summer and allowed warming sun through its naked branches in the winter. We were approaching the headstones from the back, so we circled around until we were standing before them. My mother’s on the left—Amanda Beckham, loving wife and mother, followed by the dates of her birth and death. The center stone was my father’s—Lucas Beckham, devoted husband and father. His birth and death dates were also carved in the stone. On the right was Jake’s headstone. Of course, there was no coffin in the ground beneath it. The stone read, “Jake Daniel Beckham, beloved son and brother.” Below that was his birth date. Then there was a hyphen, just hanging there.


  Jessica squeezed my hand. I knew what she was thinking but was too kind to say. Was I ever going to let them carve a second date on Jake’s stone? The date of his death?


  “I don’t believe he’s gone,” I said, as if that would answer her unspoken question.


  “I know,” she said. “It’s hard to believe.”


  She misunderstood, I knew. I didn’t mean that it was hard to believe Jake was dead. I meant that I did not believe it. I doubted what others took to be the truth, what the Commonwealth of Massachusetts had declared as fact. And because of that, I would not let them carve his death in stone. To her credit, Jessica never pushed me on it. As much as she wanted me to move on, she knew I had to take that step when I was ready.


  “I wish I knew him,” she said. “He must have been special.”


  “He was.”


  “And your parents. I’d like to have known them, too.”


  “Join the club.”


  We stood there in silence for a few more minutes, Jessica waiting patiently while I talked in my head to the dead and the missing. Finally, I gave her hand a gentle tug and we walked past my parents’ plots and my brother’s empty grave, past the pond and its hiding frogs, back up the hill and around the Fleetwoods, past the Adelmans, and finally between the gray stone columns at the gate and back to my car. I ignored the voice whispering in my ear that someone could be watching me from one of the other cars parked on the street, or from the window of one of the shops down the block. I simply wasn’t in the mood to indulge my paranoia.


   



  * * *


   



  Jessica’s building was on Beacon Street in the Back Bay. A very ritzy part of Boston, one she could afford to live in because her law firm paid her three times what the government paid me. The apartment itself was tastefully decorated and spacious. It could have swallowed three apartments the size of mine and still have my living room for dessert. Jess ordered a pizza, and after we’d eaten it she sat on one end of her suede couch and pulled my head onto her lap. She stroked my hair and I drifted in and out of sleep. At one point I looked up to see that the light had changed. It was dark outside the windows and there was a single lamp lit on the table at the end of the couch. Jessica was looking down at me. That feeling of being really loved returned, covering me like a warm blanket. I smiled, hoping it didn’t look as grotesque as it felt. She smiled back.


  “You could have taken me home, you know,” I said. “I’m fine.”


  “I know.”


  I lay there for another moment, enjoying the feel of her cool hand on my forehead.


  “Jess, about the charity dinner…”


  “You don’t have to go, Charlie. I want you there with me, of course, but not if you don’t feel up to it. And Daddy’s speaking, remember, so he’d rather you attend too, but under the circumstances, I’m sure he’ll understand if you don’t.”


  “It’s not that I don’t want to go, but, well, have you seen my face lately?”


  “Hard to miss it.”


  “That’s my point.”


  “When did you become so vain?” Her voice was teasing.


  “I’m not vain, I just don’t want to embarrass you.”


  “Do you plan on wearing a sequined tuxedo, maybe doing a few armpit farts during Daddy’s speech?”


  I smiled crookedly. “No, it’s just that right now my appearance is more suited to a Halloween party than a charity event. I could be a distraction, you know? Everyone wondering what happened to my face instead of focusing on what they should be focusing on, like the speeches, the arts, giving money.”


  Jessica smiled. “While I appreciate what you’re saying, I’d like you there, Charlie. If you don’t feel well enough, seeing as you had your brains beaten in last night, that’s fine. But if you’re doing it for me, don’t.”


  I closed my eyes. It could be a long, uncomfortable night dodging stares and questions. I opened my eyes again and there was Jessica smiling down at me. I said, “Is it too late to ask them to change it to a charity costume party? You know, no entrance without a costume? I’ll go as a mugging victim. Your father can go as Fred Flintstone. You can dress as a French maid.”


  Jessica laughed. “You’re always trying to get me to dress as a French maid.”


  “Yeah, but this time I’d be willing to let you leave the apartment dressed that way.”


  “So you’ll come with me tomorrow night?”


  “I will.”


  I closed my eyes and fell asleep with Jessica’s soothing palm resting lightly on my forehead.


   



  * * *


   



  A few hours later I awoke stifling a scream. I was lying on my side on the couch with my arm draped over Jessica, who lay snuggled against me, and who had just shifted, bumping her elbow against my bruised ribs. I caught my breath and checked my watch. Almost one thirty in the morning. I thought about staying where I was, but knew that my bruises would be happier if I slept in my own bed, alone.


  I carefully slipped out from behind Jessica. On the kitchen table I found my keys, then located some paper and a pen and left her a nice note, thanking her for always being there for me and telling her that I’d be as ready as I could be for the charity dinner in eighteen hours or so.


  I left her place and drove my rust-bucket Corolla back to my apartment and found a parking spot only two blocks away. I entered the building, climbed three flights of stairs to my apartment, and unlocked the three deadbolts on my door. I went inside and relocked the door behind me.


  I was tired, so I headed right to the bedroom. I’d left the window cracked and it had grown chilly in the room, so I went to close it. I looked down on Brimmer Street four stories below. And that’s when I saw the figure standing right across the street, staring up at me. It didn’t melt back into my imagination. It didn’t scurry off into a darkened doorway or dart behind a Dumpster. It stood there, just out of the reach of the light from the nearest streetlamp, a hulking shadow with its dark face tilted up. And even though I couldn’t see its eyes, I knew they were staring right at me.


  I spun away from the window and stood with my back to the wall, breathing hard. Finally, after all these years, there was somebody there, really there. I knew I needed to find out who he was and what he wanted with me. I took a deep breath and looked back out the window. The figure was gone. Before I knew it, I was out the door and flying down the steps toward the street below, wincing nonstop as I bounded down, each step sending shock waves of pain through my damaged ribs.


  I banged through the front doors and onto the sidewalk, clutching my sides and grimacing as I did. As I struggled to catch my breath, I scanned the sidewalks on both sides of the street. Gone. The son of a bitch was gone. Had he even been there or had I imagined him as I had imagined so many others over the years?


  No! I saw him. I was sure of it this time, more sure than I’d ever been. I wanted to go right then to Dr. Fielding’s house in the suburbs, ring his doorbell, and punch him in his Freudian face. Damn it, I really saw him this time, you quack.


  I wandered up and down my block for a few minutes in utter frustration, peering into every shadow and muttering to myself like the lunatic I might—or might not—have been fast becoming. When I satisfied myself that no one was hiding nearby, I went inside and tramped up the stairs.


  My apartment door was as I’d left it, flung wide open. I closed it behind me, engaged all three deadbolts, and went into the kitchen for a beer, which I suddenly wanted badly. I grabbed a Bud from the fridge, then, thinking better of it, grabbed a second. I knew the first one wouldn’t last long enough to take the chill off the second before I needed it.


  With a beer bottle in each hand I walked into the living room and headed for the couch. I didn’t make it.


  “One of them for me, Wiley?” a gruff voice asked in a scratchy whisper.


  I dropped both bottles. I was lucky I didn’t wet myself. Standing in the middle of the room was a man in a tattered overcoat, his wild tangle of hair obscuring his face, his matted beard hanging over his Harvard sweatshirt. I’d found my homeless man. Or rather, he’d found me.


  I opened my mouth to speak, or to scream for help—I wasn’t sure which—and the homeless man lunged toward me with astonishing speed, covering the ten feet between us before I could back up even half a step. I tried to raise my arms in defense but, again, the man was far too quick. I barely saw him coming before he had spun me around, thrown an arm around my neck, and placed a forearm against the side of my head. The strength in his arms was incredible. I knew he could snap my neck with almost no effort. To my dismay, he confirmed this by pressing his scabby lips right against my ear and whispering, “I could kill you with no more than a twitch of my hand, Wiley. Don’t make a fucking sound, understand?” He lessened the pressure on my head just enough for me to nod.


  For three days most of my mental energy and a great deal of physical effort had been directed toward finding this man. I’d been mugged by a homeless person and beaten by a pack of thugs. My work had taken a similar beating. All so I could find this man, whoever he was. Now, though, having finally found him, I began to wish I hadn’t looked quite so hard.


  
 



   



   



   



   ELEVEN


   



  “Remember, not a sound,” the homeless man breathed into my ear.


  His grip was steel as he half pushed, half carried me toward the door, one arm locked around my neck, his other forearm pressed against my right temple. I struggled for breath. His warning was unnecessary. I couldn’t make a sound even if I’d wanted to.


  When we reached the front door, he stuck those scaly lips into my ear again. “Unlock the door and open it.”


  I did. Once we left the apartment, he removed the forearm from the side of my head and closed the door. I was no longer worried about him breaking my neck. Strangling seemed a much more likely death now.


  “We’re going down,” he said in his gravelly voice. He didn’t whisper this time, but he spoke quietly. Then he let go of my neck and gave me a nudge toward the stairs. I wanted to turn around, but sensed it might not be a terrific idea.


  He was silent as we descended and I thought about his voice. Did I recognize it at all under all that gravel? Hard to tell with him speaking barely above a whisper. He’d called me Wiley again. Twice. Was it possible? Could it be…Jake? I still hadn’t gotten a look at his face, either in my apartment just now or in the subway station two days ago. I’d never looked at it any of the other times I’d seen him before, either. But if it was Jake, why not just say so? Why run away from me in Chinatown? Why attack me upstairs just now, for that matter?


  As we neared the bottom of the stairs, I wasn’t even sure I wanted this man to be Jake. I wanted my brother to be alive, of course, but would I have wanted him to have endured whatever could have turned him into the man in rags behind me, the man I had seen on the street mumbling incoherently at times, and loudly spouting gibberish at other times?


  When we reached the small lobby, I headed for the door to the street, but the man grabbed me from behind again and held me tight. He leaned over my shoulder to look out through the window in the door and I caught a terrible whiff of the pungent odor that cloaked him. I tried to see his face but his hair hung in the way again, a curtain drawn across his features. Apparently deciding the coast was clear, he jerked the door open and shoved me through it—not gently, but not too roughly.


  Once I hit the sidewalk, I began to turn to face him. He put a hand on my shoulder before I could do so and guided me toward the corner of my building, into a small, dark alley. A man lay on his side in a pile of discarded newspapers, apparently asleep. A homeless man, probably, though I thought he looked a little familiar. I might have seen him loitering near this alley before.


  “Turn around,” the man behind me said, then he cleared his throat, snuffled, and spit.


  I turned and looked up into his face, still unsure what I hoped to see. The alley was dark but I could see clearly enough.


  He wasn’t Jake.


  I was crushed flat.


  Up to that point I wasn’t sure whether I wanted the man to be my brother. Now that I knew he wasn’t, the disappointment was like a kick in the stomach. In an instant, Jake—or at least the imminent possibility of him—was gone again and I was left with the black void in my chest, the depthless hole in my heart that I’d lived with for so long. The pain was like bone cancer.


  Jake was gone.


  But surely this man knew something about that. He scratched at his head, which caused the tangled hair to pull off his face. It was a dirty face—what showed above the long, dark beard—with a couple of open sores and a number of old scars. The nose, which I could see had once been straight and strong, had been broken at least one time, probably more than that. The eyes were rheumy and red. The man had probably been handsome once, but if so, it was long ago.


  “How you doin’, Wiley?” he asked in his rough, gravelly voice. I doubted he needed to chew when he ate. All he had to do was swallow and let the rocks in his throat pulverize the food on its way down to his stomach. His lips cracked into something resembling a smile, exposing a set of teeth and gums straight out of Central Casting for a gingivitis warning poster. Then, inexplicably, he said the word “Bones.” It seemed so out of left field, such a non sequitur, that for a moment I couldn’t think of a thing to do or say. Then he stuck out his hand and I realized he had introduced himself. I hesitated only a moment before shaking his hand. The hand was callused and grimy, the fingers slightly gnarled, like several had been broken in the past and never properly set. But at least that hand had all its fingers. I recalled from the subway the other morning that his left hand, with which he was scratching his back, was missing its little finger.


  “I’m Charlie,” I said.


  He shook his head once. “Wiley.”


  I decided not to argue about it. I had questions for him. He could call me Betty Boop if he wanted, as long as he told me what I needed to know.


  “You been looking for me,” he said. It was a statement, not a question, but he was waiting for an answer. I nodded. “Why?”


  I relaxed a little. He didn’t seem like he intended to hurt me, at least not right away. He, too, wanted answers. Still, I’d have felt better up in my cozy little apartment than down in that dark alley.


  “Why don’t we go back upstairs and talk?” I said. “Have something to eat.” My mind raced. Did I have any food to give him? There was the leftover Chinese takeout. At first I worried about having only leftovers to offer, then I remembered once seeing him eat something out of a subway-station trash can. “Would that be okay?”


  He took a long time to consider my offer. He looked confused. I realized he probably couldn’t remember the last time anyone had invited him into his or her home. He seemed tempted, but then he blinked hard, shook his head sharply, and the confused look was gone, like he’d physically shaken it from his face, replacing it with an intense scowl. It looked to me almost like, by shaking his head, he’d changed channels in his brain, causing his face to display a new station. He said, “Not inside. Shouldn’t have gone inside before. They probably listen inside.”


  I smiled and nodded and wondered if that was how I sounded to Dr. Fielding. I had forgotten for a moment that this man’s train had jumped the tracks long ago. I became more resolved to get out of that alley, at least, try to get him to a public place.


  “Well, can we go somewhere else then? I’ll buy you a sandwich. We can talk.”


  He thought hard about it again. He gave his head another shake, but his face retained the scowl. “You mean, like, a restaurant? A diner? A place with a waitress? Something like that?”


  I nodded and his scabby lips shifted into that smile-like configuration again.


  
 



   



   



   



   TWELVE


   



  Years on the street obviously hadn’t adversely affected my companion’s appetite. I’d offered to buy him a meal. I was now considering, however, whether I should look into taking out a small bank loan to pay the tab. He’d eaten a club sandwich, a bowl of beef barley soup, a mountain of French fries smothered in thick gravy, a bowl of chili, another sandwich—meat loaf this time—and was working on a piece of pie as I sipped my hot chocolate and nibbled at my bagel. I almost reached for a French fry at one point, but decided it might be a terrible idea to try to take away even a morsel of his food. He ate loudly, alternately emitting groans of pleasure and feral grunts. Food that dropped from his lips caught in his beard. When he wiped his fingers, he did so on his sleeves, ignoring the pile of paper napkins I set near him. We drew stares from the two other sets of patrons sharing two-a.m. meals. The manager of the place, a rotund man with a fleshy, porcine face, stood behind the counter glaring at me, condemning me with his piggy eyes for contaminating his place with the presence of my companion. I sent him an eye signal of my own in return, telling him to bite me. I hadn’t forgotten his making me show him that I had cash before he’d seat us.


  As the man who called himself Bones ate, I watched him. He clutched his food with his nine slightly crooked fingers. When he raised his hands to his mouth, his sleeves slipped a little and I could just see old scars slashing across the exposed parts of his forearms. There were also what appeared to be numerous small, circular scars, like from cigarette burns. Every now and then he’d turn his head one way or the other and I could see similar marks on his neck behind his beard. I had a pretty good idea what I was looking at. When I was in law school I’d done an internship with a public-interest-law group focused on obtaining political asylum for worthy applicants. Some of the people seeking asylum brought photographs, evidence of what had been done to them by government officials in their home countries. I recognized the signs of torture, or at least I thought I did.


  Bones caught me staring and I shifted my focus to his eyes. Several times as I watched him eat, he “changed channels,” as I’d come to think of it. At times his face was nearly blank as he jammed bits of food into his mouth. Then he’d give his head a violent shake or blink a few times, and he’d look angry—at me, at the table, at his spoon, at the world. Then another shake and he’d look disoriented, like he had no idea how he had suddenly ended up in a diner with his mouth full of lemon meringue pie. One time he stopped eating and stared at the stump on his left hand where his little finger used to be, looking confused, as if he wondered if he’d accidentally bitten off his pinky during the meal. A moment later, his eye twitched and he resumed eating. I watched him mentally channel surf as he stuffed himself, and I hoped he’d end up on a harmless station, maybe PBS, when he was finally ready to talk.


  Soon, that moment arrived. He pushed the last of his plates aside, licked his fingers, and reached for his coffee cup. It was empty. I looked for the waitress, who wasn’t in sight, then signaled the manager. He frowned, waddled over, and dropped a small coffee carafe on our table, then took up his position again behind the counter, where he could glower at us in silence without Bones seeing him.


  Bones was staring at me, a little confused, it seemed, then he blinked and I saw recognition light his eyes.


  “Bones,” I said. “You have a first name?”


  He looked for a moment like he wasn’t certain, then said, “Yeah.” He offered nothing more.


  “Okay.” I smiled. “Bones it is, then.”


  He frowned suddenly, though, and shook his head. “Name’s Bonzetti. People call me Bones. It’s not my name, though. I don’t think I want to be Bones anymore.”


  “All right, what should I call you then?”


  He thought about it for a moment. “I was Bonz when I was a kid. Other kids called me that. That was okay.”


  “Like the Fonz?”


  He looked up, irritated. Either he didn’t know who the Fonz was or he thought I was an idiot. There was only a subtle pronunciation difference between “Bones” and “Bonz,” but it seemed that the weight of the baggage each pronunciation carried differed greatly to the man. I smiled again.


  “So I’ll call you Bonz, then, okay?” He shrugged and stared down into his black coffee. “Listen,” I said, “I should thank you for saving me from those guys in Chinatown. That was you, right?” He sniffed loudly, then wiped his nose on his sleeve. His eyes were blank, like the eyes of a child’s doll. A mean-looking doll. “Well, if it was you, and I think it was, you probably saved my life. So thank you.” Nothing. I added, quietly, “It’s okay that my wallet was empty.”


  His eyes met mine for a moment, then he looked back down at his food. “You like my new boots?”


  I leaned over and looked at his boots, which indeed looked brand-new.


  “Very nice.” Though probably not worth the two hundred–odd dollars I remembered having on me when I was attacked by the gang. I wondered what he did with the rest of the money. “All right then, where should we begin?”


  “Why were you looking for me?” he asked.


  “I think you might have—no, you do have—some information I need.”


  He seemed to chew on that for a moment, but I soon realized he was chewing on something he’d found stuck between two of his teeth. He ran it around his mouth for a few seconds before swallowing it. “I don’t know anything,” he said. “Thanks for the food.”


  He started to rise. I shot my hand out and placed it on his arm, not aggressively, but firmly. “Wait, please.” He stopped, mid-rise, and stared down at me. His head twitched and he switched to a bad channel, his eyes red and angry. I had forgotten how imposing he could look. I hadn’t forgotten the lunatic ravings I’d witnessed in the past, or his spitting fits, or the way he’d so recently held my head in the crook of his arm, ready to snap my neck like an old, dry bone. His eyes dropped down to my hand, which still rested on his arm. He blinked and his face softened just a little. I withdrew my hand but he continued to stare at the spot where I’d grabbed him. He seemed unsure what to do. I wondered how long it had been since another human being had touched him, other than maybe out of anger. “Please,” I said again. Slowly, he sat back down.


  “More coffee?” I asked.


  “No. How come you think I know anything you want to know?”


  “Why do you call me Wiley?”


  “It’s your name.”


  “No, it’s not.”


  He blinked hard. “It is.”


  “No,” I insisted softly. “My name’s Charlie. But you called me Wiley and I want to know why.”


  He scratched at a scab on his forehead. “Thought it was your name. Guess I was wrong.” He squinted at me, though, like he thought he wasn’t wrong.


  “Why did you think that?” I asked. “Did someone tell you my name is Wiley?”


  He stared at me hard then, for a long time, dragging his gaze over my face, my nose, my chin, my eyes. He shook his head but didn’t change channels. Several times I thought he was going to say something, but he just kept staring at me. He shifted in his seat, looking again like he was going to leave.


  “Please,” I pleaded. “It’s very important to me.”


  He hesitated, then said, almost in a whisper, “I don’t have a good memory.” It looked like it pained him to say this, not emotionally, but physically. He clenched his jaw and I feared that was all he was going to say, but more came. “Sometimes I lose it all. My fucking memory. I don’t know where it goes, but it’s not with me. It’s gone and I got nothing.” He took a few very deep breaths, in through his nose and out through his mouth. He was struggling with this. “I hate it. It’s hard to be…like that. To not know yourself.”


  I nodded. I wanted to say something encouraging but I didn’t want to break whatever spell was compelling him to speak, so I kept quiet.


  “Sometimes I get bits of memory. Like dreams. Little bits of dreams. More like fucking nightmares, though, I guess.”


  I nodded again, not having the slightest idea what he was talking about but hoping he’d make some sense soon. He went on in his rough whisper.


  “Sometimes something comes to me. A puzzle piece. Not often, at least not usually. But then…”


  He trailed off. I waited and watched as his eyes darted almost fearfully around the room. I wondered what he was afraid he’d see—or maybe what frightful vision he was seeing at that moment that was invisible to everyone else. Finally, he continued. “Then I saw you. And things started falling into place. No, not falling…snapping into place. Faster than I could understand them…faster than I wanted them to…memories flooding back and I remembered. I remembered so fucking much. So much more than I wanted to.” His whisper grew harsh and angry. “All because I saw you, Wiley. When I saw you it started happening. And I can’t stop it. I’ve tried. And I’m not done yet, either. I know that. Got a way to go still.” His words were tumbling out of him faster and faster. “There are gaps, holes, questions, but things are crashing together now, terrible things…and it all started happening when I saw your goddamn face. It’s your fault, Wiley. Your fault!”


  He was breathing hard now, his mouth twisted in a grimace. He looked at me with hatred and it scared the hell out of me. But I had opened a door into darkness and I thought my answers were in the blackness just on the other side, so I had to risk Bonz’s wrath and ask the right questions, whatever they were, until I got what I needed.


  “Bonz,” I said, “please tell me, did you know my brother, Jake? Jake Beckham?”


  He paused, blinking. He frowned. Then his eyes snapped wide and his whole body jerked, like he’d been stabbed in the back with a fork. “You son of a bitch!” he screamed. “Jake? Beckham? Shit! Leave me the fuck alone or I swear to God I’ll kill you! Do you understand?! No more of this. No fucking more!” He looked around the diner again, as if the walls had eyes. “Not safe. Not anymore. And neither are you.”


  And with that cheery statement he bolted suddenly from the booth, stumbling against a table, his lips twitching now, and it looked to me like he was silently mouthing the word Wiley over and over as he backed toward the door. The diner’s night manager hurried from around the counter to block Bonz’s apparent attempt to dine and ditch.


  Ill-advisedly, the manager said, “Where the hell do you think—”


  Bonz whirled, his reflexes spring-loaded, and grabbed the manager’s arm and wrenched it up behind the man’s back. His movements were a blur, like something out of a Bruce Lee movie. The manager squealed in pain and I feared Bonz would snap the guy’s arm. Instead, he shifted his hip and the manager flipped forward, grease-stained sneakers flying over his Porky Pig face, and landed on his back on a table, scattering menus and salt-and-pepper shakers. Bonz looked down into his face, snarled, then shot me one quick look before bolting through the door and into the night.


  The place was quiet. No chatter of diners. No clatter of silverware. Everyone had stopped in midbite to watch the action. The waitress, who had returned from the kitchen, stood behind the cash register with her hand to her mouth. The manager, possibly unconscious but still breathing, I could see, lay on the table. All he needed was an apple in his mouth.


  I was as shocked as the rest of them—with the possible exception of the manager—but gathered my wits quickly enough to realize that I needed to get out of there fast. Someone could call the cops any second and they’d ask me questions I couldn’t answer. I looked down at the table, covered with Bonz’s empty plates, and quickly figured I owed something in the area of sixty bucks, plus tip. I skipped the tip, seeing as we’d been served nearly as much attitude and disdain as we had food, and dropped three twenties on the table. I hurried past the manager and out of the diner.


  I stood on the empty sidewalk. I had spooked Bonz bad, with my mention of Jake seeming to push him over the edge. Now he was gone. And he took with him any answers he had to the questions that had haunted me for so long. I could look for him, and I intended to, but I knew that if he didn’t want me to find him, I never would.


  
 



   



   



   



   THIRTEEN


   



  The Fairmont Copley Plaza, located downtown, is a big, fancy hotel walking just on the right side of the line between elegant and gaudy. There’s a lot of rich wood, various gilded surfaces, mirrors, polished marble, and shiny brass. More than one U.S. president has chosen to stay there when visiting Boston. All in all, it’s a snazzy place to hold a five-hundred-dollar-a-plate charity dinner.


  As Jessica and I walked arm in arm toward the ballroom, I caught repeated glimpses of us in the long series of mirrors running the length of the hall. She looked absolutely stunning in her simple black evening dress. As for me, I looked sharp in my rented Armani tux with black tie and cummerbund, white pocket hanky, and smashed face. I looked at my reflection and winked my blood-filled eye. Quite a dashing figure I cut.


  I felt bad. I wasn’t being the bright, sparkly companion Jess deserved. She chalked it up, I’m sure, to my having been mugged the night before. The truth was, I couldn’t get Bonz out of my head. I should be here tonight for Lippincott’s “impromptu remarks,” I had to be here tonight for Jessica, but where I wanted was to be out looking for Bonz. Somewhere in his addled mind he knew something that I needed to know. I had to find him but had no idea how to do that. He knew the streets of this city better than I ever could. He could probably disappear like smoke on a breeze if he wanted to. I shook my head. For Jessica’s sake, I’d try to forget about him, and about Jake, at least for one evening.


  We reached the ballroom, where Jessica swept through one of two metal detectors. I slipped into her jet stream and followed her in.


  The Grand Ballroom certainly earned its adjective. It was a great big rectangle, with gilded archways lining the balcony level, which ran around the entire perimeter of the room, and glowing chandeliers and wall sconces providing just the right level of warm illumination. The room was about three-quarters of the way to capacity, nearly filled with people in tuxedos and evening gowns—men preferring the former and women the latter. Everyone looked great, I must say. Well, except for me. I still had a face full of bruises and an eye full of blood. As Jessica glided around the room, I tried to keep my face slightly downcast, but still managed to draw an uncomfortable number of stares. Most people looked discreetly away once I caught them looking at me, but one guy kept staring, so I flashed him a puffy-lipped, lopsided grin that must have been truly repulsive because he turned away in very short order. As Jessica made her way around the room, smiling and shaking hands, I did my best to keep up, but I felt Bonz pulling relentlessly at my thoughts again, like an insistent terrier tugging on my pant leg. Where was he? Who was he?


  And now and then, in the brief moments when Bonz wasn’t hijacking my thoughts, my mind drifted to the Redekov trial and all the things I should have been doing to prepare myself for court the next morning. I simply could not allow myself to drop the ball on that, but with everything else going on right now, the damned thing seemed extraordinarily heavy and slathered with grease, just ripe for fumbling. I had to remind myself that I’d been preparing for months, and that all I really needed to do was get a little rest tonight and follow the detailed trial strategy I’d laid out weeks ago.


  Before long the room was full of some of the most important people in New England—politicians, captains of industry, renowned philanthropists, and the most respected individuals in dozens of professional fields. Jessica and I made our way over to where her father was standing with First AUSA Michael Kidder, a few senior AUSAs from our office, a congressman, and the current guest conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. I watched each of their eyes widen just for a moment as they took in my bashed face. As they stared, I defused what could have been an awkward moment for all of us with my extraordinarily clever quip, “You should see the other five guys.”


  Lippincott’s gaze shifted to his daughter and his eyes lit up bright. He kissed Jessica on the cheek and nodded to me, saying, “Jessica told me what happened and I’m glad you’re all right. I’ve been concerned about you.” And he did look concerned about me, but I wondered if he was equally concerned, if not more so, about how my Technicolor face would play to the jury on day two of the Redekov trial in the morning.


  I turned to Kidder and was in the middle of being treated to another dead fish of a handshake when his grip became uncharacteristically firm. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “He’s got some balls coming here tonight.”


  I withdrew my hand, surreptitiously wiped my palm on my pant leg, and followed Kidder’s gaze, and that of nearly everyone in our group, over to the main doors of the ballroom. Four men in beautiful suits had just entered. Three of the men were large in the muscular sense; the fourth, walking at the front and center of the group, was large in the rotund sense. Probably weighed in at two hundred sixty pounds, which was far too heavy for his five-and-a-half-foot frame. He had a pleasant smile on his fleshy, fiftysomething face.


  The symphony conductor seemed to have no idea who he was looking at. Neither did Jessica. The congressman squinted, as if trying to recall where he’d seen the heavy man’s face. The other AUSAs stared with undisguised surprise. Lippincott’s eyes narrowed and his mouth became a hard slash before his facial features returned a moment later to their normal states.


  The conductor said, “Who is—?”


  Lippincott turned back to the group, pretended he hadn’t heard the conductor begin a question, and launched into an anecdote about a defendant—a formerly respected CEO of a Fortune 500 company—suddenly dropping his Brooks Brothers suit pants and mooning the jurors at his trial.


  As the congressman and the conductor laughed politely, and my fellow attorneys laughed uncomfortably, Jessica leaned toward me and whispered, “Who are those men who just came in?”


  I almost didn’t hear her. I was staring hard at the heavy guy by the door. I heard a soft rumble and realized I was grinding my teeth.


  “Charlie?” Jess whispered.


  I whispered back, “The fat guy’s Carmen Siracuse, head of the Italian Mafia in Boston. Likes to be called Uncle Carmen, as if he’s not the kind of guy who’ll have one of his thugs take a tire iron to you if you look at him wrong. The other guys are just muscle, I think.” I looked around for Big Frank D’Amico—Siracuse’s childhood friend, current underboss, and closest confidant—but didn’t see him.


  Jessica hesitated, then said quietly, “That guy with the great big smile is the head of a Mafia family?”


  I glared at the mob boss. “Don’t let that fool you. He smiles a lot. Why shouldn’t he? He’s got everything he wants, people to do everything he wants done, no matter how illegal or violent.”


  Jessica leaned even closer, put a hand on my arm, and whispered even more quietly, “Is he the one?”


  I nodded. “I don’t know if it was him personally, but I still believe he’s responsible.”


  “I wonder if he knew that Daddy is speaking tonight?”


  “Giving impromptu remarks,” I corrected, “and that’s probably the reason he’s here. He probably found out about it and he’s playing games. Making a statement of some kind. Something like that. Stop looking at him, Jess.”


  The congressman and the conductor soon drifted away and the rest of us, Lippincott, Kidder, my fellow AUSAs, Jessica, and I, continued our conversation, all of us deliberately not talking about the elephant in the room—which was a more apt idiom than usual—all of us resisting the urge to even glance at Carmen Siracuse. None of us wanted to give him the satisfaction.


  That’s the way it went for most of the night anyway.


  A little while later people started making their ways to their tables. Because he was one of the night’s speakers—that is, impromptu remarks givers—Lippincott sat at the table right next to the podium, along with the formally scheduled speakers for the evening, as well as the head of the arts-saving organization that was taking in five hundred dollars a plate that night.


  Our assigned table was a few tables away from Lippincott’s. Jessica and I had the pleasure of Kidder’s company, along with that of his remarkably nondescript wife, and a couple of other AUSAs and their wives. I looked around for Angel Medina, but I guess he didn’t care enough about the arts to spend five hundred bucks for dinner. Either that, or he didn’t care enough about kissing up to Lippincott, telling him how terrific his impromptu remarks were.


  Though we all pretended not to notice, we all noticed that Carmen Siracuse and his muscle-bound thugs were sitting on the other side of the room. We all refrained, by unspoken mutual consent, from mentioning him. Again, perhaps we sensed that he wanted us to be uncomfortable, to talk about him. Screw him.


  I had prime rib and Jessica had salmon. There were other things on the plate, but I ignored those. Any chance that I’d be hungry was lost the moment Siracuse entered the ballroom. I choked down a few bites of very expensive meat I didn’t taste and tried not to think about him. The others, even Kidder, seemed to be more successful at that than I was. Then again, they didn’t have the history I believed I had with Siracuse.


  After dinner the director of the charity took the podium, said a few words, and introduced the first speaker, a curator for one of the local museums, who told us how important the arts are. Fifteen minutes later, the second speaker, a local arts historian, took the stage and reiterated how important the arts are. I don’t think they said much more than that, but I can’t be sure, because I kept tuning in and out while they spoke, my thoughts returning to Jake, and Bonz, and that piece of shit Siracuse sitting smugly across the room.


  When the second speaker finished, the director took the podium again, thanked both scheduled speakers for their entertaining and thought-provoking speeches, then appeared ready to release us to our own devices. His eyes casually swept the room as he spoke, then fell on Lippincott. The director looked as though he’d been struck by an inspiration as he wondered aloud whether the esteemed U.S. Attorney for Massachusetts would care to make a few impromptu remarks. He apologized for putting Lippincott on the spot like that but, as polite, encouraging applause spread through the room, Lippincott graciously and humbly made his way up to the podium. He cleared his throat, smiled, and began speaking, seemingly off-the-cuff, in that pleasant and always surprisingly deep voice of his. He noted that, earlier in the year, our office had successfully prosecuted a high-profile case against a ring of art thieves who had stolen more than ninety million dollars’ worth of paintings from two Boston-area art museums. The case had made national news and Lippincott had been quoted extensively. Lippincott spoke about local and nationwide efforts to keep historic works of art where they belonged—in museums. He was articulate and brief. I think it was the latter that invested the applause he received with extra enthusiasm. I could see that Jessica was proud of her father. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Carmen Siracuse smiling, clapping politely.


  As Lippincott walked back to his table, someone with a microphone told everyone to dance and have a good time. On cue, a soft drum riff sounded in the back of the room and the other members of the jazz combo soon joined in as one. A few couples hit the floor and started dancing badly.


  I looked at my watch. Jessica had spent almost three hundred dollars on her dress. We probably had to stay another two hours at least. I looked at her sitting beside me, smiling at me, looking like she might ask me to take a spin on the dance floor. But she surprised me by instead asking, “Where did you go?”


  “Huh?”


  “You weren’t here for most of the speeches. Your mind was elsewhere. Seems like it has been since you picked me up tonight.”


  She was right. My mind was combing the streets of Boston, peering into doorways and alleys, under bridges and behind Dumpsters. Where was Bonz now? Could I find him again? What did he know about Jake?


  “Are you thinking about Siracuse?” she asked.


  “A little, I guess.” And I was, too. Jake and Bonz and Siracuse.


  “You okay? You did have a rough night last night. Maybe I shouldn’t have made you come tonight.”


  I shook my head. “Really, Jess, I’m fine. I feel okay.”


  She nodded and smiled, then looked around the room. While a few people danced, most had begun mingling—important people rubbing important elbows. I could sense that Jessica wanted to rub some of those elbows—especially those of a few of the most senior partners of her law firm who were in attendance—but I wasn’t interested. Though I’d tried to keep my mind anchored in the moment, it slipped its moorings and drifted back to Bonz. So I excused myself and went out into the lobby and paged Dr. Fielding. He gave me his pager number when I first started seeing him, telling me to use it only in the event of an emergency. I wasn’t certain this qualified, but the guy had made enough money off me and my insurance company over the years that I figured he could return a page and answer a few questions for me.


  I had no idea if Fielding would call me any time soon, but I didn’t want to be in the middle of a crowded room when he did, so I walked around the lobby for a while, admiring all the fancy stuff. I paced in a big oval over the ornate area rug. A concierge with incredibly neat hair nodded politely to me each time I passed him. On my fourth pass my cell phone rang and the concierge and I exchanged a final nod as I flipped open the phone. I walked over to a corner and stood with my back to the room.


  “Dr. Fielding?” I said in a low voice.


  “Yes, this is Patrick Fielding. I was paged.”


  “Thanks for calling, Dr. Fielding. It’s Charlie Beckham. I’m sorry to disturb you.”


  “Are you okay, Charlie?” He sounded concerned and irritated in equal parts, like he did actually care that I was all right, but if I was, I’d better have a good reason for calling him on a Sunday night.


  “I’m fine, thanks. I’m sorry to make you call me like this but I have a question for you. One that couldn’t wait until morning.”


  “A question?” The scale was starting to tip away from concerned and toward irritated.


  “Yes. I know this is unusual but I didn’t know where else to turn. And this really is right up your alley.”


  “Well, why don’t you ask me your question then and we’ll see if you’re right.” I couldn’t detect a trace of concern in his voice any longer. He still managed to sound professional, though.


  “Okay. Let’s say a person suffers through a terrible ordeal, like torture, for instance…I assume that could damage the person’s memory, right?”


  Fielding hesitated. “Torture? Charlie, what are you —”


  “Just hypothetically speaking, Dr. Fielding.”


  Fielding hesitated again, then said, “Well, of course, sufficiently traumatic events can cause memory loss. People often build a wall around memories related to the cause of the trauma—say, sexual abuse or, in your hypothetical, torture. It’s a self-preservation mechanism. Keep the memories locked away and the person doesn’t have to deal with them. They can block out those discrete memories but in all other respects their memories—and here I’m speaking of their ability to remember—can be as good as anyone else’s.”


  “How about more severe memory loss?” I asked. “Not just relating to the trauma, but practically complete memory loss.”


  “Could torture cause that? Yes, I suppose. If it were severe enough, it could cause any level of damage to the subject’s memory. Now, Charlie, you really must tell me—”


  “One more question, Dr. Fielding.” I rushed on before he could object. “Could something—say, seeing a familiar face—trigger a return of that memory?”


  Fielding was silent for a few moments. He clearly wondered where all this was coming from. Finally, he said, “Yes, I would think so. Sometimes all the memory needs is a little push. I suppose if our hypothetical torture victim experienced nearly total memory loss, and something he sees or hears completes a connection in his mind, a connection to his past, the wall he built could come tumbling down.”


  “How would that affect the person?”


  “Well, it could affect him any number of ways. He might be relieved, happy to have his memory back. Conversely, he might be severely traumatized all over again, reliving the events that caused the memory block in the first place. If the memory returned slowly, over time, it would be easier on the person, I would imagine. It’s possible, though, that once the wall comes down, it could be like…like a…”


  “Dam bursting?” I offered.


  “Exactly. And that could be very scary for our hypothetical subject.” A pause. “This is a hypothetical person we’re talking about, isn’t it, Charlie?”


  This certainly could have explained a lot about Bonz’s behavior. Seeing my face—not once, but several times now—and talking to me, as well, might have taken a wrecking ball to walls Bonz had built in his mind to protect himself from the memories of whatever happened to him, whatever had caused those scars, maimed that hand, broken that nose. Originally, I had thought that his strange behavior was the result of dementia caused by whatever the heck causes some homeless people to act crazy. Now I wasn’t so sure. Someone had put him through hell and I had set up a slide projector in his mind so he could relive his trip there.


  “Dr. Fielding, what I need to know is, how would this person react after his memory returns? How would I deal with him? Would he be violent? Fragile? If I needed information from him, how should I go about getting it?”


  “That’s a lot of questions, Charlie. I don’t really think we’re talking hypothetically, are we?”


  “Please, Dr. Fielding.”


  There was silence for a few seconds, then, “A person like you’re describing could certainly become violent. It would depend on the circumstances and his underlying nature. Would he be fragile? Maybe. Again, it would depend on him. If you were to question someone like that, you’d want to be careful. Ask the wrong thing and you could set him off in a rage, if he’s given to such things, or into a panic as he remembers what was done to him, or even back into his protective shell, causing him to rebuild the walls around the bad memories.”


  “You’re saying he could lose his memory again?”


  “It’s possible. I really have no way of saying with more certainty, not without meeting the man, talking to him.”


  “I see.” If I ever saw Bonz again, I’d have to take care with my questions. I didn’t want him losing his memory again, of course. And I definitely didn’t want him getting violent with me. I’d seen what he could do.


  “Now, Charlie, I’ve answered all your questions. I must now ask that you tell me—”


  “I’m sorry, Dr. Fielding, but this is something confidential. A witness for one of my cases, which you know I can’t talk about for ethical reasons.”


  “You don’t sound like this is merely—”


  “Thank you very much for your help. I’m sorry to have disturbed you on the weekend.” I snapped my cell phone shut.


  “What was that all about?” It was Jessica’s voice. I turned to find her right behind me.


  “Why aren’t you inside schmoozing with the big shots?”


  “I began to wonder where you’d run off to.”


  How much had she heard?


  “Who was tortured, Charlie? My God, was it you? Is that what those bruises really are?”


  I hesitated. But she was so genuinely concerned, so truly caring, that I had to share the truth with her. So I sat her down on a small sofa off to one side of the lobby, swore her to secrecy, and after taking a big breath, told her about Bonz. I told her how he called me Wiley, and what that meant—because even Jess never knew my brother’s secret nickname for me. I told her how I chased him, how I wondered if he was Jake, how it turned out that he wasn’t Jake, how he threatened to break my neck, how he ate like an entire football team. And I told her that he must have known my brother. That he must know something about what happened to Jake.


  As I told her all this, she sat shaking her head slightly from side to side. I knew how she felt about what she referred to as my obsession with Jake’s disappearance. I knew she’d be disappointed. That’s why I was so surprised when she said, “You have to find him again, Charlie. You have to get him to tell you what he knows.”


  The shock must have shown on my face because she added, “My, God, Charlie, I only wanted you to let all this go because it seemed that you’d never find out what happened to Jake. If there’s any chance the answer is actually out there, you have to find it. That’s the way to put your brother to rest. That’s the only way you’ll be able to let him go. An answer, one way or the other, is what you need. I really hope you can find it. And I hope you’re a little more careful from now on looking for it.”


  I took her hand and squeezed it. I hadn’t realized how important Jessica’s support would be to me. And it felt so good to finally talk about this with someone.


  “I’ll find him, Jess,” I said in a confident voice. “I have to.” I stood up.


  “You’re going to look for him right now?”


  “Well, actually,” I said, “I’m going to the men’s room. I’ll start looking for him again tomorrow.”


  She shook her head, smiling. “I’ll see you back inside.”


  
 



   



   



   



   FOURTEEN


   



  Back in the ballroom, the evening was in full swing—literally, as the musicians were performing a nice blend of jazz-swing. People were dancing, mingling, drinking, talking, laughing. Jessica twirled through two songs with her proud, beaming father. Michael Kidder threw sweat and elbows as he spun his wife awkwardly around the floor. Jess and I danced to a few songs and I tried to keep my mind off the distractions that had pestered me all night. I wondered if Carmen Siracuse was going to dance with any of his thick-necked toadies.


  Looking back, I can’t remember exactly when I started drinking. About an hour and a half after Lippincott’s remarks, I definitely wasn’t drunk, but I’d had one drink too many. Sometimes that’s all it takes to make you do something stupid.


  Carmen Siracuse had a cell phone against his ear and a mouthful of chocolate cake when I walked toward his table. His dark eyes twinkled with a touch of amusement when he noticed my approach. I saw that his hair, though still mostly black, had let some gray bleed in around the temples since the last time I’d spoken with him. And while he’d been quite a bit overweight before, he’d gotten himself a good fifty pounds closer to a massive coronary since then. As I neared the big man, his goons eased up onto their feet. A wave of Siracuse’s chubby, pinkie-ringed hand and they all sat back down like obedient, steroid-pumped rottweilers. The big man raised a fat finger, thick as a roll of quarters, signaling me that he’d only be a minute. I waited. I felt like an idiot just standing there. The goons watched me coldly. Finally, Siracuse said into the phone, “Great, thanks for the info,” and snapped the phone shut. He looked up at me.


  “Do I know you?” he asked, smiling pleasantly. Chocolate cake was stuck to several of his teeth. I’d forgotten his unusual voice. The story was, he’d bitten off a good-sized piece of his tongue during an alley fight as a teenager. It left him sounding like someone who’d just been given a root canal by a dentist who used far too much Novocain. But he wasn’t too difficult to understand. What was a little hard to understand was how, with a mild speech impediment that left him sounding a little like a stroke victim, he could inject the level of menace and authority into his voice necessary to instill respect, fear, awe, and whatever else underlings and enemies must feel so that he could effectively run a criminal empire—especially when he had a habit of smiling as much as he did. Of course, his legendary ruthlessness might have had a lot to do with it.


  “I’m surprised you don’t remember me,” I said. The son of a bitch remembered me. I had no doubt. “How often does someone accuse you of murder right to your face?”


  “You’d be surprised,” he said. He laughed and his cronies laughed along with him until their boss choked a little on his cake and they all stopped laughing. Siracuse cleared his throat and said, “Remind me.”


  “Jake Beckham.”


  “I need more.” He waited, smiling that goddamned smile of his. The piece of shit.


  “An investigative journalist with the Boston Beacon. You had him killed thirteen years ago, Mr. Siracuse.”


  “Call me Uncle Carmen,” he said with his friendly grin.


  “No.”


  Finally, the smile dropped from his fat face. For a moment I saw the face of Carmen Siracuse that anyone with a shred of sanity didn’t ever want to see. A moment later, that face was replaced by another one, a tired, pained expression, one I’m sure he practiced. “I resent your accusation, Mr. …Beckham, is it? I’m an upstanding citizen. A respected businessman in the Boston community. I’m a patron of the goddamned arts. Spent two thousand bucks tonight on four pieces of undersized, overcooked prime rib.”


  “Yeah, you’re a fucking saint,” I said. As I noted, I’d been drinking.


  Siracuse’s eyes went cold. His trademark smile had yet to return. His guard dogs tensed. “What the hell happened to your face?” he asked.


  “I smashed it in while shaving. Maybe this will jog your memory. I was an Assistant DA. I confronted you in one of your restaurants in the North End. Told you I’d put you away for murder one day.”


  Siracuse just smiled at me pleasantly. “Beckham, huh? Didn’t I see you on TV the other day, running out of court? Yeah, you’re prosecuting some organized crime case, right? You say you talked to me years ago?” He turned to the goon seated at his left, a guy with a thin mustache and a fat, dark mole beside his nose, and said, “That the night that little shit of a waiter splashed marinara sauce on my shirt cuff?”


  The Mole Man replied, “Yeah, I think so.”


  Siracuse laughed. “Whatever happened to that kid?”


  “We got him fired.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Yeah, I think so.”


  Siracuse thought for a moment and nodded, concluding, I guess, that splashing a little pasta sauce on the boss’s shirt cuff wasn’t sufficient cause for getting whacked.


  “Come to think of it,” he said, “maybe I do remember you from that night. I also remember telling you that you were full of shit. I never killed anybody.” He crammed a giant bite of cake into his mouth and said, “As you said, I’m a fucking saint.” He grinned broadly.


  I felt a tug on my sleeve and figured Jessica had found me and was trying, far too late, to stop me from doing something colossally stupid. But when I turned I found Norm Balzer, one of the AUSAs I’d shared a table with, at my elbow. He said to me, very quietly, “Mr. Lippincott strongly suggests that you go back to the table.”


  I looked over Balzer’s shoulder and saw Lippincott standing at my table. He looked extraordinarily displeased. Jessica stood beside him, looking equally unhappy and more than a little concerned. Just behind Lippincott I could see the face of Michael Kidder, who stood several inches taller than Lippincott. Kidder merely looked fascinated.


  I said to Balzer, “Tell Mr. Lippincott that I’ll be back over there very shortly.”


  Balzer stood uncertainly for a moment, looked back at Lippincott, then at me again, then walked back toward our table. I returned my attention to Siracuse.


  “That’s right,” he said, snapping his fat fingers, “you’re a big-time federal prosecutor now.”


  “I am. On the Organized Crime Strike Force Unit.”


  I was hoping his knowing that someone with a personal vendetta against him, someone on the Strike Force Unit—the unit whose sole mission was to prosecute organized-crime figures—would make him a little nervous. I smiled a smile of my own, one intended to send a message, a challenge, to make Siracuse sweat a little. He didn’t appear to sweat, though. He did laugh fairly heartily, almost choking again on the last bite of his cake. As soon as he swallowed it all, he pulled a second plate of cake toward him. He stabbed into it with his fork.


  “New sheriff in town, I guess, is that it? That why you came over? To tell me that?”


  “Not really. I just wanted you to know that I still believe you’re responsible for my brother’s disappearance.”


  “Disappearance?” Siracuse said through a wet paste of chocolate cake. “I thought you said he was murdered. You mean he just disappeared? Hell, for all you know he’s sipping margaritas with the senoritas down in Mexico,” he added, laughing. He pronounced it Me-hee-ko.


  “You had him killed, Mr. Siracuse, and I’m going to put you away for it.”


  Siracuse feigned surprise. “That’s dangerously close to slander, Counselor,” he said. “You want to be careful.” He smiled again. A piece of cake dropped from his bottom lip.


  “Thanks for the warning.”


  Siracuse bit another mouthful of cake off his fork. He spoke with his face full again, as was apparently a disgusting habit of his. Then again, which of his underlings had the balls to tell him it was impolite? “Not a warning, Mr. Beckham. I wouldn’t presume to send a warning to an Assistant U.S. Attorney. Just some friendly advice.”


  He stared at me. I stared back.


  “Anything else?” he finally asked pleasantly.


  I kept staring at him. He kept staring back. Was there anything else? In truth, I wasn’t sure. I should have left then. In fact, I should have walked away long ago. Hell, I never should have gone over there. But I couldn’t move. Too many sleepless nights. Too long wondering where my brother was. Too many years of aching uncertainty. Also, there was that damn one drink too many that I had had. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’d been all tough guy when I walked over. That guy vanished as I stood there. When I spoke next, the steely resolve had fled my voice and I hated the voice I was left with.


  “Mr. Siracuse, I just want to know what happened to him. I just want to know.”


  He smiled again, apologetically this time. “You’re asking the wrong guy.”


  “I just want to know, that’s all. You tell me and I won’t come after you for it. I just need to know.”


  He looked up at me and something changed in his face. I doubt he’d respected me in the slightest before, but that lack of respect hadn’t been as plainly evident as it was at that moment. Then he grinned.


  “What? You’re telling me you and your boss over there will stop harassing me? Stop trying to besmirch my good name? Stop planting illegal bugs, all that shit? Not that I’ve done anything wrong, mind you, or that I know a fucking thing about your brother, but you’re saying you’d leave me alone if I told you what you wanted to hear? Good or bad?”


  “We never—” I let the sentence die and took a breath. “No, I’m not saying we’ll stop coming after you. You’re the head of an organized crime family and we’re going to take you down for that.” That was why I’d been willing at that moment to let the matter of Jake’s murder drop in exchange for finally knowing, actually knowing, what happened to him. I knew we’d eventually convict Siracuse on a host of other charges. I really, really would have liked to put him away for Jake’s murder, but all that truly mattered in the end, I figured, was that my brother’s killer spent the rest of his days behind bars. It didn’t really matter what specific crimes put him there. I just had to know. I continued, “Look, I’m just saying that I’ll let the matter of my brother’s murder drop and—”


  He cut me off. “Disappearance.”


  I took a breath. “You have my word.” I heard a hint of desperation in my voice and loathed myself for it.


  “But you plan to indict me for other alleged federal crimes?”


  I was silent.


  “Racketeering, of course,” he said. “Murder, probably. Conspiracy to commit murder. Illegal gambling, prostitution, dealing narcotics. Crimes like that?”


  “Probably.”


  “So, with the threat of charges like that clouding my future, charges which, if I was convicted, would put me in prison until I die, you think I’ll sleep better at night because some pesky little pissant of a federal prosecutor tells me he won’t bother charging me with a thirteen-year-old murder where there’s not even a fucking body?” He was smiling from ear to ear now. “Mr. Beckham, forgive me, but I have to laugh.” And he did. He let loose a single, forced guffaw—a bark, really. “Counselor, I don’t know a fucking thing about your fucking brother. And if I did, I’d tell you to go fuck yourself anyway. Got it? Now, will that be all? Can I return to enjoying the festivities which I paid handsomely to partake of?” He’d never stopped smiling at me. It was disturbing that he could say the things he said yet appear so affable at the same time.


  The goon with the mole began to rise to his feet. I felt a hand on my elbow. I turned to see Andrew Lippincott at my side.


  He said, “Charlie, shouldn’t you return to your table?”


  I swallowed hard. Damn that drink that put me over the top, that convinced me to listen to the whispers in my head, the ones telling me that talking to Siracuse wouldn’t be a staggeringly rotten idea.


  If Siracuse had been smiling before, suddenly he was beaming. “Mr. Lippincott! The U.S. Attorney himself. At my table. I am truly honored. Nice speech, by the way. I was riveted. If I was the criminal type and was into stealing art, I’d certainly find a new line of work knowing that you’re on the job.”


  Lippincott’s grip on my elbow tightened. I turned to see a frightening look on his face. Lippincott, who never looked rattled, who never displayed an emotion he didn’t want others to see, who showed only the face he wanted to show, was gritting his teeth. Someone who didn’t know him might not have even noticed it. But I could see an inner battle raging, several emotions fighting for supremacy. I could tell…Andrew Lippincott felt pure hatred for Carmen Siracuse. The tension at that moment was as thick as hot tar.


  Siracuse’s smile faded as he turned to the Mole Man and said, “Geez, you pay a guy a compliment, the least he could do is thank you.” He turned back to Lippincott. “Your employee here was just telling me he’s going to put me in jail. What do you think? That going to happen?”


  Lippincott nearly cut off the flow of blood to my lower arm entirely before he finally released his grip on my elbow. He took a breath and something changed. A palpable tension I’d felt building had dissipated. The sounds of the event—talking, laughing, music—sounds which I realized only then had seemed to die away, now returned. Lippincott once again wore the mask he chose to wear.


  “That’s right, Mr. Siracuse. If, of course, you’re guilty of a federal crime, that is. If that’s the case, we will put you in jail. That’s a promise.”


  Siracuse smiled. “See, Charlie,” he said, “that’s the way to slander someone. You add that ‘if you’re guilty’ shit and you keep from getting in trouble. Right, Mr. Lippincott? You could learn a lot from this guy, you know that, Charlie?”


  Lippincott took my elbow again, authoritatively. “Why don’t we head back to the table now, Charlie?”


  I nodded, but before we could leave, Siracuse said, “Hang on a second, okay, Counselor?”


  He was looking at Lippincott. Lippincott hesitated, then said to me, “I’ll be back over shortly. I’m just going to have a brief word with Mr. Siracuse.”


  “Uncle Carmen,” the mob boss corrected.


  I turned away. When I’d walked ten feet I heard Siracuse say, “Enjoy the rest of the evening, Charlie.” It sounded to me like his mouth was full again. A moment later, I paused and turned to see the Massachusetts U.S Attorney speaking with the head of the Italian mob. Siracuse smiled most of the time. Lippincott looked angry and intense to me, but controlled. They looked my way and I quickly resumed my long trek back to the table.


  As I neared it, I saw Jessica standing, looking worried. Norm Balzer and the other two AUSAs who’d dined with us sat open-mouthed. Among my fellow AUSAs I was going to be branded either a legend or a fool for that little stunt, and I feared I knew which. The AUSAs’ wives and Mrs. Kidder couldn’t have fully comprehended the enormity of the mistake I’d just made, practically and professionally speaking, but they nonetheless looked concerned for me. When I reached the table, Michael Kidder shook his head and said, “That was a monumental mistake on so many levels, Charlie.”


  Tell me something I don’t know, Michael.


  
 



   



   



   



   FIFTEEN


   



  “What possible reason could you have for talking to Carmen Siracuse like that?”


  Lippincott and I were sitting alone at his table. Jessica and the others were waiting at ours. Kidder was over there, too, though he was watching us intently, looking like he desperately wanted to be a part of this conversation.


  “I don’t really have an explanation, Mr. Lippincott.”


  He regarded me for a moment in silence. “Was it about your brother?”


  I nodded. I’d shared my suspicions with Lippincott shortly after I began working for him. I promised I’d remain objective. The state of my promise wasn’t looking so good at the moment. Lippincott’s face softened, though, as it did on the very rare occasions when Jake was mentioned. This didn’t surprise me terribly. As I said, I think as a man who’d lost what he’d lost in his life, he could sympathize with me.


  “Charlie, I know a little of what you’re going through. You know I do. I understand how hard it can be to lose someone you love. To accept that loss.”


  “I know you understand, sir.”


  “But you need to understand why speaking with that fat troll was such a bad idea.”


  Lippincott surprised me with his choice of words. It was an emotional choice. But I did understand. First of all, it wasn’t going to get me anywhere. He wasn’t going to confess to having Jake killed. Second, it made me look like a fool and, by extension, my position, our office. Third, it put me on Siracuse’s radar, which was never a good place to be.


  “I do, Mr. Lippincott. Really, I do. Just a momentary lapse. That’s all.”


  He sighed and shook his head. He seemed almost sad. I must have really disappointed him. Finally, he said, “As you know, Charlie, I already had misgivings about letting you keep the Redekov trial. You haven’t been…well, your best lately. I’m wondering if everything is all right with you.”


  “I’m okay, Mr. Lippincott. Really.”


  “Are you sure you aren’t in over your head?”


  “Not at all,” I said with far more conviction than I felt. “I’ve got a strong handle on it. My performance on Thursday was a blip, sir, an aberration. I was just a little flustered about being late and all. But I know this case cold, sir, and, despite my rocky start, I’m ready to kick the hell out of Redekov and his lawyers.” I hoped I was right. I thought I might have been.


  He said, “It’s just that…well, you know how important this trial is. I need to know you can handle it. There’s no shame in asking for help here. We’re all on the same team.”


  If I asked for help I might as well admit that I wasn’t cut out for bigger and better things with the U.S. Attorney’s office, something I’d worked toward for too long. I thought for a moment. Maybe I was being selfish. Maybe I was risking losing this case and seeing that dirtbag Redekov walk free, but I really thought I could handle it. I thought I could find Bonz again, get the answers I needed, and keep the trial moving along at the same time. I really did know the case well. I could do what I had to do in court during the day and use the evenings to find Bonz. If I could resolve things with him fairly quickly, the government’s case against Redekov wouldn’t suffer at all. I believed I could pull it off. I really did.


  “I’m okay, sir,” I said. “Really. Just hit a bump in the road there. I’m going to walk into court tomorrow morning and show the judge and jury a very different lawyer than the one they saw the other day.”


  He studied me, my bruised face, and, after a long moment, nodded. “Okay. And things are going well with my daughter?”


  I could have put his mind at ease by telling him how recently Jess and I had made love, but I don’t think that was what he wanted to hear. “Yes, sir. Things are great with her. She’s really something special.”


  He nodded. “And Siracuse?”


  I shook my head. “One drink too many, Mr. Lippincott. Nothing like that will ever happen again. I promise you.”


  He nodded, thinking. At that moment, Kidder stepped up to our table. Apparently, he’d been unable to stay away.


  “Everything okay here?” he asked.


  Lippincott looked up at him with just a hint of displeasure.


  “We’re fine, Michael.”


  Kidder stood there a moment, unsure what to do. “Charlie, that was a very foolish—”


  Lippincott cut him off. “I’m handling this.”


  Kidder looked almost like he’d been slapped. He recovered and said, “I just wanted to see if you wanted my two cents.”


  Lippincott shook his head and said, “Not this time, Michael. I’ve got it.”


  Kidder frowned very slightly, then nodded and walked back to the other table. Lippincott watched him go for a second, then turned to me.


  “Okay, Charlie. I’ll take your word that you’re comfortable handling this trial. But surely there’s something bothering you. You haven’t been yourself since, it seems to me, Thursday. If it’s not work, and it’s not Jessica, then what?”


  “Mr. Lippincott—”


  “Of course,” he said quickly, “I don’t mean to pry, but if you need help with something else…say, oh, I don’t know, alcohol or other substance abuse, or maybe—”


  “My, God, no,” I said. “Trust me on this. I don’t do drugs. And I don’t drink too much, at least not usually. Really, Mr. Lippincott. There’s nothing wrong with me.”


  He studied me a moment longer and I felt like a paramecium on a microscope slide. “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “But please, if your feelings change at all and you need more help on the trial, or if you feel the need to step down as lead counsel, let me know right away. You’ll do that, won’t you?”


  “Of course, sir.”


  “And you’re sure there’s nothing else bothering you? Nothing you want to talk about?”


  I shook my head.


  “There’s a good man,” he said, as his tuxedo jacket began to play a little melody. The beginning notes of Beethoven’s Ninth, I think it was. Lippincott pulled a cell phone from his inside pocket, looked at the screen, and said, “I’ve got to take this, Charlie.” I nodded and stood. Lippincott didn’t speak until I’d moved out of earshot.


  As I walked away I looked over toward Siracuse’s table, but the big man wasn’t there. Neither was his muscle. I scanned the room but they seemed to have left.


  Back at our table Kidder watched me with what appeared to me to be very mild hostility. He didn’t hate me or anything, but he seemed to be, what? Jealous of me? Did he think Lippincott and I had a special relationship because I was dating his daughter? I wasn’t worried about it. Kidder was a professional. Any such feelings, if they existed, wouldn’t touch our workplace.


  Over the next half hour, Jessica alternated between sitting beside me holding my hand and schmoozing with big-shot Boston attorneys. I knew she was dying to mingle even more, to make the contacts that are so important to an attorney on the verge of partnership, but, to her credit, she stayed by me a lot of the evening, until I found myself telling her time and again that I was okay, that she should go back out there and network. Personally, I’d thought about leaving right after my encounter with Siracuse, but I didn’t want it to appear to Lippincott, Kidder, or the other AUSAs like I was slinking away. I could have used a drink, but alcohol had helped me get into enough trouble as it was. Eventually, I decided that a Coke wouldn’t make me do anything stupid, so, with Jessica off somewhere, I headed toward the bar.


  I was halfway across the room when I saw Angel Medina step between two clusters of monkey suits. He was coming my way. He had a drink in his hand and his steps were a little unsteady. I stopped.


  “Angel, good to see you. You got here late, huh?”


  “Looks like it.”


  I frowned.


  “Well, I’m glad you’re here. I could use a friend. It’s been quite an evening so far. You wouldn’t believe the stupid thing I did tonight.”


  “I don’t know about that.”


  I frowned. What had he just implied? Was he saying that whatever I’d done probably wasn’t stupid as I thought? Or that I was wrong and he certainly could believe I’d done something really dumb? I looked down at the drink in his hand. How many had he had tonight? “Angel, what’s the matter with you?”


  He stepped closer to me and practically hissed, “Me? You wanna know what’s the matter with me? Fuck you, Charlie. Fuck you.” I could smell scotch on his breath.


  He’d raised his voice just slightly at the end there. A few people looked over at us.


  “Angel, keep your voice down. What’s wrong?”


  “As if you don’t know. How could you stab me in the back like that?”


  He drained what was left of his scotch and dropped the empty glass hard on the nearest table, harder than he needed to. I was aware of more stares drifting our way.


  I said, as calmly as I could, “What’s the matter with you, buddy? What’s happened? Are you all right?”


  “What’s the matter with me?” He practically yelled it. “Nothing’s the matter with me. But if you think there is, why don’t you find someone else to do your shit work for you?” I could feel more eyes on me then, and I knew I wasn’t imagining them this time. “I’m as good a lawyer as you, Charlie, maybe better. But I’ve been doing your slop work for months now. And how do you thank me? Betrayal, man. Fucking betrayal.”


  I stole a glance around the room. We were the floor show. Several hundred eyes were looking at the two men arguing, one drunk, the other sporting a thuggish, bruised face. Lippincott was standing with a small group of people, watching us and shaking his head. Michael Kidder was watching with something bordering on amusement. The other AUSAs were watching in shock. Then I saw Jessica by herself, watching, horror-stricken. I wanted to end this and get out of the spotlight. I spoke in a quiet voice, practically a whisper.


  “Angel, I don’t have the slightest idea what betrayal you’re talking about, but you’d better keep your voice—”


  I took his elbow to guide him toward a chair. He yanked his arm away and stumbled slightly.


  “Or what?” he yelled loud enough for the busboys smoking in the alley out back to hear. “Don’t fucking threaten me!” He shoved me hard and I toppled backward over a chair, landing gracelessly on my ass. I wanted to cry from my bruised ribs.


  Threaten him? I half expected Rod Serling to step out from behind a curtain somewhere. I watched people clear a path for Angel as he stormed out of the room.


  The place was silent. You could have heard a hundred-dollar-bill drop. Finally, a couple of people nearby moved to help me up. They didn’t know about my ribs, of course, so they couldn’t have known that they were making me want to die the way they were yanking me around as they struggled to untangle me from the chair and get me to my feet. Once I was upright, they moved off quickly. I couldn’t blame them.


  This was one of those moments when you really want to be near the exit. Sadly, I was on the opposite side of the room, so I had to make my way through hundreds of people who had just witnessed one of the most embarrassing—and most puzzling—moments of my life.


  As I passed through the room, conversation slowly filled it again. I avoided Lippincott’s glare but noticed that Jessica had drifted to his side, and that her father had slipped a paternal, protective arm around her shoulders. Something about that bothered me for some reason. I caught her eye. I wanted to go to her, tell her that I didn’t understand what had just happened, let her comfort me, but I didn’t want to embarrass her, taint her any further with my presence. I tried to convey all this with my eyes, which was a lot to expect from them, as I headed for the doors to the lobby.


  I left, wondering how things could get any worse, or any weirder, knowing that they probably would.


  
 



   



   



   



   SIXTEEN


   



  I walked across the spacious lobby of the Copley Plaza in a very different mood than I was in the last time I crossed it. Before, I’d had a beautiful woman on my arm, which makes one’s problems seem smaller than they really are, at least for a while. As I crossed it this time, I was thinking about damage control. My personal and professional lives had taken direct hits, though both would probably survive. I’d embarrassed Jessica, but I knew she would listen to my story, that she’d believe me, and we’d be okay. Maybe even laugh about it. Lippincott was a different matter. I’d have to make him believe that that this incident wouldn’t affect my work in general and the Redekov trial in particular. I’d have to convince him all over again that I was in control, that everything was fine, which might not be very easy. And I had to make him believe that I’d had nothing to do with Angel’s tirade, which might be even more difficult. I knew Angel had simply flipped out, but anyone who witnessed our altercation would have thought I threatened him, provoking his physical attack.


  And what about Angel, my best friend? I had no idea what to think about him.


  I headed across the lobby toward the doors on St. James Avenue. Before I reached them, I heard Jessica call to me. I turned and watched her walk toward me, quickly but gracefully, with her body barely hiding untapped strength and athleticism. I waited for her.


  I said, “I figured you wouldn’t want me to come back to you in there after what just happened.”


  “Thanks,” she replied, not disagreeing with me.


  “I don’t know what that was, Jess. Why he freaked out like that.”


  She nodded. “All right. Let’s talk about it tomorrow, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  She hesitated, then said, “You want to leave, of course.”


  “Never wanted to leave a place more badly in my life.” I attempted a smile.


  She nodded again. “Would you mind, though, if I stayed for a while?”


  I wasn’t sure how to react. I did mind—a little—that she wanted to stay. She was my fiancée, my other half. She should have come home with me, made me feel better about what happened. It had been a hell of a night, and, sure, some of that was my doing, but that thing with Angel was a disturbing mystery I had nothing to do with. But I told her I understood.


  “Call me tomorrow, okay?” she said.


  “Sure.”


  I watched her walk away. Then I saw Lippincott, standing off to the side of the lobby, talking on a cell phone and watching us. As Jessica walked by him, a somber look passed between them and I didn’t much care for it. It made me think of the way she had ended up right beside him after Angel had confronted me. And now she wanted to stay here tonight even though I could have made at least a reasonable argument that she should be leaving with me. Most likely she felt the need to do some damage control with the partners of her law firm, who, of course, knew we were engaged, but for some reason it almost felt to me like it had something to do with her father, like she needed to be with him rather than me. But perhaps I was reading too much into it. She probably just needed a little distance from me, just a little time without me after all this. That was understandable, right?


  I saw Lippincott walking toward me, his cell phone still at his ear. Oh, great. I was looking forward to this. He stopped a few feet away and held up a single finger, indicating that I should wait. So, of course, I waited. And waited. And the phone call went on and on, with Lippincott looking my way every now and then and holding up that powerful, demanding finger. After several minutes, I moved over to an upholstered chair with gilded wooden legs and leaned against it. Waiting. After five more minutes I sat in the chair and waited some more. I was just considering taking a little nap when Lippincott tapped me on the shoulder. I stood up as he slipped his sleek little phone into the pocket of his tuxedo.


  “Sorry about that,” he said. “Problems with an FBI agent on a white-collar case.”


  “That’s okay, Mr. Lippincott.”


  A silence followed as Lippincott studied me. He certainly didn’t seem to be in a hurry to say whatever it was he had stopped me to say. That had me nervous.


  “About our little talk earlier,” he said. Then he paused, waiting for me to speak. As usual, he was controlling the conversation, speaking when he wanted and compelling me to speak on cue.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Well, I must say, I didn’t find that…spectacle in there very reassuring. That was Angel Medina, wasn’t it?”


  “It was.”


  “He’s assisting on Redekov.”


  “That’s right.”


  “And he’s a friend of yours. A close one, I believe.”


  “He is, sir, but I have to tell you, I have no idea—”


  He shook his head and waved his hand slowly, as if he was trying to shoo away some very lazy gnats. “I don’t need to know specifics, Charlie. If this is personal, fix it right away. If it’s professional, fix it faster. Just make sure this doesn’t affect the trial. Understood?”


  Frustrating. I wanted to make it clear that I had nothing to do with what happened with Angel, but Lippincott didn’t want to hear it. If the guy could read minds like everyone at the office thought he could, I wished he’d do so now. But he didn’t seem to be, so I said, “Absolutely, Mr. Lippincott. You don’t have to worry about a thing. I’ll get things straightened out with Angel, whatever was bothering him.”


  Lippincott said, “You performed very badly on your first day of the trial. I’m afraid tomorrow is your last chance, Charlie. If it doesn’t go well, I’ll have no choice but to make a change. Now,” he said, wrapping things up, “perhaps you should go home and get some rest. You don’t look well and tomorrow’s a big day.”


  He turned without another word and walked back across the lobby. I stepped out onto St. James and into the first cab in a long line in front of the hotel. I gave the driver my address and sat back and closed my eyes. Things weren’t really resolved with Jessica yet and I had no idea what to think about my lunatic friend, but at least I still had a job—for a while, anyway.


  I took out my cell phone and dialed Angel’s home number, knowing I’d reach his machine.


  “Angel, it’s me. I don’t know what the hell you thought you were doing tonight, but we definitely need to talk. Jessica’s upset with me. Lippincott’s losing confidence in me, and I can’t imagine he’s too thrilled with you, either, by the way. You really screwed me, man.”


  I snapped my phone shut and closed my eyes again. Angel and I were friends. Whatever had gotten into him, we’d probably talk tomorrow and straighten it out. But I was still pissed.


  I had a few minutes of cab ride ahead of me and decided to use the time productively, thinking about the trial. I fell asleep almost immediately.


   



  * * *


   



  The cab jerked to a stop in front of my building, jolting me from my slumber. I paid the meter and gave a decent tip, hoping the driver hadn’t taken advantage of my unconscious state to do laps around the Boston Common before dropping me off.


  I climbed the stairs to my apartment, unlocked each deadbolt on my door, and went in. I was about to lock the door again from the inside when a voice came from behind me.


  “Hey, Charlie.”


  I whirled around and saw Angel Medina sitting in my La-Z-Boy.


  “Angel? What are you doing here?”


  “Came to talk. Man, look at your face. Jessica told me tonight that you got beaten up but she didn’t say how bad. And I didn’t notice before, when you and I…man, you look horrible.”


  “Thanks.” I paused. “When did you talk to Jessica?”


  “At the charity thing. A few minutes before I saw you. So, listen, you okay?”


  “I’m fine.” No thanks to him. “So, you come to talk about my pretty face, or was there something else?” I didn’t need to hear how terrible I looked. I already knew. Besides, what Angel should have been saying was how sorry he was, and I wasn’t going to make nice with him until I got an industrial-strength apology and maybe—


  I stopped dead. Something wasn’t right. I looked around my apartment. Things were different, not drastically so, but just a little out of place. Someone who didn’t live there might not notice, but the books weren’t lined up quite right in my bookcase, the drawer of my end table was open a hair, my desk chair was pulled farther out from my desk than I tend to keep it. Nothing of value was missing, at least nothing obvious, but someone had gone through my apartment, through my things.


  “What the hell?” I said.


  I looked at Angel, just sitting there in my recliner. After a brief pause, he said, “I know, somebody’s been here, right? I already called the police. They’re sending someone.”


  I started walking around the room slowly, looking at the little things that weren’t as they should be. “Thanks,” I said, shaking my head. “I wonder what they were—” I looked over at Angel again. “The door was locked when I came home just now.”


  “I found it open when I got here and locked it behind me. Just in case the guy wasn’t done, I didn’t want him walking back in and surprising me, you know?”


  Made sense. I took a deep breath and started putting things right, closing drawers all the way, lining up my books.


  Angel said, “Better leave it the way we found it until the cops come, don’t you think?”


  “Oh, yeah.” I wasn’t thinking clearly. I took off my tuxedo jacket and dropped it on a chair near the door, then walked toward the sofa to wait for the police. Before I reached it, I remembered that Angel hadn’t answered my question completely. “What exactly are you doing here?” I asked.


  “Came to apologize for what happened earlier. You’re wondering what that was all about, huh? Sorry about that. Really. I guess I lost my head.”


  That was it? I lost my head? It wasn’t even close to the bowing and scraping I deserved. “You sure as hell did. But why? What you were saying made no sense. I betrayed you? When?”


  “Like I said, I lost my head.”


  “I don’t get it.”


  “I know, I know, Charlie. It was crazy. I’m sorry. Really, really sorry. I hope you can forget about it.” He smiled that Angel smile of his and I wanted to forget about it. I really did. But I couldn’t.


  “I’m probably in the shits with Jessica because of you. And Lippincott was already worried I couldn’t handle this trial. Our little altercation certainly didn’t help matters there.”


  “What can I say, bro? I had too much to drink and I got a little crazy. Got a lot on my mind, I guess.” He stood and walked over to me without a stumble or a weave. “You understand that, don’t you, Charlie? I mean, you’ve been a little weird yourself lately.”


  I was getting tired of hearing that. “How so?”


  “Look, maybe it’s none of my business, but I’m your friend, right?” I was starting to wonder about that. “There’s obviously something up with you. A few days ago you’re going along fine, same old steady, dependable Charlie, and then, suddenly, you’re walking around with your head up your ass, you blow it in court, you’re falling asleep at your desk, you’re certainly not all there when anyone talks to you. Man, it’s obvious something’s going on. Tell me about it. Maybe I can help.”


  I thought about telling him everything, like I had told Jessica. I studied his face. He seemed like good old Angel again, my buddy. Maybe he was right. Maybe he could help me. I could certainly cover more ground searching for Bonz if I had another pair of eyes looking. I’d just opened my mouth to begin the story when something shifted in Angel’s eyes. Something in there shimmered darkly, fleetingly, like a startled snake slithering quickly into its cold hole.


  “Come on, Charlie,” he said, more forcefully than I would have liked. “Enough’s enough. Just tell me what’s on your mind lately. I know it’s not the trial. So what is it?”


  He took another couple of steps in my direction. He didn’t seem the least bit drunk at the moment. I wondered if it was a coincidence that his steps took him between me and the door. I turned away, keeping an eye on him all the while, and wandered around the room. Something wasn’t right in Angel-land.


  “How long until the cops arrive?” I asked. I tried to keep concern out of my voice.


  “They didn’t say.”


  I thought it best to keep him talking, at least until I could maneuver my way back to the door. “I still don’t get it, Angel. Why did you shove me tonight? You knocked me on my ass in front of Jessica, Lippincott, Kidder, people from the office, half the goddamn city. It was embarrassing.”


  “Well,” he said, then hesitated a moment before adding, “just following orders, you know?”


  I stopped and turned. “You were told to start an argument with me and knock me down?”


  “That’s right.”


  “By whom?” I asked. I wished Andrew Lippincott were there to hear my proper use of the pronoun.


  “Come on, Charlie,” he said less than angelically, “no more games. We both know what’s been on your mind. Or, I should say, who.”


  “We do?”


  He looked annoyed, like I was wasting his time. “Tell me about him,” he said.


  “Who?”


  “You know who I’m talking about.”


  I did. He was talking about Bonz, of course. I didn’t know how he could be, or why he was, but he was. I had no doubt. But how could he know? I only told Jessica.… And then I remembered Angel saying that he had spoken with her earlier that night. Damn it, I swore her to secrecy.


  “Where is he, Charlie?” Angel pressed. “Where does he live?”


  I said nothing. Angel took a step toward me. Funny how I’d never noticed before that he was a little bigger than me.


  “How do you contact him?”


  He looked more fit, too, like he lifted weights, worked out a lot.


  “When are you supposed to see him next?”


  He took another step toward me and I tried to circle my way slowly toward the door. All pretense was gone now. Another thing I’d never noticed about Angel. His eyes seemed full of bad intention. How could I have missed that in the years I’d known him? He suddenly looked like a walking mug shot to me. If only I could stall him until the cops arrived. If only…oh, no. If only Angel had actually called the cops. Shit.


  I spread my arms, taking in the room with the gesture. “What were you looking for in here, Angel?”


  He smiled a smile different than I’d ever seen on his face. He still looked like a mug shot, just a happier one, like the guy in it had just beaten the holy hell out of someone and enjoyed every second of it.


  “Something of Jake’s,” Angel said.


  Jake’s? What the hell did Jake have to do with this?


  “Do you know what I’m talking about?” he asked. “Do you know where it is?”


  Then things started coming into focus a bit. The picture was far from clear, but it was getting sharper around the edges. Jake. Bonz knew Jake. Angel knew about Bonz. This had something to do with Jake.


  I bumped against an ottoman behind me. I didn’t even realize I’d been backing up. “What the hell are you talking about, Angel? What does Jake have to do with anything?”


  He looked disappointed. He clenched his fists, then opened his hands again. Shit, his hands. I looked at them. They looked different, too. I’d seen those hands holding a pencil, flipping through a file, shooting pool, hoisting cold beers, giving my hand a high five. Now, those hands looked dangerous.


  I stumbled backward over something else—a pair of sneakers—and decided to stop retreating. I needed to make my way toward the door again. Sure, Angel looked scary now, but I was getting angry. And, frankly, a dark suspicion took root in my mind.


  “Angel,” I said, “what do you know about my brother? About what happened to him?”


  He ignored my questions. “Look, Charlie, I can still be your friend, all right? Things were going along okay there for a while, weren’t they? No problems. You minded your own business and everybody was happy. But things changed, didn’t they? Your new pal changed everything. And they can’t wait anymore. So where is he?”


  “They?” I said. “Who are they?”


  He looked at me as if wondering how much I really knew. I kept circling, very slowly, while Angel followed just as slowly, though he seemed as though he might have inched a little closer. He was thinking, wrestling with something. Whether he wanted to hurt his friend? I doubted that was it. More likely he was considering how much he could hurt me without doing irreparable damage. He still wanted information and he needed me conscious to provide it.


  “Angel,” I said. “Please, tell me…who are ‘they’?”


  “You’re in trouble, Charlie,” he said as he walked directly toward me this time. He seemed to have made up his mind about something.


  With relief I realized I had made my way around the room. The apartment door was just a few feet directly behind me. Maybe I could turn and run for it.


  Angel’s expression changed suddenly, became almost sad. He shook his head. “Charlie, watch out behind you.” It wasn’t a panicked warning. He said it rather casually.


  “I’m not gonna fall for—”


  Then Angel’s expression changed again suddenly, to one of…fear?


  “Aw, shit,” he said, “no, please—”


  What the hell was happening?


  Suddenly, he rushed at me, fury twisting his face. But he was looking over my shoulder. I jerked backward and bumped into something, or someone, directly behind me. Angel was coming fast, just three feet away, when his left eye disappeared—Jesus, his eye just disappeared—and I heard something like a muted handclap beside my left ear. I felt a spray of warm liquid—blood, I realized—spatter my face as Angel’s body stumbled into mine, then dropped to the carpet. My once crisp, white tuxedo shirt was smeared with blood. Angel’s blood. And Angel was dead at my feet. Holy shit, Angel’s eye was gone, replaced by a golf ball–sized hole, and he was dead, right there at my feet. I could barely look away but I knew I’d better turn around and see what I’d bumped into.


  I spun and regretted it instantly.


  
 



   



   



   



   SEVENTEEN


   



  What I saw when I turned was possibly the most disturbing thing I’d ever seen, even more disturbing than seeing a hole blown through Angel’s face. An impossibly long gun barrel hovered six inches from my nose. I realized I was looking at a silencer, which I’d seen in the movies, of course. With tremendous effort I shifted my focus from the black hole at the end of the silencer to the person pointing it at me. He was several inches taller than me, maybe six-four, and he must have weighed two hundred and thirty pounds. It looked to me like all but ten or so of those pounds were pure muscle. He was dressed casually, in dark khaki pants and a windbreaker. I focused on the gun again, then shifted my gaze to the man’s face. He was an ugly cuss. His head was shaped like an inverted pyramid, wide at the top, narrowing as it tapered to his jawline. His skin was rough, pockmarked by long-gone adolescent acne. His eyes were black and hard and even scarier than Angel’s were before this guy shot one of them to jelly. Those eyes were the guy’s most striking feature. They were wide-set—freakishly so—perhaps due to the triangular shape of his head. I’d never seen anything quite like it. A fraction of an inch farther apart and he would have been a hammerhead shark. He was chewing gum with his mouth open. Aggressively. He was the most violent gum-chewer I’d ever seen. His jaw was in constant motion, snapping his teeth together with walnut-cracking force. Technically, this man was my savior, but for some reason I didn’t feel very safe in his presence.


  I stood perfectly still with that big, shiny, silver gun inches from the bridge of my nose. I could smell the metal and what was probably gun oil. I thought I could feel heat coming from the barrel. Without the gun wavering even a fraction of an inch, the killer stretched one of his legs behind him and kicked the door closed.


  “Aren’t you gonna thank me?” he asked, gnashing down on his gum. “Looks like he meant to hurt you.”


  I wasn’t so sure Angel was rushing at me at the end there, but why split hairs? I cleared my throat. I was afraid that if I tried to say anything it would come out as an undignified, unmanly squeak, but the guy with the gun seemed to want a reply, so I managed to say, “Should I thank you?”


  “No. You know why I’m here?”


  “Not really.”


  “But you have some idea?”


  “Just from what Angel told me.”


  “So?” he asked.


  “I don’t have what you want.”


  “But you know what we want.”


  We? This guy obviously was part of the “they” Angel referred to.


  “Something of my brother’s,” I said.


  He nodded. “That’s right. I’m gonna ask you this one time and one time only. You know where it is?”


  The gun was still six inches from my face, aimed right between my eyes. That was really starting to bother me. “Where it is? I don’t even know what it is!”


  He studied my face with his strangely wide-set eyes, snapping his jaws on his chewing gum. The fact that I still had a face indicated that he must have believed me.


  “Gonna ask my next question only once, too,” he said. “Don’t fucking play games with me. Don’t play dumb. Don’t try to lie. Got it?”


  I assumed that wasn’t the question he was referring to. I nodded, watching the dark hole at the end of the gun barrel bob up and down in my vision as I did.


  “Where’s Bonzetti?” he asked.


  I had no idea, of course, but would he believe me or would he kill me?


  “I don’t know.”


  “Do you know how to contact him?”


  I shook my head again.


  “How’d you find him before?”


  “He found me.”


  “Why?”


  “He knew I was looking for him.”


  “Why were you looking for him?”


  That damn gun was unnerving. It was making it hard for me to think. “I thought he might know something about my brother’s disappearance.”


  “Why’d you think that?”


  “The first time I ran into him he called me by a nickname only my brother knew.”


  The killer stared at me for several seconds. I held my breath. “You’re fucking lying,” he said.


  Oh, God. “I’m not.”


  “You just lied again. You’re a dead man.”


  It was hard to hear him over the thunder rush of blood pumping in my ears, but I knew that whatever he’d said meant big trouble for me.


  “I swear, every word I said is true!”


  He moved the gun closer to my face until the hard metal rested against my forehead. I thought I saw his trigger finger twitch. I backed away a step and stumbled, nearly falling on my ass. I looked down at Angel’s body under my feet. The hole in the back of his head, where the bullet had exited, was three times the size of the hole in his face. I looked up and the gun was advancing on me again. I kept backing away. As I retreated, I bumped against the far wall of my living room. There was nowhere else to go. I was out of room, out of time, and out of options. “Please,” I said.


  “Sorry, shithead. Nothing personal.”


  And I knew he was about to pull the trigger. I was dead. Suddenly, a Dalmatian started barking in my kitchen, signaling that midnight had arrived. The killer, apparently unaware of my novelty clock, snapped his head a few degrees to his left and flicked his eyes toward the kitchen, perhaps worried that a dog would come tearing around the corner, fangs flashing. I seized the moment, leaping through that tiny window of opportunity. I lashed out and grabbed the barrel of the gun. Amazingly, I managed to get my fingers wrapped around it and twist the gun so it was pointing off to my right. Then there I was, struggling for my life over a gun with a murderer who outweighed me by fifty pounds. My bruised ribs felt like ground glass in my side. We thrashed around, knocking over a lamp, scattering a few knickknacks off a shelf. I was terrified out of my mind. If the killer got control of the gun, I was a dead man. And I was tiring. My arms were shaking. Adrenaline, which had served me so well these past few seconds, seemed to be draining from my body along with my sweat. I was running out of time fast. I had to end this now. I kept a white-knuckled grip on the gun with my left hand while I let go with my right and threw a punch powered by flat-out desperation. Remarkably, the killer staggered back a step. More importantly, he lost his hold on the gun. Being right-handed, I shifted the gun to that hand, then almost dropped it because my right hand had nearly gone numb from the punch, so I quickly transferred it back to my left hand, pointed it the killer’s way, and struggled to get my finger inside the trigger guard just as the bastard was tensing for a lunge at me.


  “No, asshole,” I said, panting. “I don’t think so. Now get your hands up.”


  He did, slowly. He looked like he was considering rushing me in spite of my significant edge in firepower.


  I know less than squat about guns. I didn’t know what the hell I was holding. Revolver…automatic…was there a difference? The important things I knew, though. Point and shoot. Also, some guns have safeties, maybe they all do, but if this one did, it was switched off because the killer had just used this weapon to remove Angel’s eye and, I was sure, a lot of his brain.


  “I’ll shoot you,” I huffed, “I swear to God.” I looked over his shoulder at the door to my apartment. “Back up.”


  He retreated a few paces, hands still raised, until he was about a dozen feet away. I noticed a small hitch in his steps, a slight limp. Then he stopped.


  “Keep going,” I said, trying to inject as much menace as I could into it.


  He dropped his hands. “No.”


  My menacing definitely needed work.


  “Goddamn it,” I said. “I don’t want to have to shoot you.”


  The killer lowered his hands, reached behind his back, and pulled out another gun. This one was dull black, as opposed to my nice, shiny silver one. He began to raise the barrel toward me and I realized I had no choice. I was going to have to shoot him. I’d defend myself, shoot if I had to, but I really didn’t want to kill him. It looks so easy to do in the movies, and it can be entertaining in video games, but it’s a lot harder to do when there’s an actual person standing in front of you. Someone of flesh and blood—flesh you’re going to blow a ragged hole through, blood you’re going to make gush from his body. I’d have much preferred that the killer just drop his gun and wait politely while I called the police.


  “Please,” I said, “don’t make me kill you.”


  He smiled, the crazy bastard, he smiled and pointed the gun right at me. It was kill or be killed. I held my breath, closed my eyes, and pulled the trigger twice. The gun made its handclap sound again, twice, and it bucked in my hand, though not as hard as I expected it to. I opened my eyes to see my intended target just standing there, still smiling at me.


  As I noted, I’m not the most experienced person when it comes to guns, but I knew that if I’d hit the guy, there would be holes in him. Didn’t happen. And if I’d missed him, something across the room would have a hole in it, right? That didn’t happen either. I blinked. I fired the gun again and got another little muffled bang out of it, but nothing else. The killer shook his head and chuckled. I pulled the trigger yet again and this time heard just an impotent, empty little click. I looked at the black gun in the killer’s hand, then closed my eyes.


  “God, I thought you were never gonna show any balls and go for my gun,” he said. “But did you really think you were that good, Charlie? Or that lucky?” I opened my eyes again, just because I could, thankful that he hadn’t shot them out the back of my skull yet. “Did you really think I was that stupid? That I’d keep my gun within your reach, then let you wrestle it out of my hands? That you could sucker punch me if I didn’t let you? That I’d just stand there while you fumbled with the gun before finally managing to point it at me?”


  I actually had thought all those things, but wisely kept that to myself.


  “See, Charlie, there was only one real bullet in that gun you’re holding. Your friend there took that one in the face. The rest were blanks. Now toss me that gun.”


  I did. “But what was the point?” I asked.


  He looked at me, disappointed, I thought, as he slipped the empty gun into his windbreaker pocket. “Maybe you aren’t as bright as they told me. Let’s recap here. You don’t know where, or even what, we’re looking for of your brother’s. You don’t know where Bonzetti is or how to contact him. I’m thinking maybe you’re a useless waste of time and I should put you out of your fucking misery. But we might still need you. And that’s the point of all this. You’re gonna do exactly what we tell you to do. Now take off your shirt and throw it to me.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’ll kill you if you don’t.”


  I removed the onyx cuff links, took off the bloodstained shirt, and tossed it to him. “You want the cuff links, too?”


  “Keep them.”


  Without lowering his gun, the killer stepped sideways over to the telephone on my desk. I noticed his slight limp again. He picked up the receiver and dialed three digits, then stuck the receiver into a desk drawer and closed it tight.


  “That was nine-one-one,” he said.


  “You didn’t say a word,” I noted.


  “You must know that when a nine-one-one call comes in, they automatically record the caller’s address. Even if no one speaks, they have to check it out. So what will they find when they get here, Charlie? Your dead friend Angel, for one.”


  “And an innocent man.”


  “Well, let’s talk about that. There will be a gun with only your fingerprints on it.” He patted his pocket, where he’d put the gun he’d used to kill Angel. Only then did I notice the killer’s black gloves.


  “It’s not my gun!” I said.


  “Really? It’s registered to you.”


  I was about to disagree, then said, “Can you really do that?”


  “You’d be surprised what we can do. Plus, somewhere in this apartment is a receipt for the gun—you paid with cash, by the way. There’s also extra ammo, gun-cleaning materials, rags with gun oil on them. There’s even a note, written in a damned good copy of your handwriting, with the name and address of a guy in Dorchester who makes illegal sound suppressors. You could look for it all but you’d never find it before the cops get here. I wonder how far away they are even now.” He cocked his head, as if listening for a distant siren. “And, of course, there’s gunshot residue on your hands. They’ll be able to tell you fired a gun recently.”


  He was right about that. Even blanks leave GSR. I was starting to get very nervous about all this.


  “And look at yourself, Charlie, your face and clothes covered in the stiff’s blood. Try explaining that away.”


  “Angel and I were friends,” I said without conviction. “Everyone knew that.”


  “Then why’d you threaten him tonight?”


  “I didn’t threaten him!”


  “A lot of people saw you fight with him tonight, didn’t they? And he said you threatened him, didn’t he? Everyone at that fancy charity dinner heard him. Then he knocked you down, embarrassed you. Adds up to a motive, don’t you think?”


  I opened my mouth but realized I had nothing to say. I’d played right into his hands all along.


  “Now, Charlie, you’re supposed to be a hot-shit prosecutor. What could you do with all this evidence?”


  I sighed. I was totally screwed. “Why are you doing this?”


  “Like I said, we want your help.”


  “With what?”


  “We need something your brother had, Charlie. We need you to find it for us.”


  “That’s what Angel was doing here before I came home. He was looking for whatever it is you’re here for.”


  The killer shook his head. “That’s what he thought he was doing. That was just to keep him busy until you got here. We told him what to look for but knew he wouldn’t find it. When you got here, he was supposed to see if he could get any info out of you, which we knew he couldn’t, then rough you up as a warning. Of course, his real mission, which he didn’t know about, was to die.”


  My eyes flicked over to Angel, whose blood was soaking into the carpet around his head, like a blood-red halo.


  “So what is it you’re looking for?” I asked.


  “A tape.”


  “Videotape?”


  “Audio. Probably a cassette. And notes about it, if he had them.”


  I looked at the gun in his hand. I looked at Angel again. He’d probably kill me anyway, but I had to at least try to give him what he wanted. If he made a mistake and let me live, I’d find him, somehow, and make him pay.


  “I have a file of Jake’s,” I said.


  The killer nodded and walked over to my desk, bent down and opened the bottom drawer, and held up manila folder. It was half an inch thick and secured with rubber bands around its length and width. Inside were Jake’s notes, the ones I’d taken from his apartment after he disappeared, notes about stories he was working on at the time, some phone numbers, a few other odds and ends.


  “You mean these?” the killer said, tossing the file at me.


  I caught it and said, “You knew about these?”


  “We copied that file ten years ago.”


  I was stunned. They’d been in my apartment. The question of who “they” were came to mind again. “Who are you?” I asked. “You work for Carmen Siracuse?”


  “Shut the fuck up, Charlie. Now, you got anything else? Any more files? Any tapes you took from your brother’s apartment, maybe?”


  “Didn’t you go through his place after he disappeared?”


  “Course we did. Didn’t find anything. Thought maybe you beat us to it, but we’ve been through your apartment and didn’t find any tapes.”


  “I switched to CDs.” I wondered when the cops were going to show up. I hoped they’d hurry and arrive while this sick son of a bitch was still here. I hoped I could stall long enough. “What’s on the tape?”


  “None of your fucking business.”


  “I don’t have it.”


  “Find it.”


  “If you won’t tell me what’s on it, how will I know if I find it?”


  “You’ll know.”


  “If I knew what it was, I might know where to look.”


  “Bonzetti may lead you to it. It’s somewhere. Someone has it. Or your brother hid it. Something. And you may figure it out, which we haven’t been able to do. Or maybe even your friend Bonzetti already has it. We need you to get it for us.”


  “How am I supposed to do that?”


  “Not our problem. Just do it.”


  “I have no idea what it is. Tell me what it is.”


  “You don’t need to know. My guess is, you’ll know it when you come across it.”


  “But I don’t have a clue where to look for it. And what if Bonz does already have it?”


  “They call him Bones, you idiot, not Bonz.”


  “Whatever. What if he already has it?”


  “Then you take it from him,” he said matter-of-factly.


  I thought about Bonz, with his martial-arts quickness and his psychotic behavior. “Do you know Bonz?!”


  A dark smile split the killer’s lips. “Oh, yeah, I know him.”


  “And if he doesn’t have it and I can’t find it?”


  “Then you forget about all of this. You go on your way and let us go on ours. We make your little Angel problem simply go away. The body, the evidence, everything. We don’t tell the authorities anything and neither do you. Sound fair?”


  “And I’m supposed to believe you’ll just let me get on with my life?”


  “Frankly, your brother didn’t leave us much choice on that.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “You don’t need to know the details. But if you do come across the tape, you won’t pretend you don’t have it. We’ll know, and we’ll be pissed. I’ll be pissed. And you don’t want that. You do not fucking want that.”


  I was silent, pretending to consider the offer. Of course, if I ever found whatever it was they were looking for, I’d never give it to them. Fuck them.


  My attitude must have shown on my face because the killer smiled cruelly and said, “Just to keep you honest, why don’t I show you what I do to people who cross us…who cross me.”


  My eyes dropped to the gun in his hand.


  “This? No, I won’t be using this.” He dropped his gun into a pocket and reached inside his coat, which hung just below his waist. I saw a flash of metal on his hip and watched as he pulled a hammer from a carpenter’s hook attached to his belt. The hammer looked old. There appeared to be brown rust around the blunt end. Its black rubber grip was worn. Its claws looked sharp, though, like the killer worked hard to keep them that way. I didn’t like the look of that hammer at all, so I raised my gaze and looked the killer in his wide-set, black eyes. I didn’t like what I saw there either.
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  “See,” the killer said, looking down at the hammer in his hand with the kind of fondness a person usually reserves for his children, or maybe a beloved pet, “what I do is, I tie you to a chair. Then I take out a nail.” He dipped his hand into the pocket of his windbreaker and extracted a few nails, some black, some gunmetal gray, some dull, some shiny. “I keep a few dozen in my pocket, of various kinds, various lengths. I never know what I’m gonna come up with.”


  He walked up to me, real close. I smelled Old Spice aftershave and Doublemint gum. The gun was in his pocket. Maybe that was the time to make a move, knock him down and bolt for the door. But he still held that hammer. And the gun was right there, right in his pocket, close enough for him to grab in a heartbeat. He shifted the nails so most were curled into his palm, but one he held between his thumb and index finger. He looked appraisingly at my head.


  “Then I pick a spot on your skull at random,” he said, “and I choose a nail—maybe this two-inch electro-galvanized roofing nail, for instance, right here.” He gently pushed the point against the center of my forehead. Then he flicked his hand, deftly switching the nail in his fingers for one from his palm, a practiced move. “Or maybe this inch-and-a-half common nail right here.” He touched the point of the nail against my left temple. He did the hand flick again, substituting a long, dark, mean nail for the shorter one. “Or maybe this baby, a hot galvanized spiral-shafted three-inch deck nail, right fucking here.” He tapped the nail lightly against the soft spot on the top of my skull. His face was just a foot from mine. His left eye was just in front of my right. His other eye was, it seemed, somewhere across the room.


  He raised the hammer and held it between our faces, right in front of my nose. I started to suspect that what I had taken for old, brown rust might not have been rust at all.


  “Then I take this and—whack—drive the nail into your fucking skull, just hard enough to sink the nail. I like to see what happens. Must hurt like hell, of course, but it can also have some interesting side effects. And they change, depending on the length of the nail and the spot I choose.”


  He looked lost in thought for the briefest of moments, as if recalling a pleasant memory. He almost seemed to be smiling, chewing his gum less violently. But the reverie ended quickly.


  “Sometimes when I put the nail in,” he said, “the guy’s leg shoots out straight and locks there. He can’t bend it for the life of him. Or sometimes he’ll just drool uncontrollably, spit pouring down his chin. Or maybe he’ll start muttering gibberish, or he shits himself.” He laughed and continued, “Listen to this one now. I was questioning this guy once and he was fucking stubborn, so I got tired of his shit, thought maybe he didn’t know anything after all, and I put a two-and-a-half-inch roofing nail into his head, somewhere on the top, toward the side, I think it was. Well, the right half of the guy’s face twisted up and froze that way. The left half looked normal. It was freaky. But he could still talk. And talk he did. Cried and talked. I couldn’t stop him. Told me everything I wanted to know. So I pulled the nail out and let him go. And get this. I see the guy on the street a year later and guess what. He’s fucking fine. Not a thing wrong with him. You’d never know someone had driven a big fucking nail into his skull. Go figure, right?” He laughed again. “But you can’t count on that, Charlie. That almost never happens. Not usually such a happy ending, you get me?”


  He stepped back and narrowed his eyes.


  “I said, you get me?”


  I nodded.


  “Good. Now, you don’t want to fuck with me, right?”


  He wanted an answer again so I shook my head.


  “That’s right,” he said. “So, I assume we got a deal.”


  I started to speak and my voice broke. The killer chuckled to himself. I cleared my throat and said, “Remind me what it was again.”


  “You find the tape and give it to us and we make your little problem here go away.” He tilted his head toward Angel’s corpse on the floor. “If Bonzetti has it, you take it from him and give it to us and, as I said, we make your problem go away.”


  “And if I don’t find it and Bonz doesn’t have it?”


  “You forget you ever heard of it, go on with your life, and we still make your little problem go away—don’t forget, though, we can make it come back any time we want.”


  Sounded like a decent deal to me. Pretend to find the tape, fail miserably—I mean, what did I care?—and then get my life back.


  “Oh, and there’s one more thing,” he said.


  I waited for him to ask for my soul or my firstborn child.


  “You give us Bonzetti.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  The killer sighed with impatience and scissored his jaws on his chewing gum. “We want Bonzetti. You deliver him to us. We need him, whether or not we get the tape.”


  “What do you want with him?”


  “Don’t fucking worry about it. Besides, you don’t want to know. But no matter what happens, you deliver him to us, preferably alive, but we’ll take him dead. We don’t care how you do it. Drug him, hit him with a brick, whatever, just deliver him. You understand?”


  The killer slipped his hammer into his jacket and back onto its spot on his belt. I hesitated before answering, then stammered something noncommittal. The killer took the gun from his pocket again, raised it to arm level, and pointed it at my face.


  “Look,” I said, “even if I give you what you want, I’m still in deep shit. The gun, my prints, everything you said. The police will be here soon.”


  “I didn’t call the cops, you idiot. But I could at any second.” Jesus, I fell for that twice within a half hour. “You leave here and do what you have to do, get us the tape, give us that shithead Bonzetti, and the cops will never even know about this. Nobody heard the gunshots, not with the silencer I used. I’ll get rid of the body and the gun and tell you where to find all the evidence we planted here. You’ll probably wanna replace your bloody carpet, but that’s your call. Anyway, no one will be the wiser. But you screw with us, and we make an anonymous call to the cops telling them that you killed your pal and where you dumped his body. They’ll find this shirt there, too,” he said, holding up my shirt covered with Angel’s blood, “and on it will be all sorts of your DNA—body hair, skin flakes, your blood—along with Angel’s blood, of course.”


  “My blood? There’s no blood of mine on—”


  Without the slightest warning, he shot out a fist and caught me square in the nose. I staggered back a step. A moment later the blood started to flow. He tossed me my bloody shirt.


  “My mistake. Wipe your nose.”


  I looked down at the shirt in my hands.


  “No,” I said.


  “Do it, you dumb shit, or I’ll keep making you bleed.”


  I looked at his face, then at the gun, then back at his face. I wiped the blood from nose on the shirt. The killer held out his hand and I tossed it to him.


  “Okay,” he said, “as I was saying, when the cops find your buddy’s body, they’ll also find this shirt with both of your blood on it and a bunch more of your DNA. And when they come here, they’ll find everything else. Pretty airtight case, wouldn’t you say, Counselor? Wouldn’t you just love to have evidence like this when you walk into court?”


  I would have, and I doubted he even knew about the angry message I’d left on Angel’s answering machine earlier. That turned out to be a terrific idea. The noose was getting tighter.


  I said, “After the charity event tonight, if Angel disappears, they’ll still think I had something to do with it.”


  “They’ve got nothing without a body. You’ll be inconvenienced, questioned, embarrassed maybe, but you’ll come out fine. Small price to pay.”


  Easy for him to say.


  “Quit your fucking stalling,” he said. “Give us what we need and Angel disappears, this never happened, and you can go on with your life. In fact, you be a good boy and do what you’re told and maybe we’ll even give you something extra.”


  “Yeah, and what’s that? A wedgie? Herpes?”


  The killer almost seemed to smile at that. “Answers. We’ll give you answers. About your brother.”


  At the mention of Jake, I burned. This asshole was probably involved—very involved—in Jake’s disappearance. I wished to God the gun was back in my hand and not the killer’s pocket, and that it had real bullets. I wouldn’t have hesitated a fraction of an instant. I would have shot the bastard in the knees, then the elbows, then blown his fingers off. I would have shot off piece after piece until I got all my answers. And if that didn’t work, I’d try out his hammer and nails and see what they got me.


  “What do you know about what happened to Jake?” I asked.


  “All in good time, Charlie. Are you with us?”


  I wanted to bring this man down. I wanted to bring the rest of the “they” down. I wanted to know what happened to Jake and, if “they” were responsible, I wanted to make sure “they” paid dearly.


  The killer started to walk back toward my desk again.


  “The cops are only three digits away,” he said. “Everything you worked for, your career, your girlfriend…” I stiffened at that. He smiled. “Everything gone. Instead, disgrace, prison, and all the bad shit prison brings. It’s your choice.”


  I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t think straight. My life seemed over. I had no idea what tape I was supposed to be looking for, let alone where to look. And they wanted me to hand Bonz over to them, for God only knew what terrible reason. And even if I wanted to do so, how could I? I didn’t know if I’d ever even see that lunatic again.


  Suddenly, the door to my apartment crashed open as a wild-haired man barreled through it, his legs pumping, his threadbare overcoat flapping like a cape behind him. Bonz didn’t even slow down as the killer whirled and raised his gun, but too late, he raised it too late, not even close to fast enough, and Bonz slammed into him, legs churning, never stopping. The gun went off with a pop and I was vaguely aware of a chunk of my ceiling falling to the carpet as Bonz’s momentum carried the two of them across the room and into a spine-cracking impact with the far wall. The gun skittered across the floor. After impact, Bonz staggered back a step, looking slightly dazed. The killer, whose face had cracked the plaster, turned slowly, looking hazy himself, then a mask of rage covered his bleeding face. I saw a small, bloody gash in the freakishly large expanse between his eyes.


  “Bonzetti,” he snarled. He took half a step forward and Bonz, who seemed to recover faster, did a spin-punch move I think I once saw in a video game. The killer’s head snapped back and turned the crack in the plaster into a volleyball-sized hole. The killer dropped unconscious to the carpet, blood flowing copiously from both nostrils. He was still breathing, but the sound was made ragged as it bubbled up through twin rivers of blood.


  Bonz stared down at the killer. He blinked, then blinked again. Then, suddenly, his eyes flew wide and his face filled with a terror I couldn’t have imagined seeing on any face, much less one belonging to someone as tough and scary as Bonz. He backed away and tripped over Angel’s body—everyone seemed to be doing that—and landed on his ass. He crab-crawled backward in what looked remarkably like a panic until he hit the sofa on the opposite wall of my living room.


  I didn’t know what was more surprising—seeing Bonz burst in and attack the killer, or seeing a hard case like Bonz reduced to the frightened wreck before me—and that was after he won the fight.


  I heard a door open somewhere, then another. Voices drifted in from down the hall outside my apartment. My neighbors might not have heard the silenced gunshots, but they couldn’t have failed to hear Bonz crash through my door and put the killer’s head through my wall. Any second now faces would peer through the open doorway and see, what? I surveyed the room. Angel was a bloody, one-eyed mess in the middle of the room. A man with a gun lay unconscious and bleeding from a wound between his eyes and a battered nose. A homeless man was curled on the floor at the base of my sofa, hugging his knees and muttering to himself. And then there was me, the only one left standing, with my blood-spattered face, wearing an undershirt with blood on it, blood that had soaked through my tux shirt. I doubted I’d be able to convince anyone that this was a friendly game of charades gone bad.


  The option the killer had dangled in front of me, the one in which no one found out about Angel, was gone, thanks to Bonz. I had no idea if I would have taken that option, but Bonz had rendered the issue moot. My choices had dwindled to two, neither very attractive. I could greet my neighbors and, soon after, the police, or I could run like hell and try to figure a way out of this later. With the killer lying there, I just might have a shot at convincing the cops that—


  Suddenly, the killer’s eyelids fluttered. He moaned and began to stir. He opened his eyes and rolled onto his side, pausing there, looking like he was gathering his strength to stand. He hadn’t looked up at me yet. He seemed to be out of it still. If he fully came to, there was no way he’d stick around for the cops. And if he was gone, I’d be the only suspect in Angel’s murder—assuming he didn’t kill me on his way out.


  As the killer put his hands against the wall and began to push up with his legs, I considered picking up a heavy bookend and knocking the son of a bitch cold, then telling the cops everything. Once again, though, Bonz took my matters into his hands. As Angel’s murderer groggily pushed his way to his feet, leaning against the wall for support, Bonz stepped in front of me. He shot a quick, fearful glance at the killer, then grabbed me by the arm.


  “Move it,” he said.


  The scream of distant sirens rose into my consciousness. Somebody finally called the cops, it seemed.


  “Hold on,” I said. “Maybe we should wait—”


  “Go!”


  He spun me around almost effortlessly and shoved me out through my apartment door and into the hallway, where Mr. and Mrs. Atkinson from next door and all five members of the Chen family from down the hall got a terrific look at me covered in blood.


  The sirens were getting closer. The neighbors were staring at me, at the blood. Bonz was pushing me from behind.


  Things were happening too fast. The killer would snap out of it soon, and I wasn’t keen on seeing that sadistic bastard again. Shit! The gun that killed Angel—the one with my fingerprints all over it—was still back there, in the killer’s pocket. Now that things had gone wrong for him he’d probably just drop the gun next to Angel’s body, essentially drawing a big target on my forehead.


  The sirens were loud now. The cops were close. Bonz was shoving me through my shocked neighbors, urging me to hurry, whispering threats and encouragement in alternating breaths.


  I knew I could no longer stay and wait for the police. I was about to become wanted for murder, with at least seven witnesses who saw me leave my apartment painted with my friend’s blood. The evidence was piled high against me, as the killer pointed out. If I was arrested, not only couldn’t I work toward finding out what happened to my brother, but I wouldn’t be able to figure out a way out of the mess I’d been dumped in.


  I jerked my arm away from Bonz and began to run. A moment later he flew past me along the corridor toward the stairs, moving with that surprising, deceptive speed and grace he’d shown me in Chinatown.


  “Follow me,” he called over his shoulder.


  I wasn’t certain I was doing the right thing, but I followed.
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  I never knew I could run that fast. Even in my fancy dress shoes, I thought I could have set some sort of record. Yet I looked down the stairs and there was Bonz half a flight ahead of me and increasing the gap.


  “Move your ass, Wiley!” he yelled up to me.


  Below me, Bonz crashed through the exit door at the bottom of the stairs. A moment later I followed him. Four flights above me I heard the stair door bang open, then footsteps descending in a hurry. I heard a slight hitch in the steps and thanked God for the killer’s little limp.


  We turned a corner, into the small foyer of my building, and Bonz slid to a stop. I slammed into him from behind. He shoved me against the wall of mailboxes and flattened himself beside me. He peered through the glass door, onto the street. Around the corner behind us, the stairway door we’d come through seconds before crashed open.


  “Bonz…”


  “I know.” He was still watching the street.


  “Are we making a stand here? Because he’s got a gun and we don’t. We don’t, do we?”


  “No. Now move it.”


  He shoved me roughly out through the door and, after I caught my balance, I took off to the left down Brimmer Street.


  “My car’s this way!” I said.


  Of course, Bonz passed me before we’d gone ten yards. For a guy who had to be pushing fifty, he could really move. He turned left at the first corner, onto Mount Vernon Street, seemingly knowing my car was parked that way.


  As we raced toward my Corolla, just half a block away now, my feet were really starting to ache in my leather-soled dress shoes. I was dying to look over my shoulder to see if the killer had seen us turn the corner. I didn’t bother, though. I figured if he had, a bullet would whiz past any second.


  As we skidded to a stop at my piece-of-junk Corolla, I panicked, fearing that I’d left the keys in my tuxedo jacket, which was, at the moment, safe from harm up in my apartment. I thrust my hand into my pants pocket and felt the comforting tangle of keys. Bonz pushed past me, opened the driver’s door, and slid behind the wheel.


  “Keys!” he barked.


  “Hey, my car was locked!” I said.


  “Give me the goddamned keys!”


  I tossed them to him and hurried around to the passenger side as the engine coughed to life. I tore open the door and hadn’t even slipped all the way in when the car jerked forward. I was lucky not to have been thrown from my seat and deposited on the curb. Bonz had been homeless for how long? Did he even remember how to drive a car?


  We’d gone only a few yards when a silhouette stepped around the corner of my street up ahead. Bonz locked the brakes. My Corolla shuddered to a screeching stop and I feared that countless bolts had shaken loose and something vital to the vehicle’s operation or our safety would soon fall off.


  Up ahead, Angel’s killer raised his arms straight in front of him. I was pretty sure there was a gun in his hands.


  Bonz dropped the car into reverse and stomped on the accelerator. Looking over his shoulder, he made a dozen little corrections as we drove in reverse far too fast for me to feel confident that we wouldn’t plow into something at any moment. I felt a thump as our car clipped something—or maybe a bullet had clipped us.


  Miraculously, we reached the cross street behind us and flew around the corner onto Charles Street, still careening backward. Even more miraculously, we didn’t slam into any other car as we did. Bonz hit the brakes again and spun the wheel and horns blared around us and somehow we were going forward again. Apparently Bonz did, in fact, remember how to handle a car.


  Not far away I heard sirens scream, then stop. The cops had reached my building.


  Bonz made a few quick, random turns. Finally, he relaxed and drove just above the speed limit along Beacon Street.


  “No one’s behind us,” he said. “At least not yet.”


  I was still catching my breath. I felt the weight of something in my lap and looked down to see the rubber band–secured file containing Jake’s notes. I hadn’t even noticed I’d kept hold of it during the latter part of my encounter with the killer in my apartment, much less when I was running for my life.


  I took a deep breath and said, “I don’t think we ever would have outrun that guy if he didn’t have a limp. Well,” I added, “I wouldn’t have, anyway. You might have.”


  “He had a limp?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You give that to him or did he already have it?”


  “He already had it.”


  “Good,” Bonz said. He seemed mildly amused. He also seemed, well, close to normal. And not just when I took into consideration the circumstances we were in. No, Bonz seemed kind of…sane.


  He drove in silence for a while and his face grew dark. I could almost hear the gears turning in his head, but that might have been the grinding of my Corolla’s engine. As Bonz drove, I watched him from the corner of my eye. Now and then he’d blink violently, a facial tic, I think, but he didn’t look like he “changed channels,” like he’d done before. And, thankfully, he didn’t suddenly look surprised to find himself behind the wheel of a car. Instead, he just looked thoughtful.


  I did some thinking, too. I thought about how screwed I was. How my life had become a carnival ride, and not the fun kind, but the kind that makes you vomit. I thought about how Bonz had taken away any chance I had of getting out of this without involving the police. Then I shook my head. Actually, Bonz had probably saved my life. And I knew I’d never have taken the killer’s offer to make Angel’s body simply disappear—at least I liked to think I wouldn’t have. No, I knew at some point I’d have to take my chances with the cops. But I had to think of the best way to do that. I had to think of how to stay out of jail, to prove my innocence. I also wanted to think of a way to pin this on that son of a bitch with the hammer and whoever was ultimately behind all this. And, of course, I wanted to find out what happened to Jake, and, if he was truly dead, to come up with a way to make sure someone paid for that. Frankly, I had a lot of thinking to do.


  
 



   



   



   



   TWENTY


   



  September’s a strange month for weather in Boston. You never really know what you’re going to get from day to day. The day might be sweltering midsummer-hot or cold and overcast, a taste of November come early. Living my entire life in the Boston area, I knew this. What I never had cause to know before, but found out that night, is how cold storm drainage pipes can be on late-September nights in Boston. Luckily, there hadn’t been much rain lately, so the water running past my feet was barely more than a trickle. I had no idea where we were, other than that we were somewhere in the city under some road in some concrete pipe. I squatted on my haunches, my butt against the cool curvature of the pipe at my back, its cold seeping through my thin T-shirt and into my skin. To my right was the yawning darkness of the pipe. I could just make out an old tire a few feet away and the jagged sheen of broken beer bottles here and there. To my left, the pipe opened onto ground level. Bonz squatted across from me, looking much less uncomfortable than I felt.


  We sat in silence. I was torn by doubt. Had I done the right thing running from my apartment? It was risky. If I’d stayed, perhaps I could have made the cops believe my story. But as Angel’s killer had helpfully noted, the evidence against me was impressive. The fact was, if I’d waited for the police, I’d be sitting in a jail cell right now with no way to prove that I’d been framed. And no way to get to the bottom of all of this. Nonetheless, I still wondered if I’d made a terrible mistake.


  “Where are we?” I finally asked Bonz.


  He was staring at his hand, the one with the missing finger.


  “Bonz?”


  He blinked hard and looked up. “Drainpipe.”


  “Thanks for clearing that up. Have you spent much time here?”


  “During the summer. Dry and warm then.”


  I nodded. “Can they find us here?”


  “They won’t. Not here.”


  Well, that was good. So I’d just spend the rest of my life in this pipe and I’d be fine, at least until the rains came. Until then, maybe I’d set up a little cot over there, add a few throw pillows to add some color.


  “Why did you burst into my apartment?” I asked.


  “To save you.”


  “Oh.” Did he save me? Or did he make things worse? I wasn’t sure. I was sure that I hadn’t been having any fun back in my apartment with the killer. At least Bonz wasn’t a murderer. Or was he? I realized I had absolutely no idea who this guy was. Maybe he wasn’t just a murderer, but the baddest, craziest, most sadistic murderer Boston had ever seen, and he’d left a trail of as-yet-undiscovered bodies lying in storm drains all around Boston. He seemed relatively sane at the moment, though, which made for a nice change. Actually, other than a few facial tics and some hand-staring, he’d seemed close to normal since we’d left my apartment, or as close to normal as I could imagine he ever got. I wondered, of course, why that was.


  A cold wind blew down the pipe and I shivered involuntarily. I was still wearing nothing but my tux pants and a T-shirt stained with Angel’s blood, which had dried to a deep brown. Bonz looked at me.


  “Can’t stay in those clothes,” he said. “Too…conspicuous.” He frowned, then nodded, satisfied and maybe pleased that he’d picked the appropriate word from the vocabulary jumble I imagined he carried in his head.


  “Well, I’m not going naked,” I replied. “Too cold.”


  He stood and took off his ratty, stained overcoat. Underneath he still wore his dirty Harvard sweatshirt. He tossed the coat to me. I had no desire to wear it, but didn’t want to insult him. I still didn’t know exactly how sane he was. I stood and pulled it on. The smell it gave off made my eyes water.


  “Thanks.”


  He pushed himself to his feet and was about to say something when I said, abruptly, “Do you know what happened to my brother?”


  Bonz turned away from me and started toward the world outside the pipe. “Come on,” he said over his shoulder.


  “Stop.” He didn’t. “I said stop, goddamn it!” My voice echoed off the cold concrete, into the dark hole to my right.


  Bonz stopped, paused, then turned. Dark though it was outside, the big circle of open space behind him was lighter than the tunnel. Bonz stood in silhouette, his face lost in blackness. He waited, silent.


  “Tell me.”


  “Later,” he finally said.


  “It is later. It’s thirteen goddamned years later. I think I’ve waited long enough.”


  He just stood there, motionless. Then his head twitched, a small but violent motion. Finally, I thought I saw him nod, just once.


  “You knew him, didn’t you?” I asked.


  “I knew him.”


  I could feel my heart between my damaged ribs, feel it beating in there, waiting, just waiting to burst out of my chest with joy…or to break yet again.


  “Do you know if he’s alive?”


  It was hard to tell, but I thought I saw him nod again. Then there was a long pause. A terrible, cruel pause. Then… “He’s dead.” The words echoed coldly around me. “He’s been dead for thirteen years.”


  
 



   



   



   



   TWENTY-ONE


   



  I dreamed of Jake.


  It wasn’t much of a dream, really. Not much happened. Someone observing my dream through some kind of magic would have thought it terribly boring.


  I was sitting in an empty church, the one my parents took Jake and me to before they died. I turned to see my brother sitting in the pew beside me, an empty fried chicken bucket in his lap. Stained-glass windows fragmented the late-afternoon sunlight, painting Jake in beautiful, kaleidoscopic colors. I was surprised to see him. I thought I was alone.


  “How are you?” I asked. It was the same way I’d greeted him for years before his disappearance.


  “I’m just Jake,” he said with a smile, the same way he always responded. He was saying he was just fine, as he always did when I asked, whether or not it was true. As I noted, this exchange was one of the little things we shared, it was just ours, like his nickname for me. “But you’re not, Wiley,” he added. “You’re not okay. You think about me far too much. You’ve wasted a lot of time.”


  “No.”


  “Yeah, you have. I’ve been gone a long time. You should have listened to Jessica by now. You should have moved on.”


  “I wasn’t ready. I didn’t know for sure. I couldn’t give up on you. I’m still not sure I can.”


  “You know that I’m dead, don’t you?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I am, Charlie. Accept it. I want you to. I give you permission to do so. It’s okay, really. Believe it.”


  “Okay.”


  “Are you crying?” he asked.


  “I don’t think so.”


  “You don’t think what?” The voice wasn’t Jake’s. It was Bonz’s. Jake and the church and the beautiful light were gone, replaced by Bonz, the drainage pipe, and the dark night.


  I guess I’d passed out. Maybe the confirmation of Jake’s death, which I had to confess wasn’t entirely unexpected, was nonetheless too much of a shock for me. Probably exhaustion played a part, the combination of the two finally dragging me into sudden slumber. I’d certainly been through a lot recently. Whatever the cause, I ended up unconscious, slumped in that drainage pipe, with water dribbling around my legs.


  “What?” I asked, rubbing my eyes as I sat up, out of the water.


  “You just said, ‘I don’t think so.’ ”


  “Oh. What happened?”


  “You passed out.”


  “I gathered that. Thanks for pulling me out of the water, by the way.” He hadn’t, of course.


  “You okay?” he asked gruffly—hell, he said everything gruffly—but he did seem mildly concerned.


  “No, I don’t think I am.”


  I’d spent thirteen years hoping, hoping hard that Jake was alive somewhere, refusing to believe he was dead, steeping myself in pure denial. It was hard to do, frankly. Everything pointed toward the obvious. Everybody assured me as sympathetically as they could that Jake was gone. Yet I struggled to keep him alive in my mind, as if by doing so I could reach across the miles, across the years, to wherever he really was, and keep his heart beating.


  I felt empty. Hollow. And it wasn’t simply that I realized Jake really was dead. It was more than that. But what? Then I understood. I no longer had a purpose. Until that moment I hadn’t truly realized how all-consuming my desire to find Jake, and find him alive, had been. Since he disappeared, it seemed that nearly everything I’d done had been done in furtherance of that goal. I obtained a law degree and put away bad guys in the hopes that I’d one day use my contacts and skills to find and put away whoever was responsible for Jake’s disappearance. I hired an endless string of private investigators. I spent my free time doing what I could to find Jake, or find out what happened to him, and when I couldn’t actively do something, I sat and thought about what I could do, trying to remember something, anything, he might have said that would give me a clue as to what happened to him. With him truly gone now, my life suddenly seemed more like a movie set, full of painted backgrounds and props that had no real meaning for me. Nothing was as it had seemed. My best friend was not only dead, but he had turned out not to be such a terrific friend after all. The job at which I’d worked so hard suddenly meant very little to me. In the morning, I was supposed to show up in court again and get my case against Vasily Redekov back on track. And while I certainly didn’t want to see the slimeball get off, I had to admit that the trial was the farthest thing from my mind at the moment. It occurred to me suddenly and with surprising force that the only part of my life that mattered to me any longer was my relationship with Jessica. She was real. She moved among the props and plywood sets of my lonely soundstage of a life, a living, breathing, vibrant connection with the real world, a lifeline I needed to hold on to with all my strength.


  But with everything that was going on, how long could I hope to hold her in my life? I knew she loved me, but the limits, if any, of that love would surely be tested over the coming days. The mere fact of our relationship would cause her no end of embarrassment and pain, both personal and professional. Could her feelings withstand the pounding they were going to take—from her father, her friends, the media? How many women would stand by a man in the face of the mountain of evidence they had against me? Would she listen to me, or would she listen to the rest of the world—to her father too, probably—when they said to her, “Don’t be stupid, it’s an open-and-shut case against him, don’t throw your life away on this?” Could I believe me if I were in her place? These questions forced me to consider other equally unpleasant ones. Would I ever even see Jessica again? If I did, would it only be through bulletproof glass during prison visiting hours?


  I started to get angry. Not at Jessica, but at the people who deserved the blame. The people who would make her and the police and the people who watch the news and read the papers believe that I was a murderer. The people who ruined my life.


  And, I realized, these same people were in all likelihood responsible for Jake’s death. So they had ruined my life, it seemed, long before tonight. And I hated them for that. I wanted a life again. Not my old cardboard cutout of one, but I wanted the chance to build a new one, a real one, with Jessica: a life free of prison food and large, tattooed cellmates, free of the uncertainty I’d lived with for so long, free of—God forgive me—Jake’s ghost. And that wasn’t enough. Not even close. No, I wanted the bad guys to pay. And I wanted to personally make that happen.


  I realized that the emptiness I’d felt just moments ago was gone already. I had anger, and I had hatred, and they warmed me from the inside. But that wasn’t all that filled me. I also had a purpose again.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   TWENTY-TWO


   



  After so many years of not knowing for sure about Jake, I finally got my certainty. And it sucked. I wanted to grieve for him. He deserved it. I’d earned it. But this wasn’t the time. I’d grieve later, I knew, and grieve hard, but at the moment, I had to do what I could to avenge Jake’s murder. And, if possible, get my own ass out of trouble. In short, I had an audiotape to find and some very bad people to expose.


  I opened my eyes to find Bonz squatting directly across from me. Half of his face was in black shadow, but I could see that he was staring down at his maimed hand again. He shook it, as if he was performing a magic trick and the missing finger would suddenly reappear, reattached, good as new, right where it should be. Then he grunted and dropped his still pinkyless hand into his lap. He looked at me and saw me looking back.


  “So what’s it gonna be?” he asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “What’re you gonna do now? Run?”


  “No. I’m not going to run. You’re going to tell me who killed Jake, and why, and I’m going to make sure they pay a very big price.”


  It was hard to tell in the dim light, but it looked like he nodded. Or had one of his twitches.


  “Come on, then,” he said as he stood and turned toward the mouth of the pipe.


  “Wait a second. I thought you were going to tell me what this is all about.”


  “Still have to get new clothes,” he said. “Both of us.”


  I looked down at myself. Beneath Bonz’s big, ratty overcoat, I was still wearing tuxedo pants and a bloodstained T-shirt. I’d hardly blend into most crowds. Still, there were obstacles to solving that problem just then.


  I said, “Well, seeing as it’s after midnight right now, I doubt we’ll find any stores open. Plus, my wallet is back in my apartment.” That was going to prove to be inconvenient, I realized. I doubted Bonz was wearing a money belt packed with twenties.


  “Let’s move.” He began to walk away. I pushed to my feet and followed.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Shopping.”


  “Shopping?”


  “I told you. Getting us some clothes.”


  I didn’t bother to ask how. “You’ll tell me what I need to know on the way?”


  He nodded. I bet no one ever accused him of being chatty. You’d think it was costing him money to speak and he was paying by the word.


  We left the pipe and walked through an industrial area. I still didn’t know where I was. Bonz obviously knew a side of Boston I’d never seen. We saw no one. A few minutes later we came to a litter-strewn alley between two warehouses. My Corolla was behind the Dumpster, where we’d left it.


  With Bonz directing me, I drove us out of the industrial area. Soon after, we’d made our way to the Charles River and across into Charlestown. Even though we were only a mile or two from Boston, I felt better putting even that distance between us and Angel’s killer. On the drive, I tried to pry answers out of Bonz.


  “Why Charlestown?” I asked.


  “I know a place.”


  I waited for more, didn’t get it, then moved on to more important things.


  “So who was that at my apartment? Who’s after me? And why?”


  Silence but for the growl of my anything-but-smoothly-running engine, and that occasional knocking coming from somewhere, like something was hanging off the bottom of the car and bouncing off the road now and then. I wished then that I’d listened to Jessica and gotten a newer car at some point.


  When it became apparent that Bonz wasn’t going to answer my questions, I pressed. “Look at me, Bonz,” I said sharply. He shifted his eyes in my direction, just his eyes. I imagined myself through those eyes. I imagined I looked determined, confident, like a man on a mission, a man not to be underestimated. I might have just been imagining all that. I might have looked to Bonz like a scared bunny. But I certainly felt all those things.


  “Listen, I have a truckload of questions,” I said, “and I know you have a lot of the answers. For whatever reason, it appears we’re in this together, so it’s time to tell me what the hell’s going on.”


  He looked at me for a moment, kind of sideways, then said, “I was just thinking about it all, Charlie,” he said, using my given name for the first time. “How to tell it.”


  “Okay,” I said. And then a thought came to me, one that should have come to me sooner. I kept my eyes focused on the road as I said, “Why don’t you start by telling me why you’re suddenly so…well, how is it that you’re able to…I mean, when you used to be a little—”


  “You want to know why I don’t seem as crazy as I did.”


  I wouldn’t have put it that way. It was exactly what I was thinking, but I wouldn’t have dared to put it that way.


  Bonz said, “Like I think I told you in the diner, for a long time my mind was…broken. Hardly knew my own name. Couldn’t think straight. My mind was gone for, it turns out, thirteen years. Thirteen years of my life just fucking gone.”


  Thirteen years. The same amount of time Jake had been missing.


  “I was nuts. I know that. I knew it at the time, too, and knowing made me crazier.”


  I thought about the times I’d seen him panhandling, yelling obscenities at strangers, arguing with invisible enemies, chuckling to himself about something he could have heard only in his head.


  “Fucking frustrating,” he said. “They say truly crazy people don’t know they’re crazy. Bullshit. I was as crazy as they come and I knew it but couldn’t do a fucking thing about it.”


  God, that sounded horrible.


  “Every now and then,” Bonz continued in uncharacteristically verbose fashion, “I’d remember something, a piece of my past. I’d think clearly for a moment. But that was rare for me. And then, like I already told you…when I first saw you, well, things started coming together in my mind. Pieces of my past, memories, came rushing at me. Like a fucking tidal wave. I couldn’t stop them. It was too much. I thought I was going even crazier. But then things started making more sense. Memories began to fall into the right order. And I started really remembering.”


  That Bonz, the man of so few words, was speaking to me like this, opening himself up like this, was remarkable to me.


  “I don’t know why, Charlie, but it was seeing your face that started it all. And then there was no stopping it. It took a little time, but large pieces of my mind seemed whole again.” He paused. “Then, tonight, when I saw the guy in your apartment, well, that was almost like the last piece of the puzzle. When I saw him, I…”


  Panicked? Because that’s what it looked like to me.


  Bonz finished his thought. “I remembered even more. Terrible things. And I was almost healed. Or maybe as healed as I’ll ever be.”


  He fell silent. In the little time I’d known him, Bonz had been a man of very, very few words. I wanted to keep this unprecedented river of information—well, it was more of a brook, I guess—flowing, so I quickly said, “And what happened to you? I mean, thirteen years ago, to make you…like you were?”


  He stayed silent. In the dim light of the car, I could see that his eyes had grown cloudy, thunderheads where his irises used to be. Finally, he said, “Later.”


  I didn’t know whether he was trying dam up the brook of information completely, or whether he simply wanted to hold off on telling me specifically about what happened to him until later. Two minutes ticked by in silence. Then I could wait no longer.


  “Is Carmen Siracuse responsible for Jake’s death.”


  Bonz hesitated before answering. “In the end, yeah.”


  I knew it. I goddamned knew it. I’d known it for thirteen years. I’d never had confirmation, of course, never been able to find a shred of evidence, but I’d always known it. And I was right after all. But being right didn’t make me feel any better. Siracuse, that fat, lying sack of— “Hold on,” I said. “How do you know that? How do you any of this?”


  He said nothing.


  “Answer me!”


  Bonz’s eyes slid my way. Have I mentioned how scary his eyes could be?


  “Please,” I added.


  He appeared to be considering how much to tell me. “I worked for Uncle Carmen. Muscle. Never killed anybody for him, nothing like that, but I put the screws to a few people. They were all lowlifes anyway, stupid bastards, shouldn’t have been dealing with Siracuse in the first place. Fuck ’em.” His eye twitched suddenly, violently, as if a bug flying full-speed had bounced off of it.


  I wasn’t sure whether to believe that he’d never whacked anyone, but I chose to. It made me a tiny bit less nervous to be around him that way.


  “Wait,” I said. “Back up a second. What the hell did you mean that Siracuse was responsible for Jake’s death ‘in the end’?”


  Bonz paused again, like he seemed to do before every answer he gave, before every sentence he spoke on that drive. He really didn’t like to talk.


  “They grabbed Jake,” he said.


  “Grabbed him? You mean they kidnapped him?”


  He nodded.


  “But why? What for?”


  “To question him.”


  “About what?” I added in exasperation, “Jesus, Bonz, can’t you be a little more forthcoming here?”


  He ignored my tone. “They wanted to know about a tape.”


  “An audiotape,” I said and Bonz nodded. “What’s on it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Do you know where it is?”


  “No.”


  He clammed up again. The guy offered up nothing easily. You’d think he was giving me chunks of his flesh rather than information. Getting anything out of him was like pulling teeth—only not nice, clean oral surgery. No, it was like I was sitting on his chest with a pair of pliers, twisting and yanking on impacted molars. It took all my experience questioning hostile witnesses in court to drag the story out of him. Eventually, though, I think I got most of it.


  What I learned was that there existed a tape of a conversation. Someone—Bonz didn’t know who—had, for years, blackmailed Carmen Siracuse with it. Jesus. Carmen Siracuse himself! The head of the Italian Mafia in Boston. Whoever it was, the guy’s balls must have been as big as watermelons and hard as titanium. But good old Uncle Carmen never found out who he was. He paid as instructed. Then, apparently, Jake started asking questions around town, questions that got back to Siracuse, questions that told the Mafia scumbag that Jake knew his secret, the secret that lived on that tape. So they kidnapped Jake and questioned him.


  “Questioned him?” I asked. “Do you mean torture?”


  Bonz paused, then nodded.


  I felt sick. I wanted to pull the car over and throw up. Dear God, not my sweet brother. Not Jake.


  Bonz wouldn’t go into details, but I learned—through considerable effort—that they held Jake for nearly two weeks, questioning him in brutal fashion.


  “Why…why so long?” I asked.


  “It took time, I guess. They needed to know exactly what he knew. Who else he’d told. Most importantly, whether he had the tape and, if so, what he did with it.” For a few seconds there, it had practically been a geyser of information gushing out of Bonz. Then he fell silent again, waiting for me to dig back in with my pliers.


  Apparently, Jake eventually talked. He didn’t tell them everything they wanted to know, it seems, but he talked. He told them that he’d received a call someone who claimed to have a tape that would incriminate Siracuse. The guy apparently was dying of throat cancer, had only days to live, and didn’t want to find himself at the Pearly Gates with the tape still in his back pocket. He wanted the world to know what was on it. So he bought a newspaper, saw Jake’s byline on some investigative piece, and called him. Gave Jake the tape just before he died. And unfortunately, instead of going right to the cops, Jake looked into things on his own for a little while, making sure he had all the facts, that this wasn’t a put-on. He was probably angling for the big story. Anyway, he tried to be discreet. He wasn’t discreet enough. Siracuse found out and had him picked up. And the torture began. Almost two weeks of it. Jesus Christ.


  “So let me guess,” I said. “They eventually figured they wouldn’t get the tape from him so they took their chances that he’d told no one and they killed him?”


  “Not really.” Bonz went on to tell me—or rather, I went on to painfully extract from him—that Jake had admitted under interrogation that he hadn’t told anyone else about what he’d learned. And that would have been the end of it, and the end of Jake, but for the fact that, near the end of a long torture session one day, after a week of interrogation, Jake let slip that he’d taken out an insurance policy. He’d done something with the tape, something to ensure his safety. And he wouldn’t tell them precisely what.


  “No matter what they did to him, Charlie,” Bonz said, “and I hate to say it, but they did things that would have broken almost anybody else…well, he wouldn’t tell them where the tape was.”


  I closed my eyes but I couldn’t stop my mind from showing me pictures, images of what I imagined Jake had endured. Tied to a chair. Fists. Implements. Pain. Again, I wanted to pull over and puke, but while that might have emptied my stomach, it wouldn’t have cleared my head of the images Bonz and my imagination had teamed up to put there.


  Bonz continued. “Here’s the thing. Jake told them that he had what he called a ‘brilliant plan’ in place—” I heard quotation marks in Bonz’s voice “—and if anything happened to him—and to you, Charlie—then soon after, the tape and his notes would automatically come to light. It couldn’t be stopped.”


  I looked away from the road, at Bonz’s dark face. “Me?”


  “Yeah, you. I thought he might be bluffing, just to protect you, but I didn’t know for sure, and neither did they. He had to know that they’d come for you after he was out of the picture, in case he’d given the tape to you. But Jake said he had this plan in place that would ensure the tape’s disclosure if anything happened to you, and they couldn’t take any chances.”


  “His plan would kick in if something happened to the both of us?”


  Bonz was quiet. I looked over and saw him staring down at his maimed hand again. His head twitched once, then again.


  “Bonz?”


  He blinked and looked up. “Yeah, he figured that would prove it was mob-related. The odds were against you both disappearing or turning up dead from natural causes. So if that happened it would trigger the plan and the tape would be revealed. At least that’s what your brother said.”


  “And what was the plan?” I asked.


  “No idea. Your brother just said it was brilliant. They never got the details out of him. I assumed he gave the tape to a lawyer somewhere, or maybe to a fellow reporter, with instructions to release it if anything happened to both you.”


  “They believed him? About this brilliant plan?”


  “Well,” Bonz said, “he first mentioned it under…uh, strong persuasion. And they went at him for days on that fact alone. In the end, I guess they figured he couldn’t have been lying, not with what they were doing to him.”


  I shuddered. “And was he lying?” I asked.


  “I don’t know. Smart if he was. Protected you. He knew he was a goner, probably, and the tape hadn’t come out in public during the time they had him, so he couldn’t say the plan was to reveal it if he alone disappeared.”


  I said, “And if he said it would only be revealed if something happened to me alone, they’d never believe that—that he wouldn’t bother to protect himself at all. So he told them the trigger was something happening to both of us. Clever. If he was lying, of course, and there’s actually no plan.”


  I realized that Siracuse couldn’t take the chance that Jake was telling the truth and, after they had Jake, and the tape didn’t make its way to the authorities or the media, and as more time went by with me going on with my life and the tape staying hidden, they probably thought maybe, just maybe, Jake had been telling the truth. I thought about Jake and the possibility that he’d made up the story of his “brilliant plan.” And them torturing him mercilessly about it. That meant, after he’d already suffered untold agony, he endured several days more of it just to keep me safe. Even after what he’d been through, he was protecting me. I rubbed wetness from my eye. I wanted to just let myself cry. Not long ago I might have taken the time to do just that. But I’d changed. While Old Charlie might have indulged in a few minutes of proper grief, New Charlie had to prepare himself for a mission. He had to be strong now. There would be time for proper tears later.


  I looked at Bonz. He knew a lot about all this, more than I’d expected him to. “Tell me again how you know all this.”


  Bonz paused longer than he had after any of my previous questions. He dropped his gaze to his left hand, to where his little finger used to be.


  “Bonz? How do you know?”


  A tic rippled across his face, distorting his features for a fleeting moment. Just when I thought he wasn’t going to answer, he said, “Because I was there. I was right there.”


  Son of a bitch.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   TWENTY-THREE


   



  “I saw what they did to your brother,” Bonz said. “I was there.”


  Now it was my turn to fall silent. Maybe half a minute later, I said, “Did you help?”


  “Help what?”


  “Help them torture Jake?”


  Small hesitation, then, “No, but I was there through some of it. Not all of it, but a lot of it, I guess. Sometimes I carried him back to the room where he was kept—you know, if he couldn’t walk.”


  I was stunned. We had just turned onto a side street. I jammed my foot on the brake and we screeched to a stop in the middle of the street. I turned to Bonz, crackling with anger. “You just stood by and let them torture an innocent man? My brother? You just stood there and watched?! You fucking coward.”


  Bonz’s dark face turned my way. He said nothing. He might have been seething over my speaking to him that way. Maybe wanted to punch me. He might have seen the look in my eyes and decided against it. I might have been wrong about all of that. Nonetheless, all he said was, “I did what I could for him, when I could.”


  “Yeah, like what?” I challenged. “What did you do for him?”


  “What I could,” he repeated.


  I thought about that for a second. “Why?” I demanded. “Why’d you help him at all, if you really did?”


  He shrugged.


  “Not good enough,” I said. “Why?”


  He shrugged again and scratched at something near his hairline. “I knew him when we were kids. I guess that’s why.”


  I pushed, and pushed hard, for more. It turns out that Bonz and Jake had known each other in their very early school years, up until the fourth grade or so. I realized that was when my father’s law practice started doing real well and he could afford to move us from Watertown to its more affluent next-door neighbor, Belmont. They weren’t friends, hadn’t known each other very well, but they were kids in school together and Bonz remembered my brother.


  “But you didn’t try to save him?” I said. It was a stupid question, I guess. Did I expect Bonz to defy the Mafia for someone he didn’t really even know, someone he hadn’t seen since they were kids almost thirty years earlier?


  “Like I said, I did what I could for him. You can believe me or not. It’s up to you. But I did what I could, when I could. And you better believe I fucking paid for it.” A tic raced across his face and was gone in an instant. I tried for more information but, apparently, that was all he was going to say on the subject. Finally, Bonz said, “You sit here in the middle of the street like this, somebody’s gonna notice soon, maybe call the cops.”


  He was right. I took my foot off the brake and we drove on. I still needed a lot of information, so I moved past the fact that Bonz had witnessed my brother’s torture. I struggled to pull more from Bonz. Now and then he’d give me a direction to follow, told me where to turn, as we made our way through the streets of Charlestown. At one point I saw off to our left the pointy silhouette of a tall obelisk—the Bunker Hill Memorial. My car rattled and thumped along as best it could, apparently on its last legs.


  I picked up the thread of the story again. “So Jake had this brilliant plan in place to protect the two of us. But I don’t get it. If they believed him, like you thought they might have, then—”


  “They couldn’t risk that he was telling the truth.”


  “—why’d they kill him? Weren’t they afraid the plan would kick in?”


  He hesitated again, as usual, then said, “I don’t think they meant to, at least not yet. They just…went too far. And he died.”


  I closed my eyes for a moment. It was too much. I pulled the car over to the curb and killed the engine.


  “Charlie, we should probably—”


  “Give me a second here, all right?” I snapped. I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. I’d been trying to distance myself from Jake’s death, trying to shut out the images my goddamned imagination was trying to shove in front of my mind’s eye, trying to focus on getting information, information that would help me figure out what was going on. But it was hard. Jake was dead. He’d died a horrible death at the hands of the scum of the earth, and some of his last moments were spent protecting me with his “brilliant plan,” which I wasn’t sure I believed even existed, though it seemed to have kept the wolves from my door until now.


  I sucked in a deep breath, let it out slowly, and said, “So why are they coming after me now?”


  He hesitated. “Because of me, I think.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Somehow they know we’ve been talking. They didn’t want that.”


  “Why?”


  “They probably think I know where to find the tape, or maybe I have information you could use to find it.”


  “Why would they think that?”


  Bonz fell silent again. He stared out the passenger window. Finally, he said, “I tried to be…kind to your brother. He didn’t deserve what they were doing to him. Maybe I still thought of him as that skinny little kid with the baseball cap, I don’t know. Anyway, I did what I could. When I’d take him back to the room we kept him in, I tried to be…human to him. Talk to him.”


  “Comfort him?”


  Bonz shrugged. “I’d sit with him a minute, get him water, tell him he was gonna be okay. Tried to convince him to just fucking tell ’em what they wanted to know, that he’d be all right then, we’d let him go.”


  “But you knew that was a lie.”


  Bonz turned his face toward me. In the dim light, under his bushy hair, his eye sockets were empty holes. “Yeah. But I didn’t want him to…suffer anymore. Or be scared all the time. He was a tough son of a bitch, I’ll tell you that.”


  I nodded.


  Bonz said, “Stupid to sit here like this.”


  I turned the key and the Corolla sputtered to life. I pulled away from the curb with a rattling from the front end and a thumping from the back. Bonz directed me through a couple of turns to Harvard Street, where he instructed me to pull over. We left the car and started walking along the block. Every now and then we passed someone—a couple walking arm in arm, a few teenagers looking for fun or trouble or some combination of the two. As we walked, Bonz casually looked at the cars we passed.


  “You haven’t answered my question,” I said. “Why did they think you’d have any info about the tape? You barely knew my brother.”


  He answered while keeping his eyes moving, watching the other late-night pedestrians, checking out the parked cars. “They found out I was being decent to your brother. They learned from Jake that we were kids together. I think they thought we knew each other better than we did.” He stopped talking, as if he had completely and clearly answered my question.


  “And?”


  “I was with your brother at the end. Right before he died. They figured, with our history, and my having tried to help him, maybe he told me something.”


  “Did he?”


  “Nothing about the tape.”


  Bonz slowed his steps and looked around quickly. No one else on the street at the moment. He walked over to a Honda Accord and bent down to look in the window.


  “Alarm,” he said.


  “So? Are we looking to steal it?”


  “No.”


  He walked away. I caught up with him. “Then what?”


  “Huh?”


  “What happened next? After they killed my brother and thought you knew something. What happened after that?”


  Bonz’s face grew as dark as I’d ever seen it, and that was damned dark. It was the difference between the darkness of night here on Earth and the absolute blackness on the far side of the moon.


  “They put me in your brother’s place. Gave me his room. His chair in the interrogation room. Tortured me every day for, I don’t know, I think it was a couple of weeks. I kind of lost track.”


  “Jesus Christ. What did they…I mean, how…” I trailed off.


  We walked in silence for a few moments, then Bonz said, “The guy did everything to me, used anything to hurt me. Cut me, burned me, broke bones. Did some fucking creative shit, too, let me tell you. They even started using drugs of some kind, fucked with my head, twisted my goddamned mind.”


  I looked at Bonz’s heavily scarred face, then dropped my eyes to his hands. He was missing a finger on his left hand, of course, and the nine he had left weren’t the prettiest I’d ever seen. Bonz followed my gaze and said, “Yeah, he took my fucking finger, the asshole.”


  “But why so much, for so long? After a while they must have figured you didn’t know anything.”


  Bonz was still staring down at his damaged hand as he walked, flexing his remaining digits, as if to ensure himself that they were still there, that he still had use of them, at least.


  “Bonz?”


  He looked up. “Huh? Oh. Maybe, maybe not. They knew I was pretty tough, could take a lot of punishment. Also, after a while, I think they did it for fun. I mean, you cross the mob, especially if you’re one of them, which I was, I guess, and well, they really come down on you. And they thought I crossed them, the way I was, uh, looking after your brother like I did. Plus, I was starting to think about leaving the job, you know? Leaving the mob. Getting tired of doing their shit work. They might have found out about that.” He looked at me. “It may not sound like much, what I did for your brother, but like I said, I did what I could. It wasn’t easy.”


  I didn’t know if he was trying to convince me or himself that he’d done all he could for Jake. I said nothing.


  Bonz said, “So they thought I might know something and, at the very least, they figured I’d been disloyal. So they did what they did.”


  Bonz stopped beside an old, ugly, gold-colored Mazda 626, probably from the early 1980s.


  “Give me back my coat.”


  As I took it off, glad to be rid of it, frankly, Bonz picked up one of the bricks that had been laid end to end in a decorative circle around the base of a small tree in front of the apartment building next to us. Yellow flowers that were a few weeks past their prime clustered around the tree trunk inside their little brick fence.


  Bonz quickly scanned the empty street, then held his coat up to the driver’s window of the car and pounded the brick into it. The garment deadened a lot of the sound of the breaking glass. Bonz hit the coat again and the brick dropped into the car. Bonz leaned far inside and a moment later the trunk popped open. I was now an accessory to breaking into a car. They’d probably tuck that right under “murder” on my rap sheet.


  Bonz walked back to the trunk, rummaged in it, and came out with a small canvas pouch tied with a strap. He closed the trunk and we walked away. Slowly. Calmly. I wanted to run like hell. As we walked, Bonz untied the pouch, revealing a basic tool set—screwdrivers, wrenches, pliers.


  “Good enough,” he said.


  “You weren’t worried about a car alarm?”


  “Too old a model. No one would bother to put an alarm in it.”


  “And what made you think I didn’t have a tool kit in my trunk?” I asked.


  “Did you?”


  “No.”


  “Well, there you go.”


  We kept walking, a little more quickly now.


  “How come they didn’t kill you?” I asked.


  “Didn’t give them the chance.”


  I waited for more, not expecting it, of course, just hoping. My hopes weren’t realized, so I pressed. “What do you mean?”


  “They got sloppy. I wasn’t as far gone as they thought I was one day. They left me alone, thinking I was unconscious. They’d already untied me to drag me to my cell, then got interrupted for some reason. When they came back, I was ready for them. There were things in the room, things that asshole had tortured me with, still in the room with me. Knives, a hammer, an ice pick. And I was ready. I can’t remember everything that happened, but I’m pretty sure I killed some people.”


  I was a federal prosecutor, an officer of the law. I shouldn’t have been hearing any of that. But if there was ever a case of justifiable homicide, that was it.


  “And the guy who’d been doing all the torturing,” Bonz said, “Grossi was his name…I hurt him, but I didn’t manage to kill him. Anyway, I got away. I’m not sure how I got out of there exactly, but I took down a bunch of goons on my way. I have to say, I’m not a popular person with the mob in Boston.”


  “And they never looked for you?”


  “They probably did. When I didn’t turn up, and Jake’s tape was never made public, they probably figured I’d either disappeared for good or I’d died somewhere, either from what’d been done to me or from something else.”


  “Instead, you were…”


  “Crazy. A bum. Living on the streets, in plain fucking sight, in an unintentional disguise. A disguise that, after a while, I guess, wasn’t really a disguise anymore. Even if they’d dropped a buck in my cup, I doubt they’d have recognized me. I’d changed, and probably changed more and more, and not for the better, as the years went by. After a while, they must have thought I was gone for good.”


  He grew quiet again. He’d talked more in the past ten minutes than he probably had in the past ten years.


  “They made a mistake,” I said, “thinking that.”


  He turned to me and gave me a dark, crooked smile. “And they’re gonna find out just how big a mistake they made. I’m gonna burn them alive.”


  The look in his eyes was one I imagined the Devil gives to newly arriving souls. It was black, it was cruel, it was eager, and it was utterly without mercy. I felt myself shiver again. I was scared to death of this guy, and he was on my side. I almost pitied Siracuse and anyone else who got in our way.


  Actually…screw them.


  We turned the corner onto Main Street and walked until we came to a thrift shop. “Aunt Fannie’s Slightly Used Stuff,” the sign over the door read. It was closed, of course, and dark inside. The streetlamp nearby threw enough light onto the storefront that I could make out several items in the shop’s windows—a gold-painted bust of Elvis, a woman’s faux-fur hat, a box of eight-track tapes, a battered black briefcase, a neon Coke sign.


  Bonz’s voice came from a small distance away. “When you’re done window-shopping and calling attention to yourself, why don’t you follow me?”


  He was twenty feet away, standing at the entrance to an alley running beside the shop. I hurried over to him and slipped into the alley. I didn’t think anyone saw me.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  We walked to a small, deserted parking lot at the back of the building. A few windows from neighboring buildings looked down on us, but they were all dark. We’d have to take our chances.


  Bonz walked over to the back door of the thrift shop and examined it. There was only one window back here. It was directly above the door and you could see that it tilted outward.


  “We’re going in through that window,” Bonz said.


  “Why?”


  “Door might be alarmed. I doubt that window is.”


  “If you’re wrong?”


  “We run.”


  “Good plan.”


  “Boost me up.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “Don’t be a pussy. You can hold my weight.” Bonz opened the little canvas tool kit, took out a wrench, and slid it into his back pocket.


  I looked around and saw nothing tall enough for Bonz to stand on to help him get through the high window, so I laced my fingers together and he stepped into the support. Then, quickly, with startling agility, he clambered up me and was kneeling on my shoulders. The guy really could move with astonishing speed and grace when he wanted to. Nonetheless, he still weighed over two hundred pounds, every one of which was pressing down onto my shoulders. I grunted and prayed he’d hurry. Though the pressure was on my shoulders, I felt it strongly in my damaged ribs.


  “No alarm,” he said. “At least I don’t think so. Watch out.”


  There was a crash as Bonz broke the window with, I guess, the wrench. Glass fell into the store. Then there was a tinkling sound as tiny bits of it hit the pavement. Bonz was using the tool to knock out the shards remaining in the window frame.


  I said, “We needed to smash a car window with a brick and steal a tool set just so you could use the wrench to smash another window? Couldn’t you have just used the brick on this window and left the car alone?”


  “Thought we might be able to break in more quietly, picking a lock, something like that. Thought the tools might come in handy. And they did, as it turned out. Broke the glass just fine. Okay, here I go.”


  The pressure on my shoulders suddenly increased for a painful moment, then disappeared as Bonz, without a word, pulled himself through the window. I imagined he did a cool midair flip of some kind and landed on cat’s feet inside the door. I heard a deadbolt snap to the side and the door opened. Old Charlie might have balked at entering the shop, knowing he was just compounding his problems, adding to his list of crimes. New Charlie stepped right inside, completing his criminal act of breaking and entering.


  “Yeah, no alarm,” Bonz said, looking around. “At least, I didn’t see a panel. I think we’re okay.”


  He walked into the heart of the shop. He stopped at one of the several clothing racks in the place and began to search through the garments hanging there.


  “Find something your size,” he said.


  I passed Aunt Fannie’s electronics section, which consisted of a table holding an old record player, a handheld voice-activated tape recorder, and a dented boom box, and went to another clothing rack, which I flipped through for a few seconds until I realized that I was looking at skirts and blouses. I casually moved to another rack, hoping Bonz hadn’t seen. I held up a man’s Hawaiian shirt covered with little hula dancers and palm trees and wondered if it was my size.


  “So who was that in my apartment?” I asked.


  “This isn’t the time for talk. We’re stealing here.”


  “What,” I asked, “you can’t multitask? Talk and steal? Who was he?”


  He paused in his browsing and looked at me. I hung the Hawaiian shirt back on the rack—it was pretty ugly, I realized—and stared at him, waiting. He shook his head.


  Finally, he said, “His name’s Grossi. They call him Hammer. He’s a sadistic piece of shit and you have no idea how lucky you are to have met him and walked away to talk about it. He has no conscience, no fucking heart, likes to hurt people, and he’s as dangerous a man as I’ve ever met. Knows dozens of ways to kill people, with weapons and his bare hands.” He shook his head. “I should have killed him at your place.” His left eye spasmed involuntarily.


  I almost asked why he didn’t, but I had a feeling I knew why, and I had an even stronger feeling that Bonz wouldn’t have wanted to talk about that. So I said, “Grossi? That’s the name of the guy you said—”


  “Yeah, that’s right. He’s the motherfucker who tortured me for weeks. Tortured your brother, too.”


  And I thought I’d hated the brutally ugly killer before. What I felt for him in that moment was a hatred like none I could have imagined. It roiled in my gut like poison. I found that my hands were shaking.


  Grossi? Hammer Grossi? Why hadn’t I ever heard his name? As a member of the Organized Crime Strike Force Unit of the U.S. Attorney’s office, I should have been familiar with all the local major players. But despite my ridiculous memory, I didn’t recall ever hearing of a Hammer Grossi. I asked Bonz why he thought that was.


  “I know they used to keep him below the radar,” he said. “Probably still do. He’s their best. Don’t want to lose him to the cops or a rival family or anything, so no one ever talks about him if there’s any chance someone outside the family will hear his name. They never used to contact him by phone in case of a tap. I don’t even think he lives in the city. I think they keep him somewhere else and just bring him in for important jobs.”


  “So what’s he do for the mob?” I asked.


  Bonz shrugged. “Whatever they want done. Threats, torture, executions, whatever.” He blinked once, violently, involuntarily.


  I lifted a red-checked cowboy shirt off a rack, then immediately hung it up again. Two racks over, Bonz had taken off his ratty Harvard sweatshirt and was standing bare-chested, displaying an impressive physique, with hard, sinewy muscles. With respect to those muscles, at least, I couldn’t believe I was looking at a man in his late forties, a man who had spent so many hard years on the street. But there was more. The light spilling in through the front window wasn’t good but I thought I saw marks of some kind, scars maybe, crisscrossing his entire torso, before he slipped on one of Aunt Fannie’s slightly used T-shirts—a tan one.


  An obvious question came suddenly to me. “How’d you know my name when you saw me the other day in the subway?”


  “Your brother had a picture of you in his wallet. They taped it to the wall of the interrogation room. Made threats about you all the time. Jake kept saying that they couldn’t touch you because the tape would be released if they did. Anyway, I’d seen the picture a bunch of times. Must have remembered it over the years, even in my, uh, condition.”


  I watched him tug a light, olive-green sweater over his T-shirt, then move off to a set of shelves a few feet away. I pulled a plain, white, long-sleeved shirt over my head, then found a decent navy-blue sweatshirt with a New England Patriots logo on it that seemed to be my size. It fit fine. I was amazed at how easily I’d slipped from a law-abiding, upstanding member of the Massachusetts legal community to a thief who was guilty of breaking and entering, burglary, and probably a dozen other little crimes I didn’t feel like enumerating in my head. Amazing how facing a murder rap and running for your life can change one’s priorities. I saw a well-worn, waist-length brown leather jacket and shrugged it on. It was a touch tight in the shoulders, but it would do. Sorry about all this, Aunt Fannie.


  “What are you, size-eleven shoe?” he asked.


  “Yeah.”


  He tossed me a pair of Nike sneakers that used to be white but had turned gray. They weren’t in bad shape, though, and they were so much more comfortable than my dress shoes, which I dropped into a box of mismatched footwear on the floor. Bonz walked away from the shoe rack, apparently satisfied with the new boots he’d bought with the money he stole from me after saving me from the Chinatown thugs. He grabbed a thin, dark-brown suede jacket from a hanger and pulled it on.


  “And the name Wiley?” I asked. “How’d you know that?”


  “He called you Charlie most of the time, but when he was…uh, really of out of it…he’d call you Wiley. Usually after I took him back to his room.” He walked over to the cash register and I heard a ding, followed by the register drawer sliding open.


  “Damn, only eighty bucks.” He paused, then said, “He talked about you all the time then, back in his room, after they’d been…hurting him all day. Kind of babbled, to be honest. What a great guy you are, how you’re this whiz-kid genius, shit like that. He was proud as hell, let me tell you.” I smiled wistfully. Bonz cleared his throat. “He, uh, really loved you.” It was strange to hear the word love come out of Bonz’s mouth.


  “Right up until they killed him,” I said.


  Bonz looked directly at me and said, “Yeah, right up till then.”


  And his face became an iron mask. I could tell, somehow I just knew, that the open, sharing Bonz was gone. The man of few words was back.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   



   TWENTY-FOUR


   



  As I drove back toward Boston, outfitted in clothes that, while not very stylish, were pleasingly devoid of Angel’s blood, Bonz said from the passenger seat, “When we get back into the city, we have to dump this car. The cops will be looking for it, not to mention Siracuse’s men.”


  I nodded. Frankly, I wouldn’t be sorry to lose it at this point. The engine was coughing like an emphysemic patient and the periodic knocking was driving me nuts.


  As we crossed the Charles River again and headed into downtown—eyes widen open for cops—I thought about our situation. The mob found out Jake had come into possession of a tape, one that incriminated Siracuse for…something. They tortured Jake but he wouldn’t give it up. And he told them it would stay hidden as long as nothing happened to me. So they killed him and left me alone. And the tape stayed hidden, like Jake had said. Only now they were after me because Bonz, who they thought might have been dead, and who they feared had gotten some information from Jake about the tape’s whereabouts, had resurfaced and made contact with me. They worried that Bonz either knew where the tape was or had information that would mean something to me and therefore would lead me to the tape. So they set me up for Angel’s murder, telling me that they’d clear it up if I found the tape and gave it to them, along with Bonz, a loose thread they clearly wanted to take scissors to. Their plan was to make Angel’s body disappear and hang onto the evidence implicating me—and the body—to make sure I did as they wanted. But Bonz destroyed that plan when he crashed into my apartment and dragged me out, covered in blood, past at least half a dozen witnesses. Grossi had to chase us, so he didn’t have time to remove Angel’s body.


  The evidence against me was strong. Very strong. Practically open-and-shut. They had motive—Angel’s embarrassing attack on me. They’d have the weapon, once Siracuse had it delivered to the cops, if he hadn’t already, along with the shirt they’d kept of mine, covered with Angel’s blood and, undoubtedly, my DNA. And they’d filled my apartment with incriminating things tying ownership of the gun and the sound suppressor to me. I was screwed. Unless…


  Unless I found the tape somehow. If I did, I could give it to Siracuse before the went to the cops, and betray Bonz, and hope they’d keep their word that they would toss the gun and destroy my DNA-covered tuxedo shirt, because with those things gone the state would have a much tougher case against me. Of course, the mob keeping its word didn’t seem all that likely. Unless I made a copy of the tape as insurance. But giving in like that, making that deal, letting them get away with Jake’s murder, letting them dick around with my life, didn’t appeal to me. Frankly, neither did handing them Bonz, who’d already been through hell at their hands. He said he’d been kind to my brother, helped him when he could, and that his small acts of kindness had led to his own torture and maiming, his losing his mind for thirteen years—and that was assuming he’d gotten it all back even now, which I wasn’t sure of. No, I knew I couldn’t betray him. So what then?


  I still had to find the tape, that’s what. If I could do that, I might be able to prove my innocence to the authorities. Even if I didn’t, even if the evidence against me was just too strong, I still might be able to repay Siracuse for what he did to Jake, for what he did to Bonz, and for what he’d done to me. If it was truly incriminating—and I couldn’t believe that it wasn’t, given the lengths to which Siracuse had gone in his efforts to obtain it—then he might be in serious shit if it came to light.


  So, all I had to do was find the tape that Jake had hidden somewhere. And I had no idea how to do that. I turned to Bonz in the passenger seat beside me. His eyes were closed, but I didn’t think he was asleep.


  “You said you were with my brother right before he died, that they thought maybe he said something to you about the tape.”


  He didn’t open his eyes. “Yeah, but he didn’t.”


  My heart sank. “He didn’t say anything at all?”


  Bonz was quiet for a moment, then he grunted to himself. I looked over at him. His eyes were open now. He looked pensive. He frowned in deep concentration. He shook his head and I feared for a brief moment that the unbalanced, channel-changing Bonz had returned. But then he said, “You know, I think…yeah, I remember now that he did ask me to tell you something.”


  “He did?” My heart, which had sunk, rose again and did a somersault in my chest. “What was it?”


  Bonz was still frowning. “I didn’t pay much attention to it, you know? I figured he was just really out of it. And I sure as hell never thought at the time that I’d run into you someday. But Jake must have thought I would, somehow.”


  I tried to hide my impatience. “But what did he say, Bonz?”


  “I’m trying to remember. It’s not easy. It was right at the very, very end, right before he died. Before they did all this shit to me. Give me a second here.”


  He concentrated so hard it look like he was wincing in pain. Seconds passed. The wait was killing me. I wanted to tell him to hurry up, to think harder, but I was afraid he’d lose his grip on the slender thread he was holding in his mind. Finally, he turned to me.


  “I think he wanted you to find religion.”


  I just stared at him for a moment. “That’s not going to help us find the tape Jake had, or his notes.”


  “I didn’t say it would. I said Jake told me to tell you something. I never said it was about the tape.”


  Now I was the one frowning. “Find religion? But that makes no sense.”


  He looked a little offended, a little annoyed. “Yes, it does. People find religion all the time.”


  “No, I mean, Jake wasn’t a religious person, not as an adult, anyway, and neither am I. Our parents took us to church when we were kids, and Jake was even an altar boy for a couple of years when I was really little, but I don’t think either one of us set foot in a church after my parents died.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t make any sense, Bonz. Why would he say that?”


  “I don’t know, Charlie, I’m just telling you what he said.”


  “What you remember he said.”


  Bonz nodded. “That’s right.”


  It wasn’t lost on me that Bonz’s mind, which had been battered to pieces shortly after hearing Jake’s dying words, could have remembered them inaccurately. But I said, “If Jake really said that, he must have been delirious.”


  “He could have been,” Bonz said, “but I don’t think I thought so at the time.”


  “I just don’t get it.”


  “Look, your brother had been through a hell of a lot. Maybe he found God in the final weeks of his life. Wouldn’t be that unusual. Hell, toward the end of what I went through, I almost started praying, and I’d never prayed a fucking day in my life.”


  It was possible, of course. Perhaps Jake had finally found God inside the cold walls of his prison. People facing far less had found comfort in religion, solace in prayer. But Jake? It was possible, but it didn’t feel right to me.


  “I just don’t see it, Bonz.”


  Bonz’s gruff voice grew even gruffer as he said, “Look, you asked, so I’m telling you. I remember—as clearly as it is possible for me to remember—I remember him saying something like that, right at the very end.”


  “Wait a minute. Something like that? He didn’t say exactly that?”


  “I don’t remember his exact words,” Bonz said. He was getting testy. I didn’t care. We were making progress now.


  “Bonz, think very, very hard. What were his exact words?”


  He grunted, then said, “I don’t know. Forget it.” He stared straight ahead again. “Turn right up there.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “I know a place we’ll be safe for a while.”


  I wanted to know where he was taking me, but I didn’t want to derail his thought train. “Fine, but stay with me here. We’re onto something now, I think. Just tell me exactly what Jake said right before he died. Please.”


  He huffed once, then said, “I think—and that’s the best I can do, Charlie, is tell you what I think—I think he said, ‘Find Charlie and tell him to find religion.’ ” He frowned again. “No, that isn’t it. ‘Find Charlie and tell him if he wants the answers, he should find religion.’ Yeah, that might have been it.” He was still concentrating, so I didn’t say anything. I hoped for more. Clarification, an additional clause or phrase, something, anything. And then Bonz said, “Wait. I think I have it.”


  My heart did another somersault, then launched right into a cartwheel. “Well?”


  “I’m pretty sure he said, ‘Find Charlie and tell him if he wants the answers, to turn to prayer.’ ” Bonz unscrewed his face, which had been screwed up in intense concentration, and turned to me. “I really think that’s it. I think those were his exact words. Turn left at the corner.”


  I did, then I turned the phrase he’d said over in my mind, examining it from all angles. It still didn’t make much sense to me, but I began to believe that this message wasn’t merely the hope of a desperate, dying man that his beloved brother would start to walk on the right path to heaven. Rather, I thought, maybe it was, after all, a clue to the tape’s whereabouts. The part about “finding the answers” certainly seemed to be. Maybe Jake had, in fact, hoped Bonz would get his message to me and Jake had been, in fact, trying to direct me to his tape. I just had to figure out the part about prayer.


  “What do you think?” Bonz asked.


  “I don’t know. Give me a minute.” I looked at Bonz. “Good job remembering, though.”


  He made a noncommittal little sound deep in his throat and looked out at the highway in front of us. I stared out the passenger window, thinking.


  Then it hit me. I headed for Storrow Drive as fast as I dared in a car the cops were certainly looking for.


  “Where are we going?” Bonz asked.


  “To get the tape. I know where Jake hid it.”


  If I was right, Carmen Siracuse would wake up tomorrow morning to a knock on his door and find a bunch of cops standing there with a nice pair of shiny silver bracelets, just his size, attached by a very short length of shiny chain. And if I was right, I might, just might, be able to clear my name.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   TWENTY-FIVE


   



  Saint John the Baptist Catholic Church, known by its parishioners as Saint John’s, is located in the affluent town of Belmont, nine miles or so west of Boston. Saint John’s is the church my parents took us to when we were kids. Jake had served as an altar boy there. My family lived just a few blocks away.


  Bonz and I had left my Corolla a street over, parked behind a pizza joint that billed itself on the sign over the front door as a family-owned Italian restaurant. It was closed, of course. Not many people want a pizza with everything, or a dish of spicy sausage and peppers, at three in the morning. At least not in Belmont. From the pizza place we cut through a cross street and down several blocks to Saint John’s. We stuck to the shadows as much as possible, but only when we could do so without looking suspicious. We didn’t want to be seen, of course, but it would have been worse to be seen darting from dark patch to dark patch, scurrying across the well-lit areas. The streets of Belmont were quiet, though, and we made it to the church without incident.


  Saint John’s sat nestled among tall oaks dating back to colonial times. Their branches were glutted with leaves that would fall in a month or so, laying a thick but brittle carpet of red and gold across the church lot. Parishioner volunteers, pressed into service by a strong sense of religious duty, or perhaps by good old Catholic guilt, would spend countless hours raking up those leaves, shoving them into bags, and hauling the bags to the town leaf dump.


  The church itself was red brick. A wooden spire, painted brilliant white and topped with a gold cross, reached up through the oak branches and into the night sky. Far beneath the spire were two formidable oak doors, built strong enough to keep out the heathens.


  We stood in the shadow of a fat tree trunk and looked at the church.


  “You don’t want to wait until morning?” Bonz asked.


  “If the tape’s in there, and I think it is, I’d rather look for it without anyone around asking us why we’re opening closets and looking under pews, wouldn’t you?”


  Bonz was silent.


  “Besides, the longer that tape’s not in our hands, the longer we’re in danger without the leverage to get us out of it.”


  Bonz was studying the church. “Anybody in there now?”


  “Shouldn’t be. The rectory’s over there.” I pointed to a small Victorian house on the adjacent lot. “Pastor lives there.”


  Bonz nodded and looked back at the church. “Probably locked.”


  “Didn’t stop you at Aunt Fannie’s.”


  “We may have to break one of those windows.”


  I looked at the windows running the length of the church, each at least ten feet in height. Though they weren’t illuminated from within at the moment, I could see the lead crisscrossing them seemingly at random. I remembered being struck as a kid by the beauty of those stained-glass windows.


  “I’d rather not,” I said.


  “You want in, I make no promises. We’ll try the doors first, though.”


  I followed Bonz up the brick steps at the front of the church. Bonz grabbed a big, well-worn bronze door handle and tugged. Locked.


  We went around to the side of the building. While a large portion of each window was fixed in place, the bottom foot or so could tilt in, allowing air into the stuffy nave during masses on hot summer days. We walked the length of the church, pushing on the bottom of each window. No luck.


  In the back of the church we found a locked door with a window on either side of it. They were regular windows, double hung, like the kind you’d find in a house.


  “What’s back here?” Bonz asked, nodding at the window.


  I thought about the times I’d been in the back of the church with Jake before he assisted at a Mass. “If I remember correctly, there’s a small office and a sacristy.” I saw Bonz’s blank expression and added, “It’s a changing room, where the priests keep their vestments, where they get dressed for Mass.”


  Bonz was looking through one of the windows, his face close to the glass.


  “I don’t see an alarm sensor.”


  He put his elbow against one of the panes and pushed sharply with it, breaking the glass, which fell into the room and broke fairly quietly into smaller pieces on the floor inside. Bonz reached in through the empty pane and turned the lock. He slid the window up and climbed through. I followed him. My second act of breaking and entering of the night—my third if you counted the car.


  The room we stood in was dark, lit only by pale moonlight drifting in through the windows. Even in the dim light, though, I could see we were standing in the sacristy.


  “You think anyone heard that?” I asked in a hushed voice.


  “The glass? No.” Bonz spoke quietly, too.


  “We can’t turn on a light, I guess.”


  “No.”


  “I’m sure there are candles out in the nave,” I said.


  “What’s a nave?”


  “The main part of the church, where the people worship.”


  “Oh. Lead the way.”


  I made my way tentatively across the room, farther into darkness, stumbling once on a footstool or something. I found a door on the far wall and pulled it open and stepped out onto the altar.


  Though I wasn’t a practicing Catholic, and hadn’t been since I was six, I felt a twinge of guilt standing there on that holy stage. I shrugged it off and looked around, getting my bearings. The inside of the church was dark, but enough moonlight touched the stained-glass windows on one side of the building that I could see saints and martyrs, glowing very faintly in purple, scarlet, royal blue, green, and gold. As a little boy, the scenes in those windows held my attention far more securely than did the words of the priests. I could barely see them now.


  The church smelled as I remembered it, as all old churches seem to smell. Old wood, old carpet, incense of some kind, dead flowers somewhere.


  Two sections of pews ran the length of the nave, bisected by a central aisle. Aisles also ran along the side walls. I stepped down to the floor in front of the altar and walked along one of the outer aisles until I reached a rack of offering candles. I pulled a dollar bill from my pocket and stuffed it into a small tin box attached to the side of the rack—shrugging at Bonz as I did—and took a match from a glass jar by the candles. I struck the match. The tiny flame seemed very bright in the dark church. I lowered the match to the offering candle inside a votive and the wick caught, flame flickering to life. The ruby-red votive glowed. I handed it to Bonz and lit a second for myself.


  “Out of dollar bills?” Bonz asked in a voice that was quiet, though still somehow gruff.


  I ignored him. The votive grew hot. I had to hold it close to the bottom. Bonz’s fingers curled around the glass of his as if they didn’t even register the heat. “These going to give us enough light?” I asked.


  “Have to, unless we find a flashlight. Now what?”


  “Search the church. If Jake told me to find religion, or turn to prayer, he must have meant for me to come here. It’s the only connection we have to such things. Jake was an altar boy here when he was a kid. Maybe he came back, gave the tape to a priest with instructions to turn it over to the authorities if something happened to me.”


  Bonz’s nod told me that he agreed this was a possibility.


  “Or,” I continued, “even if he didn’t give it to anyone to hold for him, maybe he remembered a great hiding place for it. He’d have known his way around the church.”


  “Okay. So where do we start?”


  I had no idea. Jake could have hidden the tape anywhere. We had to be thorough and look everywhere, so we might as well start our search at the front doors—the back of the church—and work our way up to the altar.


  “Let’s start in the narthex. We’ll look for any place that could serve as a secret hiding place for a tape.”


  Bonz sighed. “What’s a narthex?”


  “It’s that little foyer you cross after coming in the front doors, before passing into the nave.”


  We walked the rest of the way down the outer aisle, candles held out before us, the votives flickering blood-red in our hands. We reached the back of the church—though it would be the front from the outside—and passed through an archway, into the narthex. The big oak doors stood at the front of the church. The narthex was empty. A staircase led down from one corner. Bonz walked over and held his candle at arm’s length into the stairwell.


  “Where’s this lead?” Bonz asked.


  “The basement. It was just storage when we used to come here. We’ll search it last.”


  I walked back through the archway and stopped just inside the nave, beside a little metal bowl bolted to the wall. Out of Catholic habit, ingrained in me even as a very young boy, I dipped my fingers into the holy water in the bowl and touched my wet fingers to my forehead, chest, and each shoulder, first left, then right, in the sign of the cross. Nearly three decades of agnosticism bordering on atheism hadn’t been able to rid me of this vestigial Catholic instinct. I stepped farther into the nave. I noticed that Bonz didn’t cross himself. Either he wasn’t Catholic or he didn’t fear God. Neither would have surprised me.


  “If I’m right and the tape’s here,” I said, “I doubt it’s here in the nave, or any public area of the church, I guess, where anyone might stumble on it. But we can’t rule out that possibility. Maybe under a loose floorboard or a panel in the wall.” I pointed to the five-foot-high wooden panels lining the walls, rising from the floor to the bottoms of the stained-glass windows. “Let’s just search and be as thorough as we can be.”


  Bonz and I split up. He took the left half of the church and I took the right. While the center aisle and the outer aisles were carpeted, the floor beneath the pews was hardwood. We walked through each pew, tapping quietly at the floorboards with our feet, looking for loose ones, listening for a hollow sound. We checked under each pew, in case Jake had secured the tape there, as unlikely as that seemed.


  “So what’s your deal?” I said to Bonz. He ignored me. Though I’d spoken quietly, sound carried well in the church. I knew he’d heard me clearly. “Bonz?”


  He looked up, irritated. “What?”


  “What’s your story?”


  “What do you mean?” He kicked at the floorboard beneath his foot.


  “Well, you’re not just typical mob tough, a muscle-bound ape in an Italian suit with a gun under your jacket.”


  “No?”


  “No. I’ve seen you fight. You’ve got moves those guys have never seen.”


  Bonz nodded but said nothing as he moved to the next pew.


  “Come on, I’m standing waist-deep in shit here. I’d like to know who’s standing next to me.” I immediately felt a feather-touch of regret for cursing in a church, but it passed.


  As Bonz knelt and felt beneath a pew, he said, “Why don’t we search now and talk later?”


  “I already know you worked for Carmen Siracuse. You probably beat people up, broke some legs, threatened little old ladies, kicked dogs, stuff like that. You say you never killed anyone—well, at least not under orders,” I added, remembering the story of his escape from the mob. “So what are you hiding?”


  He didn’t say anything for a minute or so, then he spoke in a quiet voice. “I was in the military. A damned good soldier, too, one of the best. I was born for that. I wanted to be in Special Operations, Delta Force. I was a good fighter. I could do anything those guys could do. Whoa, what’s this?”


  I paused in my search, trying to keep myself from getting excited, as Bonz lowered his candle to the floor.


  “Forget it,” he said. “Thought a board might be loose.”


  I returned to my search. I was about two-thirds of the way finished with the pews on my side of the church. Bonz looked to have made similar progress. I heard a thump followed by Bonz spitting out an obscenity. “If I kick another one of these goddamn kneelers…” He was referring to the little padded benches that tilt down on hinges, allowing worshippers to kneel during certain parts of the Mass. I could sympathize. I’d already banged my ankles or shins several times on them.


  “Bonz? You were saying?”


  “Yeah, okay. Where was I?”


  “You wanted to join Delta Force.”


  A pause, then, “They turned me down. Said I wasn’t psychologically cut out for it, whatever that meant.” I waited. It looked like one of Bonz’s facial tics might have lurched quickly across his features. “I think they thought I was too violent,” he added. “We were soldiers, for Chrissakes. You have to have violence in you.”


  I nodded. I can’t say I was thrilled to be teamed up with someone who the macho fighting machine Delta Force considered too violent. After a minute or so, when Bonz hadn’t continued his story, I said, “So you left the military?”


  He snorted. “You could say that.”


  “Well, what would you say?”


  “I was dishonorably discharged. Remind me why this is your fucking business. Why I should tell you any of it?”


  “Why not?”


  He shrugged. “They booted me out. Didn’t like me selling their equipment and supplies on the gray market. Not weapons or anything like that, but just about everything else. Fuck ’em. I wanted to be a good soldier. They wouldn’t let me.”


  I wasn’t sure I agreed with Bonz’s take on his military history, but I wasn’t about to voice that disagreement.


  He said, “So I came back home.”


  “And knocked on Uncle Carmen’s door and said, ‘Hey, you need someone to beat people up for you?’ ”


  Perhaps that hadn’t been a prudent thing to say. It had just slipped out. I wish I could have slipped it back in.


  Bonz looked at me across the dark church, then went back to his search. He was in his final pew, the one closest to the altar. After a minute or so, he said, “Just try getting a decent job after the Army tosses you out on your ear. I had no options. A buddy of mine knew someone who knew someone. You get it.”


  I nodded. Bonz and I finished with our respective groups of pews at the same time.


  “Now what?” he asked. “Up there?”


  We were standing in front of the altar.


  “Let’s give a quick look at the wall panels and the confessionals over there, then move to the altar.”


  Bonz nodded and walked over to one of the side walls. Rather than start on the other side of the church, I went with him. He walked to the other end of the wall. I’d start at this end and we’d meet in the middle. I began to check each four-foot-wide, five-foot-high panel to see if it was loose, or if it looked as though it had been pried off and replaced at one time. After a couple of minutes, we finished one wall and moved to the opposite one. Starting at separate ends again, we were close to meeting in the middle when the electric chandeliers hanging from the rafters blazed to life, flooding the church with light.


  A man’s voice came from behind us. “I’ve got a phone in my hand. I’ve already dialed nine-one-one.”


  
 



   



   



   



   TWENTY-SIX


   



  “I’m on the line with the police,” the voice behind us said. “If you don’t want to be arrested, you should leave right now.”


  I turned to see a portly man, wearing dark pajamas and a well-worn terry cloth bathrobe, stepping down off the altar. He walked toward us down the side aisle and stopped a dozen feet away from me. He had a phone to his ear. He looked sleepy. He also looked ugly. Really ugly. One of the ugliest faces I’d ever seen. He was possibly the only man Hammer Grossi and his freakishly wide-set eyes and triangular head would finish ahead of in a beauty contest. The man’s nose was pug, but so severely upturned he seemed to be on the other side of a window, pressing his nose hard against the clear glass. His upper lip was arched in the middle, exposing his top teeth, as if the invisible force that was pulling his nose up was trying to take the lip with it. The effect gave the impression of a groundhog smelling a scent on the air, frozen forever in midsniff. Though he looked to be less than forty years old, there were age bags under his mud-colored eyes. He had the pale skin of the Irish, but almost the entire right side of his face, from his eye to his neck, was covered with a purple port-wine stain. His red-orange hair was touched with gray. It was also sticking up on one side in a moderately severe case of bed hair. Despite his unfortunately striking appearance, my attention was drawn again to the phone at his ear.


  “Yes, they’re right here,” the priest said into the phone. “Hold on, I’ll ask them.” He said to us, “Are you armed?”


  “Father,” I said, assuming he was a priest. My mind desperately tried to come up with something to add. All I could think about was that the purple covering half of my own face—the bruises given to me by the Chinatown thugs—were temporary, while this man was cursed forever with his unusual coloring.


  Bonz appeared at my side. “Come on, Charlie.”


  I looked at the man in his pajamas. Something about the way he was watching us struck me as being not quite right. I looked at the phone in his hand.


  “Father?” I repeated.


  “Yes,” the priest responded hesitantly, confirming my suspicion. “Father Sean.”


  I studied him a moment. Uncharitably, I wondered whether he had become a priest because, given his looks, he despaired of ever finding someone to love him. While undeniably ugly, however, his face wasn’t unfriendly. His eyes, though dull in color, were bright with intelligence, and they looked kind to me on second glance. More importantly, they didn’t seem to recognize me. He didn’t know I was a murder suspect. We could leave now. Or we could take a chance on the priest.


  Bonz started for the front doors of the church.


  “Sorry to disturb you, Father,” he said. “We came in through a window in the back. Can I unlock these big doors from the inside?”


  I stayed where I was, facing the priest. “Father, my name is Charlie Beckham. I’m wanted by the police for a murder I didn’t commit.”


  Bonz groaned. Maybe it was a growl.


  Father Sean seemed surprised by my revelation but he didn’t give us away to the 9-1-1 dispatcher. Nor did he call lightning down from heaven to smite me. “I see,” he said. “Why have you come here?”


  “As you can imagine, I don’t have a lot of time to waste. I can’t give you the whole story, but I need your help. When I was young, I used to attend this church with my parents. My brother, Jake, was an altar boy here.”


  Father Sean was nodding, so I kept going.


  “Jake was murdered thirteen years ago. I think he may have left something here before he died. Given it to someone, or perhaps hidden it. That something could save me. At the very least, it could put an extraordinarily bad man in jail.”


  The priest was still nodding.


  “You’re not really talking to the police, are you?” I asked.


  Into the phone, Father Sean said, “Everything’s okay. Thanks, Murray.” He ended the call.


  “Murray?” Bonz said.


  “A rabbi friend of mine.”


  “A priest and a rabbi?” Bonz said. “What’s the punch line?”


  Father Sean studied me for a moment. Finally, he said, “Your brother would have left this item here thirteen years ago?”


  “Sometime around then, yes.”


  “I wasn’t here then. The pastor would have been Father O’Connell. He was—”


  I said, “Father O’Connell was here when I was a kid!”


  Father Sean smiled. “I’m sure he was. This was his church for almost fifty years. My understanding is that, on several occasions, the archdiocese offered him what it deemed to be more desirable parishes, but he never wanted to leave Saint John’s.”


  I allowed myself the beginning tingle of excitement. Someone like that, a priest, one who had been in the same church for decades, a rock in the church and the community…Jake might trust a person like that. If Father O’Connell had been in the same place for that long, Jake might have given him the tape, figuring he’d still be around when I finally went looking for it. Then I remembered Father Sean’s use of the past tense when referring to the old priest.


  “I take it this is no longer Father O’Connell’s church,” I said, my heart beginning to sink.


  Sean shook his head gently. “God called Father O’Connell to heaven six years ago.”


  The priest must have mistaken the look in my eyes for sadness at Father O’Connell’s passing, because he said, “It was his time. He was, I believe, eighty-eight years old.”


  That would have put him in his midseventies when Jake was looking for somewhere to hide his tape. Would Jake have assumed that a seventy-five-year-old man would still be around to pass the tape on to me years later? I doubted it.


  I said, “Is there anyone else, anyone who is still here, that would have been here thirteen years ago? Someone who was a real mainstay? You know, been around forever?”


  Father Sean shook his head and the flesh at his neck swayed. “No, the priests other than Father O’Connell spent, at most, a few years here, I think. A few of the clerical staff had fairly long tenures, but no one like you described.” He gave me a look. “No one to whom your brother likely would have entrusted the item you’re looking for.”


  I nodded. “I think he hid it here then. Somewhere.”


  “In the church?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “It might help if you told me what you’re looking for.”


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw Bonz shaking his head.


  “A cassette tape,” I said. “Maybe some papers, too.”


  “Oh, well, I can’t imagine anywhere in the church where something like that could remain hidden for very long.”


  “Not unless it was hidden very well. What about the rectory?”


  “The rectory was renovated from top to bottom shortly after Father O’Connell passed. It was completely gutted. If your tape was there, it would have been found. Or inadvertently destroyed.”


  I thought about that for a moment. Intuition told me Jake would hide the tape in the church rather than in the rectory. Plus, his clue seemed more apt that way.


  I looked the priest in the eye. “Would you let us finish our search in here then? Maybe look around the basement, too, just in case?”


  Father Sean was silent, thinking.


  “My life depends on it, Father.”


  He looked into my face, maybe into my soul, if I have one. “Of course,” he said. “I’m awake now. I might as well help you.”


   



  * * *


   



  With Father Sean at our sides, we finished examining the last of the wall panels, coming up empty, as I expected.


  “Next?” Bonz said.


  “How about the confessionals?” Father Sean suggested, not without enthusiasm. Despite his apparent sympathy for our plight, he seemed to be finding the adventure interesting.


  “Lead the way,” I said.


  We followed the priest to two wooden confessionals near the back of the church and searched inside, but, again, found no possible hiding place for Jake’s tape.


  “Have you checked the balcony yet?” Father Sean asked.


  “That’s next,” I said.


  Father Sean led Bonz and me to a stairwell tucked into the right rear corner of the church and we ascended to the balcony. There wasn’t much up there—five pews, a storage closet, and a small, outdated organ on the back wall beneath a circular stained-glass window depicting a trumpet-blowing angel emerging from gray-white clouds. We began to search. I poked around the organ, looking for a hidden compartment or drawer. Bonz went at the pews again. I reminded Father Sean to be extraordinarily thorough as he ducked into the storage closet.


  As I gently thumped the sides of the organ, I said to Bonz quietly, “So what do you think is on the tape?”


  Bonz looked up. “Maybe we should talk about this when we’re alone, huh?”


  “Father Sean’s okay, Bonz. I mean, he could have called the cops when we first showed up.” Bonz looked less certain than I felt, but he just shrugged.


  “So,” I said, “if the tape implicates Carmen Siracuse, and it’s got him this scared, it must be huge. Murder, maybe.”


  “Carmen Siracuse?” Father Sean said. I hadn’t noticed him come up behind me. “Isn’t he the one they say has all the Mafia connections?”


  Bonz glared at me. His pupils looked like the ends of gun barrels. “He is the Mafia, Father.”


  I said, “Father, you really don’t want to know what we’re talking about. It’s dangerous information.”


  “Can you repeat to anyone what we say here?” Bonz said to Father Sean.


  “If I want to.”


  “But don’t you vow not to talk about things you talk about with people? Aren’t you supposed to keep it to yourself?”


  Father Sean spread his hands and said, “That applies to confession.”


  Bonz walked over and stood in front of the priest. He looked down at the pudgy little man.


  “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I’ve killed people. I’ve done a lot of other bad shit, too. Hurt people, crippled some of them. I’m a very bad man. Oh, also, there’s something about a tape and Carmen Siracuse, which doesn’t really apply to me, but which I’m including in this confession.”


  He towered over the priest. I held my breath. Father Sean looked up at Bonz, smiled, and said, “That works for me. Everything you’ve said here tonight will be held in the strictest confidence.”


  Bonz hesitated, then nodded.


  “Aren’t you going to give him penance?” I asked.


  Father Sean said, “Would you if you were me?”


  “I guess not.”


  “We done up here?” Bonz asked.


  The balcony was a bust.


  “Almost,” I said.


  I stood for a moment at the balcony railing, looking back at the pews, the organ, into the open closet, my gaze moving slowly over everything once, then again.


  “What are you doing?” Bonz asked.


  “I’m remembering this. I’m filing this all away in my mind. Something I see here now might strike me later, might spark a thought in me, a revelation. Maybe while we’re driving, maybe when I’m sleeping. You never know.”


  Father Sean said, “I don’t understand.”


  I kept looking at my surroundings for a moment, then, when I was finished taking my mental pictures, I turned to him. “I have something like an eidetic memory.”


  “What’s that?” Bonz asked.


  “You might have heard it called a photographic memory, the ability to see something and remember it later in almost exact detail. I don’t necessarily think I have it to that degree, but I do seem to be able to recall things very accurately after seeing them only briefly. All I need is a good look, really, and I remember. Saved my ass, uh, I mean, my butt, studying in law school.” I shrugged. “People have different talents. I can do this. So I’ll store everything I see here in my mind and something might come to me later.”


  Bonz looked doubtful but said nothing as we returned to the church floor and walked very slowly up the center aisle toward the altar. As we did, I took everything in, as I’d done in the balcony, tagging everything I saw, cataloging it in my mind, remembering it for later. Bonz watched me, dubious. Doubting Thomas.


  Above the altar hung a twelve-foot-high, wood-carved Jesus Christ. He was nailed to the cross, his head hanging to his right, his face turned up toward heaven, his eyes infinitely sad. I didn’t see any place to hide the tape way up there. Plus, though no longer a religious man as an adult, I didn’t think Jake would use such a sacred statue for his own purposes.


  Below the huge image of Jesus, a wooden altarpiece, draped with a white cloth embroidered with a golden cross, sat in the center of the altar. On the right-hand wall there was a shallow alcove with a set of dark wooden drawers taking up the bottom half of the space. On top of the drawers sat a little golden vault where the items used in the Eucharistic sacrament were stored.


  “You think it’s somewhere on the altar?” Bonz asked.


  “Unless it’s hidden under the altarpiece itself, which I seriously doubt, the only place I can see would be in those drawers, or hidden in that alcove somewhere.” I turned toward Father Sean. “Father, any chance it’s in there?”


  “None at all,” he replied. “But go ahead and look if you’d like.”


  I did, and thoroughly, but found nothing. Then I stood back for a moment, letting my eyes drift over every object I could see on the altar, including Jesus on his cross, trying to remember every detail, not knowing which, if any, might later be the key to unlock Jake’s mystery. When I finished, I said, “It’s got to be in the sacristy then, or the basement. Lead the way, Father?”


  We followed the priest onto the altar and back through the door through which we’d first walked after breaking into the church. It led to the sacristy, a small room that looked almost like a locker room in a country club. Carpeted floor, wooden lockers, a small closet, a full-length mirror.


  “With your permission, Father?” I said.


  The priest nodded and the three of us each moved to a locker and opened the door. I searched among the priestly garments inside, looking for any place Jake could have hidden the tape, checking for false backs, hidden drawers, things like that.


  After checking the lockers, we searched the rest of the room, looking behind mirrors, knocking on wooden surfaces, opening drawers. Together, we even rolled up the large area rug and looked for hidden compartments in the floor. When we finished with this room, I stood in the center of it, once again going through my mental recording process, burning images of the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the furniture, into my mind. Bonz and Father Sean waited for me with differing levels of patience.


  After clearing the sacristy, we went down into the basement using a back stairway. Though it had the musty smell most basements have, the place was remarkably clean, free of clutter. There were some folding chairs, an extra pew, a large but empty wooden chest, and a few boxes containing office files, which Father Sean allowed me to thumb through, and two orderly storage closets, neither of which contained a secret compartment we could find.


  It took only a few minutes for us to pronounce the basement as clear of Jake’s tape as the rest of the church. After I studied the room, storing the information in my brain for later conscious or even subconscious retrieval, Father Sean led us back upstairs.


  I couldn’t understand it. I was so sure the tape would be here. It’s the only way Jake’s clue made sense.


  In the narthex, the priest unlocked the front doors and pushed open one of the massive slabs of oak. He took my hand between his soft, fleshy hands, and said, “I’m sorry.”


  “So am I, Father,” I replied. “We may be back. Thank you for your help. And for believing me and not turning us in.”


  “How do you know I won’t call the police after you leave?”


  “Yeah,” Bonz said, “how do we know that?” He looked at the priest and shrugged. “Sorry, Father.”


  “Faith, I guess,” I said. Father Sean smiled. Bonz scowled.


  As we descended the stairs outside, I heard the huge door swing closed behind us. The locked engaged with a sharp clack.


  Before we left, just to be thorough, we checked the exterior foundation of the church, looking to see whether any of the sections of bricks were loose and could have concealed the tape. Our bad luck was holding. And we saw nowhere else in the small church lot where Jake likely would have stashed the tape. In short, we crapped out at church.


  I was disheartened. But still, in my mind, I was flipping through the mental pictures I’d taken inside—pictures of each room, of each item. And I’d continue to do so until I had a revelation. I’d missed something in the church. I had to have. The tape was in there somewhere. It had to be.


  
 



   



   



   



   TWENTY-SEVEN


   



  After leaving Saint John’s, we walked under the dark canopy of the trees lining the sidewalk toward the pizza place where we’d left my Corolla. My mind was still on Jake’s clue, on the church, on everything I’d seen there. Mostly out of habit, probably, my thoughts turned fleetingly to the Redekov trial, the second day of which was to begin in a few hours, but recent events had obviated the need for me to concern myself with it overly much. Seeing as I was wanted for murder, I doubted anyone truly expected me to show up in court later that morning.


  The streets were deserted. I looked at my watch. Four thirty a.m. Jessica would still be asleep. If I didn’t call her first, she’d wake up in a couple of hours, make herself some coffee, drop a bagel into the toaster, turn on the morning news, and find out that Angel Medina’s dead body was found in her fiancé’s apartment, that witnesses had seen me flee the scene covered in blood, and that I was wanted for murder. And her life would be turned upside down. The cops would want to talk to her, maybe seek her permission to install a wiretap on her phone. Her friends and coworkers would either overwhelm her with sympathy, or they’d very carefully but too obviously step around the subject of me, or perhaps they’d avoid her completely. Her father would smother her with concerned, fatherly advice. And, of course, she’d worry about me. Knowing how all this was likely going to affect her, I wanted to speak with her before she learned what happened. But the fact was, I couldn’t call her just then, because I’d fled my apartment earlier without my cell phone, and it seemed an imprudent time to search for a pay phone. But I planned to find a phone and call her as soon as it made sense to do so.


  As we walked, I turned to Bonz. “That guy, the one who killed Angel in my apartment.”


  “Grossi.”


  “Yeah, Grossi. He’s the one who tortured you and Jake?”


  Bonz kept his eyes straight ahead. He nodded.


  I swallowed, took a breath, and said, “In my apartment, he told me about this thing he does with nails, when he’s interrogating someone.”


  Bonz nodded. I couldn’t read his face.


  “Did he…did he do that to Jake?”


  Bonz shook his head and relief washed over me like a cool breeze. “I don’t think he risks doing that if he really needs the information. Otherwise, he could make the guy unable to understand or answer questions. It would be stupid, and Grossi’s not stupid. Maybe he’ll do it at the very end, when he’s gotten all he wants, or if he realizes he’s not going to get what he needs. I don’t think he ever reached that point with your brother, though.”


  I blew out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. I’m not sure what difference it should have made to me exactly how Jake was tortured, but the thought of that bastard driving nails into my brother’s skull was more than I could have taken. I almost asked whether Grossi had done his little nail trick with Bonz, but decided against it. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Bonz’s head twitch once involuntarily, then again, and then it was still.


  A car came down the street and Bonz and I averted our faces casually, trying not to look suspicious, until it passed. A minute later we reached the pizza joint and I turned into the parking lot. Bonz kept walking.


  “We can’t keep your old car, Charlie. The police are looking for it.”


  I sighed. I’d already been an accomplice to the vandalism of one car today, as well as the theft of a tool kit from its trunk. I was guilty of B and E at Aunt Fannie’s. Oh, yeah, and I broke into a church. And all that didn’t include the murder I didn’t commit, but with which I’d surely be charged. Stealing another car wasn’t likely to add many years to the sentence a future judge would give me.


  I followed Bonz south along Common Street for a few blocks until we found a cross street where numerous cars were parked in front of the houses. There were also cars in some of the driveways. We walked the street, with Bonz trying doors until he found one unlocked. A Ford F-150 pickup. In a blur of movement, he opened the door, slid inside the truck, and snapped off the dome light. Then he was on his back, the tools we’d stolen in his hands, playing with the wiring under the dash. I thought I should be doing something, so I played lookout. A moment later, the engine kicked over and Bonz sat up, positioned himself in the driver’s seat, and said, “Move it.”


  I ran around to the passenger side and jumped into the truck. As we pulled away, Bonz said, “Wiley? Where’d that come from anyway?”


  “There was this test I took in school, an IQ test…all the kids took it…but, well, I…I scored off the charts. Perfect score. I guess it had never been done before on this particular test. So the school told Charlie and he started calling me Wiley because of Wile E. Coyote.”


  Bonz stared blankly at me for a moment.


  “Wile E. Coyote,” I repeated. “From Bugs Bunny.”


  “I know who Wile E. Coyote is, but I still don’t get it. He wasn’t smart. The Roadrunner always made him look like a dumb-ass.”


  “Yeah, but he referred to himself as ‘Wile E. Coyote, Super Genius.’ ” I said it in the same deep voice the cartoon coyote used, with the same inflection.


  Bonz actually chuckled.


  “But listen,” I said, “I’m not the genius Jake made me out to be.”


  “You couldn’t be. You’d have to have a brain the size of a wrecking ball.”


  I smiled to myself. That sounded like Jake. I looked over at Bonz, maybe hoping to share more about Jake, when, as I watched, a shadow descended on his face, draping its dark folds over his eyes. His mind was moving into rough territory again.


  “So what happened?” I asked. “You escaped but decided to stay in Boston even though the Mafia wanted you dead? Didn’t you realize you were in danger?”


  “I think I knew that. Deep down, I mean. Even though what they did to me made me a little…nuts, I think I knew the city was more dangerous for me than for the average bum. I always kept one eye on the lookout for trouble. Probably looked to most people like a typical, crazy, paranoid homeless person—which I guess I became—but I think I was always looking for Siracuse’s men.”


  “And no one ever recognized you?”


  “If you’d seen what I looked like before Grossi worked me over, and before I grew this forest on my face and head, you’d understand why no one recognized me. Besides, they probably thought, like you did, that I’d be long gone after what they did to me. I mean, what kind of lunatic sticks around after that?” He shook his head. “I guess I turned out to be exactly that kind of lunatic.” A gravelly sound slipped from his lips and I thought it might have been a laugh.


  I looked at Bonz’s long, dirty, tangled hair and filthy beard, the stooped way he still walked—though he seemed to be walking a little straighter, I realized—and I thought about what he’d just said about the mob probably thinking he’d left town. I realized it wasn’t at all surprising that they hadn’t found him.


  “But why did you stick around,” I asked, “if you knew it was dangerous for you?”


  “Because of you, I think. I can’t be sure. I mean, I wasn’t thinking clearly there for thirteen years or so, but I think it’s because Jake had given me a message for you. Somewhere inside I knew that Jake and you were part of what had happened to me. I knew you were here in Boston. I think I was waiting to run into you. At least…” Again, he groped in the dark for the right word. “At least subconsciously. I know when I saw you, it felt like I was supposed to meet you, you know? Like there was a purpose to it. And I hadn’t had a purpose in a long, long time.”


  Purpose. I could relate.


  “But you ran from me that first day,” I pointed out, “in the subway. I went back for you and you were gone.”


  “I was confused. Seeing you…confused me.”


  I looked up and noticed that Bonz had taken us back to the pizza place. He drove the truck through the lot, which curved around behind the building, and parked beside my Corolla, which sat where we’d left it in a corner of the parking lot, with the restaurant on one side and a line of trees on the other. Thick tree branches reached over our heads, throwing us into a comfortingly dark moon shadow.


  “What are we doing here again?” I asked.


  “You left Jake’s notes in your car.”


  “Holy shit, I forgot.”


  “Besides, I left something in there, too.”


  Bonz stepped out of the pickup and closed the door quietly. I did the same. He walked around to the trunk of my Corolla.


  “Pop it,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “I put something in there that I want to get out. Open it.”


  I walked over to the driver’s door of my car. “When were you in my trunk?”


  “Before I busted into your apartment and saved your ass.”


  “How’d you get in my car?”


  “You keep a key under your bumper, you idiot.”


  He was right. I put a little magnetic hide-a-key box there when I first got the car. I’d forgotten all about it. Then I remembered that, when we were running from Grossi, Bonz already seemed to know where my car was. I also remembered that it was unlocked when we got there.


  I reached into the car and lifted the trunk latch. I walked back to join Bonz, who was looking down into the trunk. When I got there and looked in, two eyes looked back at me, full of anger and fear. Inside my trunk was a man, bound hand and foot with duct tape.


  “Oh, shit,” I said.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   TWENTY-EIGHT


   



  When the guy in my trunk saw me he struggled furiously against his bonds and grunted something unintelligible through the tape covering his mouth. Bonz must have found the duct tape in my trunk, where I’d left it a few months ago after using it to keep my exhaust pipe from dragging.


  The guy wasn’t looking at Bonz. He was focused on me. His eyes were pleading.


  “Oh my God!” I said. I looked at Bonz, stunned. “You kidnapped someone?!”


  “Technically, I think, we both did.”


  “But…oh my God! …Why?”


  “Seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”


  I had so many questions I didn’t know where to begin. “How long has he been in there?”


  “Since right before I rescued you.”


  I looked at my watch. It was after five in the morning. “Five hours?” I thought about the bumps I’d heard now and then while we were driving. I’d assumed the car was finally succumbing to its months-long fight against its inevitable junking. “I don’t understand,” I said. “Why did you…I mean, why did we…no, wait, not me, you…why did you do this?”


  “Well, why don’t we ask him that? But first, does he look at all familiar to you?”


  I looked down at the man trussed up in my trunk. His begging eyes looked back at me. I frowned. He did look a little familiar. I couldn’t think where I’d seen him before, but I knew I had. I tried to picture where it might have been. My mind flashed on an image of him lying in the street—no, not the street, but an alley. The one next to my apartment. Was this the guy who was lying there, a guy I had taken to be a homeless man sleeping, the night Bonz first came to my apartment and dragged me into the alley next to my building? I thought it might have been. I also thought there may have even been more than that, but I couldn’t quite—


  I’d been so lost in thought for the past minute or so that I hadn’t heard the crunch of gravel beneath car tires behind me. A siren whooped just once.


  “Don’t move,” an authoritative voice boomed through a loudspeaker. “Put your hands in the air.”


  I ignored the conflicting nature of those two orders and chose to obey the second.


  “Now turn around, slowly.”


  The man in the trunk started to thrash around. As I turned, I naturally expected to see Bonz turning around too, hands raised. Instead, I saw empty parking lot beside me. Bonz was gone.


  The man in my trunk moaned loudly into the duct tape. Twenty feet in front of me, a police car faced me, its spotlight on me, partially blinding me. I heard both of the squad car’s doors open, then footsteps from the driver’s side came my way. I assumed the other officer was covering me from behind the open passenger door.


  “Keep your hands up.”


  A muscular police officer in uniform walked out of the light, toward me, his hand on the gun still in its holster at his hip.


  “Anybody in the car?” he asked. He eased closer to my Corolla.


  “No,” I said.


  “How about the pickup truck?”


  “No, sir.” At least I didn’t think so. Frankly, I had no idea where Bonz was.


  “This the Corolla from the APB?” he called over his shoulder.


  “I think so,” came a voice on the other side of the bright light.


  “Well, shit,” said the first cop as he drew his gun and pointed it at me. I was getting real tired of having guns pointed at me. “This guy killed someone tonight. Big night for us, Boomer.” I assumed Boomer was his partner. It seemed a more logical conclusion than that he’d already given me a buddy-buddy nickname. “Step away from the vehicle slowly,” he ordered, “and get on the ground, facedown. Now.”


  The cop was still advancing, slowly, and I could see his clean-shaven, boyish face now. His eyes flicked into my trunk and went wide.


  “Get your ass on the ground now!” he barked at me. He called over his shoulder, “He’s got a guy in his trunk, Boomer, looks to be alive.”


  As I dropped to my knees I heard the crackle of a police radio. Hard to know for sure, but it sounded like backup was on its way. They must have called in my plates and, when they found out who I was, decided that I was dangerous enough to warrant sending more cops. Maybe I should have been flattered. Instead, I was very, very sad about all this. The cops seemed pleased, though. What must have seemed routine at first, maybe a teenaged couple necking behind the pizza place, or, at worst, a breaking and entering, had turned into the capture of a suspect wanted for murder.


  “Facedown, now! Don’t make me tell you again.” I lowered myself onto my face. A pebble bit into my cheek.


  “Hold tight, sir,” he said. “You’ll be just fine.” I assumed he was addressing my duct-taped captive.


  I heard a creak of wood and a rustle of leaves, followed by a soft grunt. The cop heard it too, because he said, “You hear that, Boomer?”


  “Boomer can’t hear anything right now. He’s sleeping.” It was Bonz’s voice. “No, don’t turn around. Now drop your weapon.”


  The cop hesitated.


  “Drop it!”


  I wanted to raise my head to see what was happening, but not badly enough to risk catching a bullet in the face in case there was gunfire.


  “You can’t see me right now,” Bonz said, “but I’ve got your partner’s gun trained on you. I know how to shoot. And yes, in case you’re wondering, I know what it feels like to shoot someone. And kill someone. It’s not fun, but it’s sometimes necessary. Don’t make it necessary now.”


  “You’re making a big mistake,” the cop said.


  “Actually, you are. If you knew me, you’d know how big a mistake you’re making by not doing everything I fucking say. I don’t wanna hurt you, but I’ll do so without a second thought if you make me. Now, if you don’t drop that gun within the next three seconds, I’ll put a round into your knee. You have a preference? Right or left?”


  Still, the cop hesitated. He was brave, I had to give him credit for that.


  “Listen to my voice, Officer,” Bonz said. “Do I sound like I’m bluffing? I’m going to count now. When I reach three, you’re going to be in blinding agony. Your knee will be gone. The good news is that you’ll go on permanent disability. Think about it. A free ride for the rest of your life. Practically a lifelong vacation. As a bonus, you’ll get to park really close to buildings from now on.”


  I could hear the cop breathing. The guy in my trunk had stopped moaning. I held my breath.


  “Listen, pal,” the cop said, “if you drop that gun right now—”


  “I’m not your pal, Officer. A pal wouldn’t shoot another pal. But I’m definitely going to shoot you and destroy your knee you if you don’t toss your gun about five feet to your left very, very soon. Now stop stalling. We both know your backup will arrive soon, so you can see that we’re both just about out of time. I’m going to count now. As I do, listen to my voice and try to decide if I’m bluffing.”


  Bonz certainly didn’t sound to me like he was bluffing.


  “Ready, here I go. One…two…”


  A gun bounced in the gravel a few feet away. I watched it come to rest with its barrel pointed directly at my face. It figured.


  “Good choice. I wasn’t bluffing.”


  “You’re in a lot of trouble, mister.”


  “I have been for a long time, Officer,” Bonz replied. “Now, you know the drill. Do as you told my friend there to do and lie facedown on the ground, then put your hands behind your back.”


  A moment later the cop was lying on the ground, facing me. I saw hatred in his eyes. I didn’t blame him. This was going to be a pretty big black mark on his record. If he’d had hopes of rising fast on the force, we’d killed those hopes tonight.


  “Charlie, why are you still lying there?” Bonz said as he approached.


  I stood up and rubbed the spot on my cheek where the pebble had made a temporary dent.


  “Put his cuffs on him,” Bonz said. “Nothing stupid now, Officer.”


  I removed the handcuffs from the cop’s belt and snapped them on his wrists. “Sorry,” I said to him. “I really am.”


  He ignored me. “Is my partner hurt?” he asked Bonz.


  “Just a bump on the head. He’ll be fine.”


  “Should we cuff him too?” I asked.


  “Already did.”


  “How’d you take him out?”


  “They parked right under a nice thick tree limb. Climbed up, then jumped straight down on him.”


  I leaned down and looked into the cop’s eyes. “I didn’t kill anyone. Please believe me. Tell the other cops that.”


  “Blow me,” he replied.


  He really was pretty brave.


  “Stop playing with the cop, Charlie. It’s time to put him away.”


  Bonz stuck the cop’s gun into his belt at the small of his back and jerked the officer to his feet. He walked the man to the squad car and put him in the backseat. I could see the silhouette of the unconscious Boomer beside him. Then Bonz went over to the trunk of my car.


  “Give me a hand here,” he said. “We have to move fast now.” He said to the guy in my trunk, “Looks like you’re coming with us again.”


  The guy’s eyes squeezed shut tightly and he moaned pathetically. I felt a little sorry for him, then wondered what his role was in all this. For all I knew, he’d killed Jake. I didn’t know. I shelved my pity and helped Bonz hoist the guy out of the trunk and onto Bonz’s shoulder.


  “We don’t have a trunk this time,” Bonz said as he carried the guy’s squirming body over to our pickup truck.


  “Are you sure we need this guy?” I asked.


  “Only for a little while, then we’ll dump him somewhere.”


  At that, our captive screamed into the tape across his mouth and thrashed about violently. Bonz dropped him roughly to the ground. The guy grunted in pain.


  


  “You done squirming?” Bonz asked him.


  The man closed his eyes and nodded.


  “Good,” Bonz said as he grabbed the man under his shoulders. “Charlie?”


  I sighed and grabbed his legs and we carried him the rest of the way to the truck. He was a pretty big guy.


  “We can’t put him in the truck bed, can we?” I asked, now an active participant in a kidnapping.


  “No, he might do something stupid, like roll out onto the road. Fortunately, this is an extended cab. It’s got a small backseat. Our friend will be a little cramped, but he’ll survive. He’s used to being cramped by now.”


  I opened the passenger door, then a little rear door that swung open the opposite way. We maneuvered our captive into the backseat, where he lay with his eyes closed.


  I leaned in and said quietly, “I don’t think we’re going to hurt you. I think we just want some answers.” I had no idea if either statement was true, of course, but I still couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for the guy. Apparently, Old Charlie was alive and well in me. I didn’t plan to let him—meaning me—get in the way of anything important, however.


  As Bonz got into the cop car and pulled it out of our way, tucking it into the shadow of the restaurant, I hurried over to my Corolla to retrieve Jake’s notes from the backseat. I returned to the pickup and got into the passenger seat as Bonz slid behind the wheel. A moment later, we turned out of the parking lot and drove away from the pizza place. I heard sirens in the distance.


  Dawn was breaking on a new day. I didn’t think it had much chance of being any better than the old day. Behind us, we’d left two cops—one of them unconscious—in their own handcuffs. Farther behind us, we’d left a dead body in my apartment. Ahead of us, I saw nothing but trouble.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   TWENTY-NINE


   



  The first thing we did after leaving the Belmont cops we’d handcuffed was to steal another vehicle, adding yet another offense to my growing list of crimes. Because the cops got a look at the Ford F-150, we had to dump it. Before it could have been tied to us, it likely would have been just another stolen truck. But once it was known that we had it—a suspected murderer and his cohort, as well as the guys who jumped two cops—law-enforcement officers throughout the state would be focused on finding it. So we drove with our captive for a while, to put some distance between us and Belmont, and ended up in Somerville, where we finally caught a break. Fairly quickly we found a late-model Dodge Ram pickup, unlocked, with the keys dangling from the ignition. The owner probably weaved his way home from a bar or party, drunk behind the wheel, and staggered up to bed without thinking to take his keys with him, or even to lock his truck.


  “Looks like our lucky night,” Bonz said.


  I almost reminded him that there was a corpse in my apartment and a killer after us, and I was certainly wanted for murder, and would soon be wanted on a variety of other, lesser charges, and that all this happened on “our lucky night.” But I kept all that to myself as I followed Bonz for several blocks until we found a quiet street on which to transfer our captive to the new truck and dump the Ford.


  “We should hole up somewhere for a little while,” Bonz said as we left Somerville, heading east.


  “I know. I’m exhausted. If we’re going to stay ahead of the cops, the mob, everyone who’s looking for us, we need some rest. At least I do. Plus, if I want to have any chance of figuring out Jake’s clue about where to find—”


  “Hold it,” Bonz said. “Cover his ears.”


  I looked at the guy we had taped up and lying across the back seat of the truck. I turned, reached back, and pressed my hands over his ears.


  I said, “I’ll need a clear head if I’m going to have a chance of figuring out Jake’s clue and finding that tape.”


  Bonz nodded. “Sounds good to me. I know a place we can spend the night.”


  “Not that drainage pipe.”


  “No, not there. We should pick up some supplies on the way. There’s a twenty-four-hour Walgreens not far from here. We can get the supplies as well as some food. I’m starving.”


  “I am, too,” I said. “What about this guy?”


  “Fuck him. Who cares if he’s hungry?” Bonz’s head gave one of his involuntary little twitches.


  “No, I mean, what are we going to do with him?”


  “We’ll dump him right after you question him.”


  “After I question him? I thought you were going to do that.”


  “From what little I got from him before I stuck him in your trunk, I think you’re gonna be more interested in his answers than I will.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Take off the tape and find out.”


  I took my hands off the guy’s ears. “Can you sit up?”


  He tried to wriggle to a sitting position but couldn’t do it without help. I reached back and tugged him up by his shirt until he sat upright.


  “This might hurt a little,” I said.


  He nodded. I dug my fingers under the tape at one side of his mouth, paused, then pulled quickly. The tape came off with, I’m afraid, a fair amount of skin. The guy yelped in pain.


  “Shit, oh shit, that hurt!” The man’s raspy voice sounded like a cat’s scratching post. “Guys, how about some water? I’m dying of thirst.”


  “We’ll see what we can do,” Bonz said, “after you tell my friend here everything he wants to know.”


  “You gonna kill me?” he croaked.


  “Depends on you, I guess,” Bonz said.


  The guy looked like he wanted to believe us but wouldn’t commit to that yet. He nodded, though, then coughed dryly. “You’re gonna kill me.” He said it sadly, matter-of-factly. A statement, not a question.


  “If we were going to kill you,” I said, “would I have bothered to cover your ears so you wouldn’t hear our plans?”


  He thought about that for a moment, then looked hopeful but still not completely convinced.


  “So, Charlie,” Bonz said, “he look familiar to you or not?”


  I looked at the man’s face. He dropped his head a little. Bonz saw this in the rearview mirror. “Hey,” he said.


  The man lifted his face again. I stared at it. I still thought he might have been the guy lying in the alley the night before, but there was more. As I looked at his face, strange images flashed through my mind. This guy’s face with a mustache, him in a baseball cap, with sunglasses on, with a beard…it didn’t make sense. But I saw those images of him in my mind. Why would that be?


  “You do look familiar,” I said to him. “Why?”


  The man was silent.


  Bonz said, “Look, I’ve got a shitload lot of tension stored up. I could use an outlet. You should know I was fully prepared to blow that cop’s kneecap to tiny bits of bone. Imagine what I’d do to you. So you might want to rethink your silence. Besides, you already told me part of the story when I first stuck you in that trunk, you dumb bastard. You might as well catch Charlie up, and then fill us both in on the rest. Or would you rather I find a nice place to pull over and work out some of my tension?”


  Bonz turned to look over his shoulder. What the guy saw would have scared anyone—Bonz, wild-haired, wild-eyed, and scar-faced. His hair flew in all directions, his thick beard was dirty and unkempt. He seemed to care about nothing, which was frightening, if you gave it any thought. Then, to top it off, a violent tic jolted his face. When it was gone, he said, “So, what’s it gonna be?”


  “All right, all right,” the man said quickly. “What do you want to know?”


  “Well, first, what’s your name?” I asked.


  “Why?”


  “I’m pulling over,” Bonz said as he jerked the wheel and hit the brakes. The truck swerved to the side of the road and screeched to a stop.


  “No, Jesus, no! Okay, okay, my name’s Deacon. Randall Deacon.”


  “People call you Randy?” Bonz asked.


  Randy nodded.


  “Okay, Randy. Charlie’s gonna take over again. You be a good boy.”


  Bonz pulled away from the curb. Randy looked at me, his face pale. He seemed like he was indeed going to be a good boy.


  “Look, Randy,” I said, “I don’t know exactly what to ask here, so why don’t you just tell me what you think I’d want to know, okay?”


  He nodded. “I’ve been following you.”


  “What? Following me? For how long?”


  “A long time.”


  “How long?” I repeated with more edge in my voice.


  He swallowed nervously. “Off and on? Thirteen years.”


  I couldn’t have heard him right. Maybe he said thirteen days. Or maybe even thirteen weeks. “Thirteen years?” I asked. He nodded. Holy shit. “Thirteen years?”


  “Uh-huh. And I wasn’t alone.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I was part of team. I’m a private investigator. We all are. There are four of us in our firm now. We’ve been following you in shifts.”


  “Following me in shifts,” I repeated. “What about your other cases?”


  “We don’t have many other cases. We used to, but when we took on this job we agreed to drop almost everything else. You were our full-time job for a while there.”


  “For thirteen years?” I said.


  “Most of it.”


  Bonz said, “Charlie, I think you’ve established the thirteen years part. You might want to move on.”


  Easy for him to say. Sure, I was fixating on that, but who wouldn’t in my position? Still, he had a point.


  “Let me see if I’ve got this right. Your firm was devoted to nothing for the last thirteen years other than following my every move, following me around the clock?”


  “Well, not quite.”


  Randy explained that, at first, that was indeed the way it was. He and his partners would each take an eight-hour shift, with the fourth guy having the day off. They followed me during the day, going wherever I went, pretending to shop while I shopped, seeing the movies I saw.


  “We even went on dates with you,” Randy said a little sheepishly.


  “What?!”


  “If you were in a restaurant, we sat in the bar, if they had one, or watched from the street, sometimes from a few tables over, even. And every night, we watched your apartment.”


  I asked how they could have kept me under constant surveillance for all those years and Randy admitted that they had lost me now and then but, he added with a touch of pride, very rarely and never for long. I noted that I went on vacations and Randy noted that two of them went with me. Randy enjoyed Disney World but his partners’ favorite was Martha’s Vineyard.


  I shook my head in disbelief. “You said it was round-the-clock surveillance ‘at first.’ I take it that changed at some point.”


  With me providing the questions and Bonz providing the incentive to answer, Randy talked. Two years into the surveillance, Randy and his people were told they could cut back a little. So some nights they’d drop the night shift completely, sometimes they’d cut it short after it looked like I’d gone to bed for the night. The years went by and they were allowed to watch me less and less. They were even allowed to take on a few other cases. For the past few years the surveillance on me had been just the day shift and three nights a week, with the assigned night changing week to week. Randy noted, however, that from time to time they would get a call instructing them to step it up for a bit, but usually they’d be told they could drop back again after only a few days.


  “Why would they sometimes want you to step it up?” I asked.


  “I assume you did something that made them suspicious.”


  “And tonight? Why were you watching my place tonight? Were you asked to step it up again?”


  “No, tonight was just one of our regularly scheduled night shifts.”


  Son of a bitch. As hard as this was to believe, it all made sense now. All the images I saw of this guy in my head, in various garbs, looking different each time. “You wear disguises,” I said.


  “Sometimes. To mix it up a little. We all do.”


  “Did,” Bonz said. “Past tense. You’ll be looking for new work now.”


  “Shit, as long as I’m alive to do so, that’s okay. I had a lot of time to think in that trunk. I’d like to live.”


  “We’ll see,” Bonz replied.


  “I saw you in the alley outside my apartment the other night,” I said, “lying on the ground, like you were sleeping off a bender.”


  “I was unconscious.”


  “I did that,” Bonz said. It was always hard to tell, but he might have been smiling. “I saw him watching your building. Didn’t know who the fuck he was but I didn’t like him watching a building I was about to enter, so I took him out. And when I saw him there again tonight, I figured he knew something. I took him out again and asked a few questions as I dragged him back to your car. He told me a little of what he just told you. Also told me about some big ugly bastard slipping into your building right before I got there, someone he hadn’t seen in all his years watching the building. There was something about his description of the guy, I don’t know, I wasn’t sure, really, until I busted into your place and saw Grossi. Anyway, before I went up I dropped Randy here in your trunk.”


  My mind was racing. This was too much. “It was you, you son of a bitch,” I said. “All this time.” The footsteps, the eyes, the feeling that I was being watched. All those years, it was Randy and his partners. I was being followed. I was being watched. I’m not paranoid and never was. It was all true. Damn, I wasted a lot of money on my therapy with Dr. Fielding.


  “Randy,” I said, “this is an important question. I advise you to be honest. We’ll know if you’re lying and we won’t like it. Particularly this gentleman here.” I nodded at Bonz.


  “Okay,” Randy said nervously.


  “Who hired you to follow me?”


  “Shit,” he said in a frightened voice. “I knew that was gonna be your question.”


  “So answer it,” Bonz said.


  Randy swallowed. Both Bonz and I were silent. Randy wasn’t. I heard a small whimper escape from him. He wasn’t a small guy. Probably stood over six feet tall and tipped the scales at maybe two hundred pounds. Plus, he just looked tough. But as tough as he seemed, he’d just whimpered. Bonz could have that effect. Or maybe it wasn’t Bonz this time.


  “We’re waiting,” Bonz said.


  Randy’s bottom lip trembled.


  “Let me make this easy on you,” I said. “Was it someone working for Carmen Siracuse?”


  Randy closed his eyes. When he opened them a moment later he looked a little relieved that we already knew. He nodded. “We didn’t have a choice, the guy said. Drop all our other clients, keep an eye on you, and be paid fairly for it, or refuse and bad things would happen to us, all of us, including our families. At first we turned him down. Then Kevin, one of the guys in our office—well, he used to work with us—he winds up with two nails in his skull. He’s blind now.”


  I met Bonz’s eyes for a moment.


  Randy turned to me with desperate eyes. “We didn’t have a choice.”


  “What were your instructions?” Bonz asked.


  Randy swallowed nervously again and told us. They were instructed to follow me everywhere and report on every place I went, everything I did, every person I met, and to take photographs when practicable. Every week someone came to their office and picked up an envelope containing the log and the photos. I asked whether they were told to watch for anything in particular, and Randy shook his head. He said it was obvious that Siracuse was looking for something specific, and they figured he was hoping I’d lead them somewhere or to someone in particular and that Siracuse or whoever was reading their weekly reports would know what they were looking for. Randy and his partners didn’t question their instructions, not after Kevin got nailed and went blind.


  I kept up my cross-examination and learned that Randy had illegally planted bugs in my apartment, which really pissed me off. It wasn’t so much that he had broken several laws to so invade my privacy—I mean, not only is breaking and entering a crime, but in Massachusetts, the mere taping of communications between people without their knowledge is illegal—but I realized that Randy and his partners must have heard, on occasion, Jessica and me making love. And I wasn’t the least bit mollified when Randy said that it was okay because it sounded like I knew what I was doing in the sack. They also bugged my car and my office phone and apartment phone.


  “How about my any of my cell phones?”


  “We were never able to get a bug in any of them, but sometimes we picked up conversations with a directional mic.”


  “Jesus.”


  “It was usually the phone bug at your apartment that told us when to back off because you’d hired other PIs to tail you.”


  Bonz looked at me as if, between the two of us, I was the more unbalanced one, and said, “You hired people to tail you?”


  I exhaled loudly. “For years I thought I was being followed. I thought I was crazy, for God’s sake. Every now and then, though, I hoped it wasn’t all in my mind, and I tried to prove it—just a couple of times—by hiring someone to follow me around and see if anyone else was following me around.”


  “And we heard you contact those investigators,” Randy said, “so we backed way off, were much more careful, until you gave up and we heard you call them and end the tail. Then we’d pick right back up with our normal routine.”


  “Goddamn you,” I said.


  “You had people listening to everything that went on in Charlie’s apartment and everything said on his phones?” Bonz asked. “That’s a lot more manpower that it sounds like you have.”


  “We weren’t listening all the time. We were taping it all. We had a full-time transcriptionist listen to the tapes and describe what she heard, transcribe any conversations. We sent the transcripts with our reports.”


  Bonz nodded and said, “It must have been a combination of the bugs and the fact that years had gone by without the tape showing up that probably let Siracuse feel secure in letting Randy and his team cut back their surveillance.”


  “What tape?” Randy asked.


  “Shut up, asshole,” I said.


  “So, Charlie,” Bonz said, “you get everything you need from this guy?”


  I looked at Randy. I wanted to punch him in the face. “Yeah. Let’s dump him.”


  “Shit, shit, shit,” Randy said. “You said you weren’t gonna kill me!”


  “I told you to shut up,” I said. “We’re not going to kill you, you lucky bastard.”


  Randy looked relieved, but only for a moment. “Doesn’t matter, I guess. Carmen Siracuse will probably kill us anyway. Our surveillance is blown.”


  “Don’t worry about Siracuse,” I said. “He’s going down.”


  Randy couldn’t stifle a bitter laugh. Can’t say I blamed him.


  “So you’re through with me?” he asked.


  Bonz fixed his dark, wild eyes on Randy. “You won’t, absolutely fucking will not, tell Siracuse or his men that you spoke with us.”


  “You think I’m gonna brag about that?” Randy asked.


  “And you won’t tell them where we are or where you might think we’re headed.” Randy shook his head vigorously. “And you won’t talk to the cops.”


  “And admit to planting illegal bugs?” he said. “I won’t, I swear. Can I go now?”


  Bonz appeared to be considering his request.


  “Come on, I gave you everything you wanted.”


  “Well, not quite,” Bonz said. “Charlie, he’s gotta have a cell phone in one of his pockets. We’ll want that. And take his cash. We can use it. Oh, and grab his driver’s license.”


  “What do you need that for?” Randy asked.


  Bonz’s eyes met Randy’s in the rearview mirror. “So I’ll know where you live, Randy, in case I decide that maybe you lied to us, or weren’t as helpful as you could have been, or I suspect you’re helping Siracuse find us, or maybe that you told the cops about our little chat here, the fact that we kidnapped you, or if you discontinue your cell phone service while we still need it, something like that. If I know where you live, I’ll be able to visit you to talk to you about that. Won’t I?”


  “Yeah,” Randy said. He closed his eyes.


  “Would you like that? If I visited you?”


  “No offense, but I don’t think I would.”


  “No offense taken, Randy, because you’re right. You wouldn’t like that at all. We’re clear, right?”


  Randy opened his eyes and nodded. I found his cell phone in his pocket and money and his license in his wallet.


  “Okay,” Bonz said, “now you’ve given us everything we wanted.”


  At first I wanted to tattoo swastikas and the phrase “White Power” on Randy and dump him, still bound hand and foot, in Roxbury, a dangerous, low-income suburb of Boston where you definitely wouldn’t want to be found at night in the guise of a white supremacist. But I thought about his blind colleague with the nails in his skull, and realized that Randy and the other investigators in his firm hadn’t really had much of a choice. Sure, I was angry at them all. They’d put me in therapy, made me think I was crazy. But after meeting Grossi face-to-face, could I blame them? We ended up cutting Randy’s bonds and leaving him on a street corner in Watertown, near the Massachusetts Turnpike. The lucky bastard.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   THIRTY


   



  Between Aunt Fannie’s cash register and Randy Deacon’s wallet, Bonz and I had two hundred eighty-four dollars. With it, we purchased supplies at the twenty-four-hour Walgreens in East Boston. The register clerk didn’t seem to recognize us, which meant either that our faces—or, more likely, my face, as the cops didn’t really have a clue who Bonz was—hadn’t yet appeared on TV or in any of the local papers’ early editions, or the clerk didn’t watch the news or read the paper. The former was certainly possible. The latter was extremely likely.


  As soon as we turned out of the drugstore’s parking lot, we attacked the junk food we’d bought, ripping open bags and tearing cellophane wrapping. We crammed pretzels and cupcakes into our eager mouths, washing them down with iced tea and bottled water. We managed to fill our stomachs without wasting much space on nutrition.


  After we ate, I looked at the items remaining in our shopping bags.


  “We’re running from the cops and we’ve got hardened Mafia men chasing us, right?” I asked.


  Bonz nodded.


  I stared into the Walgreens bag at the numerous items we’d bought. “And we’re going to beat them all with a pair of cheap walkie-talkies, a roll of duct tape, and a couple of Swiss Army knives?”


  “I’ve still got the cop’s gun,” Bonz said.


  “Oh, well, between the gun and the duct tape, I feel totally safe.”


  “We’re on a budget, Charlie,” Bonz said. “And you never know when the stuff in that bag might come in handy. Actually we should each carry one of those knives, just in case.”


  I put the walkie-talkies and two new rolls of duct tape into a small backpack we’d bought, alongside Jake’s notes, then handed Bonz one of the pocketknives and slipped the other into my pocket. Thus armed, I felt as though I could take on a skinny Cub Scout.


  I was also armed now with Randy Deacon’s cell phone. I really needed to call Jessica, but I doubted Bonz would think it was a good idea. Plus, I wanted to be alone when I finally spoke with her, so I decided to wait for a better time to call her.


  In a few minutes we reached the Stay-Long Motel, which seemed oxymoronic to me. I waited outside while Bonz paid for our room.


  Our room had a typical “modern motel” motif, which meant it was full of drab decor and stale odors, and devoid of charm and personality. But it had a shower and two beds, which meant it was just fine for us.


  We flipped a coin for the right to shower first. Bonz actually tossed the quarter and, I suspect, lost, but he told me he won and I wasn’t going to argue with him. Besides, he needed the shower much more than I did.


  We had decided to clean ourselves up right away, before we got some sleep, then use some of the supplies we’d picked up to change our appearances a little. Though I was aching to get some sleep, Bonz and I had agreed that if we were forced to move quickly because our location was somehow discovered by the mob or the authorities, we wanted to have different looks when we did.


  So while Bonz showered, I sat on one of the beds and, with one eye on the bathroom door and one ear listening to the stream of the shower, I took the cell phone out of the pocket of my stolen leather jacket and dialed Jessica’s number. As anxious as I was to talk with her, I dreaded the call. As the phone rang in my ear, I looked at my watch. Six fifty a.m. She’d be awake. She was probably watching the morning news at that very moment. She’d probably already seen a story about me. Even if she hadn’t, she’d hear about Angel’s murder in my apartment soon enough. Perhaps the cops had already come a-knocking, looking for me. I had to talk to her. I had to explain.


  On the third ring, I wondered whether calling her might be a bad idea. But, I thought, it was too soon for the police to have obtained authorization for a wiretap on her phone and I didn’t believe she’d simply agree to one. I decided that, if she answered, I wouldn’t stay on long.


  After five rings, Jessica’s machine picked up. Shit. Her caller ID would have displayed Deacon’s number, which she wouldn’t have recognized, of course. Why would she want to talk to someone she didn’t know named Randall Deacon at 6:50 in the morning?


  After the beep, I was silent for moment, completely at a loss for words. Finally, I said, “Jess, it’s me. I didn’t do it. You have to believe me. I’m in some trouble, sure, but not the kind you think. I just…I need some time to think things through, figure a way out of this mess. Just…believe in me. Please.” I paused but couldn’t think of a thing to add other than, “I love you.”


  I hung up. In the bathroom, the shower was still running, so I lay back on the bed. There wasn’t anything I could do about Jessica just then. I’d call her again when I could. I closed my eyes and my thoughts drifted to Carmen Siracuse’s fat face, lying through chocolate cake–smeared teeth about not having anything to do with my brother’s disappearance. I thought about Siracuse’s sick bastard of an enforcer, Grossi, with his hammer on his hip and his pocket full of nails. But I knew thinking about them wasn’t productive, so I forced my mind to turn toward Jake’s clue, about how if I wanted answers I should turn to prayer. I thought about that, and about Saint John’s church, and Father Sean, and what I’d seen there, and where in the church the tape could be hidden, because I thought it had to be there somewhere. I thought about all of this, determined to make some headway before I let myself sleep.


   



  * * *


   



  What seemed like ten seconds later Bonz was shaking me awake. Through tired eyes I noticed that his long hair and beard were damp and he was wearing nothing but a motel towel around his waist.


  “Your turn.”


  I was so exhausted I felt drugged, or possibly concussed, as I heaved myself off the bed. The too-brief dip I took into the waters of sleep had done nothing but make me feel more tired when I emerged, ever so reluctantly, from them. As I made my way across the room, I couldn’t help but look at Bonz’s naked torso. It was a sight for more than one reason. Despite years of undoubtedly meager and unhealthy food rations picked from trash cans or eaten at the occasional shelter, he was an impressive physical specimen. He was lean, his muscles hard and defined. But that wasn’t what held my eye. Rather, I saw in brutal clarity what I’d seen only a hint of in the dim light inside Aunt Fannie’s thrift shop. Bonz’s naked torso was a county road map of scars and old wounds—jagged slashes and cruel, clean cuts. Some scars were shallow trenches in his skin, others were raised, red, knotted rope. The scars covered nearly every inch of flesh, crossing over each other, running vertically, diagonally, horizontally. Here and there were ugly, discolored, irregular remnants of burns of some kind. The marks also covered his arms and what I could see of his neck underneath his thick beard. I couldn’t imagine what—or who—could do all that to another human being. But, of course, I didn’t need to imagine. I knew. It was Grossi.


   



  * * *


   



  Bonz had apparently used most of the hot water, but I still found the lukewarm shower mildly refreshing. Afterward, as I wrapped the towel around my waist, I felt slightly rejuvenated. Just slightly. I went into the bedroom and found Bonz snoring loudly, lying flat on his back on the other bed.


  “Hey,” I said.


  Nothing. I repeated it more loudly. Still nothing. I nudged his scarred, muscled shoulder. He groaned.


  “Let’s do this,” I said.


  Bonz sat up. “Shit.”


  We went into the bathroom together with our bag of supplies. In the harsh, bright-white glare of the bathroom light, Bonz’s scars were even more arresting. I tried not to stare, but Bonz caught me once or twice. He didn’t seem to care.


  I saw that his hair was sand-colored. It had looked much darker when it was long and filthy. I took out a hairbrush and a wide-toothed comb and attacked the briar patch on his head. It was like grooming a stray sheepdog. I let him try to get the knots out of his beard himself. With our brand-new scissors I began cutting. I wished we’d bought garden shears for the job, but I hacked away as best I could. I cut away chunks, sawed my way through a few Gordian knots, and, every now and then, dragged the brush or comb through his thick tangles. It must have hurt like hell, but the most he did was grumble a few times. After several minutes, I stood back to survey my work. Bonz’s hair, which had hung below his shoulders and stood wildly out to the sides of his head, now varied in length from two to three inches. Hey, I’m no hairstylist. Sure, his hair looked like crap, but given what I had to work with, I didn’t think I’d done too badly.


  Next, Bonz took the scissors and cut away most of his beard. He had the same kind of trouble I did, so if he was harboring any ill will over my treatment of his head during his haircut, I assumed he let it go then. As he cut, he said, “Have you really thought about what you wanna do?”


  “What do you mean? I want to find the tape, bring Siracuse down. And I want to prove my innocence.”


  Bonz was silent for a few moments. He wrestled with a particularly nasty clump of beard hair, then finally said, “You sure you wouldn’t rather go into hiding, go on the run?”


  “And end up on America’s Top Fugitives?”


  Bonz paused and looked at me in the mirror. “What’s that?”


  “TV show. Forget it.”


  He shrugged. “It’s just that it’s not that easy to stay ahead of the cops. And, well, Siracuse and his guys…these are some really nasty people who are after you. Believe me, I know.”


  “I’m not going to run and hide, Bonz. I want to make the people who ruined my life, and who killed my brother, pay for what they’ve done. Besides, if I ran, I’d have to leave Jessica behind, and that’s simply not an option.”


  He nodded. Then frowned, pausing in his beard trimming.


  “What?” I said.


  After a moment, he shrugged and said nothing.


  “No,” I said, “what is it?”


  “Just this. You said you won’t leave Jessica behind.”


  “And?”


  “Well, you sure she’ll still wanna be with you? After all this?”


  I held his gaze firmly in the mirror. “Yes. I am. She will. She’ll believe me. I know it.”


  Bonz shrugged again and kept working at the hair on his face. Either I had spoken with such conviction that Bonz couldn’t help but now share my unswerving faith in Jessica or, more likely, he just didn’t care all that much.


  After a few moments, I said, “How about you? What do you want? Seems to me you could easily cut and run now. All the heat’s focused on me. The cops don’t know who you are and Siracuse’s people don’t really know what you look like now. You could fade away and start over somewhere.”


  He shook his head and a minor facial tic swept across his face. “They ruined my life, too. Thirteen years just gone. Took everything from me. My finger. My fucking mind. Somebody’s gotta pay for that.”


  “So we’re on the same page, then.”


  “Looks that way.”


  “We need to find that tape,” I said.


  He nodded.


  Bonz had finished trimming his beard, which was now a manageable inch in length. With all the cutting complete, I opened a bottle of hair dye, read the instructions, slipped on rubber gloves, and got to work. We’d bought a special fast-acting coloring kit, so in less than twenty minutes, Bonz’s hair and beard were dark, dark black.


  After the dye job, Bonz plugged in our new electric shaver and facial-hair-grooming kit and trimmed his beard to a neat, even shorter length. Next, with my help, we smeared gel into his hair and gave him a trendy, carefully mussed look, which helped hide the fact that no two strands of his hair were the same length.


  With Bonz now coiffed, we got to work on me. Bonz shaved my head to a buzz cut, then we moved right on to the dyeing. In a short while, my formerly thick, curly, dark hair had become a platinum-blond crew cut. I looked ridiculous, but I also looked quite different, which was the whole point. In fact, as we stood in front of the mirror examining our work, we both had to admit that the transformations were remarkable. Bonz, in particular, looked like a different person entirely. There was nothing we could do to hide his facial scars or his crooked nose, but he was still nearly unrecognizable. My biggest problem was the half of my face that was still covered with bruises, though the ugly purple was starting to fade to an ugly mustard yellow. We’d picked up some women’s makeup and I tried applying a flesh-toned cover or foundation or whatever the heck it was, but all it did was make my face look bizarre, unnatural. We decided to take our chances and forgo the makeup entirely.


  We picked up what hair we could and flushed it down the toilet in small handfuls. Whenever we checked out of the motel, we didn’t want to leave behind more evidence than we had to. Seeing as Bonz left enough hair on the floor to cover a family of naked grizzlies, the flushing process took a while.


  When we were finished, we examined our new looks in the mirror for another few seconds. Bonz looked into the eyes of my reflection. He started to say something, stopped, and started again. “You know, Charlie,” he said, “even if we find that tape, take it to the press or the cops or whoever, you’ve still got a shitload of explaining to do. No guarantee any of the evidence against you concerning that dead body in your apartment will look any less bad for you.” I nodded. “What I’m saying is, even if we find the tape and tell the world whatever the hell Siracuse doesn’t want the world to know, it may not do you a bit of fucking good. You might still go to jail for murder.”


  I was surprised Bonz didn’t need to sit and catch his breath after such a longwinded speech. He was definitely changing. He was talking in slightly longer sentences. More importantly, I thought, his facial tics and head twitches and episodes of staring blankly at his missing finger were growing less and less frequent. “I realize that,” I said. “I’ll worry about it later. For now, I want revenge, plain and simple.”


  Bonz smiled. It was much easier to tell that now that he’d lost ninety-five percent of his facial hair. “Now we’re definitely on the same page.”


  “Looks that way,” I said, wondering if I should have been worried about being on the same page with Bonz about anything. “Now I’m going to bed. With luck, something will come to me in my sleep.”


  “I’ll be doing the same in a minute,” Bonz said as he stepped over to the toilet. “Close the door behind you.”


  I did, then dragged my tired body over to one of the beds and climbed in, noticing with mild irritation that the motel’s sheets were coarse, even scratchy. The mattress was too firm and too lumpy, but I’d survive. Besides, as exhausted as I was, I didn’t think any of it would matter. I’d have no trouble sleeping. Before I dropped off, though, I wanted to do just a little more thinking. I lay with my eyes open, staring at the ceiling, running the facts I knew through my head.


  In the bathroom, the toilet flushed. A moment later, Bonz walked into the room, stark naked.


  “A toilet,” he said. “An actual toilet, with a door. What’ll they think of next?”


  I didn’t want to think about how Bonz had had to take care of his bathroom business over the years.


  He went over to the other bed and slipped between the sheets.


  “Holy shit,” he said.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Sheets. Jesus Christ, I forgot what they felt like. Beats the hell out of cardboard. This is fucking heaven.”


  And to think I’d been complaining in my head about the sheets when this guy had been sleeping in boxes or on cement.


  Bonz had left the overhead light on. The switch was by the door. Rather than ask him to get out of bed and turn it off, or even offer to shoot rock-paper-scissors for it, I thought it best to get up and do it myself. I was halfway back to my bed, padding across the dark room, when I heard Bonz snoring. Loudly. Sheesh, would I even be able to fall asleep with that chain-saw buzzing in the next bed? Evidently so, because I soon found myself struggling to concentrate on our problem, on Jake’s prayer clue, on where the tape could be hidden, on what our next move should be, on how to stay away from cops and killers, on what I would say to Jessica when we finally spoke, as my mind’s lens lost focus and a comfortable blankness began to displace my thoughts.


  Later, I wasn’t sure how much later, I awoke to a thrashing in the dark. The pale light spilling in through the motel curtains washed across Bonz, in his bed, in the throes of a sheet-twisting nightmare, his face strained, his lips skinned back from his teeth, his neck muscles corded as he snapped his head from side to side, alternately grunting and gasping for air. I was about to call to him, to try to drag him up out of whatever pit of dark horrors he’d fallen into, when his face relaxed suddenly, his mouth fell slack, and his breathing slowed. I closed my eyes again and dropped back into a sleep blissfully empty of dreams or nightmares.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   THIRTY-ONE


   



  A deep-throated, rumbling, wild-animal growl woke me from a sound sleep. I snapped upright, wide-eyed with sudden panic. Sunlight was knifing through a six-inch gap in the curtains, cutting a swath through the darkness of the room. The growl came again, close on my right, and I located the source. In the dim light I saw Bonz asleep in the next bed, on his back. He let loose another growling snore that I could almost feel in my chest, then rolled onto his side. I rubbed my eyes and looked at the clock. Five twenty. The harsh daylight slicing through the crack in the curtains told me it was afternoon, not 5:20 in the morning.


  I smiled ruefully. I was supposed to have been in court eight hours ago to continue the government’s prosecution of Vasily Redekov, underboss of the Russian mob. Under the circumstances, I was sure the judge gave Lippincott a continuance until new lead counsel could get himself up to speed on the case. Redekov and his lawyers must have gotten a huge kick out of the stories in this morning’s papers about the federal prosecutor on their case. They must have felt like kids waking up on Christmas morning. Probably spent all day giggling, thinking about how best to use my troubles to their advantage the next time they faced the jury.


  I thought about waking Bonz so we could get started, then realized I had no idea what it was we were going to start doing. I didn’t know our next move. So I decided to take a shower and think about it. I do a lot of good thinking in the shower, which is great when you don’t pay your own water bill.


  The water was nice and hot this afternoon. I closed my eyes and let it pound my tired muscles. The long sleep had done me good. I felt rested and sharp. I ran Jake’s clue through my mind over and over. He said that if I wanted to find the answers, I should to turn prayer. Despite feeling sharp, I had no idea what that could mean. The only thing that made sense to me was to search the only church both Jake and I knew—meaning Saint John’s—but Bonz and I had done that and come up empty. I racked my brain. One other possibility came to mind. Perhaps there was a clue within the text of a prayer. Perhaps somewhere, buried in a millennia-old prayer, were words that would point me to the place where Jake hid the tape, or to the person to whom he may have entrusted it. If so, the prayer would have to be Catholic, of course, and one of the better-known ones, as Jake wasn’t religious man at the end and likely wouldn’t have known the words to the more obscure prayers. Plus, he knew I was even less religious than he was.


  The most well-known Catholic prayer, of course, is the Lord’s Prayer, which begins, “Our Father, who art in heaven….” Then there’s the Hail Mary, which, in addition to being a famous football play, is also a pretty famous prayer. Those two are the real biggies—the Mommy and Daddy of them all, so to speak. As I recited them over and over in my head, I began to doubt this entire line of thinking. I could be wrong, of course, but I simply saw no solution to Jake’s puzzle in those dusty, ancient words. Bonz and I were screwed. Well, I was screwed. Without that tape, I had no leverage against Carmen Siracuse, and it would only be a matter of time before he or the cops caught up with me.


  But wait. An entirely new thought occurred to me. Maybe there was another way. If I couldn’t find the tape, perhaps I could deduce what was on it. A long shot, sure, but if I could do that, I might not actually need the tape itself. If I could figure out what it was that Siracuse so desperately wanted to keep hidden, then maybe I’d come across evidence of same, evidence I could take to the authorities. Or, even if no actual evidence existed, I might be able to bluff my way through—that is, convince Siracuse that I did, in fact, have the tape. If he bought that, he’d have to leave me alone. Of course, I wouldn’t be able to take him down or avenge Jake’s murder, but at least I might be able to avoid going to jail. And if I managed that, I could always continue to work toward finding the tape or evidence that would finally tie Siracuse to Jake’s murder or to whatever was on the tape Jake hid.


  So there it was. Two independent lines of investigation in front of me. Either figure out where the tape itself was, or figure out what was on the tape and use that information against Siracuse. And because we likely wouldn’t have a hell of a lot of time before somebody who was after us managed to grab us, we’d have to pursue both lines as best we could until it became clear that one or the other was either a total dead end or, alternatively, a much more fruitful line of investigation.


  After a long, hot shower, I went back into the room and found Bonz still snoring away. I dressed, then picked up Jake’s notes and sat on the bed again, my back against the wall. I reached for the lamp on the nightstand, glanced at Bonz, and wondered how pissed he’d be when I turned on the light. I decided to take my chances. I flicked on the light. Bonz—whose new, shorn look surprised me momentarily—squinted in his sleep, snuffled loudly, and rolled over onto his stomach. I took the rubber bands off Jake’s notes and began to flip through them.


  Though I’d read the notes many times, and, as I said, I have something close to the proverbial eidetic memory, I hoped that seeing the words again, written in Jake’s handwriting, might spark something in me. The notes pertained to several potential stories on which Jake was working at the time of his disappearance. He seemed to be at different stages in each. The first notes related to alleged financial improprieties by members of the Catholic Archdiocese of Boston. There were general notes about the suspected misdealing, as well as names of the supposedly guilty parties, and other names and phone numbers, apparently either informants or witnesses. There were also random thoughts written in the margins, like, “Talk to Margaret M.” and “Allude to other scandal?” After several pages, the notes shifted to a potential second story, this one about suspected patient abuse in local health-care facilities. Again, there were story notes, lists of names with contact information where available, and margin notes like “Get Mike’s time records” and “B.B. 2/76.”


  The final topic of the notes was a potential exposé of corruption in certain areas of the mayor’s office, midlevel employees with ties to the Siracuse family, the Italian mob. Again, there were story notes, names, and thoughts and scraps of information jotted in the margin. All told, sixteen single-sided pages of handwritten information, none of it triggering anything in me. I sighed and rubbed my temples. I closed my eyes and called to mind everything I could, everything that seemed to hold even the slightest potential to move my dual investigations forward—the various things I’d seen in the church, Father Sean’s tragically ugly face, the things I’d read in Jake’s notes, Carmen Siracuse’s words at the charity event, Hammer Grossi’s words in my apartment—and let these disjointed images and words run free in my mind, hoping two or more that belonged together would find their way to each other, form some kind of bond, send me a collective signal, something to nudge me in the right direction. In no time, my head was swimming.


  Bonz started shifting around in his bed. I coughed once, then again, hoping to draw him from his slumber. I wasn’t sure exactly what we should do next, but I knew that sleeping wasn’t going to get us anywhere. I coughed again and Bonz opened his eyes and scowled at me. Then he rolled over, sat up, pushed aside his bedcovers, and walked naked and scratching across the room and into the bathroom. I tried to keep my eyes off his scarred body. A minute later I heard the toilet flush and the water running in the shower.


  I was tired of banging my head against a door that wouldn’t open for me, so I reached for the cell phone beside my bed. I turned it on and checked the battery level. Looked okay. It had occurred to me that we didn’t have Randy Deacon’s charger, so we had to preserve the battery as best we could. I saw that Randy had a voice mail. I also saw a missed call message. I punched buttons until I’d found the menu and then the missed calls list. I immediately recognized the number that placed the most recent call. Jessica’s cell phone. Her caller ID must have captured Randy’s cell number. I figured the voice mail was from her, but I didn’t know Randy’s password, so I simply called her back. Having tried many times myself to get a judge to expedite a wiretap authorization, I knew it was still probably too soon for her phone to be tapped.


  “Whose phone are you using?” she asked immediately. “I don’t recognize the number.” Not “Are you okay?” I noticed.


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  “I’ve been scared all day, Charlie.”


  “I called you early this morning. Left a message.”


  “Yeah, I just checked my messages at home. I was at Daddy’s when you called. I heard about you as soon as I woke up and I didn’t want to be alone just then. You’re all over the news.”


  “I figured that.”


  “Respected federal prosecutor known for fighting organized crime, right during a huge mob trial—” her voice was beginning to crack “—kills his best friend in his apartment, leaves covered in blood, goes on the run.” She sucked in a shuddering breath. “And they say you kidnapped someone, Charlie, had him tied up in your trunk? And you assaulted two police officers? Jesus.”


  “I’m innocent, Jess. Believe me.”


  She was silent for a moment. I don’t think she believed me. Could I blame her? It looked really bad for me.


  “Innocent of what, exactly?” she asked.


  “Where are you now, Jess?”


  “I’m working late.”


  “You went to work today?”


  “Daddy had to work and I didn’t want to sit alone all day with nothing to think about but…but this, so I worked too. Innocent of what?” she repeated.


  “Well, I didn’t kill Angel, if that’s what you mean. I did leave the apartment with his blood on me, but someone else killed him.”


  I heard her breathing heavily on the other end of the line.


  “And I didn’t kidnap that guy—well, not knowingly, anyway. It’s complicated.”


  “And the cops?”


  “I guess I did play a part in that, but it’s not what you think, Jessica, any of it. I’m being framed by Carmen Siracuse.”


  I heard a sniff. She was crying.


  “You can believe that’s possible, can’t you?”


  Another sniff, maybe a small sob.


  “Jess? Don’t you think that’s possible?”


  “It’s possible, Charlie. But you should know that the cops held a press conference. They won’t say what evidence they have against you, but they say it’s overwhelming.”


  I already knew that but it still sucked to hear it. “Well, it wouldn’t be much of a frame if the evidence was weak, would it?”


  “I don’t know, Charlie, I just…I don’t know what to believe.”


  “Believe me.”


  “I’d like to.”


  “So do it. Is it really that hard?”


  “I want to, I really do, but it’s not easy, not with what everybody’s saying. You have no idea. They’re saying the only way the case against you would be stronger is if they had actual videotape of you pulling the trigger.”


  “Well, try to believe me anyway, okay?”


  Instead of responding, she said, “My father wants you to turn yourself in.”


  “Of course he does.”


  “He says it’s your only chance and you of all people should know that.”


  “I can’t.”


  “He says he can help you if you turn yourself in now.”


  “Murder is a state crime,” I said, “not federal. He’ll have no jurisdiction.”


  Desperation tinged in her voice. “But he says he still has pull with the Middlesex DA’s office and he’ll do whatever he can to—”


  I cut her off. “I’m not turning myself in, Jessica, at least not yet.” She said nothing. She sniffed loudly. “There are things I have to do first.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like prove my innocence.”


  “Charlie…”


  In the bathroom, the shower turned off.


  “Jessica, I have to go. Try not to worry about me.” Good luck, I thought. I was worried as hell about myself. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this,” I said with far, far more conviction than I felt. “I’m going to find a way out. I’m going to get my life back. Our life. I promise you. But in the meantime, I want you to try, just try, to believe in me.”


  She paused, then said, “I’ll try.”


  “Thanks.”


  I ended the call. I’d thought about telling her I loved her because I did, very much, but I feared that my declaration would be met with silence. I’d been through too much lately. I wasn’t sure I could have taken that.


  Bonz walked out of the bathroom, again stark naked. That was getting unnerving. He sauntered over to his pile of clothes and started to dress.


  “Who was that?” he asked.


  “Jessica.”


  “Not sure that was a great idea, Charlie.”


  “Don’t worry about it. They can’t have her phones tapped yet.”


  He shrugged. “She tell you anything useful?”


  “I’m a star. All over the news. The cops think they’ve got a great case against me already.”


  “They’re right.”


  “Fuck you.”


  It occurred to me too late that people had probably permanently lost the use of limbs for saying less than that to Bonz, but he simply said, “So what now?”


  I told him my theory about pursuing the two simultaneous lines of investigation, at least until one became significantly more promising than the other.


  “Makes sense to me,” Bonz said. “So, like I said, what’s next?”


  “Well, I’ve been straining my brain to make something of Jake’s prayer clue and I’ve got nothing. I’ve replayed the mental pictures I took of everything in the church and I still can’t imagine where Jake hid the tape, though I still think it’s there somewhere.” My failure so far didn’t seem to surprise Bonz. He’d never thought much of my mental video recording.


  “What about your brother’s notes? Anything in there?”


  “I’ve been all through them, and they weren’t helpful.”


  “Okay, so you wanna hear my plan, then?” Bonz asked.


  I looked at him, surprised.


  “You have one?”


  “Sure.”


  “Let’s hear it.”


  “Well, first of all, I assume you don’t want me to kill Siracuse.”


  “Wouldn’t help me much.”


  “But it would make me feel a lot better. Plus, it would put the man responsible for what happened to your brother into the ground.”


  “Yeah, but I want justice for him, not just revenge. Besides, it doesn’t clear my name and I’m still hoping to do that.”


  “Figured you might say that. So here’s my plan…let me do my thing.”


  “Your thing? You have a thing?”


  He nodded.


  “Which is?”


  “Put the screws to some people, see what they know.”


  “Break bones,” I said.


  “Only if necessary.”


  “Whose bones?”


  “Well, we’d figure that out, decide who might know something useful. Then I persuade them to tell us what they know.”


  “Think that would work?”


  Bonz shrugged. “Never said it was a great plan.”


  “I’ll think about it,” I said without really meaning it. I didn’t relish the idea of tracking down Mafia guys and then watching Bonz beat them up. First, as a federal prosecutor—well, probably a former federal prosecutor—I was against such violence as a matter of principle. Second, it was dangerous as hell for us. Going right at the people who were looking for us? Seemed insane. Besides, the best, least dangerous, cleanest solution for us, I knew, was still to figure out where, or with whom, Jake had hidden the tape.


  “Okay,” Bonz said. “Just don’t keep thinking about it until it’s too late. You know what I mean?”


  I knew exactly what he meant.


  
 



   



   



   



   THIRTY-TWO


   



  “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep—” I’d read so many prayers that they were like a freshly painted watercolor left out in the rain, the carefully rendered images melting, bleeding into a Technicolor puddle on the paper. The words I read over and over blended into a jumble of prayer. They made no sense to me anymore. But Jake’s last words, as Bonz remembered them, probably mumbled in a pain-induced fog, were “Find Charlie and tell him if he wants the answers, to turn to prayer.” This was all we had. A single clue, and we sunk our teeth into it like a couple of pit bulls sharing a steak.


  So that’s how we found ourselves at the Boston Public Library, which is right across Copley Square from the Fairmont Copley Plaza, where I’d attended the charity function with Jessica just last night. Jesus, was it really just last night?


  Bonz and I had walked together up the grand yellow marble staircase, past the unpolished marble lions reposing on the landing, then up to the second floor, where we followed a complicated path through several rooms to our respective destinations. He was in the religion section, slogging through musty old books on Catholic prayer, while I remained in the twenty-first century, sitting at one of the library’s computer terminals, surfing the Internet for anything prayer-related that might help us.


  Of course, as vast as the subject of prayer is, we had no choice but to set some limits on our research at the outset. With prayer probably central to every major religion in the world, Bonz agreed with my assessment that we should restrict our efforts, at least initially, to the most famous of the Catholic prayers. After all, Jake didn’t leave me the prayer clue until he’d already been kidnapped. According to Bonz, he didn’t have access to a Bible or prayer book. If he’d left the clue before he was kidnapped, it would have been far more likely that he could have chosen a more obscure prayer to guide me to his tape. But because he was locked away without access to written prayers, presumably without warning, and definitely without being well-versed in the art of praying, it seemed most likely that he would, by necessity, have been limited to the prayers he already knew by heart—that is, the main ones.


  As I noted, the most common prayer is the Lord’s Prayer, which most people seem to know a little of, even non-Christians. “Our Father, who art in heaven….” Then there’s the Hail Mary. After that, the prayers simply aren’t nearly as well known. Still, I couldn’t risk assuming that Jake didn’t know any of them, so I tried to determine the eight or ten most common ones.


  You know what I learned? I learned that there are a lot of prayers out there. You can pray to God, of course. And you can pray to Jesus Christ. Not only that, but there are prayers to specific parts of Jesus. You can pray to his “sacred heart,” to his “holy wounds” in general, or to his “shoulder wound” specifically. I didn’t even know he had a shoulder wound. And then there’s Mary. You can pray to her, of course, or to her “immaculate heart,” or you can pray in honor of her “seven sorrows,” or you can recite a host of other prayers directed at the Blessed Virgin, Jesus Christ, God, and any of the countless saints the church has canonized over the centuries. Some of the prayers I read were short, some were very long, and some were very, very long. Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m not knocking the church, or prayer, or people who pray. I’m just saying that none of this made my job any easier.


  I did the best I could in choosing what appeared to be the most common prayers and printed them out for fifteen cents a page. In my stack were also the Apostles’ Creed, the Glory Be, an Act of Contrition, and a few others.


  I took the pile over to a quiet table in a corner, away from the casual glance of other library patrons, and began to really study the prayers. I did so for over an hour. I got nothing. Bonz walked up to me with what appeared to be copies in his hands.


  “What have you got?” he asked.


  “I got nothing.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Well, I don’t know, let’s take a look at the Lord’s Prayer here.” I picked up a copy and read, “Our Father, who art in heaven.” I looked up. “Well, there you go. I’ve solved it. Jake took the tape with him to heaven. Case closed.” I gave a little laugh that I realized sounded a tad batty.


  “You’re losing it, Charlie.”


  He was right. I was. And I’d been at it for less than an hour. Frustration was setting in. Must have been the murder charge hanging over my head, the cops and the mob racing each other to find me, my face in the news, my fiancée thinking maybe I murdered my best friend. Yeah, that might have been it.


  “I’ve read these things a dozen times each,” I said, waving a fistful of printed prayers at him. “I see nothing here that sparks anything in me. I don’t see a thing even slightly resembling a clue Jake might have been pointing me to. You have any luck?”


  I’d asked Bonz to research the history of the prayers rather than their actual text, in case there was something that could help us in the way a prayer had been created or had changed over time or had been employed over the years. It was a long shot, of course, for the same reason that the answer likely didn’t lie in a lesser-known prayer—that is, Jake probably wouldn’t have known about such things. Nonetheless, I didn’t think we needed the both of us reading the prayers themselves, so Bonz hit the history books. He didn’t seem comfortable with a research task, but he surprised me by digging in with only a minor grumble.


  Because of the time-consuming nature of historical research, Bonz limited himself for now to the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary.


  “So,” I said, “how about you? Did you find anything?”


  “I don’t think so. The Lord’s Prayer, also called the Our Father, was taught by Jesus to his disciples. He never actually used it himself, apparently, because it asks for forgiveness of sins, and using it would have implied that he was guilty of some sin or other, and Jesus was supposed to be above that kind of shit.”


  Referring frequently to the copies in his hand, Bonz gave me a brief but surprisingly lucid lecture on the prayer, from its current form—which apparently derived from a version imposed upon England during Henry VIII’s rule—through its treatment by the King James translators, to scholarly interpretations of various phrases appearing in the prayer, and finally to its use in penance and while saying the rosary.


  After taking me on a tour through the history of the Lord’s Prayer, Bonz gave me a similar, even lengthier exegesis on the Hail Mary. In all, it was a tidy little presentation and I was impressed and more than a little surprised. Bonz was proving to be more intelligent than I’d given him credit for. But in addition to being impressed, I was also depressed, because I heard nothing helpful in anything Bonz had told me.


  “So what’s next?” he asked. His body was fairly relaxed as he stood—a holstered weapon at the moment—but his eyes were restless, flitting around the room, his gaze moving from one library patron to another, over to a librarian, to the guy by the copier, to the shadowy area between some bookcases, to the various entrances and exits visible from our location. Despite having acquitted himself well at his research task, he was a man of action, not words, either written or spoken. I could see it was hard for him to wait for a research breakthrough, maybe an inspiration about the history or text of the prayers. Frankly, I think he just wanted to do some old-fashioned head-busting. But, as I said, he’d proven he wasn’t stupid. If we could find the tape without having to go looking for the people who were looking for us, all the better.


  “What’s next?” I said. “I’ve got to digest all this.” I waved the printed prayers at him. “And I’m still thinking about the church, Saint John’s. I must have missed something there.”


  “You wanna go back?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think so. At least not yet. Risky to retrace our steps, probably. Also, I remember pretty well what I saw. If I did miss something, I’ll figure out what it was eventually.”


  Bonz nodded but said nothing. But I thought I saw something on his often-inscrutable face.


  “What?” I asked.


  He shrugged.


  “What is it?” I asked again.


  “Nothing.”


  “Like hell. What are you thinking?”


  “Well,” he began, “I was just thinking that Jake thought you were a mental marvel, a real whiz kid. Albert Einstein back from the dead and all that.”


  “Yeah?” I thought I saw where he was heading.


  “Well, if that’s true, if you’re as smart as all that, why haven’t you figured this out yet? Jake left you a clue he must have thought you’d be able to use. But you’re stumped. That’s all.”


  I sighed. I’d half expected this question. “I’ll tell you a secret. One nobody knows. One Jake never knew.” I had Bonz’s attention. “That IQ test I took when I was ten? The one that convinced everyone I was going to cure cancer one day while designing antigravity hover suits in my spare time?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I cheated on it.”


  “No.”


  “Yes. I went up to the teacher’s desk to ask for a new pencil because I’d worn my eraser to an unusable nub, and right there on her desk was the answer key. I only glanced at it for a moment, and it was upside down, mind you, but remember I told you that I have almost an eidetic memory? Well, I looked at that sheet for only a couple of seconds while the teacher got me a new pencil, and I memorized it. Well, I saw patterns, anyway, the little circles you fill in with dots—A, B, C, or D—and I saw how the dots were arranged in relation to each other. And somehow I remembered it. I hadn’t meant to cheat. I just remembered it. When I got back to my desk I turned my paper upside down and copied down the arrangement of dots I’d seen. Turns out, I remembered it very well. My score was off the charts. My parents were dead by then, but the school told Jake, and that’s why he called me Wiley. They tried to retest me over the years but I always refused, saying I didn’t want to be labeled a freak. They wanted to skip me ahead a few grades, but I begged Jake not to let them and he stuck by me. After that, every time I didn’t do well in school, everyone assumed I wasn’t sufficiently challenged. I was still an above-average student, just not a budding rocket scientist. I grew up, did fairly well at school, well enough to get into Tufts University, where I did well enough to get into Northeastern University Law School, where I did fine but not exceptionally well. So you see, Charlie Beckham, super genius, is really Charlie Beckham, probably-slightly-above-average-intelligence guy.”


  There it was. My dark secret. One I’d never had the courage to reveal to Jake, which always bothered me.


  “Oh,” Bonz said.


  My big revelation didn’t seem to have as much of an impact on him as I expected.


  “You’re not surprised?” I asked.


  “Not really. You’re no dummy, but you’re no Einstein either. No offense.”


  How could I take offense? He was right.


  “Let’s go,” Bonz said. “We shouldn’t spend too long in one place, and we’ve been here for a couple of hours now.”


  He was right again, so we made our way back to the main staircase and started down the steps.


  That’s when the two cops walked into the library.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   THIRTY-THREE


   



  Standing on the landing halfway up the steps, peering around one of the marble lions, I watched the two policemen speak to the woman at the information counter near the library’s front doors.


  “Maybe they’re not here for us,” I said.


  “Yeah,” Bonz replied, “maybe they just got a sudden hard-on to read poetry to each other. And that picture they’re showing to the lady at the desk? Wonder whose face is on it?”


  “All right, they’re here for us.”


  “Yeah, but look how relaxed they are. They’re probably just doing a routine sweep of the area. They don’t imagine we’re actually here, in a library. They think we’re on the run somewhere far from here, on a train or bus. That’s gotta work in our favor.”


  I looked around. A boy, maybe ten years old, was sitting at the top of the stairs leafing through a magazine. I hurried back up to him and tried to look a little panicked. It probably wasn’t a real stretch, at that moment.


  “Hey, kid!” I said, sounding out of breath. “You gotta go get help. There’s a pregnant woman up there on the second floor, in the religion section, and she’s on the ground holding her stomach.”


  The poor kid suddenly looked terrified. I said, “I’m going back to her. You go to the woman at the front desk, tell her to call the cops and get them up here fast.”


  He just stood there looking at me.


  “Hurry!


  His paralysis wore off and he tore past us, down the stairs, and across the marble foyer. I slipped over to where Bonz was waiting behind one of the lions, then cautiously looked down the stairs. The kid went first toward the woman behind the counter, then, as I hoped, he spotted the policemen and made straight for them. We watched him gesticulate madly, shrug emphatically, point back up the stairs the way he’d come—toward us, though he couldn’t see us where we were standing—then follow in the cops’ wake as they trotted directly toward us. One of the policemen was already on his radio as they started up the steps.


  “They’re looking for two men,” Bonz said quickly. “Separate. You go up, wait a few seconds, then come back down and meet me outside.”


  He turned quickly and walked down the steps, copied pages in hand, right past the cops. I walked up, casually, and the cops rushed past me and turned left at the top of the stairs. I kept my face averted and, thankfully, they didn’t notice my extensive facial bruising. I figured I had more than enough time to get away. Even with directions from a reference librarian on the second floor, it had taken us a while to make our way to the remote religion section. By the time the policemen reached that area, searched between all the shelves, and, after finding no pregnant damsel in distress, questioned the library patrons nearby, Bonz and I would be gone and the cops would assume they’d been the victims of a daring practical joker who put one over on the kid. The poor kid might himself get a lecture, too.


  After half a minute or so I turned around, descended past the lions, and walked across the marble foyer and out onto the sidewalk.


  Bonz met me on the corner of Boylston and Dartmouth Streets. He was already wearing the twelve-dollar sunglasses we’d picked up at a corner drugstore. I followed his lead and slipped on my pair.


  We were on foot, as we’d ditched our stolen pickup for good before heading to the library. Couldn’t keep riding around in the same stolen car for long. We’d paid cash for three nights when we checked into the motel, but we weren’t sure whether we’d feel it was safe to go back later, so I had our backpack slung over my shoulder with all our stuff in it—Jake’s notes, our library research, the walkie-talkies and rope we’d bought at Walgreens, and the duct tape. Bonz still carried the Belmont cop’s gun, which probably earned the cop some serious disciplinary action. Plus, of course, we still had our trusty Swiss Army knives.


  We stood briefly in line at a Wendy’s on Boylston, keeping our faces turned away from the other patrons as much as possible, and got a couple of meals to go. Then we hailed a cab and ate cheeseburgers and greenish-brown salads as we talked so much about prayer that the driver must have thought we were ministers preparing for our next sermons. When we exhausted our prayer talk, Bonz fell silent and I replayed the mind pictures I’d taken at the church, letting the slide show run in a continuous loop in my subconscious. Now and then I focused directly on it, straining, praying even, for an epiphany, concentrating on what I’d seen at the church—the altar, Christ hanging on the cross, the organ, confessionals, lockers, closets. Sadly, the clouds didn’t part for a sunlight-golden burst of inspiration.


  The cab dropped us back at the Stay-Long Motel in East Boston. As it pulled away, I said to Bonz, “Let’s slip into the lobby. I can see a newspaper rack in there. I wouldn’t mind reading what the city’s saying about us.”


  Bonz followed me to the check-in counter, where a twentyish clerk with sleepy eyes sat behind the counter watching TV. He glanced up when we came in, looked at me, than at Bonz, then back at me, then returned his eyes to the little television set. I couldn’t see the screen but I heard the banging, clanging, boinging sound effects of cartoon mayhem.


  I took a Boston Beacon from the rack, walked over to the counter, and put two quarters down in front of the kid. He barely glanced up as he swept the coins off the counter.


  “Thanks,” he said.


  I turned and left the office with Bonz right behind me. Outside, I started for our room. Halfway there, Bonz stopped, turned, and went back down to the lobby. I followed right behind. The kid was standing with his hand on the phone when I entered a moment after Bonz.


  “Hey, is that your car out there?” Bonz asked.


  “Which one?” the kid said.


  “The Jetta. They’re towing it.”


  “Not mine.”


  “Oh,” Bonz said casually, “what do you drive?”


  “Eighty-two Firebird.”


  Bonz whipped the gun out of the waistband at the small of his back and pointed it at the kid’s face. The kid’s eyes opened wide and locked on the gun.


  “Keys,” Bonz said. “Right fucking now.”


  The kid fumbled in his pants pocket and produced a jangling set of keys, which Bonz snatched from his hand.


  “Was that the cops you just called,” Bonz asked, “or someone else?”


  “Cops.”


  Wow. The kid had been cool. Barely looked at us when we came in, but somehow he made us and kept his head, despite the fact that I was wanted for murder and Bonz was just plain scary. As cool as he’d been, though, he looked plenty frightened now.


  “You gonna kill me?” he asked.


  “It’s your lucky day,” Bonz said as he turned and left the lobby with me close behind. We hurried across the parking lot to where a dark-blue Firebird sat in the relative shade of a scraggly tree. Bonz unlocked it, slid behind the wheel, and unlocked my door for me. I tossed the backpack and the newspaper into the backseat and fastened my seat belt. Bonz turned the key in the ignition and I was gratified to hear a healthy, throaty roar from the car’s engine. We left probably a quarter of our tire rubber on the pavement of the parking lot as Bonz floored the accelerator and sped away from the motel. He took us off the main drag and through some side streets to avoid the police units, which no doubt would soon be arriving at the motel. Soon, we were heading back toward Boston.


  “If we’re gonna stick around the city, Charlie, which we agree we need to do if we’re gonna find that tape or figure out your brother’s clue, then we’re starting to run out of time.”


  “I know,” I said, realizing how close that call had been. The cops were snapping at our heels. And I had no doubt that Carmen Siracuse’s men weren’t far behind, either.


  “So how’s it coming?” Bonz asked as we sped toward the city.


  “What’s that?”


  “Your work on your brother’s clue. Any closer to a solution?”


  I shook my head. “No closer.”


  “Ready to try my plan then?”


  “The one where we go around town and beat up Mafia guys?”


  “Well, I’d probably be the one beating them up while you cheered me on, but yeah, that’s the plan.”


  “Well, Bonz, I think I’d rather stick with—”


  A vibration against my chest made me pause.


  “Stick with what?” Bonz said.


  “Hang on.” I reached into the inside breast pocket of my leather jacket and closed my hand on Randy Deacon’s cell phone, which was vibrating silently. I’d meant to turn it off after calling Jessica to preserve the battery, but clearly I’d forgotten. Anyway, I had a call. Or Randy did. Only one way to find out.


  “Hello?”


  “Charlie?” It was Jessica, and it felt really good to hear her voice.


  “It’s me,” I said.


  I heard her draw a deep, shuddery breath. “Thank God you’re still okay.”


  “So far, so good.”


  I waited for her to say something more. I kept waiting. Finally, she said, “I’m scared, Charlie.”


  “I’m a little nervous myself, Jess.”


  She paused, perhaps gathering her thoughts, then said, “Please, Charlie, please, please, please turn yourself in. I just got off the phone with Daddy again and he said that you really need to—”


  I interrupted her. “I’m sorry, Jess, but if you called me back just to tell me to turn myself in, you wasted your time. I’m not going to do that. I can’t. If I do, I’m finished.”


  “I didn’t,” she said in a small voice.


  “Didn’t what?”


  “I didn’t call just to tell you that. I also called to tell you that I think I still love you.”


  “You think?”


  “Well, it’s not easy, is it? There’s a lot going on. They’re saying horrible things about you. No one has a doubt about your guilt.”


  “Do you?”


  “I guess. A doubt, anyway.”


  “And you think you still love me.”


  “I think I do.”


  “But you don’t believe me.”


  “No, Charlie, it’s not that. I’m just not completely sure, to be honest. If you did what they say you did, if you killed Angel in cold blood, could I still love you? I don’t know. You wouldn’t be the man I thought you were. And Daddy tells me that the evidence against you is rock solid. But you say you didn’t do it—”


  “I didn’t.”


  “I just don’t know what to believe right now. It’s too much all at once. I want to believe you but it’s hard, really hard right now. My father…everyone…it’s just too much. But I think, Charlie, I think I believe you. And I think I still love you. That’s all I can say right now. That’s the best I can do.”


  I smiled. It was enough for now. God, I hadn’t realized how badly I’d needed to hear her say that. “I love you, too. And no doubt about it for me.” I paused. “Jessica, I’m going to beat this. I’m going to get my life back and we’ll start building a real life together. You and me. No more waiting. We’ll get married, buy a house, have kids, the whole thing. Because you were right the other day, we need to move forward. I need to move forward. I should have done so long ago.” I realized I was babbling like an idiot, so I closed my mouth. Jessica said nothing, which hurt a little, but I understood. “Anyway,” I said, a little more in control of my mouth and mind than I’d been five seconds before, “I want you to know how much you mean to me, Jess, how much I love you, even if I haven’t always shown it. You’re the most important thing to me, and we’ll get our life back, our future. I swear to you.”


  I meant what I said. For thirteen years my focus was my work and my secret obsession was the mystery of my brother’s disappearance. I hadn’t even realized how much Jessica’s love and support meant to me over the past six years. But I fully realized it, finally, at that moment.


  Jessica was quiet for a few seconds, then she sniffed again. “Well, Charlie, that really is why I called, to tell you that I still love you…well, I think I still do…but I have to say that if you really do love me as much as you say you do and if you don’t want to hurt me, then you’ll turn yourself in. You can’t last out there. Something bad will happen to you out there.”


  “I’m not turning myself in, Jessica. I do love you, more than I ever realized, but I’m not.”


  After a long pause, she said, “Okay. I can see I won’t get anywhere with you on this. Do what you have to do. But promise me this. If you fail at whatever you’re trying to do, if you can’t find whatever you’re trying to find, if you hit a brick wall and have no other options, you’ll turn yourself in. No going down—” I thought I heard her stifle a sob. “No going down in a blaze of glory, no spending years on the run. You’ll turn yourself in and give my father a chance to help you. You know how good he is, Charlie, what a good lawyer he is, how many important friends he has. He can help you. He can.”


  “I don’t think he can, Jess, I really don’t.”


  “Promise me, Charlie,” she pressed. “When you hit that wall, you’ll call the police.”


  “Okay, Jess. I promise.” I didn’t even know if I was lying. I didn’t think about it. I just know she needed to hear it and it was hurting her not to hear it, so I said it.


  “Thank you,” she replied.


  I was about to tell her I loved her once more and then hang up when a thought came to me. “Hey, Jess?”


  “Yeah?”


  “It’s okay that you told Angel about Bonz. I’m not mad. I was at first, I think, but I’m not now. I forgive you.”


  She sniffed. I think she’d started to cry. “I told Angel what?”


  “About Bonz. The homeless guy I told you about at the charity dinner.”


  “I never told Angel anything about that. You made me promise not to.” She sounded genuinely confused.


  “Jess, it’s okay. I’m not angry. A little disappointed, I guess, but I’m not mad.”


  “Charlie, I’m telling you, I didn’t tell Angel anything about that.”


  “You must have.”


  “I didn’t,” she insisted.


  “Okay. Forget about it. I have to hang up now. Do me a favor, all right?”


  “All right.” She sounded uncertain.


  “Try your hardest to believe in me, okay?”


  “Okay,” she said. “Charlie, please be careful.”


  “I will. I love you, Jess.”


  “I’m pretty sure I still love you, Charlie.”


  I closed Randy’s cell phone.


  Bonz looked over at me but said nothing as he drove us toward downtown Boston. I was confused. I didn’t know what to think about whether Jessica had told Angel about Bonz. She seemed sincere. I wanted to believe her, but…there was just no other way for Angel or anyone else to know about Bonz. I’d never discussed him in my apartment, which apparently had been bugged for years. And Bonz had dragged me out of there the first time he came there, instinctively not wanting to talk indoors. I even seemed to recall something he said during his ranting and raving that night, something about how “they” can listen indoors. And there was no way one of the private investigators followed as Bonz led me on the merry chase through Chinatown. I didn’t see how anyone could have known about Bonz unless Jessica… But why would she lie? Two reasons that I could see. First, she felt bad about it, suspected that her carelessness, despite my telling her to keep Bonz a secret, might have set into motion all that had happened to me since the last time I saw her. Second, she was lying because, somehow, she was involved. Maybe Siracuse had paid her or blackmailed her somehow into spying on me, like he seemed to have done with Angel. Maybe Jessica had never been in love with me. Or maybe she had been, and maybe even still was, but Siracuse threatened her, scaring her badly enough to betray me. So she told Angel—who she knew was secretly working for Siracuse—about Bonz.


  No. That was absurd. If it was indeed Jessica who told Angel about Bonz, she’d done so without malice toward me. Maybe she was worried about me getting involved with someone like Bonz and she was seeking Angel’s help in protecting me somehow.


  But she swore to me that she hadn’t told Angel, hadn’t told anyone, about our conversation. She wanted me to believe her. Maybe I should, I thought. After all, I was asking her to show faith in me. Couldn’t I do the same for her?


  Still, how could Angel—and therefore Siracuse—have known about Bonz? How could Siracuse have known to have Angel pick that fight with me, then go to my apartment to be unwittingly sacrificed by Grossi to frame me? I didn’t know what to think. Old Charlie would have believed her, I thought. Should New Charlie? More importantly, should I have been concerned that I was starting to refer to myself in not just one but two third persons? I bet Dr. Fielding would have had something to say about—


  Holy shit.


  I looked at my watch. I turned to Bonz. “What day is it?”


  “Today?”


  “What kind of question is that?”


  “I don’t know what fucking day it is. I haven’t needed to worry about what day it is for thirteen years. Let’s see—”


  “It’s Monday, right?”


  “Could be. Yeah, I think so. Why?”


  “Because I know where we’re going next.”


  
 



   



   



   



   



   THIRTY-FOUR


   



  On Monday nights, and Monday nights only, Dr. Patrick Fielding would see patients in the evening. Then he’d take every Tuesday off during the fair-weather months to go fishing. I’d seen numerous photographs in his office of him posing with various catches over the years to prove it. I had no idea what he did with his Tuesdays during the rest of the year and I didn’t care. All that mattered to me at that moment was that he saw patients into the evenings on Mondays, and today was Monday. His last patient of the night would arrive at eight o’clock, which would have the session ending around 8:50. My guess was, seeing as it was the end of a longer-than-normal day for him, he’d leave shortly after his last patient did. So Bonz and I left the sleepy-eyed motel snitch’s Firebird a few blocks away and waited in the shadows of a closed chiropractor’s office on Milk Street, directly across the street from Fielding’s offices.


  If I was right and Fielding had been the one to tell Siracuse or his people about Bonz, then Fielding might know something useful. More than likely he didn’t, but he was the only non-Mafia link we had to Siracuse and the tape—other than Randy Deacon, who hadn’t been able to give us anything.


  At five minutes after nine I saw the lights go off in Dr. Fielding’s top-floor offices. Three minutes later he left his building with briefcase in hand. Twenty seconds later his face was pinned against an alley wall while Bonz breathed threats into his ear.


  Milk Street is a relatively quiet commercial street just off Congress Street, which is a main drag but which quiets down considerably after the business day ends. At this time of night, Milk Street was deserted, a fact which Bonz noted for Fielding’s benefit.


  “Doctor,” Bonz said, “I don’t wanna hurt you, but I will.”


  “I don’t want you to hurt me, either,” Fielding wheezed under the pressure Bonz was applying to the back of his head, forcing his face against the rough brick wall in front of him. “Take whatever you want.”


  “We want information.”


  “What kind?”


  “I need answers, Dr. Fielding.” Those were the first words I’d spoken. Bonz had yanked the good doctor into the dark alley so quickly that Fielding had no idea I was behind him.


  “Who’s that?” he asked.


  “Let him go, Bonz.”


  Bonz did and Fielding turned slowly, nervously smoothing out his wrinkled Boston Celtics sweatshirt. When he saw me, he looked confused. He took in the ugly bruises that still hadn’t faded on my face, and my platinum-blond buzz cut, and recognition slowly dawned in his eyes.


  “Charlie?”


  “Hello, Dr. Fielding.”


  Fielding’s eyes then went to Bonz, widened a just little at whatever he saw in my companion’s face, and then turned back to me.


  “You’re in some trouble, Charlie,” Fielding said, “and it seems you’re only making it worse. I think you should walk straight to the nearest police station and turn yourself in. Surely you know it will make it easier on you in the end.”


  “I’m hearing that a lot lately.”


  “It’s good advice.”


  “I’m through taking advice from you. I didn’t kill anyone, Dr. Fielding.”


  “Well, then you have nothing to worry about.”


  “Yeah,” Bonz said, “because that’s the way things work.”


  “I only meant,” Fielding continued, “that the smartest thing you could do—”


  Bonz interrupted him. “The smartest thing you could do would be to shut the fuck up unless either Charlie or I tell you to speak. You got it?”


  Fielding looked at Bonz. He studied him. As a psychiatrist, Fielding was trained to read people. What he read in Bonz must have been a little frightening, because he frowned suddenly and nodded.


  “Charlie,” Bonz said, “we don’t have time to waste. Be quick.”


  I turned to Fielding. “I’ll cut to the chase, Dr. Fielding. Some bad people are after me. They want something they think I either have or can get for them. And they set me up for murder.”


  He nodded. That’s all, just nodded. He didn’t even hint that anything I described could have been in my head. He didn’t do the same old song and dance about me being paranoid. And I suddenly realized why.


  “You knew,” I said. “You knew I wasn’t paranoid. You knew I was being followed all those years, yet you convinced me I was nuts.”


  His silence was his confession.


  “Why?” I asked.


  Fielding remained silent.


  “You should answer him, Doc,” Bonz said. “Take my advice on that.”


  Fielding looked from Bonz to me. “I was told to make you believe that your feelings of being watched were the products of a delusional mind. The fact was, by the time you first came to see me you’d been followed for, I think, more than a year. You already believed you were paranoid. My job was to reinforce that belief so you wouldn’t suspect the truth.” Before I could say anything, Fielding added, “I did the best I could to protect you, Charlie. I refused to prescribe drug therapy for you, even though you asked me whether we should try it, given our apparent lack of progress over the first few years.”


  “You always said my case was mild,” I said. Fielding nodded. He had repeatedly pointed out to me that individuals suffering from more serious forms of paranoia are often preoccupied to the point of severe distraction that might impinge upon a person’s ability to function well in society, they read negative or even sinister meanings into others’ innocuous remarks, they bear irrational grudges, and often harbor groundless suspicions of infidelity in their partners. I suffered from none of these symptoms. He used the fact that they didn’t develop in me as evidence that our therapy was, to a large degree, successful. It worked, at least to the point of preventing me from switching psychiatrists. Besides, I’d really thought we were making progress. The feelings of being watched decreased over time. I knew now, of course, that Siracuse had begun to relax over time, to feel safe, safe enough to have Randy Deacon and his team of private investigators follow me less and less. What this did, of course, was increase my confidence in Dr. Fielding and my belief that I was improving.


  “So was that it then?” I asked. “Is that all you were supposed to do? Make me think I wasn’t being followed? That I was paranoid?”


  Fielding hesitated. Bonz cleared his throat and Fielding quickly said, “No, that’s not all. I was also supposed to ask you questions about your brother every session. I was supposed to see if anything had changed for you concerning him, any sudden rekindling of interest in finding out what happened to him. If you’d learned anything new about his disappearance.”


  “And you’d report back to them?”


  “I was supposed to. I never did because I never got from you what I thought they wanted.”


  “But you would have reported it back to them if you had,” I said.


  “I suppose so,” my psychiatrist said.


  I shook my head in disgust. “I see. So how long have you been working for the mob?”


  “I don’t work for the mob.”


  “Funny. It sounds to me like that’s exactly what you’ve been doing for twelve years.”


  Fielding sighed. “I haven’t been, well…I suppose you’re right.”


  “And you didn’t think about your duty to your patient? Your integrity means nothing to you?”


  “I thought about my health. That of my wife. My two kids. They mean everything to me. More than my integrity, even.”


  “They threatened you and your family?”


  “Of course.”


  “And how much did they pay you?”


  “Nothing.” If I’d insulted him, he didn’t show it. He paused, then said, “I even tried to quit. I was going to retire from the profession. I had plenty of money from my books. I didn’t need to see patients. But they wouldn’t let me quit. I had to keep practicing, and keep deceiving you, and keep probing for information about Jake. They said they’d know if I didn’t do as they said.” His head dropped.


  “Probably bugged his office,” Bonz said.


  Fielding’s head snapped up. “You’re saying there are listening devices in my office?” He looked stricken. “I guess I feared as much, but tried to deny it to myself. Oh, my God. What about patient confidentiality?”


  “Little late to start worrying about ethics,” I said. I recapped for my own benefit. “They listened in on our sessions so they’d know you were being a good boy, convincing me that the people who were following me were in my head, listening to the answers I gave to your questions about Jake.” And, of course, they listened to hear if I mentioned anything about Bonz or a tape my brother had, one that I might now have had. “And you played along.”


  “I’m ashamed of myself. I’m very sorry, Charlie.”


  I was ashamed of him too. “Then help me, Dr. Fielding. Tell me everything you know.”


  I saw a faint trace of pain in his eyes. “I have. I don’t know anything else.”


  “Carmen Siracuse tells you to convince me I’m crazy, to poke around inside my head for information about Jake, and you don’t wonder why?”


  “Of course I wondered, but how could I ask?” He sighed and said, “Charlie, please believe me when I say that I don’t have the slightest idea what Siracuse wanted from you. Really.” I said nothing, so he said, “Please let me say again that I’m really very sorry. I hated to do what I did to you. I hated to let you continue to believe that you were suffering from paranoia. It went against my ethical code, against everything I was, or thought I was. But I really believed I had to do it. My choices were to reinforce a belief you already had or to see a loved one hurt, possibly killed. You’d have done the same thing,” he said a little desperately.


  I almost felt sorry for him. Almost. But one thing prevented me. “If you’re so sorry about all this, Dr. Fielding, why did you tell them about our conversation last night?”


  He looked confused. “Our conversation?”


  “You remember. I paged you to ask about the effects of torture on memory. It was just last night. It must ring a bell.”


  “Of course I remember. But I didn’t tell anyone about that conversation.”


  “Bullshit. The only other person who knew about Bonz was Jessica, and she said she didn’t tell anyone. Between the two of you, she’s the one who hasn’t proven to be a complete fraud. So my money’s on you.”


  “It wasn’t me,” he insisted. “Frankly, I didn’t even know what your call meant. It was strange to me, and I wondered a little if it had anything to do with what the Mafia wanted from you, but I didn’t tell them about it.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “I didn’t. I swear.”


  I frowned. Bonz spoke up. “Where were you when Charlie called you?”


  “I was at home,” Fielding said.


  Bonz looked at me. “If he’s telling the truth, then they bugged his phones, too, probably office and home. Or maybe they even bugged his house itself. Either one. Maybe both, who knows?”


  Fielding looked horrified. “You’re saying that not only did they plant listening devices in my office, but they put them on my phones, too. Maybe even inside my home?”


  “Unless you’re lying,” Bonz said, “and you really did tell them about the call.”


  “I didn’t.”


  Bonz turned to me. “Randy Deacon said they never got the chance to bug your cell phone, and I don’t think he had much incentive to lie at that point. So if the doc here isn’t lying, then they listened in on the call. That means they bugged his phones or his house or both.”


  “Dear God,” Fielding said.


  The implications started to sink in for me. They’d worked frighteningly fast. I called Fielding around eight last night. Two hours later Angel picked a fight with me and an hour after that I found him in my apartment. Grossi killed him minutes later. They must have already had the false physical evidence they planted in my apartment ready and waiting for the moment they’d need it. Might have set that up years ago. Jesus. I wondered if they had someone listening in, live, to every one of the phone conversations I’d had in my apartment all these years, as well as all of Fielding’s. Then I realized they probably hadn’t needed to. They probably made tapes and transcribed them to go over later, like Randy Deacon had done. But lately I’d been acting strangely and Angel, for one—Angel, who was secretly working for Siracuse until they made him a sacrificial lamb—had noticed my unusual behavior the last couple of days and reported it to the mob, who began to pay even closer attention to me again. And to my shrink. It’s even possible that Randy Deacon or his team had seen and reported something that didn’t mean much to them but that alerted the mob that I warranted closer scrutiny for a while. Whatever the answer, it seemed obvious that the phone call I made to Fielding had set into motion everything that happened since the charity event. Which, to my relief, meant that my faith in Jessica had been justified, that she had not, in fact, betrayed my trust.


  My relief was short-lived, however, when I remembered that Fielding apparently knew absolutely nothing that could get us any closer to finding Jake’s tape or learning what was on it. I shrugged mentally. It had been a long shot, but one I’d felt compelled to pursue.


  Fielding cleared his throat. “Well, um, just let me say again that I’m sorry, Charlie.”


  I looked at the good doctor and said, “And let me say, fuck you.”


  “Charlie,” he almost pleaded. “I had no choice.”


  “Maybe not, but fuck you anyway.”


  I turned and walked away and Bonz followed, leaving Fielding behind in the alley. I shook my head in frustration. Maybe he had no choice, but he screwed with my head, let me think I was crazy for thirteen years. Fuck him. I was furious at Fielding, of course, but I think I realized not so deep down that the root of my anger might have been just as much the hopelessness of my situation as it was the unethical psychiatric care I’d received but hadn’t actually needed. Other than learning that my psychiatrist had known all along that I wasn’t paranoid but had spent a dozen years reinforcing my erroneous belief, I’d learned nothing useful. I was not an inch closer to finding that tape or figuring out what was on it. Time was rolling away from me, downhill, on greased rails.


  As we headed back to our Firebird, Bonz said, “Well?”


  “Well what?” I snapped at him.


  “We’re not making much progress.”


  “No, we’re not.”


  “So, you finally ready to try my plan?”


  “The finding-then-beating-up-of-mob-guys-who-might-or-might-not-know-what’s-on-the-tape plan?”


  “Yeah, that one. Ready to give it a go?”


  It wasn’t much of a plan, I didn’t think. But I hadn’t gotten anywhere with Jake’s clue. And I hadn’t learned anything from Fielding. Maybe it was time to switch to our second line of investigation—figuring out what was on that tape—and, unfortunately, I couldn’t think of a good way to do that. So, I figured, it was time for the gazelles to hunt the lions.


  
 



   



   



   



   THIRTY-FIVE


   



  As we headed north on Congress Street with one eye open for cops who might recognize our stolen wheels, I said, “So you’re just going to go around breaking people’s legs?”


  “Only if I have to. Usually, I don’t. I seem to make people nervous.”


  This didn’t surprise me.


  “To whom do you intend to put the screws?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “That’s where you come in.”


  I looked at him.


  “Somebody’s gotta know what Uncle Carmen’s afraid of. There’s somebody he trusted, maybe sought help from. Whoever that person is, we ask him. I’ve been out of the loop for thirteen years, Charlie. I’m not sure who the major players are anymore.”


  I finished for him. “And I’ve been tracking the major organized crime figures in this city for five years so I should know who’s close to Siracuse, whom he might have confided in.”


  Bonz nodded. Actually, that part made sense. It was the other part, the possible leg-breaking part, I was having trouble with.


  “So the plan is what?” I said. “I tell you who Siracuse’s likely confidant would be, we find him, and you threaten him?”


  “That’s about it.”


  “Somehow you get past his guards, which he must have, and march right up to the big shot himself and convince him to talk?”


  Bonz nodded. “I can get to him. And trust me, he’ll talk. I don’t have the slightest doubt about that. He will definitely talk.” He looked at me. “But I might have to hurt some people. Maybe badly.”


  I was a federal prosecutor. I couldn’t knowingly condone assault or, possibly, murder. I wrestled with the idea of crossing this moral and ethical line. Seconds later, the idea pinned me flat. Screw them. They were Mafia men, murderers, drug pushers, pimps, opportunistic scum who traded on the misery and misfortune of others, dirtbags who scoffed at the law, at society’s rules, pieces of shit who thought they could do whatever they wanted because they carried guns and weren’t afraid to use them.


  “Just try not to actually kill anyone,” I said.


  He looked at me for a moment, then said, “Okay.” He was lying, of course. I let him.


  “It’s easy,” I said. “Only one person it could be, if anyone.”


  The only person alive to whom Siracuse might have told his secret would have been Big Frank D’Amico. He and Siracuse grew up together, spent their teenage days together doing all the things truly rotten juvenile delinquents do, were suspected later of numerous beatings of respected business owners in Boston’s predominantly Italian North End, crimes they purportedly committed together, and were the prime suspects in at least one technically unsolved homicide committed when the two were in their midtwenties. They became made men in the mob within a month of each other. As Siracuse clawed and killed his way to the top of the Italian mob family in Boston, Big Frank was right behind and beside him, his loyal supporter. Tonto to Siracuse’s Lone Ranger. Well, more like Frank James to his brother, Jesse. I told Bonz about D’Amico. He already knew about him, of course.


  “Yeah, I figured if Big Frank was still alive, I’d need to talk to him. But he’s the only one?”


  “If Siracuse trusted anyone with a big, incriminating secret, he’s the only one. Trust me on that.”


  “Know where he lives?”


  I closed my eyes and thought for a moment. “I do, yeah. He’s up in Nahant. But he’s got a great alarm system and his place is heavily guarded. It would be suicide, I think. Plus, if we want to move fast, he’s probably not home now anyway. More likely he’s at one of Siracuse’s fronts or back rooms, working.”


  “You know where those are?”


  I searched my memory. “A lot of them. Too many. He could be in Charlestown or Cambridge, Dorchester or Somerville. He’s got dozens of places.”


  “We need to narrow the search then.”


  “Again,” I said, “how?”


  Bonz regarded me thoughtfully for a moment, then said, “Can you use that photographic memory of yours to remember any names and addresses of lower-level guys, guys who might be able to tell us where D’Amico would be tonight?”


  I closed my eyes again and let my nearly eidetic memory go to work, flipping through files I’d seen at the office over the years. Words floated across my mind, black against a white background—names, addresses, photos of faces clipped to files.


  “Head into the North End,” I said, then realized that we were almost there already. Bonz had figured we’d end up there.


  “Who are we going to see?” he asked.


  “Sal Barrone. Collects protection payments, drug and prostitution profits, other payments for Siracuse. Barrone’s boys bring the money to him, and Sal takes it all to Big Frank D’Amico every night.”


  Bonz thought for a moment. “I think I might remember Barrone. Sweet Sal, they call him, right? Big, stupid-looking guy. Square head, big nose.”


  “Sounds like half the guys who work for Siracuse.”


  “I know Sal. Think you can find him?”


  I closed my eyes again, then opened them and said, “Restaurant on Prince Street in the North End. Barrone owns it. Has an office in the back. That’s where his guys bring him the day’s take, which he puts together for D’Amico. Barrone’s probably there.”


  “Okay,” Bonz said, “so we slip into the office in back, I put the muscle to Sweet Sal, find out where he’s supposed to meet D’Amico. Then we go there and I ask D’Amico what Siracuse is afraid of on that tape.”


  “Sounds simple enough,” I said, without any attempt to hide my sarcasm.


  “Well, I got my gun. Plus, you got your Swiss Army knife.”


  “Oh, piece of cake then.”


  “That’s what I’m saying.”


  
 



   



   



   



   



   



   THIRTY-SIX


   



  The Prince of Italy, on Prince Street in Boston’s predominately Italian North End, was a smallish restaurant, maybe twelve tables in all. We walked past it, took in the powerful and mouthwatering aroma of authentic Italian cooking wafting from the door, and glanced in through the windows as we passed. We figured if we moved quickly, we wouldn’t arouse the suspicion of anyone watching the place. Not that they’d be watching for us in particular—I mean, how stupid would we have to be to walk right into a mob-owned joint with Siracuse looking for us—but they might have lookouts posted watching for signs of any trouble with members of other crime families or to warn of the approach of cops. Our quick glance revealed that most of the tables were occupied, but none by any mob guys either of us recognized. We slipped into an alley running alongside the restaurant and found ourselves in a tiny parking lot behind the building, just big enough for a Dumpster and what I remembered from the file to be Sweet Sal Barrone’s big, black Cadillac Seville.


  “He’s here,” I said.


  “Good. You know the layout inside?”


  “No. Just that Sal has an office in the back somewhere.”


  Bonz nodded, pulled his gun, and tugged on the handle of a rusted metal back door. Locked. Then he tapped his gun against the door, waited a few seconds, and tapped again. I began to wonder if there was some secret knock that would open the door for us, maybe to the rhythm of a Sinatra tune, but then there was the sound of a heavy bolt sliding back inside. The door opened out half a foot and a swarthy face appeared.


  “Who the fuck are you?” the face asked.


  I held my breath.


  Bonz jerked the door hard and the swarthy guy, who still gripped the handle inside, was yanked, off-balance and stumbling, out of the restaurant. Before he could regain his footing and straighten up, Bonz brought the butt of his gun onto the back of the guy’s head, dropping him hard to the pavement.


  Bonz stepped lightly over the unconscious thug and into the restaurant, with me close behind. Bonz pulled the door almost all the way shut behind us, leaving it open just an inch.


  We were in a short hallway, maybe twenty feet long. There were two doors on our left, one on our right. I expected all three to open at once, spewing forth a stream of wiseguys with blazing guns. But the restaurant was noisy, the sounds of talking and clinking silverware drifting all the way back down the hall to us. It seemed that no one had heard our entrance.


  Bonz strode down the hall without hesitation. I followed quickly, feeling terribly vulnerable. Bonz glanced at the doors on our left and kept walking. Restrooms. At the end of the hall, a waiter carrying a tray appeared from the right and walked off into the restaurant without looking our way. Kitchen must have been around the corner up there.


  Bonz slowed as he approached the door on the right. A sign on it read Office. Bonz turned to me, nodded, and turned back toward the door. I held my breath again. Bonz looked like he was about to kick the door down when, almost as a second thought it seemed, he reached down and tried the knob. It turned and he pushed the door open, stepping quickly into the room. I let out my breath and followed.


  In the office was a desk, a couple of filing cabinets, a sofa, and a table with five guys sitting at it in their shirtsleeves and shoulder holsters, suit jackets hanging over the backs of their chairs. They looked at us, saw Bonz’s gun, and one of them said, “Who the fuck are you?” I recognized square-faced Sweet Sal Barrone and couldn’t for the life of me imagine how he’d gotten his nickname.


  “That’s what the mook at the door asked us,” Bonz said. “But do I really need to tell you? Close the door, Charlie.”


  I did. Sal looked confused for just a second as he looked from Bonz to me. Then his eyes widened.


  “Mother of God. It’s you.”


  And they all reached for their guns. I tensed, ready to dive out of the way of the bee swarm of bullets about to start buzzing around the room, when Bonz took two long steps forward, pointing his gun right at Sweet Sal Barrone’s forehead.


  “Nobody fucking moves, Sal. Not a finger twitch.”


  Everybody froze.


  “If I wanted to kill you,” Bonz said, “I’d have walked in shooting, right?”


  Everyone stayed frozen except for Sal, who nodded. “Easy, boys,” he said.


  “Hands on the table,” Bonz said.


  The four other guys, each with a face meaner and colder than the guy next to him, placed their hands on the table, palms down. Sal’s eyes flicked to the door behind us.


  Bonz said, “Nobody coming through that door to save your sorry asses, Sal. I left your doorman sleeping in the alley.”


  “Charlie, get their guns. Put ’em in one of those file cabinets.”


  Because we never knew whether we’d be able to go back to a place we’d been, whether it was a motel room or a vehicle, I’d taken to carrying our backpack of supplies over my shoulder everywhere we went. I let it slide down my arm and to the floor, then stepped up to the table. I tried to breathe with controlled, unpanicked breaths, fought to ignore the timpani solo my heart was playing in my chest, and went to each man and slid his gun from his shoulder holster. As I did, each gave me a look that, I imagined, was the last thing ever seen by most people who saw it. Most of the faces were familiar to me. I probably had files on these guys. Joey Randazzo was one, I think, and across from him was Anthony “Big Pants” Pantuso, whom I remembered sending up for a three-year stretch for assault while I was with the DA’s office. When I had an armful of guns, I walked over to the file cabinet, tugged open a middle drawer, and put all but one of the guns carefully inside. The remaining gun I stuck in my jacket pocket, hoping it didn’t go off by accident and blow a hole through the lining of my jacket, and then my stomach.


  “Look under the table,” Bonz said.


  I did. No guns taped there.


  “Check their ankles and the smalls of their backs.”


  Ignoring the malevolent stares of five hardened Mafia men, I patted each of their backs, finding no guns, and lifted their pant legs, one at a time, finding no ankle holsters.


  “No hidden guns,” I said. I kept my eyes on the wiseguys. I waited a few seconds while nothing happened. Finally, I said, “Bonz?”


  Bonz said nothing. I looked over at him. He was staring at the table. On it was today’s newspaper. My face stared back at me in black and white from the front page. That wasn’t surprising. What I found disturbing, though, were the dozen or so photographs of me scattered around the table. Candid shots, taken of me on the street, outside my apartment, in my car, in front of my office building, walking alone, walking with Jessica. They looked like they’d been taken over a long period of time. There were also notepads on the table. I leaned closer, ignoring the angry aura thick as fog emanating from the two goons I leaned between—or maybe it was the cologne these guys apparently showered with. On the notepads was written my name and information about me—my address, a description of my car, a list of my friends, what I presumed was a list of the places I was known to frequent. There was also an old photograph of Bonz, the way he looked, I guess, before Hammer Grossi had turned him into a walking scar, probably back when he worked for Siracuse. The notes about him were brief and to the point. They mentioned his military training and his known skills, the fact that he’d been interrogated by the mob thirteen years ago, and that he was extremely dangerous.


  “What’s it say, Charlie?” Bonz asked me.


  “Says here you’re extremely dangerous.”


  Bonz seemed to like that.


  “What the fuck do you want?” Barrone asked Bonz.


  “You boys were coming looking for us tonight?” Bonz asked.


  Barrone said nothing. Bonz reached across the table and punched him in the face. It was a solid blow, one I felt from six feet away. Barrone’s head snapped back.


  “Jesus,” Barrone said. “Fuck! Fuck you. You got any idea how much trouble you’re in, you fucking douche bag, coming in here, waving a gun, punching me in the face? You know who I am?”


  “You know who I am?” Bonz asked.


  Barrone said nothing and Bonz curled his hand back into a fist. Reluctantly, Barrone nodded.


  “How about the rest of you? You know who I am?”


  They nodded, too.


  “Then you know what they fucking did to me years ago. What that fat fuck Siracuse did to me.”


  More nods, reluctant ones.


  “You must know how much that pissed me off. How mean it’s made me. How much more dangerous it makes me.”


  They didn’t bother to nod.


  “Were you gunning for us tonight?” Bonz asked Barrone again.


  Barrone hesitated only a moment, then nodded.


  “And you think I’m in more trouble now because I punched you?”


  Barrone said nothing.


  “You were supposed to kill us?”


  Barrone hesitated and Bonz hit him again, even harder this time. Still, I had the feeling Bonz was holding back. He didn’t want to kill the guy, at least not yet, and he didn’t want to knock him unconscious—again, at least not yet. But he did want him to talk, and it seemed to be working, albeit slowly.


  “We’re only supposed to kill you,” Barrone said. “Him, we grab.” He nodded in my direction without actually looking at me.


  “Are you guys the whole hunting party?”


  Barrone said nothing. Bonz looked like he was going to punch him again, and Sal said quickly, “Yeah, just us, just us.”


  He was lying and everyone in the room knew it.


  “One more try. How many others are out there looking for us?” Bonz asked. When Sal didn’t respond, Bonz walked over, clamped a strong hand on his shoulder, and placed the muzzle of his gun on the back of Barrone’s hand, which was still resting palm down on the table. “How many others?”


  Barrone exhaled loudly and said, “Shit, I don’t know. A lot, I guess. Couple dozen, I think.”


  Jesus. Two dozen Mafia killers roaming the city looking for us. They’d kill Bonz, kidnap me, torture me like they had Jake and Bonz, then, when they realized I knew nothing, they’d execute me and dump my body in a ditch.


  Bonz took two steps back from Sal’s chair and pointed his gun at him.


  “Come with me, Sal,” he said.


  “No fucking way.”


  “I’m not gonna kill you.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “I have no reason to kill you.”


  “I was gonna kill you if I found you,” Sal blurted candidly. “That’s reason enough, right?”


  “I won’t kill you, Sal, unless you don’t come with me.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Sal, I need information and you’re gonna give it to me. I just want to ask you some questions.”


  “So fucking ask ’em here. I’m not telling you anything anyway.” His eyes roamed the faces of the other Mafia guys at the table. It wasn’t a look of bottomless loyalty and trust.


  Bonz sighed as if Sal were being unreasonable, which, under the circumstances, I didn’t think he was. But the sigh seemed forced, a little fake.


  “I’ll tell you what, Sal,” he said. “I’ll take you somewhere private and you’ll answer my questions. Then you can come back in here and lie, right? Tell everyone how tough you were, how you spit in my face, didn’t tell me shit, and I didn’t have the stones to whack you. How’s that sound?”


  I noticed that sometime during over the past few minutes Bonz had slipped into mob-speak. Barrone said nothing.


  “So get the fuck up and go to the door,” Bonz said.


  Barrone glared at Bonz as he rose to his feet. He wasn’t a tall guy, maybe five-nine, but he was thick and muscular. He walked toward the door with Bonz three steps behind him, gun pointed at his back.


  “Uh, Bonz?” I said.


  “Yeah?”


  “What about me? And, uh, these guys?”


  “Point a gun at them—two if it’ll make you feel better—until I get back. I’ll just be a minute.”


  Before Bonz could get out the door, I yanked the handgun out of my pocket, fumbled for the safety, switched it off, and aimed the weapon at the four guys at the table. I thought they might have been smiling at me a little. The door closed and I was alone with them.


  “I remember you, Counselor,” Pantuso said. “You’re fucking dead.”


  Files lying open on a desk in my mind. Anthony “Big Pants” Pantuso—late thirties. Suspect in three executions, all committed after he got out of the joint where I put him seven or eight years ago on assault and illegal gambling charges. Joey Randazzo—suspect in two killings and two, no wait, three arsons. Smaller stuff, too. I shifted my gaze to the third guy. Dark skin, graying hair, early forties, long scar on his neck. Vincent “Vinnie C.” Colangelo. Possibly involved in two murders, plus a host of other bad things. I looked at the fourth guy. Handsome kid, maybe twenty-two, with a sharp little goatee. No file on him yet, but I was sure there would be one within a year or two. An unspoken signal seemed to pass between them and they looked like they were about to stand up.


  “Sit down,” I commanded.


  They looked like they weren’t going to obey my command.


  “Stay the fuck down,” I said as menacingly as I could.


  My tone of voice actually gave them pause, which shocked me.


  “You won’t shoot, you pussy lawyer,” Colangelo said. His voice was wheezy and scratchy, like it had been scarred by whatever blade had once sliced open his neck.


  “You think I won’t?” I said. “You scumbags were coming after me tonight. You ruined my life, set me up for murder, killed my brother. Fuck you. I dare you, you pieces of shit. Stand up and see if I won’t shoot to defend myself. Otherwise, keep your hands on the table and don’t move a fucking muscle.”


  I spoke with conviction. I’d already shown myself that I could pull the trigger if I had to, which I’d done while pointing that gun full of blanks at Grossi in my apartment. Perhaps because I believed myself, they believed me. They no longer looked like they were going to stand up. I felt relieved, but I didn’t relax for an instant. The gun began to feel heavy in my hand. I realized I was sweating profusely. I heard a thump against the wall to my left. My instinct was to turn my head in that direction. I fought that instinct, not wanting to take my eyes off the extraordinarily dangerous men in front of me for even a fraction of a second.


  “You are so fucking dead,” Colangelo said in his wheezy way, echoing Pantuso’s earlier observation.


  “Then I’ve got nothing to lose by putting a bullet in each of your dog-ugly faces, do I? So shut up and don’t move.”


  They continued to stare me down. I continued to point the gun at them and sweat. A moment later, the door opened and Sweet Sal Barrone tottered unsteadily into the room. Blood dripped from his nose. The skin around his left eye was already swelling. He sucked a breath through his mouth and I thought he might have lost a tooth. He went back to his chair and sat down heavily.


  “Sal here’s a real tough guy, boys,” Bonz said. “Wouldn’t tell me a thing. Now hold still, this will only hurt a second.”


  He walked up to Pantuso and slammed the butt of his gun against the back of the guy’s head. Pantuso slumped forward, unconscious.


  The other guys at the table tensed.


  “Easy, guys,” Bonz said. “Like I said, it will only hurt a second.”


  As the wiseguys watched him with rage lighting their dark eyes, Bonz stepped behind each, one by one, and knocked him cold. The kid with the goatee whose name I didn’t know fell sideways off his chair and landed in a heap on the floor. Randazzo went out easily enough, too. It took Bonz two blows to turn off Colangelo’s lights, though, and Pantuso took a whopping four whacks before he hit the mat.


  “Charlie,” he said, “why don’t you start duct-taping those guys up, okay? Their hands behind their backs, a piece across their mouths.”


  I took the duct tape from our backpack and got to work.


  “Jesus, Bonzetti,” Sal said, “if you’re gonna tape us up anyway, couldn’t you have done that without knocking everyone out?”


  “Absolutely,” Bonz said as he stepped behind Barrone. “Okay, Sal, you’re the last one. Sweet dreams.”


  “You’re dead men,” Sal said, “the both of you.”


  Bonz ignored that. “He better be there, Sal. If he’s not, I’m coming back here and snapping your neck while you snooze. Understand?”


  Without waiting to hear whether Sal understood, Bonz gave him a sharp blow with his gun, harder than any he gave the others. The sound of Barrone’s face hitting the table masked the sound of the door opening behind us.


  
 



   



   



   



   THIRTY-SEVEN


   



  “Jesus Christ, Sal, you ever clean that fucking shitter, or what?”


  Bonz and I whirled to see Hammer Grossi walking through the door, head down, tucking in his shirt. Under his jacket I could see the glint of the ever-present hammer hanging on his hip. As he walked into the room, he moved with that little hitch he had in his step, his slight limp. He smoothed down his tie, which was the same dark blue as his shirt, and looked up. He had a Band-Aid right between those astonishingly wide-set, ugly little eyes—courtesy of Bonz slamming his face into my apartment wall, no doubt. His eyes widened. I think the last thing he could possibly have expected after leaving the men’s room and entering Sal’s office was to find us—the very two people his boss was after—standing over the unconscious forms of five of the guys who were supposed to go hunting for us.


  But Grossi didn’t get where he’d gotten by being dull-witted or physically slow. Rather, he snapped up the situation in a blink and moved like mercury, reaching behind him and pulling a handgun from somewhere as he took long, slightly even, strides right into the room, firing as he came. Fortunately for me, Grossi’s snap assessment of the situation must have told him that Bonz, and not I, was the immediate threat, because he fired in Bonz’s direction. Too stunned by this sudden and unbelievably disturbing development even to move, I stood rooted a few feet off to the side of Grossi’s line of fire as he advanced on Bonz.


  But Bonz was just as quick, stepping to his right as two bullets sizzled by him, pocking the wall over Barrone’s desk. In one liquid-smooth motion, he brought his gun up and squeezed the trigger. A bullet tore past Grossi’s head and ripped a chunk out of the doorframe. Like Grossi, Bonz was striding forward, right toward his opponent, who was still advancing himself.


  All this happened in the space of four heartbeats. Three shots fired, deafeningly loud in the small office, all misses—though I doubt either of the shooters could be considered a poor shot—before Grossi and Bonz clashed violently together in the center of the room. Suddenly, they were grappling with each other, each clawing for the other’s gun hand, each trying to get off a clear shot. A gun flew from the melee and skittered under the desk. It was Bonz’s. A moment later, Bonz landed an elbow and Grossi’s gun sailed into the wall and dropped behind the sofa.


  The fight was savage and blindingly fast. Elbows flew, feet kicked at shins and insteps, hands sought throats, fingers sought eyes. Neither said a word, though they grunted now and then with exertion or in pain. Now and then Grossi appeared to be reaching for the hammer hanging at his side but Bonz wouldn’t let him get a hand near it. Grossi looked to be at least six years younger than Bonz, twenty pounds heavier, a little stronger, and just as well-trained in hand-to-hand combat, so I wasn’t surprised, though I was terribly dismayed, when the tide of the battle seemed to turn in Grossi’s favor. He was pushing Bonz back, getting leverage. Bonz seemed to be expending less effort on offense and more on keeping Grossi from landing a crippling blow. Bonz’s face was twisted with a dark rage. Grossi’s ugly face was made even uglier by his red-faced straining as the two staggered across the floor, Bonz backing up, Grossi pressing forward. It looked a lot to me like Bonz was losing.


  I had finally recovered from the switchback change of direction this trip to the restaurant had taken and decided to do something to help Bonz, like shoot Grossi with the gun that I only just then remembered was still in my hand, when the fighters stumbled suddenly over the unconscious Goatee Boy lying on his back and lurched sideways as one, slamming right into me, knocking me to the floor and the gun from my grasp. Then I heard a terrible, guttural cry and looked up to see Grossi backing away from Bonz, his hand clamped to the side of his head, blood running through his fingers. Blood dripped from Bonz’s lips. He spit something onto the floor. It was the lower half of an ear. Bonz grinned a wolf’s grin and tensed to spring when a voice came from the door behind him.


  “What the fuck—?”


  In the doorway stood yet another thug. He wore a yellow golf shirt, navy khakis, and an expression of complete, uncomprehending shock. Bonz growled at him, lips pulled back from blood-covered teeth, and the sight jarred the man from his stupor. He, too, reached behind his back, presumably for a gun. Bonz snapped his head around in Grossi’s direction, looking like he was torn between irrationally trying to finish off Grossi despite the new threat, or face the more immediate danger of a newcomer with a gun. Then he let loose a terrible, inhuman cry, turned his back on Grossi, and charged the new guy as the other raised a gun. Bonz reached him before the gun reached waist level, lowered his shoulder, and plowed into the man, driving him into the far wall of the narrow hallway. I heard either ribs or wall studs crack. Then Bonz looked off to his right, into the restaurant, and cursed.


  “Come on, Charlie!”


  I took a last look at Grossi where he leaned panting against the desk, at the blood streaming down the side of his head, at the look of depthless hatred in his eyes, and sprinted after Bonz. A stream of obscenities, bellowed in rage and pain, followed me out the door, as did something else. It sailed just past my ear and bounced heavily off the wall as I skidded around the corner. Sprinting off down the hall, I realized it had sounded like a hammer.


  We ran out the back door and up the alley toward the street. I was surprised to find our backpack dangling from my hand as I ran. I didn’t remember scooping it up as I bolted from Barrone’s office. I checked my other hand, hoping that I’d also snatched up the gun I’d dropped, but no such luck.


  As we reached Prince Street, I half expected to be shot at from the front door of the restaurant, but either Bonz had incapacitated all the Mafia men in the place or those left standing were no longer standing and were, in fact, running in our tracks, following our route out the back door and would be tearing up the alley in a few seconds. We didn’t stick around to find out as we sprinted down the street—away, I noticed, from the Firebird we’d stolen from the motel clerk—and deeper into the Italian heart of Boston.


  
 



   



   



   



   THIRTY-EIGHT


   



  The streets of the North End were alive, as they always are around dinnertime—alive with diners trying to choose from the panoply of top-notch restaurants, and alive with the aroma of the best Italian food outside of Italy’s boot. Bonz walked with his long, surprisingly fluid strides, covering ground quickly but without running. As I hurried to keep up with him, I saw a fierce, frightening intensity in his eyes. Equally frightening was the blood from the now one-and-a-half-eared Grossi still smearing his lips. He’d dropped his gun during that fight but he snatched one off the last guy he knocked out, the one he drove across the hall and into the wall. He checked the gun for bullets as we walked, oblivious to the scared looks on the faces of passersby.


  “No time to waste at all,” he said.


  He was right. We’d left six Mafia guys unconscious at Sal’s place—no, wait, seven, counting the first guy, the one at the back door—plus there was Hammer Grossi, who might have to change his nickname to “Half-Ear,” whom we left railing in a bloody rage. Grossi didn’t know the purpose of our visit to Sal’s place, and as long as Sweet Sal didn’t wake up from his pistol butt–induced nap soon, he wouldn’t until it was too late. But he knew we were on their streets. Cell phones would ring all over the city, spreading the news of our arrival in the North End, and one of those phones might belong to Big Frank D’Amico. He didn’t know we were coming specifically for him yet, but we didn’t want him even thinking about us. We had to have surprise on our side. Fortunately, we were no more than a two-minute walk to Paulo’s, where D’Amico was supposed to be dining, waiting for Barrone to give him today’s illicit take before Barrone headed out to join the search for Bonz and me. The odds favored Sal still unconscious and Grossi having no idea where we went. He probably thought we’d leave the North End, like any sane people would do. But if they were trying to track our movements by gauging what sane people would do, they’d be forgetting they were dealing with Bonz.


  Our plan hadn’t changed. Find Big Frank, make him tell us what he knows, if anything, about that tape of Siracuse’s, then go underground as we tried to decide the best way to get the evidence we’d need to either prove that Siracuse was guilty of whatever was on that tape, or, failing that, gather enough evidence or information to piece the story together credibly enough to bluff Siracuse into thinking we had the tape and that it was time to negotiate for our survival and the disappearance of at least the physical evidence connecting me to Angel Medina’s murder. The circumstantial evidence would still be there, of course—Angel dead in my apartment, me leaving the scene splattered with blood—but the gun, my tux shirt with the blood and my DNA on it, they’d disappear. Uncle Carmen would undoubtedly be suspicious that we didn’t go right to the authorities with the tape if we truly had it, but we’d blackmail him just to make him think we were as greedy as he probably expected everyone around him to be.


  But while our plan, such as it was, hadn’t changed, the speed with which we had to implement it had. We now knew that two dozen Mafia thugs—minus a half a dozen or so that Bonz had temporarily incapacitated—were looking for us at that very moment. It would only be a matter of time before they found us. I definitely wasn’t having any fun. I looked over at Bonz and wondered if he felt the same way. I doubted it. His eyes crackled with a life I hadn’t seen in them since we met. His bloodstained lips were distorted in a half grimace, half grin.


  “Got his ear,” he said, “the motherfucker. Half of it anyway.”


  I nodded. Not much I could say to that.


  “I had him beat, Charlie. It was a little dicey for a while, but in the end, I had that piece of shit beat. Would’ve finished him if it hadn’t been for that last mook surprising us.”


  Dicey, he said. From where I was standing, Bonz was the one who nearly lost, until he managed to make a snack of Grossi’s ear. I looked over at him and only then did I see the tear in his coat, on the outside of his left arm, near his bicep. Underneath I could see an angry, four-inch red crease cut across the skin.


  “Bonz, were you shot?”


  He looked down at his arm. “Looks that way. Fucking Grossi.”


  No doubt, the guy was tough. Probably chewed nails instead of gum, preferred battery acid to beer.


  “We should slip into a drugstore and get some first-aid supplies. Get that cleaned up.”


  “No time.”


  The fire burning in Bonz’s eyes looked to me to be on the verge of raging out of control. I knew he’d been balancing on a knife edge of sanity for years, and his return visit from mental darkness to the light had, thus far, been brief. How much force would it take to push him back into that abyss? Would it require a firm shove or would a mere nudge do the trick? In fact, had it already been done?


  “Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I’m still with you.”


  “Okay, good, because I need you thinking straight.”


  “But not too straight. If I think too straight I lose my edge.”


  I hoped he’d find a happy medium.


  Ten seconds later we found ourselves in front of Paulo’s, yet another quaint little Italian restaurant—maybe nine tables inside, a heavenly aroma pervading the place, hand-painted ivy crawling up the brick walls. Bonz peered in the front window and nodded.


  “He’s in there, just like Sal said. Two of his guys at his table, one right inside the door cleaning his fingernails with a steak knife. You wait out here. Could be dangerous.”


  “Could be dangerous out here, too.”


  “Good point.”


  Sirens sounded in the distance. Without hesitation, Bonz opened the door and walked past the guy just inside, who looked at Bonz uncertainly as he passed. Bonz never slowed for an instant. He walked past a few tables of unsuspecting diners—mostly couples, one family with two kids maybe eight or nine years old—and right up to Big Frank’s corner table in the back. I stayed a few steps behind.


  Big Frank was sitting with his back to the wall with a thug to either side of him. The thugs looked to be eating pasta while their boss had restricted himself to a huge salad. Bonz stopped at their table. Big Frank looked up with irritation, the wiseguys looked up in surprise, and Bonz grabbed one of the goons’ shoulders and pulled back hard, tipping the chair over onto its back. The guy’s head smacked off the hard black-and-white tile floor. A waiter dropped a tray. Somebody screamed. Bonz stepped over the fallen thug, right up to D’Amico, and put his gun to the man’s temple. The goon who was still seated reached into his jacket.


  “Do it and I blow his fucking head off.”


  Somebody screamed again. The goon hesitated, then pulled his hand out of his jacket. Bonz kicked back with his foot without looking, catching the guy on the ground square in the ribs, and said, “Go for your gun and your boss dies, understand?” No reply. “Answer me.” He kicked again and the guy grunted affirmatively.


  Bonz kept his gun pressed against D’Amico’s head and looked at the guy sitting just inside the door. He was young, clearly short on experience, and looked as if he might have soiled himself, or was seriously thinking about doing so.


  “You pull your piece, Big Frank here loses his head. You move from that chair, Big Frank loses his head. Got it?”


  The kid by the door nodded. If D’Amico lived through this, I doubted any of his bodyguards here would do so for very long after tonight.


  Bonz looked down at Big Frank. So did I. His bald head was sweating like mad. He looked like he probably sweated a lot under the best of conditions, as he was a good sixty pounds overweight, and these definitely weren’t the best of conditions. He had a gun to his head, a gun held by a scar-faced madman with wild, merciless eyes and blood-covered lips. Big Frank had to be scared shitless. If he was, though, he wasn’t showing it, other than by sweating enough for half a dozen sumo wrestlers.


  “You know who the fuck I am?” D’Amico said.


  “Yeah,” Bonz replied, “that’s why we’re here, you dumb shit.”


  “If you know who I am, you know this is suicide.”


  “And if you know who we are, and I think you probably do, Frank, then you know we got absolutely nothing to lose. And I mean nothing. So shut the fuck up until I tell you to talk. Now I’m gonna ask you a question and you’re gonna answer it, then I’m gonna let you live.”


  Bonz was focused on D’Amico but I sensed that he’d know if any of the bodyguards tried to make a move. Still, I kept shifting my eyes from one to the other—the guy on his back at my feet, the guy across the table from him, the kid by the door. The sirens reached their crescendo not far away, then fell silent. They’d reached Sal’s place.


  Bonz kept his gun pressed hard against D’Amico’s head as he leaned down slowly, his lips not far from Big Frank’s ear. He said, very quietly, so quietly that I’m sure I was the only other person in the room to hear, “I’m doing it this way, Frank, so no one knows what I’m asking. That way, Uncle Carmen won’t be able to blame you for anything, see?”


  “Fuck you,” D’Amico said.


  Bonz ignored that and said, still very quietly, “Here’s what I need to know…there’s an audiotape that Uncle Carmen wants to get his hands on, one that scares the shit out of him, and he killed a reporter over it thirteen years ago, and he’s got all his spare guys out looking for us because of it right now.”


  D’Amico said nothing.


  “I know that you know all this. What I want to know now is what’s on that tape. What’s Uncle Carmen so fucking afraid of?”


  D’Amico said nothing.


  “You know what’s on the tape, don’t you, Frank? Uncle Carmen loves you like a brother they say, trusts you with his life. So I think you know what’s on the tape and I think—no, I fucking know—that you’re gonna tell us.”


  Big Frank remained silent and motionless, but something must have shown in his eyes, something I didn’t see. But Bonz saw it. He smiled. “You do know,” he said. “I thought so. Spit it out, Frank, and right fucking now, or that dumb-faced fuck sitting next to you will be pulling pieces of your brain and skull from his hair for a week.”


  “I’ll say it again, fuck you.”


  “Bad move,” Bonz said, but he said it loudly, his head snapping around, and I realized he wasn’t talking to D’Amico, but to the kid by the door, who had drawn his gun and was pointing it our way. Bonz aimed and fired at the same instant the kid did. The kid’s face registered surprise, then profound sadness, then nothing. He slumped in his chair, staring. Somebody screamed yet again. Might have been me.


  I caught movement out of the corner or my eye and looked down to see the guy on the floor reach into his jacket and come out with a gun. Without thinking, I kicked him in the ear and his gun popped out of his hand. Bonz swept the gun a few feet away with his foot, then glanced up at me in mild surprise. Then he looked at the guard still seated, who hadn’t moved, and said, “Smart boy. Why don’t you drop your gun and kick it over to me, just so we don’t have any more accidents?”


  The guy sneered but did as he was told, slowly taking the gun out from under his jacket and dropping it on the floor. He kicked it and it slid under the table to Bonz, who kicked it away.


  A gurgling sound drew our attention back to D’Amico, who had a ragged hole in his neck, from which blood was pouring, running over his starched white shirt.


  “Shit,” Bonz said. “Fucking kid hit Frank. That really cranks the heat up on this whole situation.”


  My heart stopped for an instant. “They’re going to think you and I killed Big Frank.”


  “Yeah, and Uncle Carmen’s not gonna like that.”


  I found I was shaking. So was D’Amico. He was burbling and shaking, his eyes wide and panicked, his hands at his throat, blood rushing through his fingers.


  “Can you talk, Frank?” Bonz asked.


  “F-f-fuh-fuh…”


  “Yeah, yeah, fuck me. Now look at me, you dumb shit. Calm down. Can you talk?”


  D’Amico looked up at Bonz and nodded. “Y-y-yuh.”


  “Okay then. You’re gonna die, you know that, right? Frank? You hear me? You realize you’re dying, don’t you?”


  Big Frank hesitated, then nodded. He looked like he was going to cry. I thought I might throw up.


  “Look, Frank,” Bonz said, “you got nothing to lose now. You might as well tell us what we want to know.”


  D’Amico gurgled but said nothing.


  “Frank,” Bonz pressed, “you got just a few more minutes in this world. You can go out a good guy or a bad guy. In other words, you can tell us what we want to know and we’ll use that information do something good, or you can die in silence and go to hell. Your choice.”


  D’Amico looked up at Bonz. “H-h-hell.”


  Bonz sighed. More sirens sounded from outside now, closer than before.


  “Okay, let’s try something else,” Bonz said, apparently realizing that Big Frank, in his final few seconds of life, wasn’t going to choose a different path than he’d walked for the first fifty-odd years of it. “You listening, Frank? ’Cause here’s the thing. You can spend your last few seconds on earth in relative peace, bleeding to death, beyond pain, slipping quietly away, or I can fill those seconds with blinding pain. I can shoot you in the balls. I can take your spoon there and dig out one of your eyes. I can think of a lot of other shit, too, Frank, shit they did to me thirteen years ago, shit you probably knew all about, maybe talked with Uncle Carmen about from time to time, got a few laughs out of. You know what they did to me, Frank, I know you do. And I can do it to you, while you’re waiting, while you’re praying, to die. Don’t go out like that, Frank. Go out peacefully.”


  D’Amico was staring up at Bonz in horror.


  “Look into my eyes, Frank. I’ll do it. You know what Uncle Carmen put me through. I can’t duplicate it on you, seeing as I don’t have two weeks here, but I swear to God I’ll show you the highlights. Now what’s on that tape?”


  D’Amico hesitated and Bonz sighed again. He plucked a spoon from the table and went for D’Amico’s left eye.


  “N-n-no!” Big Frank said, his voice wet. “T-t-talkkk…pl-pleeeez.”


  “What’s on the tape, Frank?”


  “M-mi-k-k…kellll…kellllll….”


  “What are you saying?”


  “K-kid…K-k-kidddd…”


  “What’s that?”


  “K-k-k-id…kidddd….” Then he gasped. A final breath rattled raggedly from his throat. His hands dropped into his lap. Bonz dropped the spoon onto the table. He looked down at the goon sitting in his chair, staring uncomprehendingly at his boss, then down at the guy on his back on the floor, who looked dazed from the shoe I put in his ear.


  “Don’t do anything stupid while we walk out of here, okay, fellas?”


  They said nothing. We hurried toward the door. As we did, I said to the room, to no one in particular, “He shot in self-defense.” I pointed to the dead kid in the corner. “That guy shot first, shot Big Frank D’Amico, and we, I mean, he—” I meant Bonz, of course “—he shot back in self-defense. You all saw it.”


  They were cringing. The mother and father each hugged one of their children. Couples clutched each other. They watched us leave in horror. I realized I’d be figuring prominently in countless nightmares in a dozen different heads for years to come.


  As sirens screamed close by, Bonz and I walked out of the restaurant and into our own nightmare, worse than any of the people back there could imagine.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   THIRTY-NINE


   



  “Shit,” I said as we hurried through the narrow streets of the North End, past open, aromatic doorways, past pedestrians strolling the scenic neighborhood—until they stopped and stared at us in open-mouthed surprise. “Shit, shit, shit,” I repeated.


  “Yeah,” Bonz said, “that didn’t go well.”


  “Really? You think?” The casualties were piling up in our wake—Big Frank dead, his young bodyguard dead, Grossi missing half an ear, the guy I kicked in the head, seven or eight wiseguys at Sal’s restaurant with knots on the backs of their skulls. Bonz and I weren’t making any friends lately.


  I must have looked as panicked as I felt, because Bonz said, “Settle down, Charlie. At least we got something from Big Frank.”


  “We did?”


  I thought about it. What had he said just as he died? It sounded like he’d said “Michael.” And “Kid” a couple of times. Was it possible? No, surely not. Maybe he was referring to the kid Bonz had shot, his bodyguard, maybe his name was Michael, and he said his name, then referred to him as the “kid.” But I wasn’t so sure. Having been shot himself in the exchange, he probably didn’t even realize the kid had been hit. So I asked myself again whether it was possible. Could Big Frank have been saying “Michael Kidder?” Was First Assistant U.S. Attorney Michael Kidder, Andrew Lippincott’s right-hand man, somehow involved with Carmen Siracuse? It was a long shot, but…but was it really? The idea should have stunned me but, for some reason, it didn’t. I guess I’d never thought much of Kidder. Now, with the possibility of a connection between him and a Mafia don, I thought even less of him. Come to think of it, I remembered Jessica saying that she wasn’t sure her father ever truly trusted Kidder, either. Maybe there was something there, something Lippincott knew but couldn’t prove.


  “I’m pretty sure I gave him that limp, too, you know,” Bonz said.


  “Who?”


  “That piece of shit Grossi. I think I gave him that limp when I escaped that day.”


  I looked over and saw Bonz with a beer in one hand and a white cloth napkin in the other. He must have taken them from one of the tables as we left the restaurant, while I was justifying our actions to the patrons. He handed them to me as we walked, then took off his suede jacket. Then he grabbed the beer from me and poured it over the bullet wound on his bicep without a hint of a wince. He took the napkin and folded it, making it as long as possible, and handed it back to me. We stopped and I tied the bandage in place. He slipped his coat back on, drained the rest of the beer, and dropped the bottle into a trash can we passed.


  “That fucker,” he said.


  “Which fucker?”


  “Grossi.”


  I didn’t like the look I saw in his eyes at all, a forty-sixty split between intensity and insanity. Maybe thirty-seventy. “Bonz?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You losing it?”


  “Fuck you. No, I’m not losing it. Just thinking about being face-to-ugly-face with Grossi again, after all these years, after all he did to me. Wish I’d had the time to snap his fucking neck.”


  I was relieved when we left the North End behind, but only slightly. We hit Congress Street, walked north for a couple of blocks, then cut up a side street to Cambridge Street. We were walking quickly, without a specific destination, knowing only that we had to get far from the North End. Not that we expected the rest of the city to be much less dangerous for us. We walked as casually as we could, trying not to attract the attention of the occasional cop, who we could see here and there, or the occasional mob guy, who we didn’t see—and wouldn’t until it was too late. As we moved, changing directions, staying off main streets, I thought about where we were in our dual investigations, which wasn’t far along.


  I still thought Jake had probably hidden the tape in Saint John’s church in Belmont, though I couldn’t for the life of me imagine where he’d put it, and my mental slideshow wasn’t telling me anything. The text and history of the prayers we’d researched and which I’d recited dozens of times until the words seemed to lose all meaning to me weren’t revealing any answers, either. We had done a little more, but just a little, in our second line of investigation—figuring out what was on the tape. All we knew was that it might—just might—have something to do with Michael Kidder. And that’s when I decided what we should do. It was bold, yes, and probably stupid. But I saw no other options at the moment. I told Bonz my idea, and he thought I was right, that it was risky and stupid, but not too risky or stupid to give it a shot.


  And that’s how we ended up in Louisburg Square, the most expensive block in Beacon Hill, which in turn is the most expensive neighborhood in Boston. Louisburg Square is a smallish rectangle of grass and trees surrounded on three sides by brownstones that each sell for millions. Now and then, a senator or successful author buys one of these places for a few million, then spends another million or two renovating it, making it just perfect, even though the previous occupant had done the same thing, making it just perfect for him or her. Usually, though, when you buy a place in Louisburg Square, you do so because it already has more charm than any place you’ve ever seen.


  Andrew Lippincott lived on Louisburg Square, in a corner brownstone he bought eight years ago for two million dollars. He didn’t need to renovate it, as it was already dripping with New England, Beacon Hill, colonial charm—ten-foot ceilings, big brick fireplaces, gleaming hardwood floors, rich, dark wood moldings and railings, stained glass on either side of the hundred-fifty-year-old oak front door. One might question how a former DA and current federal prosecutor—even one holding the top such position in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts—could afford to live in such a posh little community. The answer is that Lippincott, who was one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, invested extraordinarily wisely in the stock market and in local companies over the years. I’ve noted that his instincts are so sharp that his underlings only half-jokingly suspected him of having a sixth sense, a clairvoyance that guided his professional decisions over the years. Whether or not he had a sixth sense, I believed that whatever instincts guided him in his career also likely led him to the investment decisions that made him a wealthy man. He wasn’t so rich that it was unseemly in an officer of the court and servant of the people, but he was very, very secure financially.


  As Bonz and I stood outside his brownstone, where I’d dined a few times with Jessica and her father, I looked down the block for Lippincott’s black Mercedes and saw it parked where he always parked it.


  “So tell me one more time, Charlie, why we think Lippincott will help us. He’s a fed, after all.” He spit out the word fed as if it was a cigarette butt he’d sipped into his mouth after someone had dropped it in his coffee when he wasn’t looking.


  “Yeah, he’s a fed, but he’s also my boss, and a decent guy.”


  “Okay, but he’s sworn to put people like us away, not help us.”


  People like us. Holy shit, I’d gone from Charlie Beckham, respected prosecutor, to Charlie Beckham, suspected felon on the run. I was now one of the people that the person I used to be was sworn to try to send to jail. I was a bad guy. At least that’s how it looked to the good guys. Holy shit.


  “Yeah,” I said, “but I think I can convince him that I didn’t kill Angel. I know he’ll listen, at least. But most importantly, if I tell him that what we need his help with could bring down Carmen Siracuse, he’ll consider the bigger picture, table his ethical reservations, and do the right thing. At least I think he will.”


  “And how can he help us?”


  “By helping us think through what Michael Kidder might have been doing with Carmen Siracuse thirteen years ago. I think he might have had reason to be suspicious of Kidder. Maybe he has more specific thoughts he’d share with us, under the circumstances.”


  “And if you’re wrong and Big Frank wasn’t referring to Kidder?”


  “Then Lippincott won’t be able to help us and we’ll leave, find someplace to hide, and we’ll be no worse off for having stopped here. I mean, it’s not like our new appearances are fooling anybody anymore, so it’s no big deal if he sees us.”


  Bonz nodded, then walked up the short brick walk to Lippincott’s front door. He raised the brass knocker and let it fall with a heavy, metallic clank. We heard it reverberate through the brownstone. A moment later, footsteps approached from inside. A shape appeared behind the stained glass to the right of the door, an eye at a clear piece of glass amid the carnival-colored pieces around it. I tried for a smile. This was the moment of truth. Either we’d hear Lippincott’s hurried footsteps heading away from the door, toward the phone in his study, or he’d open the door.


  A deadbolt slid aside with a thunk. The knob turned and the door opened.


  “Charlie,” Andrew Lippincott said. “This is a surprise.” He appraised me, then looked at Bonz, who, between the two of us, I had to admit, was the one who commanded one’s attention. To Lippincott’s credit, the sight of Bonz, which, in my admittedly limited experience tended to make people terribly uneasy, didn’t seem to faze him.


  “Sorry to show up here like this, Mr. Lippincott,” I said. “We had nowhere else to turn.”


  He thought about that for a moment, then opened the door wider and stepped aside. I followed Bonz into the brownstone but avoided my boss’s eyes—well, probably my former boss’s eyes, though I hadn’t officially been fired yet. Once we were inside, he closed the door and engaged the deadbolt. Lippincott was still dressed in the suit he’d worn that day, though his jacket and shoes were off. I found it strange for some reason to see him standing in his socks as we all stood there in his circular foyer.


  “Were you able to get a continuance in the Redekov trial?” I asked, not really caring either way, but thinking I should ask.


  “We were,” Lippincott replied.


  “Good.” I paused. “Again, I’m sorry for coming here, Mr. Lippincott. As I said, we have nowhere else to turn. We’re running out of time. I’m in trouble, as you know—though I didn’t kill anyone,” I quickly added.


  Lippincott nodded. “I just received a disturbing phone call, Charlie.” I waited. “Seems there were some shootings in the North End. Big Frank D’Amico is dead, along with one of his bodyguards. And there were reports of shots fired at Sal Barrone’s restaurant. Some witnesses place you and your friend at both scenes.”


  “Those are reliable witnesses,” I said.


  “You killed Big Frank?”


  “No, one of the bodyguards did. We killed the bodyguard. Well, Bonz here did. But the kid drew first. It was self-defense.”


  Of course, we’d charged into the place and put a gun to Big Frank’s head in front of a restaurant full of witnesses, so the self-defense argument might not be a strong one.


  Lippincott, who always looked bright-eyed, cool and self-possessed, suddenly looked very tired. “My God, Charlie.”


  “Mr. Lippincott, the entire Italian Mafia is after us, and they’re only going to get more determined when Carmen Siracuse finds out we had something to do with Big Frank’s death.” Lippincott was silent for a moment, most likely thinking about how close Siracuse and D’Amico had been for five decades. “And, of course, the cops are after us because they think I killed Angel Medina.”


  “And they say you kidnapped an unidentified man,” Lippincott added, “though no body has been found and no missing-person report matches the description given by the police officer who saw him—one of two police officers, by the way, that you’re said to have assaulted. They figure you for some car thefts, too,” he added.


  “I didn’t kill Angel. And we’ve tried not to hurt anyone. Everything that’s happened is a result of Carmen Siracuse trying to frame me.”


  Lippincott nodded thoughtfully. “If that’s so, he’s done an effective job of it. I’ve heard some of the evidence, Charlie, confidentially, of course. It looks very bad for you.”


  Bonz shifted uneasily. Lippincott hadn’t invited us to sit down. He hadn’t made up his mind about us.


  “Look, Mr. Lippincott,” I said, “I wouldn’t have come here if I was guilty. The fact is, Carmen Siracuse is behind everything. And there’s more to it. And that’s where we need your help.”


  He paused, then said, “I’m listening.”


  That’s what I’d been hoping for. I explained to him as clearly and succinctly as I could about the tape Jake hid somewhere, his torture under Siracuse’s orders, Grossi killing Angel to frame me, and, finally, about Big Frank’s final words.


  “Michael Kidder?” Lippincott said.


  “Maybe it’s a long shot, I don’t know. We’re grasping at straws here, I guess, but we’re running out of time. And it sure as hell sounded like he was trying to say ‘Michael Kidder’ as he was dying. We have to chase down every lead we can, as fast as we can, because the cops and the mob are both snapping at our heels, and it’s only a matter of time before one of them catches up with us.”


  He stared at me for a moment, then looked at Bonz, then back at me. “Charlie, as an officer of the court, as a federal prosecutor, as your boss, as Jessica’s father, and as your friend, I strongly urge you to turn yourself in. If you’re truly innocent, you’ll be able to prove that. I’ll help you. I’ll do everything I can to help you. But surely you must know that running away isn’t the answer.”


  I exhaled in frustration. “I’m not running away, though. I haven’t gone anywhere. I’m still here, because the answers are here, somewhere, and the tape is here, and the tape and its answers can fix everything, can give me back my life. And take down Siracuse, too.” I added, “I know how badly you want that.”


  Lippincott frowned, thinking. “If I help you, Charlie, if I don’t call the police, I’ll be committing a crime. If anyone finds out, I could be disbarred, even arrested.”


  “So call them after we leave, tell them we came looking for a deal and left when you couldn’t help us. You’ll be in the clear. Just help us now. No one will know.”


  Lippincott sighed.


  “Mr. Lippincott,” I said, “if you can’t think of any connection between Michael Kidder and Carmen Siracuse, that’s fine. We’ll find another way. I’ll leave here right now. But if you can think of something, anything that might give us a clue, I need you to share it with me. Please, just take a few moments, give it some thought.”


  He pursed his lips and steepled his fingers under his chin in contemplation. He was thinking. He was very good at thinking. He seemed to enter a slightly altered state of mind for a few moments, then he nodded to himself and turned away.


  “Wait here. There may be something.”


  Bonz tensed and started to go after him but I put a restraining hand on his arm.


  “Give him a second. We can trust him.”


  Bonz scowled at me dubiously and looked in the direction Lippincott had gone, into his study, disappearing from view. We waited half a minute. Bonz grunted once or twice. Finally, he said, “Fuck this,” and took two steps toward the study before Lippincott reappeared carrying a manila folder full of papers.


  “These are old, Charlie, and it took me a minute to dig them up, but it occurred to me that I might have remembered seeing something, something that may be in here.”


  I reached for the folder and he took a step back.


  “Sorry,” he said. “These papers are highly, highly confidential. They contain information about some very important people in this city, people who are still in positions of power, and I couldn’t let anyone else see them. It’s against my ethical code.”


  I ignored Bonz’s derisive snort and nodded in understanding.


  “So what do you have?” I asked.


  “Well, maybe nothing, maybe something. Give me a second here.”


  He flipped through the papers, looking for something in particular.


  “I know it’s here somewhere…is this it? No. Maybe this. Hmm.”


  The grandfather clock in the niche beneath the curving staircase ticked away the seconds loudly. “Mr. Lippincott,” I said, trying to hide my impatience, “we haven’t got a lot of time. Maybe you could tell us what you’re looking for, get us started thinking about it.”


  He was focused on the folder in his hands, the pages he was turning. He said, “I remember having a few suspicions years ago, just after becoming USA, about Michael. Nothing concrete, of course, or I would have acted on it, but I think I came across some records that I found troubling. Let me see…”


  I gritted my teeth and watched in silence as Lippincott, lost in his own thoughts, carefully studied each page before turning to the next one in the folder. I rubbed sweat from the back of my neck. Somehow, the clock had begun to tick more loudly. Then Lippincott said, “Wait a second, what’s this?”


  I looked up, daring to let a little hope shine into the gloom that had descended on my mind. And that’s when I saw Bonz marching with purpose across the floor. I hadn’t even seen him leave my side, yet there he was returning from Lippincott’s study, striding across the foyer, punching Lippincott squarely in the face, knocking him flat on his back on the polished parquet floor.


  I guess Lippincott wasn’t clairvoyant after all, like some people wondered about him, or he’d have seen that coming. But he hadn’t. And I sure as hell hadn’t. I realized that if I wasn’t fired before, I certainly was then.


  
 



   



   



   



   FORTY


   



  “Damn it,” Bonz said, “I didn’t mean to knock him out.”


  “Then, Jesus Christ, you shouldn’t have hit him!” I yelled. “What did you expect? He’s almost a senior citizen and he’s half your size. Why the hell did you do that? He was trying to help us. Shit, he may have had the answer right there in his hands. I think he’d just found what he was looking for and was about to tell me something.”


  Bonz was looking down at the papers that had fallen out of the folder and fluttered chaotically to the floor. Some landed on Lippincott’s inert, supine form.


  “No, he wasn’t, Charlie. He wasn’t going to tell us anything. He was stalling.”


  I frowned. “Stalling?”


  Bonz inclined his head toward the papers strewn about the floor. I dropped to one knee and scanned a few pages. About half were blank. A few were covered with printed gibberish, like his computer printer had calibrated its ink cartridge and these printouts were the result. One page looked to contain a grocery list, another a recipe for lemon ginger chicken. None pertained to Carmen Siracuse or Michael Kidder or anything remotely helpful to me. He had indeed been stalling. But why? And how did Bonz know? I looked up at him.


  “I got suspicious. Not sure why. Call it instinct. I slipped away and hit redial on his desk phone.”


  “He called the cops?” I looked at Lippincott’s face, slack in unconsciousness, an undignified trickle of saliva dripping from the corner of his mouth and puddling on the wood floor beneath his head.


  “Well, that’s the disturbing thing.”


  I looked up.


  “Someone answered, Charlie, and it wasn’t the cops.”


  “Who then?”


  “Not sure, but it was no nine-one-one dispatcher. When the guy picked up, he immediately said, ‘Keep fucking stalling, we’re on our way,’ like he knew it was Lippincott calling back—”


  “Caller ID” I said, cutting him off.


  “Caller what?”


  Caller ID must not have existed yet, or at least wasn’t in widespread use, thirteen years ago when Bonz was still a functioning member of society. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “So this means—”


  “That someone’s on his way. Probably several someones, with guns. We’ve gotta get out of here right now.”


  Bonz hurried to the front door, threw the deadbolt, and opened the door a crack. He peered out into Louisburg Square.


  “Looks clear.”


  I looked down at Lippincott lying on the floor. For a second, I feared Bonz’s blow had killed him, then I saw a shallow rise of his shallow chest.


  “You bastard,” I said to his unconscious form, “who did you call? I mean, whom. I mean, fuck you.”


  “Let’s go, Charlie.”


  I followed Bonz out the door. We ran down Mount Vernon Street, away from Louisburg Square, Bonz slipping with his ever-surprising speed from shadow to shadow, flowing like dark water, until we reached the corner of West Cedar Street, a block away. He pulled me into the darkness of a brownstone doorway.


  Mount Vernon is one-way, so we knew that they—whoever “they” were—would be coming from the opposite direction. Assuming, of course, that they were coming by car. There was the chance that they’d park nearby and approach Lippincott’s brownstone on foot, in which case they could theoretically come up behind us. So while Bonz watched Lippincott’s place, I kept my eyes trained on the semidark, lamp-lit street behind us. Twenty seconds later, two cars with darkened headlights pulled quietly to the curb a block away from Lippincott’s, two blocks from where we were hiding. Eight car doors opened and I noticed that the dome lights inside the vehicles did not come on. Eight figures emerged. The car doors closed very quietly. Four of the figures walked past the front door and disappeared around the corner, presumably to cover any rear exits. The other four men moved quickly but quietly to Lippincott’s big oak door. The biggest guy, the one in front, walked with a slight limp I’d come to know well. Bonz and I turned away, moved as quietly as possible up West Cedar for half a block, then ran like hell.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   FORTY-ONE


   



  Bonz and I both knew what we’d seen at Lippincott’s. Siracuse’s men, with Grossi in the lead. United States Attorney Andrew Lippincott, the most important federal prosecutor in Massachusetts, appointed by the president of the United States himself, my mentor, had dropped a dime on us. And he’d called the mob. Not the cops. Not the FBI. But Uncle Carmen, his sworn enemy.


  Lippincott’s actions left me feeling dazed and a little nauseated, like I’d been sideswiped at high speed on the interstate, forced through half a dozen dizzying three-sixties before spinning into a ditch. This didn’t make any sense. I knew—I knew beyond doubt—that Lippincott despised Carmen Siracuse. When he’d spoken of the mob boss over the years, the look in his eyes couldn’t have been harder, the venom in his voice couldn’t have been more poisonous, or more real. He couldn’t possibly have faked that. So why would he turn us over to Siracuse?


  I sighed and pulled my coat collar tighter against my throat to keep out the chill wind that suddenly gusted, whipping scraps of paper and plastic bags into a frenzy in front of me, then sweeping them away into the dark. September would be giving way to October in a few days and the New England nights were growing chillier. Not a pleasant time to find yourself on the streets of Boston. But that’s where we were.


  After leaving Lippincott’s, we decided to hole up for a while, somewhere out of harm’s way, away from Mafia men with guns and pituitary disorders and hard-ons to make their names by taking us down, and away from the cops who wanted us just as badly. We had to find somewhere to rest, to think things through. But seeing as we’d already been made at the Stay-Long Motel, it seemed too risky to rent a room somewhere else. It was better to stay away from public places entirely. And we couldn’t go to a friend’s. None of Bonz’s friends had homes that weren’t made of cardboard, and my friends had either been murdered recently or were sure to be the subject of surveillance, either by the authorities or the mob, or both.


  So I entered Bonz’s world, the one he’d inhabited for the past thirteen years. The world of the homeless.


  For a while, we made our hurried way through the city on foot, traveling the most shadowed streets we could find, passing, it seemed to me, from the world of light into the world of shadows, of dark streets and darker futures.


  A while later, I was sitting on the litter-strewn ground leaning back against a thick, cement support column, under an overpass beneath Storrow Drive. We weren’t far from Kenmore Square, where, just a few blocks away, college kids gave their parents’ money to bartenders in the pubs near Fenway Park for beer and hard alcohol, and to pushers on the street corners for the drug du jour. Not far away, young people were laughing, flirting, dancing, making out, being obnoxious, being wealthy, enjoying themselves with reckless abandon, living dangerously, hooking up with strangers, doing all the things people in this city—and just about every other city—do with their evenings. And there I was, just around the corner, crouched under an overpass, the cold concrete around me littered with the detritus of lives that had been thrown on the scrap heap. There was a rotting, filthy mattress, now too far gone to be of use even to people who hadn’t slept in a bed in years. There were empty suitcases, empty boxes, empty bottles, evidence of empty, discarded lives. I wondered how many homeless people had huddled through their nights in this very spot over the years. How many had slept in places just like this throughout Boston? Throughout the country? While ten feet above, people in cars, people still part of the world, roared over them. Graffiti decorated the cement support columns holding up the overpass. One particular statement in bold red letters seemed to say it all—“Fuck this.” Below that, someone had painted “Help yourself,” though I couldn’t imagine what anyone would want to help himself to down here.


  I almost thought I could hear the laughter of the people from the world above not far away, enjoying the evening, unaware of the daily misery practically beneath their feet. Not long ago, it could have been me up there.


  Though it was clear that probably hundreds of people had spent time in this dirty, lonely place over the years, at that moment there were just five of us. Bonz and I sat leaning against the same column. A few feet away two other men in rags huddled over something, perhaps eating. I didn’t want to know what it was they had. The fifth person was a ways off, squatting on his haunches beside a shopping cart filled with plastic bags. From what I could see, the bags contained aluminum cans and plastic bottles. The man was staring at the rest of us, suspicion etched as clearly on his face as the lines that time and street life had carved there, as if he believed the four of us would set upon him suddenly and kill him for his aluminum and plastic treasures. I gave him a tired smile that I hoped was nonetheless reassuring. He gave me the finger in return and I didn’t blame him for it.


  I looked from the shopping-cart guy to the two diners and back again, with a touch of suspicion of my own. Too many people wanted me caught. Too many knew my face. Perhaps one of these street people had passed a newspaper rack and noticed my picture on the front page. Maybe he recognized me, was biding his time, looking for a chance to slip casually away, only to return with the cops or the mob. It would probably pocket him a few twenties, enough to keep him in food or alcohol for a week, at least. Bonz had assured me, however, that these people neither knew nor cared who I was. They had problems of their own and didn’t give a rat’s dick about mine. His words, not mine.


  I thought again about Lippincott’s betrayal. Only two explanations. Either Lippincott was dirty and in bed with Siracuse, or he’d made a mistake somewhere along the line, a mistake Siracuse had kept in the bank until now, when he could use it to blackmail the U.S. Attorney. Whatever the answer was, I wasn’t going to find it sitting on my ass. I looked at my watch. Only ten thirty, but I was exhausted. I closed my eyes. My mind was spinning, my thoughts tumbling, rattle-thumping around my brain like wet sneakers in a clothes dryer. I needed rest. I didn’t know if I’d be able to sleep with the hard ground under my butt, the cold concrete against my back, the cars rumbling by overhead, while sharing the space with Bonz and three hungry, suspicious homeless people. But I intended to try, at least for a little while. I tried to relax my mind, but my thoughts careened wildly around inside my skull. How had I slipped from federal prosecutor to murder suspect on the run, with a list of offenses growing every hour, it seemed? How had my boss and mentor, whom I trusted and respected, turned out to be someone not deserving of that trust or, probably, that respect?


  Thank God for Jessica. She still loved me, or at least she thought she might. Even though her father—


  I opened my eyes. A thought began to creep toward the front of my mind, like a panther stalking prey through tall grass. I didn’t want it to burst from cover. I didn’t want to consider it. But I had to. My survival could depend on it. If the great Andrew Lippincott was somehow involved, was it too great a stretch to believe that his daughter was, too? Lippincott had introduced us, after all. He’d seemed pleased about our relationship, maybe even encouraged it. Could it be that he put Jessica up to it? Did she enter my life, my heart, just to spy on me, the way Angel had spied on me? If so, would she go so far as to accept my marriage proposal? Would she have gone through with the marriage if necessary? The more I thought about her, the more I began to wonder. For the first few years of our relationship she’d tried to convince me to stop looking into Jake’s disappearance. Was that because she knew the truth and didn’t want me to learn it? And after I told her about Bonz, she was suddenly fully behind the idea of me finding him. Was that so I’d lead her father to him? I could definitely see Lippincott wanting to use Jess to manipulate me, or to obtain information. The question was, would Jessica have agreed to do it? And, if so, could she have pulled it off so convincingly, pretending to care for me while spying for Daddy?


  I just didn’t see it. Maybe I was blinded by my feelings for her. Maybe I was being stupid and naive. But I just didn’t think she had faked everything, every emotion, every laugh, every tender moment, for six years. No, I didn’t believe that, I refused to—at least until I was forced to do so. Nonetheless, I couldn’t help but feel an uncomfortable, slightly nauseating sense of unease deep inside.


  With questions swirling in my mind like windblown litter, I finally fell asleep.


   



  * * *


   



  Ever since Jake disappeared, I’ve dreamed of him often. Sometimes it makes me sad. Most of the time, though, I don’t mind because it’s the only chance I get to see him. Jake showed up under the overpass that night. Everything was very much like it had been when my eyes were open. The two homeless guys, who seemed to be companions of a sort, were lying together in the dirt by one of the cement columns, one of them on his side in the fetal position, the other lying on his back, using his friend’s leg as a pillow. The third homeless guy sat in the shadows, watching, his wide, bloodshot eyes staring at me, one hand resting always on his shopping cart. To my right, Bonz snored away, his back against the column, one hand in his lap, the other in the pocket of his jacket, presumably wrapped around his gun. I looked to my left and saw Jake sitting there, his legs drawn up, his arms folded and resting on top of them. I smiled at him and he smiled back.


  “How you doing?” I asked, as I always did.


  “I’m just Jake,” he responded.


  “I’m knee-deep in it, Jake. They’re out there, everywhere, looking for me.”


  “I know.”


  “I can’t figure out your clue.”


  “You will.”


  “Lippincott ratted on us.”


  “Bastard.”


  “Yeah. I can’t figure out how he’s involved.”


  “You will.”


  “You keep saying that, but I’m running out of time and I’ve got nowhere to go, no one to turn to.”


  “Sure you do.”


  “No, I don’t. Besides Bonz, there’s no one. I can’t drag Jessica into this. And I can’t see how she could help, anyway. The same with my friends at work. There’s no one I can count on. No one to turn to.”


  “Yes, there is. You just haven’t opened the right file yet.” I looked at him, confused. He added, “You should listen to me, Charlie. Listen to me.”


  I wanted to ask him what he meant but, as I looked at him, a line, like a crack, ran slowly down his handsome face, starting from his eye, moving down over one cheek, across the bridge of his nose, then trailing away near his jaw. Another crack began by his right ear and made its short way to the corner of his mouth. Pits grew in his face, the once-smooth visage growing rough, textured, like concrete. As I watched, red, spray-painted letters appeared on his forehead, from left to right, as if sprayed by an invisible hand. “Help yourself.” Jake smiled at me sadly as he faded away. Soon, the place where he’d been leaning against the cement column was empty.


  I opened my eyes, which I’d thought were already open, and reached into our backpack. I pulled out Jake’s notes, pushed to my feet, and walked over to where a lamp on the overpass street high above carelessly dropped enough light for me to read by. I knew what I was looking for and I flipped until I found it.


  Ten seconds later I shook Bonz’s shoulder and he drew his gun, causing the shopping cart guy crouching in the corner to jerk violently, rattling his cans.


  “Relax,” I said to Bonz. “We have to go now.”


  “Where?”


  “To get some help.”


  
 



   



   



   



   



   FORTY-TWO


   



  The name beside the mailbox in the apartment building’s foyer read “N. Rantham.” It hadn’t been easy to find a cab at midnight, especially looking as ragtag as we did, but we finally got lucky. It looked like we’d gotten lucky again. Rantham still lived there.


  I’d gone back into the file cabinets in my mind, using that admittedly powerful memory I have, to come up with Rantham’s name and address. Eight years ago, when I was still a green Assistant DA, I’d brought Nicholas James Rantham up on numerous charges, all relating to illegal use of a computer. The guy was a hacker. He’d stolen identities, committed fraud, and wreaked mayhem with malicious bugs and viruses he’d created. He was a small-timer then. I hadn’t heard his name recently, but I was running on a different playing field lately, so, for all I knew, Rantham could have been a reformed, rehabilitated individual. Or he could have worked his way into the big time. I wasn’t sure which I hoped, frankly. I just knew we needed his skills. He had a computer, which we needed, and the ability to find information that wasn’t necessarily available to the general public, which we also needed.


  I said, “Well, now let’s hope Nick has nowhere better to be at midnight on a Monday than at home.”


  Rantham’s apartment in Jamaica Plain wasn’t a dump, but it wasn’t nice enough to have a secure lock on the front door. We had no trouble walking right in and there was nothing stopping us from climbing the stairs to apartment 8, where Rantham lived.


  As we neared the top of the stairs, I became aware of loud, muffled music coming from one of the apartments. But something wasn’t quite right about it. It was an old ’50s song, “In the Still of the Night,” by the Five Satins, but one of the instruments—the sax—was off. Some of the notes seemed right, but the riffs were punctuated with frequent and terribly jarring groans and squeaks. As we approached the door to Rantham’s apartment, I realized the music—and I have to use that term in the loosest possible sense—was coming from inside Rantham’s place. Bonz knocked on the door, the torture of the innocent musical instrument mercifully ceased, and the Five Satins sax player wailed beautifully on his own as footsteps thumped toward the door inside.


  An angry voice snapped from inside, “Goddamn it, Marty, if you tell me to turn my music down one more time I’m gonna bring out my bopper and—”


  The door opened, revealing a tall, thin black man with a thin little mustache, one hand on the doorknob, the other holding the offending saxophone. He stopped midsentence when he saw us, his eyes shifting from Bonz, to me, then back to Bonz, where they stayed firmly planted. He looked like he was deeply regretting opening the door.


  “I don’t think we wanna see your ‘bopper,’ Nick,” Bonz said. “No offense.”


  “Who the fuck are you?” Rantham asked. He tried to sound tough and cool, but his apprehension was evident.


  “You’re Nick Rantham, right?” Bonz asked.


  “Who wants to know?”


  “We already know, Nick,” I said.


  With apparent effort, Rantham dragged his eyes from Bonz and looked at me. He took in my face, my bruises, my blond buzz cut, and frowned. I definitely looked familiar to him but he couldn’t place me.


  “Mind if we come in for a minute?” I asked.


  “Yeah, I do. In fact, I gotta get back to my practicing.”


  Having heard him play a little, I thought that was a great idea on his part, but it didn’t suit our needs. So Bonz put his hand on the door, pushed it open, and stepped into Rantham’s apartment. I was sucked into the place in his wake, like a wounded mackerel behind a speedboat.


  The apartment looked to be a modified studio: a big living space with a few of the areas set off by partitions, almost like the cubicle walls you’d find in a typical office, though they were higher, above a man’s head but not quite as high as the twelve-foot ceilings. There was a combination kitchen–dining area off to one side. The room we were in contained a worn couch in front of a big-screen TV, a state-of-the-art stereo system on which “In the Still of the Night” had given way to “Goodnight, Sweetheart, Goodnight,” and a desk with a computer on it. One computer. Fewer than I’d expected, unless Nick had, in fact, been scared straight by his two years in stir.


  “Shit, guys, what do you want?” Rantham asked. He looked scared now. I felt a little sorry for him.


  “You don’t know who I am?” I asked.


  “No, man, I don’t. Listen, just tell me—” Then he frowned, narrowed his eyes, and the light clicked on in his head. His eyes widened and he shook his head. “Holy, shit, it’s you. Man, oh, man, oh, man. This is precious, man. This is just delicious. You a piece of work, you know that? All high and mighty, strutting around that courtroom like you owned it, telling the jury what a scumbag I am. And here you are now, a murderer. Man, this beats everything.” He laughed. It was abrasive, nasal, horribly obnoxious, the kind of laugh that could make a wife of forty years walk into the bathroom one day, out of the blue, while Rantham was soaking in the tub, plug in a toaster, and drop it into the water—if Rantham was married, of course, and if he could have kept a wife for that long. His laugh was that grating. The laugh thinned out to mere snorts and Rantham called out, “Bopper, get in here. You’re not gonna believe who’s here.”


  Bonz and I had screwed up. We’d incorrectly assumed that Rantham was alone. We were wrong. From around one of the partitions walked a refrigerator on legs, a ripped body in a skin-tight muscle shirt and a pair of bicycle shorts that hid absolutely nothing. From the sheen of sweat on his skin, it looked like he might have been between sets at that very moment, ready to pump some more iron, when Rantham called. He wiped his face with a towel and said, “I hope this is good, Nick, because I was—” He stopped short. He looked at Bonz first, as everyone seemed to, then at me, but, unlike most other people, he didn’t return his gaze to Bonz. No, he kept his eyes on me. He recognized me immediately. And I recognized him. As I looked at his face, another face of his, in a mug shot, floated in my mind. The picture was clipped to a file that bore the name Chester Aaron Harwick, aka “the Big Bopper.” Harwick was another loser I’d put away when I was with the DA’s office. I checked my mental file. Violent history, though nothing had stuck until I nailed him for assaulting a federal officer in the commission of his duties. As I recalled, Bopper’s nickname came from his passion for ’50s rock and roll and for hitting people really hard. But as I also recalled, he claimed he earned the nickname by having the biggest “bopper” in Boston. From what I knew of the effects steroids could have, and what I could see at the front of Harwick’s painted-on bicycle shorts, I doubted that, if his claim had ever been true, it was still the case.


  When I knew these guys, Harwick and Rantham, they’d had no connection with each other, at least none I was aware of. My guess was that they’d met in prison—where I’d sent them both—and had become friends, or partners in crime, or whatever. In fact, the way Rantham had threatened to bring out his Bopper a minute ago made me think that the “whatever” option was the most likely one. I didn’t know what brought them together, whether it was a mutual love of doo-wop music, or a mutual hatred of me, but, either way, they’d probably served out their sentences hating me, and now spent their hours living under the same roof, partners in many things, including hating me.


  “Look who it is,” Harwick said. He grinned, exposing four silver teeth in the top center of his smile. “Fucking DA Beckham, right here in our place.” He walked slowly across the large space. “Only you’re not a DA no more, are you? You’re not even with the feds now, right? Not since you popped that guy in your apartment. No, you got no little prosecutor badge. And your cop friends are out lookin’ out for you, right? Looks like you’re pretty much fucked, ain’t you?” He dropped his towel on the couch as he passed it, walking slowly, savoring this moment. “You’re a zombie, man.”


  “A zombie?” I said.


  Rantham laughed that ice-pick-in-the-ear laugh of his and said, “The walking dead, man, that’s you. You’re dead and you don’t even know it.”


  “I am?”


  Harwick nodded, his thick head bobbing slightly on his even thicker neck. “Cops ain’t never gonna find you, man, ’cause the word on the street is that the mob wants you bad. They’ll pay big money for you, too. My problem is, I’d rather twist your head off myself. I wouldn’t even do time, probably. I mean, who’d care, right? The cops want you, but they’d probably be just as happy to get you dead as alive. But the mob, they want you alive, I hear, and the money’s too good to pass up.” He flashed his silver teeth at me again. “But look at your face, all banged to shit. I suppose that mob guy—what’s his name, Uncle Carmen something?—he wouldn’t care too much if you had a few extra bruises when we gave you to them.”


  Harwick was a big bastard, as I said, and my guess is that his size made him supremely confident. Plus, as tough as he’d been before I sent him away, I wouldn’t have been surprised if prison had forged a man twice as hard as the boy he’d been. He’d probably been out of prison for three or four years. Not nearly long enough, I didn’t think, to completely remove the jungle from an animal like Harwick.


  But the confidence he likely got from his time away made him cocky—cocky enough to concentrate on me and essentially ignore Bonz. Never a good idea. Bonz started to move and Harwick turned to him.


  “I’ll be with you next, sweetie,” he said as he turned his eyes back to me and kept walking my way.


  I waited for Bonz to pull his gun but as Harwick, smiling viciously, passed within five feet of Bonz, when he was just three feet from me, Bonz stepped forward and punched Harwick squarely in the side of his head. The Bopper’s big head rocked to the side a little, but there wasn’t enough give in his tree-stump neck to let the head snap far. Nonetheless, the big melon swayed to one side, then to the other. The eyes in that head fluttered and the smile, finally, disappeared. Harwick staggered back a step, blinked once, and fell flat on his back with a room-shaking thud that apparently woke a baby in the apartment below.


  I turned to Rantham, who stared open-mouthed at his huge, fallen friend, and said, “So, Nick, we came here tonight for a little help, which I assume you’ll be more than happy to provide.” Without waiting for a reply, I said, “So why don’t we get started?”


   



  * * *


   



  Ten minutes later the unconscious Harwick was lying on the floor where he’d fallen, only now his hands and feet were bound with our handy duct tape. Bonz was making himself a sandwich from fixings in Rantham’s fridge.


  Rantham and I were on the other side of one of the partitions, where, in a twelve-by-twelve-foot space, Rantham had two desks with three computer monitors on them. CPUs were lined on the floor, wires snaking from them. Rantham was sitting before one of the terminals, clacking away on the keyboard. Having seen what Bonz did to his gigantic partner, Rantham needed little urging to do everything I asked of him.


  After ten minutes of fingers dancing over keys, he lifted his hands like a virtuoso concert pianist ending a piece with a flourish, swiveled his chair toward me, and said, “You’re in.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll let you know if I need anything else. Bonz?” I called.


  Rantham’s eyes widened in fear. Footsteps thudded toward us and Bonz appeared around the partition, a half-eaten sandwich in one hand.


  “Yeah?” he said around a huge bite of what looked like ham and cheese.


  “I’d like some privacy. Would you mind taking Nick out there with you?”


  “No problem.” Bonz jerked his head to the side and Rantham practically leaped from his seat and hurried into the living-room area. A moment later I heard Rantham say, “Oh, man, you don’t have to do that.” Then I heard the ripping sound of tape pulled from a roll.


  “Not too tight,” I called. “I might need him again.”


  I sat down at the keyboard and heard Rantham say, “Hey, man, he said not too tight.”


  I took a breath. Under the overpass earlier, a thought struck me. If Lippincott was involved, which he certainly seemed to be, perhaps Michael Kidder wasn’t, despite what it sounded like Big Frank D’Amico was wheezing out at the very end there. Lippincott would be much bigger potatoes, right? If he was involved, why would Big Frank waste his dying breath telling us about Michael Kidder? So I wondered if he could have meant something else. It had sounded like he’d said “Michael” and “Kid,” but I couldn’t be sure that’s what he either said or meant. There were a few stray syllables in there, like “kell,” I think it was. Or that could have been the second syllable of “Michael,” repeated by a dying, babbling man. I guess I wasn’t sure about any of it, but the word “Michael” just stuck with me. Maybe because I’d seen it recently elsewhere—or something close enough to it. And when I had flipped through Jake’s notes, I saw it again. Just after the notes about suspected abuse in health-care facilities and just before the notes about possible mob corruption in the mayor’s office, Jake had scribbled in the margin, “Get Mike’s time records.” Beside that, he’d written “B.B. 2/76.” I wasn’t sure yet who Mike was, but I had a hunch what “B.B.” stood for.


  So, at my request, Rantham had hacked into the Boston Beacon’s internal computer archives. I assumed that another trip to the Boston Public Library would have provided the information I hoped to get tonight, but I didn’t want to wait until morning, nor did Bonz or I think it a good idea to waltz around in public in broad daylight more than we absolutely had to.


  From what I could tell as I familiarized myself with the Beacon’s internal site, the paper had transferred stories to its digital archive going back to the mid-1960s, so I figured I’d be able to find what I was looking for. I played with the search engine a little to see how it worked, then searched for stories published in February 1976 containing Andrew Lippincott’s name.


  My search produced a single story. The headline was “DA With a Heart.” I clicked on it. It appeared to be a puff piece about Lippincott. The reporter gave a little background on the then recently elected Middlesex District Attorney, then detailed his humanitarian efforts to assist those he sent to jail, once they served their time. The reporter highlighted the stories of a few ex-cons for whom Lippincott had personally secured employment in various businesses in the Boston area upon their releases. One of those ex-cons was Carmen Siracuse, twenty-seven years old, convicted by Lippincott’s office eighteen months before for assault. Siracuse was released a few weeks earlier and Lippincott had convinced a local health-care facility—St. Michael’s Hospital—to hire him as a member of its building-maintenance crew. According to the reporter, Lippincott showed remarkable humility in refusing to provide a comment for the story. The reporter wrapped up the article by wondering how much better this world would be if there were more public servants like Andrew Lippincott.


  I sent the article to a printer beside the desk and considered what I’d read. When the story was finished printing, I folded it, put it in the back pocket of my pants, and stood. I was about to join Bonz in the other room when I heard a soft buzzing. It seemed to come from my jacket and I realized it was Randy Deacon’s cell phone vibrating. For a guy with an incredible memory, I sure had trouble remembering to turn off that phone. It had to be nearly out of battery. Anyway, one of us had a call coming in again. Hoping it was Jessica, and she was calling for me and not Randy, I answered without checking the caller ID.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, Charlie.” It was Lippincott’s voice. “Don’t hang up,” he said quickly. He must have gotten this number from Jessica. I hadn’t had time to call her again to try to convince her that her father was somehow dirty. And when he asked her if we’d been in contact, she probably gave him the number, hoping he’d have more success talking me into turning myself in than she’d had.


  Lippincott said, “If Mr. Bonzetti is there with you right now, pretend this call is for the person from whom you stole that phone.”


  “Why should I?”


  “Charlie, I advise you to listen to me.”


  “I advise you to stick whatever phone you’re holding up your ass.” It felt strange to be speaking to Lippincott like that. And pretty good, actually.


  “Charlie, I don’t want Bonzetti to become suspicious. I just want to tell you that we haven’t yet removed you from the office’s web-based e-mail system.”


  “So?”


  “There’s an e-mail waiting for you. Something you need to see. I assume you can get access to a computer.”


  “You think I’m stupid? You want me to sign on to a computer somewhere, log into our e-mail system, and you guys track me to my location. You might even be pinpointing where I am during this call.”


  “Then hang up. Right now. But you really should check your e-mail. And you definitely shouldn’t tr—”


  I took his advice, at least with respect to the part about hanging up.


  “Charlie?” Bonz called from the other room. His mouth sounded full again and I could only assume he was into his second sandwich. “How’s it going in there?”


  “Uh, fine. Just fine. A few more minutes.”


  What would really be the harm in checking my e-mail? They couldn’t lock onto our location in the amount of time it took to read a single e-mail. Could they? I really doubted it.


  I opened a new screen and typed the address for the U.S. Attorney’s web-based e-mail site into the browser and waited for the little hourglass icon to disappear. Finally, the Department of Justice’s seal appeared—an eagle with arrows clutched in one claw and a branch of some kind in the other, perched on a shield decorated with stars and stripes in the usual patriotic, tricolored scheme—and I navigated to our e-mail system. I entered my user name and password and found eighty-one new e-mails waiting for me. I scanned the “re:” lines. The first half or so seemed to deal with legal matters, the Redekov trial chief among them. Most of the remaining ones had subject lines like “Holy cow, Charlie!” or “What happened?” or “Are you okay?” or “Did you kill him?” My eyes fell to the most recent e-mail. It was from Andrew Lippincott. The subject line read, “Who to trust?” I thought that, grammatically speaking, it probably should have read “Whom to trust?” and I got a tiny little kick out of Lippincott’s unprecedented grammatical error. If, in fact, I was right, which I wasn’t positive about.


  I hung the cursor over the e-mail and hesitated, wondering again if by clicking on it I would lead Siracuse right to our door. But I had to see it, whatever it was. I double-clicked on the e-mail, knowing I was playing right into Lippincott’s hands, and it opened. The text read simply, “Watch this. You know how to reach me.”


  Included in the e-mail was a hyperlink to a video file stored somewhere out there on the Internet. Lippincott clearly wanted me to watch it. What could be on it? Whatever it was, did I want to see it? Could I even stop myself? The answer to the final question turned out to be negative.


  I clicked on the hyperlink and, a moment later, a video viewing box popped onto the screen. At the bottom of the box were buttons like those on a DVD player—pause, play, stop, fast forward, rewind. Another moment passed before an image appeared in the box. It was black and white and slightly grainy, but it was clear enough.


  The video showed a room with cinder-block walls and no visible windows. A basement, probably. A table sat near the center of the room. On it were various objects, some sharp, some blunt—lead pipes, small clubs, shiny metal things with nasty-looking pointed ends. The camera that had taken the video seemed to have been placed near the ceiling in one corner of the room. All of this registered in a blink before my eyes were drawn to two figures in the middle of the room. One figure, a man, was sitting in a straight-backed chair. His arms hung limp at his sides. His face was plainly visible to the camera. It was horribly bruised. A line of blood ran from his nose and over his lips, which were open, his lower jaw hanging slack. His eyes were glassy. With a jolt the intensity of a lightning strike, I realized the battered face belonged to my brother, Jake. The room spun. Not on the computer screen, but the one in which I was sitting. Blood pounded in my ears. An ache pounded my heart. I wanted to cry. I cried.


  On the screen, Jake stared dully ahead. The other figure on the video stood to one side of him, his back to the camera. He seemed to be staring down at the implements on the table. He walked in front of my brother. No sound accompanied the video, but it looked like he might have said something to Jake. Then he paced back toward the table, his eyes never leaving Jake, who shook his head slowly, eyes half closed. Then the man took two fast steps forward, grabbed Jake by his bloodstained shirt, and shook him. And continued to shake him. And my brother continued to stare vacantly, his eyes lolling lazily in their sockets. And my head continued to pound, my heart to ache.


  After a few seconds, my brother’s lips seemed to move. A moment later, the other man let go of Jake’s shirt and took hold of my brother’s head, one hand on each side, paused, then gave a sudden, cruel twist. Jake’s head snapped violently up and to the side, then flopped, rag doll–like, to his chest at a sickening, unnatural angle.


  The lightning bolt struck again, hitting me right in my heart. I wanted to scream.


  My brother slumped in the chair, dead, dead in a cinder-block room, in a cold, windowless room, murdered by the man in front of him, who had held his head, twisted his head, broken his neck, killing my brother, killing me thirteen years later.


  I nearly vomited.


  The man on the screen turned from Jake’s body and walked toward his left, presumably toward a door off-screen. As he walked, he finally turned his head so his face was visible to the camera. And the video ended. The image froze with the face of the killer—my brother’s killer—crystal clear on the screen.


  It was Bonz.


  
 



   



   



   



   FORTY-THREE


   



  From the computer screen stared the black-and-white face of Bonzetti, who saved my life—or maybe only claimed to, it occurred to me—with whom I had dined and rested, stolen and fought, who’d watched my back as I’d tried my best to watch his, who said he’d been a comfort to my brother…Bonzetti, who killed the most important person in the world to me.


  Bonz’s face was different than the one I knew, pristine, as scar-free as when he entered this world, his nose good and straight. His hair was short and slicked back. He had no beard or mustache. But though the face was different, it was easy to recognize. I wished I could reach through the computer screen, across the Internet, across the years, and pulverize that face beyond recognition, smash it into worse shape than it was now in. He lied to me. He killed my brother and lied to me about it.


  I stalked around the partition and into the living room. My eyes barely registered the bound figures, one on the floor, unconscious, the other sitting on the couch. Bonz was in the kitchen area, standing at the counter, stuffing his face.


  Without really thinking about what I was doing, driven forward by anger and hate so hot I felt it searing my guts, I crossed the room in long strides, grabbed Bonz by the shoulder, spun him around, and slammed my fist into his nose.


  As I said, I hadn’t thought things through very clearly, but as I’d marched across the room, facts and questions clawed at my mind at once, fighting for attention. Bonz was a tough customer. The toughest I’d ever seen. Or heard of. Or watched in action movies. And that was an understatement. He’d probably kill me. But if he’d wanted to kill me, he could have done so already. No, he wanted me to find the tape. Probably for Siracuse. He was still working for the mob, despite what they’d done to him. Maybe they’d promised to make him rich and that was enough incentive for him to push aside thoughts of revenge. As I charged through the red fog clouding my vision, I knew, somewhere deep in my mind, that if Bonz took me down now, I’d never find Jake’s tape, never find the answers, never expose Siracuse’s and Lippincott’s secret, never expose Bonz’s act of murder. Everyone would get away with everything.


  But could I leave Jake’s murder unavenged? That’s the question that had clawed its way to the top of the heap. So despite some part of my brain telling me to run, to get away, to search for the tape, to find it, to bring them all crashing to the ground, to burn each and every one of them, my heart told me to grab the knife off the counter and shove it into Bonz’s throat.


  But, as I said, I hit him first. As I’ve also said, I hadn’t had much real experience hitting people to date. I was unarmed. And unhinged. For a brief, crucial moment I forgot that Bonz was a machine without mercy. I forgot I’d seen him knock out Grossi with a vicious roundhouse in my apartment, and later bite off Grossi’s ear. I forgot I’d lain on the ground nearly unconscious watching him prevail over four thugs in Chinatown. And I forgot that my ribs were badly bruised and hurt every time I swung my arms. I forgot all those things as I punched Bonz as hard as I could in his face. Miraculously, the blow seemed to stun him, which absolutely stunned me. He stumbled back against the counter, without a hint of his almost unnatural agility. My thoughts were nothing but animal instinct—strike, hurt, and, yes, kill. I rained a storm of punches on Bonz’s face, ignoring the terrible, grinding-glass pain in my ribs. Somewhere in my brain was the knowledge that Bonz had a gun on him somewhere, but I focused on his face, which I kept battering. Every time I connected with my right hand, which I’d used for my initial blow, I wanted to scream. I wondered fleetingly if I’d broken it. If so, I hoped I’d have the chance to break my other hand, too, while also breaking every bone in Bonz’s face.


  I didn’t say a word. I think I screamed a war cry of some kind, though. Bonz didn’t speak either. It would have been difficult for him, because one or the other of my fists was always in his mouth.


  I’d hurt him, I thought. I’d actually hurt him. I knew I had to keep whaling away without pause if I was to have any chance of taking him out completely before he regained his senses.


  I never saw the blow coming. I never knew what hit me. Fist? Elbow? Foot? Knee? No idea. I simply felt an explosion in my brain, one that turned out all the lights.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   



   FORTY-FOUR


   



  I was dreaming again. And, again, I knew I was. Because Jake is dead, I remembered that, yet there he was, twenty feet in front of me, standing on the altar at Saint John’s, smiling. I was walking up the aisle toward him.


  “How are you?” I asked.


  “I’m just Jake,” he said.


  Suddenly, Bonz materialized out of the darkness behind him. I tried to scream but no sound came out. I was choking on my warning, which felt thick and dry and scratchy in my throat. I couldn’t breathe. Jake smiled on, until Bonz’s hands gripped the sides of his head and twisted, twisted sharply, and a crack exploded through the dark, empty church like a gunshot. Jake’s smile faded and his head fell bonelessly to the side. He should have collapsed on the altar, but he didn’t. He just stood there, his head hanging to the side, but his eyes, which somehow still had life in them, though just barely, were looking up, up at me, looking at me with disappointment, like I’d failed him, like I’d let him die.


  I knew it was a dream and I badly wanted it to end.


  Mercifully, an alarm clock’s ringing woke me up. I didn’t feel like opening my eyes just yet, though. The ringing continued. It was a strange ring, more of humming, really. Actually, it was a throbbing ring. It wasn’t an alarm clock, I realized. The ringing-throbbing-humming was in my head.


  I opened my eyes. I’m not sure I’d ever accomplished a task so difficult. The pulsing in my skull pounded to the rhythm of the blood pumping through my veins.


  I raised my head and let a wave of dizziness wash over me, then recede out to sea. I was in a big room. Where?


  Something wasn’t right. I wasn’t lying in bed. I was sitting up. In a chair. In the center of the room. I was thirsty. I wanted a drink. I stood up to get myself a drink of water.


  But I didn’t. I tried but I couldn’t move my legs. Or my arms, which were behind my back. My wrists were bound together, it seemed. I looked down. I was sitting in a chair. Silver duct tape encircled my torso. My ankles seemed to be taped to the chair legs.


  I remembered. I’d attacked Bonz. I should have been cooler, tried to slip Bonz’s gun from his pocket, pointed it at him, and made him answer my questions. Then kill him, if that’s what I really wanted to do. But I’d attacked him with nothing more than my untrained, untried fists. Stupid. And I had a feeling I was going to pay for my stupidity.


  Was Bonz still working for the mob? I didn’t know. Was he dangerous? Yes. Did he already kill my brother? Yes. Did he want to kill me? Well, if he hadn’t when he woke up this morning, he probably did now. He had me taped to a chair for some reason.


  I closed my eyes. Damn it, wasn’t there anything I could count on in my life to be what I thought it was. I was tired of the dominoes falling one after another. First Angel, then the private detectives following me for thirteen years, then Fielding, followed by Lippincott, and now Bonz, whom I had trusted with my life, who I thought had befriended Jake and become the only light in his final, dark days, who, it turned out, had murdered my brother. And now might murder me, though I thought it more likely he’d deliver me to Uncle Carmen. If I was lucky, he wouldn’t torture me first. The only thing in my life that still any chance at all to be what I thought it was, what I’d hoped it would be, was Jessica. And, I hated to admit, there was still that seed of doubt about her deep down in the soil of my mind. I didn’t want it to be there, I felt disloyal with it there, but there it was. I simply didn’t know what to believe about anything anymore, least of all whether I even needed to be worrying about any of this, seeing as I might soon be in the hands of the mob and, once they learned whatever they needed to know, Grossi would probably pound a three-inch nail into my forehead and leave me in a Dumpster somewhere.


  I tried to suck in a deep breath. Only then did I realize that my mouth was taped shut. I started to feel sorry for Randy Deacon, whom we had kept taped for a while, and for Rantham and Harwick, whom Bonz had taped up not long ago. Then I decided to save my pity for myself. I was in big trouble. At that moment, Bonz was walking out of the bathroom, toward me, and as he came he produced his nifty Swiss Army pocketknife we’d bought and jacked open the longest blade.


  “You shouldn’t have hit me, Charlie.”


  During my brief nap in the chair, Bonz hadn’t gotten any less frightening-looking. I looked into his eyes, the eyes of the man who killed my brother, and who might kill me eventually, and said, very coolly, in my opinion, “Go to hell.”


  The problem was, my mouth was taped, so my words came out as nothing but a pathetic mumble.


  Bonz walked around behind me and lifted the chair back onto its legs. He dragged it across the floor until it was a couple of feet from the couch. He walked around and sat down right in front of me, next to Rantham, who opened his eyes and watched us with interest.


  Flecks of dried blood clung to one of Bonz’s nostrils. A few red marks dotted his cheeks above his beard. They might become bruises tomorrow. I hadn’t broken all the bones in his face, like I’d wanted. I hadn’t broken his nose. I hadn’t even broken skin. Nonetheless, I smiled inside with small satisfaction. I looked at Bonz’s eyes, then at the gleaming blade of the pocketknife in his hand, and my inside smile died.


  “You really shouldn’t have hit me, Charlie.”


  Given the way things had turned out, I had to agree with him. But I couldn’t tell him so, as I still had tape across my mouth.


  “I’m gonna tear that tape off,” he said, “and I hope it hurts like hell. But you’re not gonna scream for help. You’re too smart to do that. You know it would be a waste of time, that I’d act real quickly to strangle the scream—” by which he meant he’d strangle me “—and it would do nothing but piss me off, bad. And I think you know me well enough by now to know what a bad fucking idea that would be, right?”


  I looked at the knife again and imagined a few nasty things he could do to some sensitive parts of my body with even that relatively small blade. I didn’t plan to scream for help, but I wasn’t making any promises. I did nod, though, so he’d remove the tape.


  “Good. We’re back on the same page then. At least on that point.” He took hold of one end of the tape. “Ready?”


  Without waiting for a nod, or even a grunt, he yanked the tape from my face. It tore, it stung, it burned. But it was good to be able to breathe through my mouth again.


  “Better?” he asked.


  “Fuck you, asshole.”


  He leaned forward and slapped the tape back over my mouth. He pressed hard on it so the adhesive would stick again.


  “Wanna try again?”


  I nodded.


  He ripped the tape off again. It didn’t hurt nearly as much that time, but it still stung on the skin that had grown raw under the tape for however long I was unconscious.


  “Better?” he asked.


  I nodded. He looked down at the knife in his hand. He fiddled with it, turning it over, catching the light on the sharp edge, tapping the blade against the palm of his other hand.


  “So,” Bonz said, “should we get down to business?”


  “Fine with me,” I said, and bravely, I thought—especially considering how goddamned scared I was. I figured Bonz, having endured weeks of brutal torture, must have learned a few tricks he was more than willing to share with me.


  “Okay,” he said. “Why’d you hit me?”


  “Because, you lying sack of shit, you killed Jake.”


  I waited for Bonz to jab me someplace tender with the knife blade. Instead, he scratched his beard. I don’t think he’d expected my response.


  “Not going to deny it?” I asked.


  “No, it’s true. I killed your brother. How’d you find out?”


  “Saw you do it. On video.”


  He frowned. “Never saw a camera in that room. Must have been hidden in the wall. How’d you see the video?”


  “E-mail.”


  “E-mail?” He frowned, thinking for a moment, then nodded to himself, as if he had only a vague idea what e-mail was. “Tricky sons of bitches,” he said. “A camera. I wondered how they knew I’d killed Jake, why they thought he might have talked to me before he died. They probably hoped you’d do exactly what you did. Well, not exactly. Probably hoped you’d kill me.”


  “I meant to,” I said. “But I flipped out and lost control.”


  “You meant to kill me?”


  “That’s right. You murdered Jake, didn’t you? Seems only fair that I kill you.”


  “I didn’t murder Jake.”


  I laughed. I meant it to be derisive and sarcastic. I fear it was, instead, a little hysterical. “I saw the video. I heard you admit it. Besides, you’ve got me taped to a chair. What’s the point in lying about it now?”


  “I killed Jake. I admit it. But I didn’t murder him.”


  I opened my mouth to ask what the difference was, then realized there was indeed a difference. I said nothing.


  “Wanna know why I killed him?” Bonz asked.


  Still, I said nothing.


  Bonz said, “They tortured the shit out of him that day, worse than other days. Oh, man, the screams. I’ve heard those screams in my sleep for years.” He shook his head. I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to hear any more. “He was on his last legs that morning. I knew it. He knew it. Grossi and Siracuse probably knew it. And that day, well, they just went too far.”


  “I don’t want to hear it,” I said.


  “I’ve seen people hurt, Charlie. I have a good idea when an injury isn’t too big a deal, and I know when it’s deadly serious. They busted Jake up, damaged his insides bad. They cracked his skull. His brain was swelling.”


  “Shut up, okay, Bonz?” A hot tear was now making its way down my cheek.


  “Jake was dying. But see, I didn’t know that, at least not yet. Remember how I said I was tortured, too, and I escaped? Well, it wasn’t exactly like I told you. They didn’t start torturing me until after I put Jake out of his misery. I went down there that day to get him out of there. I’d seen enough. I still don’t know why I risked everything for him, but I did. I really was getting tired of working for that scumbag Siracuse anyway, doing his dirty work, the mob’s dirty work, and I figured, if I was ever gonna leave, I might as well do it then, take Jake with me, do some good on my way out. But I came to my decision too late. When I got to him in the interrogation room, he was still alive. But he was dying, and he was dying slowly and painfully.”


  “Goddamn it, Bonz,” I snapped, “I don’t want to hear it.”


  “Tough shit, Charlie. You wanted it for thirteen years, so here it is.” He stood up when he said this and walked around behind me, knife in hand. I felt a tugging at my wrists, then the tape fell away. He cut the tape around my torso. My hands were free. I used them to wipe my eyes. “I took out the guy guarding the interrogation room and crashed in, hoping Grossi was there, intending to kill the motherfucker. But he wasn’t there. I think he’d finished for the day. Anyway, I knew right away that my plan to try to get Jake out of there, get him some medical attention, was over. I knew he was finished. So did he.”


  I listened, horrified yet rapt. And Bonz continued his uncharacteristically detailed account of events.


  “He begged me to put him out of his misery. He used what little strength he had left to convince me to end it for him, then gave me his message for you.” Bonz knelt in front of me and cut the tape away from my ankles.


  He sat on the couch, staring down at the blade in his hands.


  “So I did. I killed him. Then I got the fuck outta there.”


  He closed the knife and slid it into his pocket.


  “So, now you know the truth,” he said. “I killed your brother. I don’t know what you’re feeling. You may want to kill me still. You may want to punch me again. You can take your best shot. Can’t say I’m going to take it sitting down, though.”


  I sighed deeply. “I don’t want to kill you. I don’t want to hit you.”


  He nodded. “Well, then, I imagine you’ve got a lot to say to me, at least.”


  I shook my head. “No,” I said, “not a lot, really. Just…thank you.”


  
 



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   FORTY-FIVE


   



  I still wasn’t sure what Bonz had hit me with—fist? knee?—but he’d definitely clocked me good, and I had both a grape-sized lump and a watermelon-sized headache to prove it. The ice pack Bonz made for me with a bathroom hand towel and some ice from Rantham’s freezer seemed to be helping. I had bloodied Bonz’s nose and left red marks on his face, but seeing as he’d already traded terrible blows with Grossi, who was a lot bigger and stronger than I, and had a bullet sear a four-inch-long trench across his arm, I seriously doubted my little punches would cause him to resort to an ice pack for comfort. I was right.


  After a few minutes with the ice pack, the throbbing in my brain diminished to a nagging little buzz, like a fly orbiting my head. I could live with that. But could I think clearly with it? I hoped so. I had to figure out the prayer clue Jake left with his dying words and then—


  “Holy shit,” I said.


  Bonz was at the sink in the bathroom but the door was open, so he heard me. “What?”


  “Bonz, that thing Jake said to you about me finding the answers in prayer?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You told me he said that right near the end, right before he died, right? Were those his very last words?”


  “Yeah, they were. Why?”


  I rose to my feet, ignored the fly buzzing around my head, and hurried across the room. “Follow me,” I said over my shoulder.


  In Rantham’s computer area, I dropped into the chair and moved the mouse, which killed a screen saver of swimsuit models and brought back the video of Jake’s death at Bonz’s hands, which was still on the screen. Before I hit the play button, I turned to Bonz.


  “Seeing this wasn’t pleasant for me, as you can imagine. I doubt it will be any fun for you. I’m going to fast forward to the part I want you to see.”


  I started the video and immediately hit the fast-forward button. I had to shift back to play mode a couple of times before zeroing in on the right place in the video. I pushed the pause button.


  I turned to Bonz. “Watch Jake’s mouth closely. He says something to you, just before you…you know.”


  I hit the play button again and the video resumed. Jake, in grainy black and white, mumbled something. I paused the video just as the black-and-white Bonz reached toward Jake. I turned to Bonz again.


  “Well?”


  He shook his head. He looked a little shaken. I didn’t plan to play the rest of the video for him.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Looks like he said just what I said he did. Play it again.”


  I rewound to the proper place, then hit play. As Jake mumbled silently on-screen, Bonz, beside me, mumbled along under his breath, “Find Charlie and tell him if he wants the answers, to turn to prayer.”


  “No!” I said. “There it was!” I was excited now. “He said something else, something more. On screen, it took Jake longer to say than it took you. There were too many syllables. Look closer, more carefully.”


  I rewound and played the segment again. “You’re right,” Bonz said. “Move.” I rose out of the chair and Bonz took my place. He leaned close to the screen. “Can you slow it down?”


  “No. Try again.”


  He watched it again, his eyes squinting intently at the black-and-white lips of my brother, lips that were black and blue when Bonz last saw them. “I might have it. One more time.”


  I rewound and hit play again. This time, Bonz spoke quietly along with the image. “Find Charlie and tell him if he wants the answers, to take the refuge offered by prayer.”


  “Take refuge? Are you sure?”


  “I’m positive. And not just from watching his lips, but I remember that now. ‘Take the refuge.’ I remember.”


  “Let’s watch it one more time.”


  We did. Bonz and I both said the words this time, along with the silently speaking Jake.


  “You’re right. He said ‘take the refuge,’ but there’s something else. You said, ‘take the refuge offered by prayer,’ but I think there might have been more there. Watch his lips. Does he say something more than that?”


  I played just the final few soundless words.


  I said, “You see that? It looked like he might have said more there. Did he say, ‘take the refuge offered by the Lord’s Prayer’? Could that be it?”


  Bonz was shaking his head, though not in denial but, rather, uncertainty. “I don’t know. He might have said that. I’m just not sure.”


  He reached for the mouse, hit the rewind button, then hit play. We watched it a final time.


  “Yes!” I said. “He said ‘the Lord’s Prayer.’ I’m sure of it!”


  Bonz looked up at me. “I think you’re right. I think that’s exactly what he said. ‘Find Charlie and tell him if he wants to find the answers—”


  I finished for him, “—to take the refuge offered by the Lord’s Prayer.” I smiled at Bonz and he looked like he might have smiled back. It was always hard to tell with him.


  “Of course, we still don’t know what that means,” I said, “but it’s something anyway. It’s more of a clue. Give me some time and I’ll work it out, I think.”


  Despite the circumstances, I found myself smiling, just a little. We seemed to be getting closer. Bonz wasn’t smiling, though. His eyes were on the computer screen again. He hadn’t hit the stop button after Jake’s final words. He watched himself reach out and twist Jake’s head, snapping his neck. I grabbed for the mouse but his hand closed over my wrist before I reached it. We watched Jake’s head fall to his chest. The image froze on Bonz’s face, just after he killed my brother. Bonz looked up at me.


  “Figure it out, Charlie,” he said. “Figure out what it means and let’s get these guys.”


  “I’m trying. I just need time to think.”


  But, as we found out seconds later, our time was nearly up.


  
 



   



   



   



   FORTY-SIX


   



  The cell phone vibrated in my pocket again. With Bonz watching, I took it out, flipped it open, and checked the caller ID this time. Lippincott again.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Is Bonzetti with you yet?”


  “Bonz?” I said. Bonz shook his head. “No, he’s out right now.”


  “Where?”


  “None of your business.”


  There was a pause. Lippincott clearly wasn’t used to being spoken to like this.


  “Did you watch the video, Charlie?”


  “I did.”


  “And?”


  “And Bonz killed my brother. I see that.”


  “And how does that make you feel?”


  “Fuck you, Mr. Lippincott.”


  “What I meant was, how does it make you feel toward your friend?”


  I paused, considering the best way to answer. “Confused.”


  “Betrayed?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Do you still trust him?”


  “I’m not sure I should.” It seemed like what Lippincott wanted to hear.


  “Does he know you know?”


  I hesitated only a fraction of a second, then said, “No.”


  “Good. Charlie, it’s time for you to come see us.”


  “Us?”


  He hesitated, then said, “Carmen Siracuse and me.”


  And there it was. Proof positive. “You guys been doing business for long, Lippincott?” I decided to drop the “Mister.”


  “As long as necessary,” he replied.


  “You piece of shit,” I said. “I trusted you. This city trusted you.”


  “It isn’t what you think, Charlie.”


  “Fuck you. I’m hanging up.”


  “No!” Something in the way he said it made me pause. Had that been panic in his voice? “Please, Charlie, listen to me. He’s got her.”


  “Who’s got who? Or whom? Oh, fuck you.” And then it hit me like an avalanche and my heart flash-froze into a chunk of ice in my chest. “Jessica? Siracuse has Jessica?”


  “He does. And he’ll hurt her. Maybe kill her.”


  Oh, God. My fault. It was my fault. I should have seen this coming. I should have figured Siracuse would do something like this. But, frankly, it never occurred to me that he’d kidnap his own partner’s daughter. Perhaps clutching at straws, I voiced that very doubt.


  “We’re not partners, Charlie!” Lippincott said, his voiced raised more than I’d ever heard it. He was rattled. “Not exactly.”


  “What the fuck are you then, exactly?” I was rattled, too.


  Before he could answer I heard a fumbling on the phone, then a different, cheerful voice said, “Hi, Charlie, it’s me. Uncle Carmen.”


  And it was. He had that strange, distinctive voice, his words slightly garbled by the tongue he’d lost a piece of decades ago.


  “You been a really bad boy, Charlie,” he said. “You killed Big Frank.” I didn’t bother correcting him. “I loved him, you know.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “well, sorry for your loss, Siracuse, but under the circumstances I can’t really bring myself to grieve for him. Or for your loss.”


  At my mention of Siracuse’s name, Bonz’s eyebrows rose.


  An angry silence hissed over the line, finally broken when Siracuse said, “Here’s how it’s going to work. You’re going to come see us and bring your friend Bonzetti with you. If you don’t, I take a poke at your girlfriend, then I let a dozen or so of my boys take a crack, then Hammer Grossi, who I think you’ve met, will get his chance to nail her—in more ways than one, if you catch my meaning. Cops will find her washed up on the bank of the Charles. She’ll be unrecognizable, Charlie, given what my boys’ll do to her, not including what a night in the river does to a person’s looks.”


  His words sliced me to the bone, but I steadied my voice. “Jessica broke things off with me when all this started. She dumped me when the going got rough, so as much as I’d rather not see her hurt, I can’t say I care enough anymore to put myself in danger for her. Sorry.”


  “Is that right?”


  “Sorry.”


  “Tell you what,” Siracuse said. I heard a rustling of paper. “Why don’t you go back to your computer wherever you are and go to the web address I’m gonna give you here.”


  “Why?”


  “Indulge me. I think it would be a good idea. Even if you don’t love Ms. Lippincott anymore, you just admitted you’d rather not see her hurt.”


  I squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I could, suppressed a curse, and said, “I’m at the computer. Now what.” I tried to sound unaffected.


  “Go to this web address.” He recited it and I typed it in and the computer connected to it. A moment later, the screen filled with a black-and-white video image, disturbingly similar to the one in which Bonz killed Jake. In fact, it looked to be the very same windowless, cinder-block room. There was a chair in the middle, as there had been in the video of Jake, only this chair was occupied by Jessica, my love. Her hands appeared to be bound behind her back. Her hair was a rat’s nest, like she’d been shaking her head violently from side to side. To her left stood Hammer Grossi, a white bandage covering his left ear, or what remained of it. The ubiquitous hammer hung at his side. What I was seeing ripped the air from my lungs. A few feet away stood Andrew Lippincott. He was looking at the camera, not even bothering to look at his daughter, whose panicked eyes silently pleaded with him to help her, to save her. In those eyes I saw bewilderment and the pain of bottomless betrayal. One look at those eyes and any doubt I had about her possible complicity in any of this was gone. I burned inside with shame at what I’d been thinking. And I burned with rage at the men in that room, the men doing this to her. That included Carmen Siracuse, of course, who stood off to one side of the room, a phone to his ear.


  “Charlie?” he said. “Are you there yet? Can you see us?” The video was slightly behind the sound I heard in the phone.


  “I can.”


  “Then you can see I’m not fucking around here, right?”


  “I don’t think you’d hurt—”


  Siracuse laughed and gave a hand signal to Grossi, who leaned over and punched Jessica in the face. I heard the blow over the phone a split second before I saw it. Her head snapped to the side and her eyes grew wider, terrified. My own head jerked on my neck as though it had been my jaw catching Grossi’s fist. On-screen, Jessica’s whole body began to shake. I thought Lippincott might have winced at the sound of the blow, but I couldn’t be certain. Bonz put a hand on my shoulder. Grossi raised his fist again.


  “Stop!” I yelled.


  “Daddy?!” I heard Jess’s voice over the phone, faint, but clear, filled with fear and confusion and anger. “Why don’t you do something to stop this, to help me? Why are you letting them—”


  Grossi hit her again and my heart clenched in my chest like a fist. Siracuse raised his hand and Grossi stepped casually back into his place, a small smile on his lips. Jessica’s head dropped to her chest. She was sobbing. I was shaking.


  Siracuse said to me, “I don’t think you’ve been completely honest with me, Counselor.”


  He raised a handheld tape recorder to the phone and pressed a button. I heard a click, followed by my own voice, sounding small and tinny. “I love you, too. And no doubt about it for me. Jessica, I’m going to beat this. I’m going to get my life back and we’ll start building a real life together. You and me. No more waiting. We’ll get married, buy a house, have kids, the whole thing. Because you were right the other day, we need to move forward. I need to move forward. I should have done so long ago. Anyway, I want you to know how much you mean to me, Jess, how much I love you, even if I haven’t always shown it. You’re the most important thing to me, and we’ll get our life back, our future. I swear to you.”


  I closed my eyes. He’d tapped her phone. Maybe even had Randy Deacon’s firm plant the bugs for him.


  “Jessica,” Siracuse said, holding the phone receiver toward her in the air, “you got anything you want to say to Charlie?”


  At my name, Jessica raised her head. I watched her take a few deep breaths, collecting herself. She sniffed loudly, then said, very calmly, “Don’t put yourself in danger for me, Charlie. Tell these people to fuck themselves. Tell them to—”


  Grossi stepped forward and Jessica recoiled from the blow she anticipated, one that didn’t fall, though, because Siracuse didn’t order it. Instead, the fat man said into the phone, “She’s got spirit, Charlie, I’ll give her that. Be a shame to see a girl like her floating dead in the river like garbage, don’t you think?”


  I sighed. “Even if I wanted to turn myself over to you, I couldn’t get Bonz to do the same. He owes nothing to Jessica or even to me.”


  “You’re a smart little fuck,” Siracuse said in his deceptively pleasant tone, “so trick him. I’m sure you’ll think of something. Tell him you figured everything out, you know where the tape is, and you’re going to get it. We’ll be waiting.”


  “But I do have the tape,” I said without thinking. Bonz raised his eyebrows again. I shrugged.


  My declaration gave Uncle Carmen pause.


  “Bullshit,” he said.


  “It’s true.”


  “You’re lying, you prick,” he said, the trademark affected pleasantness leaving his voice. “If you had the tape you’d have already been to the cops with it and they’d already be knocking on my door.”


  “I’m trying to decide how to best use it to my advantage. I might take it to the cops, if I think that’s the smart thing to do. But it might not be. I still have that nasty little murder charge hanging over my head, and a shit heap of evidence against me, courtesy of you guys.”


  He chuckled, “Oh, yeah. That’s right. So if you have the tape, you lying fuck, tell me what’s on it.”


  It was a reasonable question, one I really should have been prepared for if I was going to make this bluff, but I’d spoken rashly, trying to buy time, and I hadn’t had the chance to think it through very far. I took a breath and said, “Let’s just say you and Andrew Lippincott are on it, your, shall we say, distinctive voices—his deep baritone and your, uh, little speech issue coming across loud and clear—and you definitely wouldn’t want anyone else to hear it.”


  “Give me more, Beckham.”


  “Bite me, Siracuse.”


  “Fuck it, I’m gonna kill her right now.”


  “Go ahead. Then I definitely go to the cops.”


  He sucked air through his teeth for a second, then said, “You’re not a bad bluffer, Charlie, you know that? Okay, we want the tape. And we want Bonzetti. What do you want?”


  I thought about it. “Jessica. The evidence against me to disappear, as best you can. And I want a million dollars.” I threw in the dollar demand just for the hell of it.


  Siracuse laughed. “A million bucks, Counselor?”


  “I’m going to have to begin my life again, Siracuse, somewhere. I’ll need start-up money, right?”


  He thought things over for a few seconds, then said, “And you’ll give us Bonzetti?”


  I lied. “Sure. The bastard killed my brother. I owe him nothing.”


  Bonz’s eyebrows rose yet again.


  “You can get him to come to the meet?” Siracuse asked.


  “No problem.”


  Another few seconds of thinking, then, “I’ll give you half a million, you greedy shit, and not a dollar more. Now, when and where?”


  “Give me a number. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


  “Why not do it tonight?”


  “Because I hid the tape somewhere, in case you caught up with us, and I can’t get at it until tomorrow morning.” Siracuse said nothing, so I added, “But I dropped letters in the mail to three people—two friends, one reporter. They should get them in a day or two, telling them where they can find the tape, though not what’s on it. I tell you this just in case you have second thoughts about our deal.”


  Siracuse stewed for a moment, then said, “You got until ten a.m. Then you meet me at my warehouse in Charlestown.” He gave me the address, then added, “You don’t wanna see your girlfriend fucked blind by two dozen guys, Beckham, then dumped in a river with her skull full of nails. I know you don’t. So you do not want to fuck with me. Be there at ten in the morning and bring the tape and your pal Eddie, that disloyal, rotten fuck.”


  “Eddie?”


  “Bonzetti, you idiot.”


  Oh. I’d forgotten Bonz must have a first name. “Just make sure Jessica’s there,” I said. “And I want Lippincott there, too. Oh, and Siracuse…you don’t want to fuck with me, either.” I hung up, closing the phone with hands that I now noticed were shaking. I took a deep, shuddering breath, and let it out slowly


  Bonz gave me a minute to collect myself, then said, “They have Jessica?”


  I nodded and pressed my fists into my eyes.


  “Sorry, Charlie.”


  “Yeah.” I looked up at him. “Eddie Bonzetti?”


  “Why do you think I don’t use my full name?”


  I nodded and dropped my head into my hands.


  “I don’t want to add to your worries here,” Bonz said, “but now what? You told ’em we have the tape and, unless you figured out where it is in the past hour or so, you were lying.”


  “I was lying.”


  “So what’s the plan?”


  “I’m not sure. I was buying time. I’m starting to get an idea of what might be on that tape, but now I need the tape itself by ten a.m. tomorrow. I was just trying to stall by saying I couldn’t retrieve it until morning. I was hoping I could find it before then.”


  “If you can’t?”


  I looked up at him.


  “If I can’t, I think Jessica dies.”


  
 



   



   



   



   



   



   FORTY-SEVEN


   



  The alarm on my watch beeped and the day and I woke together, both of us in a thick fog. I’d gotten less than an hour of sleep and my mind was cloudy. I rubbed my eyes, rolled off the couch, and walked over to a window in Rantham’s apartment and looked outside. I was pretty sure dawn was breaking out there but it was hard to be sure, given the heavy blanket of fog covering the city.


  Last night had been chilly, the air moist, and when we’d arrived at Rantham’s place the sky already seemed to be promising fog for the morning. For once, the weather kept its promise and morning broke somewhere behind a curtain of haze.


  Because it had been so cold last night, Bonz and I decided to accept the kind hospitality of Rantham and Harwick and spend the night. Rantham, for one, was so gracious a host that we even untaped him once when he had to use the bathroom. The Big Bopper wasn’t as gracious, though, which led to us responding in kind, which led to Harwick spending the night where he’d landed after Bonz decked him, only now he was smelling pretty ripe. Rantham, on the other hand, spent the night taped but lying more comfortably on a blanket I’d laid out for him on the floor. Bonz took the only bed in the apartment. I sat on the couch and thought. And thought. Bonz offered to sit with me, let me bounce ideas off him, but I wanted to be alone with the facts we knew. I held the puzzle pieces up in my mind, examining their shapes from all angles, trying to fit them together. I ran Jake’s last words through my mind—“Find Charlie and tell him if he wants to find the answers to take the refuge offered by the Lord’s Prayer.” After I listened to those words play in a continuous loop for a while, I reluctantly silenced them and thought about the Lord’s Prayer itself. “Our Father, who art in heaven….” After a dozen or so times through, I set the prayer aside, threaded my mental projector, and showed the images I’d burned into memory at Saint John’s—all the places Jake could have hidden the tape. Four hours later, I closed my eyes and fell asleep, no closer to figuring out the tape’s location.


  Less than an hour later, the alarm on my watch woke me. I was the only one awake in the apartment. Because I didn’t want to listen to pleas or threats or just plain whining from our friends, I stepped quietly into the kitchen for a glass of orange juice, then quietly to the bathroom, where I showered away the grime the city had deposited on me since my last shower, which seemed like a month ago. After getting dressed, I dropped back onto the couch and, as I’d done most of the night, I just sat and thought. As I sat, Bonz woke, ate, and threatened Rantham and Harwick. And still I sat, thinking until, finally, the time had come for us to leave. I had to meet Siracuse at ten o’clock in Charlestown. Rantham’s and Harwick’s hospitality never seemed to cease, as it took very little persuasion to get them to loan us their cell phones—seeing as the battery in Randy Deacon’s phone was just about gone—and even their cars. I took Rantham’s, a Honda Civic, and Bonz took Harwick’s Camaro. We promised to call them later to tell them where they could find their cars and phones. Then we put tape across their mouths and promised to call the building super in a few hours and tell him to go to Rantham’s apartment to cut them loose. The very last thing Bonz did was to advise the men, in very strong terms, what a huge mistake they’d be making if they spoke to the police about our visit.


  Bonz and I drove separately away from Jamaica Plain, through a fog so thick we could have been driving on the surface of Venus, if the physics of the universe would allow it, and I wouldn’t have known the difference. The sea of white around me lent an unreal atmosphere to the morning, a day already surreal because I was driving to meet the head of the Italian Mafia, a man who believed I’d had a hand in killing his closest friend, a man who I knew wanted to torture me, eventually to death. What should I have expected on such a day? Sunshine and bluebirds?


   



   



  As instructed, I pulled up in front of a warehouse on Medford Street in Charlestown. I got out of the car, didn’t bother to lock it, and crossed the sidewalk to the warehouse. There was a big roll-up door, closed at the moment, and beside it, a smaller door, through which I walked. Inside I saw men moving crates around. I figured they were filled with drugs and hookers, the latter of which I hoped had been given the benefit of air holes. Just inside, to the right of the door, was one of Siracuse’s men. It was the guy with the fat, dark mole by his nose, the one I’d seen at the charity dinner. He frisked me, found Rantham’s cell phone and pocketed it. I hadn’t bothered to bring along my Swiss Army knife. Mole Man pulled open my shirt, unbuttoned my pants and yanked them down to my knees, then did the same with my boxer briefs. I turned my head and coughed but he didn’t seem to get my joke. He gave me a second to redress myself, then shoved me toward an office door.


  Inside, Carmen Siracuse’s bulk was squeezed into a chair behind a plain wooden desk. He had a quarter of a breakfast sandwich in his hand and the other three-quarters in his mouth. Hammer Grossi sat in a chair in the corner, his wide-set eyes dark and dull, a white bandage enveloping what remained of his left ear, his teeth violently attacking a stick of gum. Andrew Lippincott sat in a chair in front of the desk, looking smaller than I remembered him. His hands were folded demurely in his lap.


  “Sit down,” Siracuse said around a mouthful of egg, bacon, and bagel. It wasn’t a request. I took the chair beside Lippincott’s. “Where’s Bonzetti?” With his speech permanently altered by his damaged tongue, it sounded like, “Wherth Bontheddi?”


  “Where’s Jessica?” I asked.


  “Where’s Bonzetti?” he repeated. “And the tape?” He looked up at the Mole Man, who was standing in the doorway, and said, “He have a tape on him?”


  “No, Uncle Carmen.”


  “Anything at all on him?”


  “Just this.” He held up Rantham’s cell phone and put it on top of a file cabinet near the door.


  Siracuse looked at me. “Where’s the fucking tape, Beckham?” All pretense was gone. Good old Uncle Carmen, the jolly mobster, everybody’s favorite Mafia don, had disappeared, as if Siracuse had slipped off a Halloween mask. The cold gangster he really was sat in front of me, glaring malevolently at me.


  “Do you think I’m stupid, Siracuse? You think I’d come waltzing in here and hand you my only leverage, my only defense?”


  “So where is it?”


  “Bonz has it. He’ll bring it when I call him and tell him to.”


  And there was our plan. Our great plan. Because I couldn’t figure out where the tape really was, I’d pretend we had it and then, when the time was right, I’d call Bonz and, instead of the tape, he’d bring the cops to us, telling them that they’d capture Charlie Beckham, wanted murderer. He’d already been in contact with them, told them to be ready, that he’d call later with more specific information. My hope was that they’d save Jessica and arrest Siracuse and Lippincott on kidnapping charges. It was a lousy plan, really, in several respects. First, it was risky. I had to convince Siracuse and Lippincott that we really had the tape, which I wasn’t sure I could do, then hope the cops arrived before my deception was exposed. Second, while my plan might save Jessica’s life, it landed me behind bars with little hope of proving my innocence. I certainly couldn’t expect Siracuse or Lippincott to have a change of heart and confess to the frame on me. No, all that strong evidence against me would remain and I’d likely go to jail. But, if by some miracle the plan worked, at least Jessica would be safe. And Siracuse wouldn’t get Bonz.


  “And Bonzetti’s just gonna walk in here and let us grab him?” Siracuse said.


  “I convinced him that all you want is the tape. He thinks he’s splitting the money with me.”


  “Well, when I have the tape, you’ll have your girlfriend. Oh, yeah, and the half a million.”


  Something in the way he said the part about the money, like it was a joke, erased any doubt I had that he intended to kill us all—Jessica, Bonz, and me. “Let me see her now.”


  “No.”


  I stared at him. He stared back while stuffing the rest of his sandwich into his mouth. Damn it. Bonz was in the area, of course, ready to call the cops again, but he couldn’t do so until we knew where Jessica was being held. I’d hoped she’d be in this building, but didn’t expect that to be the case. That would have been stupid on Siracuse’s part, and the man was a lot of things, very few of them good things, but he wasn’t stupid.


  He swallowed his sandwich and said, “So you found the tape, huh?”


  “I did.”


  “Good for you. Where was it?”


  “None of your business.”


  Siracuse nodded, licking grease off his fingers.


  “I think you’re a fucking liar. I think you’re stalling for something. And I think you and your bitch are dead.”


  I took a deep breath, hoped no one could hear the thundering, marching-band-bass-drum beating of my heart, and began to bluff. I’d pieced together what I could and hoped I could describe it in sufficient detail to make them think I had the tape, but vaguely enough not to give away that I didn’t.


  “You killed Tommy Lippincott, Siracuse, a six-year-old boy with severe autism. And what’s worse, this disgusting shit bag—” I tipped my head toward Lippincott “—paid you to do it. He paid you to kill his own autistic son because he wanted him dead and didn’t have the balls to do it himself. So he picked a punk he’d put away, one who’d just gotten out of jail, a punk he knew would do what he wanted, and he got him a job at St. Michael’s Hospital.” I turned to Lippincott. “The city loved the ‘DA with a heart,’ the District Attorney who helped ex-cons he’d sent to jail get a new start in life, never suspecting how black your true motives were.” I looked at Siracuse again. “And after you worked at St. Michael’s for a little while, you killed poor little autistic Tommy Lippincott in his sleep. Framed some poor brain-sick teenager for the murder.”


  Lippincott sucked in a deep breath and said, “He’s got it, Carmen. He’s got the tape.”


  Inside, I let out a sigh of relief so big that, if it hadn’t been only in my mind, it would have been of sufficient force to blow Siracuse’s considerable bulk off his chair and onto his considerable ass. As I’d worked on it in my head this morning, the pieces started to fall together. Siracuse and Lippincott working together to find the tape, implying they were both incriminated on it. Big Frank D’Amico saying what I’d come to believe was more chilling that I’d first thought. What I think he was trying to say was, “Michael, kill, kid,” meaning “St. Michael’s,” and “kill,” which, of course, is what was done to Lippincott’s “kid.” Jake’s margin notes also fit. He wanted to obtain “time records” of “Mike’s”—that is, St. Michael’s—presumably to verify that Siracuse had been scheduled to work on that night in 1976 when Tommy was murdered. And his second note, written just after the first, “B.B. 2/76” clearly referred to the February, 1976, Boston Beacon puff piece about Lippincott, which mentioned his getting Siracuse a job at St. Michael’s. The article appeared five weeks before Tommy Lippincott’s murder.


  Of course, though it all seemed to fit, there was a chance I was wrong about some or all of it, maybe something small but telling, a crucial detail, which is why I’d remained as vague as I realistically could. There’d been a lot of bluff that went into my performance. Apparently, I’d been right enough.


  I looked at Siracuse and said, “And you framed a poor, mentally handicapped, thirteen-year-old kid for the murder, tearing off a piece of the kid’s pajama sleeve and stuffing it into Tommy’s mouth in his sleep, suffocating him.” I was careful how I said this. I didn’t know if the plan to frame the kid had been discussed on the tape. Once I’d put together the idea of the murder for hire, I went back into the Beacon’s story archives and found the one about the murder of DA Lippincott’s autistic son at the hands of another mentally handicapped patient. The story mentioned the sleeve, which sewed things up nicely for the police. But because I didn’t know if Siracuse and Lippincott had discussed on the tape the idea of framing the kid for the murder, I didn’t want to sound as though I’d gotten the information from the tape. Instead, I merely acted disgusted about their decision to frame a poor, addle-brained teenager for murder—an act that wasn’t hard for me to pull off.


  “And,” I added, “the beauty of the tape is how obvious it is who the speakers are.” I looked at Lippincott again. “Your deep, soothing voice is famous, Lippincott. And Siracuse, nobody could mistake your voice for anyone else’s, not with that giant chunk of tongue missing.”


  Siracuse regarded me with emotionless, black eyes, cold cobra’s eyes in a fat frog’s face.


  “You ever wonder what happened to that kid you framed?” I asked him.


  It was Lippincott who answered, matter-of-factly. “He hanged himself four years later in a psychiatric ward for violent juvenile offenders diagnosed with mental issues.”


  “So Bonz has the tape now?” Siracuse asked, all business, no trace of emotion for Tommy, whose life he ended at the tender age of six, or for the sick kid he framed, whose already ruined life he made more miserable until the poor wretch killed himself before he made it out of his teens.


  As repulsed as I was by the callousness of those around me, I had to breathe another mental sigh of relief. They hadn’t pressed me for details. Frankly, I didn’t even know if the tape was of a phone call or a face-to-face conversation. What I figured was that Lippincott had wanted to hire Siracuse, the violent punk, to kill his son, and hadn’t figured him to be smart enough to tape the conversation. But Siracuse wasn’t as stupid as Lippincott had hoped. Though he was no genius, either. Somehow, a copy of the tape Siracuse had made had gotten away from him. Seeing as there is no statute of limitations on murder, both Siracuse and Lippincott desperately needed that tape to disappear. Of course, the tape itself was proof only of a conspiracy to commit murder for hire, and the teenager had been convicted long ago for the murder, but the tape would get people thinking, and digging again, and maybe even considering exhumation of Tommy Lippincott’s body to see what it revealed. A trip back through the evidence box from the murder might be enlightening, too. Maybe the ripped pajama sleeve had some of Siracuse’s DNA on it. You never know. They can do things these days they couldn’t back in 1976. It would help, too, that the time records of St. Michael’s employees on the night of the murder, the records Jake had reminded himself in his notes to obtain, would likely put Siracuse at the scene of the murder on the night it took place. Certainly, this all was enough to scare Lippincott, an experienced prosecutor, which meant it had to scare the hell out of Siracuse.


  “Yup, Bonz has the tape,” I said, stone-cold bluffing.


  “And you didn’t make a copy?”


  I probably should have anticipated the question but I hadn’t, so I hesitated, which Siracuse took to mean that we had, in fact, made a copy.


  “You little shit,” he said. “Why the fuck would I want to pay for the tape when you’ll be running around out there with a copy?”


  “Because that original’s been a thorn in your side for more than a dozen years and you need to get your fat hands on it so it can’t find its way into general circulation.”


  “I need both tapes.”


  “I’ll ask again, Siracuse, you think I’m stupid? You think I believe you’ll let Jessica and me walk away, with half a million of your dollars, no less, after we give you the only copies of the tape? Jesus, you think that, you’re the one who’s stupid.”


  I think Siracuse clenched his jaw in anger. It was hard to see the muscle working under the sagging flesh of his cheek, but it looked that way to me. “And if you do walk away with the money and a copy of the tape, I’m supposed to believe you won’t go to the cops with it?”


  “Look,” I said, “you guys have ruined my life. Even if you keep your word and destroy as much of the evidence of Angel’s murder as you can, the evidence you created to point to me, I’m not in the clear. He’s still dead and I was covered in his blood. I could still go to jail. I’d much rather go to a Caribbean island with my girl and five hundred grand.”


  Siracuse frowned. “Both tapes, you fuck, or no deal. You die here and now.”


  I pretended to think about it for a moment. Frankly, since I didn’t have the tape anyway, I could have just told him what he wanted to hear, but that might have been suspicious. Only a fool would have given him the only copy of the tape, if that fool really had it, which I didn’t. “I’ll give you the original to prove we really have it and, once I’ve safely disappeared, I’ll destroy the copy and send you the pieces. And you have my word that I won’t make any more copies.” Siracuse stared at me in silence. “Look, Siracuse, I don’t want any more trouble with you. I want to start my new life with Jess and put all this behind me.”


  He regarded me a moment longer, then said, “And Bonzetti? You’ll just leave him to us?”


  “Who gives a shit about Bonzetti? He killed my brother. You can have him.”


  Siracuse appeared to be thinking about the revised deal I’d offered him. I was praying he’d hand me a phone and so I could tell Bonz to bring the tape to us. While I was waiting for him to decide, Lippincott said relatively calmly, “We have no choice, Carmen. We need the tape.”


  I turned to Lippincott. “You disgust me, Lippincott. You had your own son murdered. The kid was autistic, could barely function, from what I understand, and you had him disposed of like garbage.”


  “You don’t know how it was, Charlie. You couldn’t understand.”


  “And how was it? How can you justify your actions?”


  “The results justify my actions.”


  “What the hell does that mean?”


  Lippincott rubbed something from one of his manicured nails and said, “Thomas’s care was expensive. Insurance covered only so much. I had a wife to care for, a daughter—a normal daughter—to provide for. Thomas was a drain on our finances. He was bringing our family to ruin.”


  “He was your son.”


  “He was a potted plant,” Lippincott said coldly. “He wasn’t a son to me. Or to his mother. He wasn’t a brother to his little sister. He sat in his own little world, rocking back and forth, sucking up all our money. All my wife’s attention. He was a black hole, devoid of personality, incapable of affection, of interaction, of adding the least bit of value to this world. He was a negative force, at best, and the world is better off without him. And sitting there in silence, seeing and hearing nothing, he was better off without the world.” I sat in stunned silence. “Our family thrived after he was gone. Well, my wife may have died a year and a half later, but Jessica and I thrived. I could afford to give her what she needed, send her to private schools, to a good college and graduate program. I couldn’t have done those things if that—if Thomas—had lived.”


  I couldn’t recognize the man speaking. I’d known him for eleven years, worked with him for eleven years, dined with him on occasion, watched him perform magic in court, learned my profession from him…yet, at that moment, I couldn’t for the life of me recognize him. How could a man so brilliant delude himself so completely? Convince himself of the rightness, the goodness, of his actions? He’d paid someone to snuff the life out of his autistic child, a child he claimed to believe was better off dead, but he couldn’t bring himself to put the child out of his “misery” himself, so he arranged it so the boy’s last seconds of life were spent with a soulless stranger, a punk who would kill for money. I thought about what Jessica had told me about how her father had been something of a wreck for nearly a year after Tommy died. Everyone assumed he was the loving father, grieving hard for his lost boy. In fact, I figured, he’d been laboring under the staggering weight of the guilt he carried, wrestling his demon conscience, until he’d finally closed the door on his son, walled off any remnant tenderness he may have had for the boy, if he ever had any, and constructed the fantasy he now told himself. With that fantasy in place, he could rejoin the world, throw himself back into his work with renewed vigor, which Jessica told me he had done.


  I shook my head in disgust and turned to Siracuse, who was watching our exchange impassively. “And let me guess,” I said. “You informed the good DA of the tape you’d made and you’ve been blackmailing him ever since, even though a copy somehow slipped from your fingers.” I knew that Jake had gotten his copy from someone who had blackmailed Siracuse right up until the blackmailer, whose identity Siracuse never learned, died of throat cancer. But Siracuse probably found the trade to be an acceptable one. He gave money to a blackmailer, which may have galled him, but he, in turn, was blackmailing one of the most powerful figures in the Massachusetts justice machine.


  Siracuse smiled. Yellow egg was stuck between some of his teeth. “Yeah, Lippincott here has been pretty fucking useful over the years. Tip-offs about searches, arrests, indictments, wiretaps, all sorts of good shit. I was a punk kid, just out of jail, when I made that tape. Now look at me. I run this town. And I can honestly say I don’t know where I’d be today without Andrew’s help.”


  Lippincott winced almost imperceptibly beside me.


  Siracuse said, “You look like you got gas, Lippincott. Don’t look at me like that, like you’re better than me, you fuck. It’s not like you didn’t profit from the deal.”


  I looked at Lippincott, who started to drop his eyes but at the last second held my gaze. “I wouldn’t say I profited personally, Carmen. This city profited.”


  “How so?” I couldn’t help but ask.


  Siracuse shrugged. “Oh, I gave Lippincott a lot of help. I tipped him off, gave him info on activities of guys in the other families—the Russians, the micks—and he’d put the poor saps away. I even gave up a few of my own guys—nobody important, you understand—just so’s it wouldn’t look like he was ignoring us, you know? Sometimes my guys had to plant evidence, to make sure things went smoothly in court, and we’d tell Lippincott where to find it. We helped in other ways, too. Maybe he’d tell me about pain-in-the-ass witnesses and—hey, what did you call them?”


  I answered for Lippincott. “Exculpatory witnesses.”


  Siracuse snapped his sausage fingers. “Right. Exculpatory. Anyway, maybe we’d threaten ’em so their memories weren’t so good. Or maybe we’d have to do a little more. Maybe sometimes we’d even have to get rid of ’em. Whatever was necessary. We did what we could to help our favorite prosecutor.”


  I looked at my former boss. “You let all this happen? You condoned it?”


  “I didn’t have a choice, Charlie,” Lippincott said. “Carmen had the tape. I would have gone to jail. And if that happened, I wouldn’t have been able to continue my work in court. At least I negotiated for something in return.”


  “Hey,” Siracuse said, pretending to sound hurt, “I could have told him to fuck himself. I could have been greedy. I could have just squeezed his balls, made him give me what I wanted, and left it at that. But I decided to help him out some, too.”


  I said, “Knowing full well, of course, that the better Lippincott did professionally, the higher he rose, the better off you’d be, too. The more useful he’d be to you.”


  Siracuse smiled. “That was an added benefit, sure.”


  “They were guilty, Charlie,” Lippincott said. “Every one. That’s the important thing. They were all guilty. I just needed to be able to prove it. And I did. So you see, it really was all for the best. My arrangement with Carmen allowed me to send a lot of criminals to jail—first when I was DA and later when I became U.S. Attorney—criminals I might not otherwise have put away.”


  I realized that I’d probably been right. Lippincott did indeed hate Carmen Siracuse. The acid in his voice when he spoke of him over the years, the hard look in his eyes at the mention of Siracuse’s name, they were real. But Lippincott hated Siracuse not because of what he was or what he stood for, but because the mob boss was blackmailing him. I doubted that Lippincott would have made his deal with the Devil if he’d felt he had a choice. But, having signed in blood on the dotted line, having been forced to commit criminal acts and unforgivable ethical violations, having betrayed the public trust to a staggering degree, he’d managed to convince himself that he’d done it all for the good of the people. Lippincott always was a persuasive man. It seemed that even he wasn’t immune to his own powers of persuasion.


  “And Charlie,” he said, “you yourself benefited from this association, though you may not have known it. You unwittingly used information, evidence Carmen provided to me, in your own prosecutions. Those same prosecutions that made you a star with the District Attorney’s office and paved your way into the USA’s office.”


  “Bullshit,” I said.


  Siracuse just smiled.


  “It’s true,” Lippincott said. “In fact, a lot of what we’ve put together on Vasily Redekov over the years we’ve gotten because of Carmen. Hell, half the tips that came into the task force were called in by members of the Siracuse family.”


  I looked at Siracuse. He shrugged. “Like I said, whatever I can do to help…”


  “And eliminate the competition,” I said.


  Siracuse chuckled.


  “And it didn’t bother you that your methods were illegal as hell,” I said to Lippincott.


  “With Carmen’s help,” he said, “we’ve taken a lot of scum off the streets, made this city a safer, better place to be. You and I both have, Charlie.”


  “Don’t drag me into your sewer, Lippincott,” I said. “The ends don’t necessarily justify the means, not in our line of work. You know that.” I shook my head in disbelief but decided not to deliver a primer on Constitutional rights. “And I think you said a minute ago that you didn’t profit personally from all this, is that right?” I heard Siracuse chuckle. “How about all your uncanny investments? The ones that made you rich? None came from illegal tips from Uncle Carmen here?”


  Lippincott sniffed haughtily. “I’m a public servant. I perform a very valuable service to the commonwealth and I’m inadequately compensated in return. Any financial advice I received was well deserved and hurt no one.”


  I wondered if the planet Lippincott inhabited had one moon or two. I realized that he felt forced into his bargain with Siracuse, but though the mob boss may have held the reins and the riding crop and Lippincott wore the saddle, they both climbed, together, to the pinnacles of their fields.


  I said to Lippincott, “So you personally recruited me from law school to the DA’s office. Why?”


  “It certainly wasn’t because of your slightly-above-average performance in law school,” Lippincott replied. “I did it to keep an eye on you. You know what they say about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer. I got lucky when you turned out to be an excellent lawyer.”


  “So you figured you could keep tabs on me, spy on me, direct my work away from Siracuse specifically, even though I insisted on working on organized crime cases in general.”


  “That’s about right.”


  “It was my idea, actually,” Siracuse said. “I told Lippincott to hire you.”


  “It made sense to me,” Lippincott said, perhaps trying to save face.


  “And what about Angel Medina?” I asked. “You hired him just to get close to me, too? To pretend to be my friend? To spy on me?”


  Siracuse laughed. “Well, not really, no. He was your friend at first, I guess. But we offered him a good deal to use your friendship to poke around in your life, question you about your brother, stuff he might have left for you, shit like that. Now and then he’d search your place when you weren’t around, looking for the tape. The kid was pretty good, huh? I mean, he didn’t get us what we wanted, but you thought you guys were best buds, right, Beckham? And he served his purpose in the end, I guess, taking a bullet in the face for us.”


  I shook my head, wondering how much he’d paid Angel to betray me, to drink my beer with one hand while jam-twisting a knife into my back with the other. I said, “Listen, I’m finding it a little tough to breathe in here with all the shit you guys are spewing, so why don’t you get Jessica ready to travel, put my half million bucks in a briefcase, and give me back my cell phone so I can call Bonz and tell him to bring the tape.”


  Siracuse nodded and said, “Fine with me, Beckham. Let’s get this shit over with.”


  My God. I was going to pull it off. I looked at Siracuse’s fat face and smiled inside with satisfaction. I looked at Lippincott and…didn’t like the look I saw in his shrewd gray eyes. He was studying me suddenly. I could almost feel his mind reaching into mine, mental fingers probing the folds of my brain, searching, searching…


  He said, “Before you do what he says, Carmen, I have just one question for Charlie.”


  I held my breath.


  “How much did I pay Carmen?”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s on the tape, which you’ve clearly listened to. So…how much did I pay him to kill Thomas?”


  And I was so close. I’m sorry, Jessica.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   



   FORTY-EIGHT


   



  “Sounds like a pretty fucking simple question, Beckham,” Siracuse said. “How much did Lippincott pay me to kill his kid?”


  I swallowed but said nothing.


  “Beckham?” Siracuse said.


  “I don’t remember,” I said finally. “It’s not the most intriguing part of the tape.”


  Siracuse loosed a hearty laugh, like he’d just watched an old lady fall down some stairs and shatter her hip. His eyes were watering he was laughing so hard. His chins were rippling. Finally, he wiped his eyes and let out a satisfied sigh. “Jesus, I was wrong before, Beckham. You’re a pretty good bluffer. I said it last night and I’ll say it again. You got big, fucking balls, I’ll give you that. You had me there. Lippincott’s a pretty smart fuck and you almost had him, too.” He chuckled a final time.


  “I have the tape, Siracuse.”


  “Bullshit. If you had the tape, you’d know exactly what Lippincott paid me, and you wouldn’t even have to think about it. In fact, you’d have already mentioned it here, while you were prancing around the room on your high horse a few minutes ago, spouting about me killing the poor little brain-damaged kid, you’d definitely have voiced your disgust at how little I charged Lippincott to snuff the little shit, how I offed him for a mere fifty bucks. Yeah, I think you’d remember that, wouldn’t you, Counselor? How for just two Jacksons and a Hamilton I suffocated a six-year-old retard?”


  I said nothing. What could I say? I’d blown it.


  Siracuse laughed. “Shit, Beckham, I really gotta hand it to you. You had me going.” He laughed again. Uncle Carmen, the lovable Mafia don, was back. “And you know what I think? I think bluffing runs in your family. I think your brother was bluffing, too, when he told us about his little plan to protect you. With the shit you’re going through now, I bet if there really was a plan, it would’ve kicked in because whoever has the tape might think we’re involved in your troubles lately. Might think he could help you out if he released the tape. So I think that brilliant plan of your brother’s was nothing but horseshit he was slinging to save your ass.”


  “You don’t know that for sure,” I said lamely.


  Siracuse shook his head. “Man, you got any idea how many times over the years I said, ‘Fuck it, let’s haul the kid brother in, let Grossi have a go at him, see what he knows?’ But this candy ass—” he tipped his head toward Lippincott “—was always worried about your brother’s plan. So instead, I’ve had to pay a bunch of private dicks for thirteen fucking years, and this Angel kid for four years, and I had people reading reports about everything you did, everywhere you went, every time you took a shit. Christ.”


  “You were worried about Jake Beckham’s plan, too, Carmen,” Lippincott said.


  Siracuse shrugged. “Hell, we left Charlie alone and the tape stayed hidden, so it seemed like the brother might have been telling the truth. Still, Lippincott, if it hadn’t been for you, I would have ended this shit a long time ago.”


  Lippincott looked at me. “I extended your life by years, Charlie.”


  I replied, “Let me borrow Grossi’s hammer a second and I’ll thank you like you deserve.”


  “So let’s see now,” Siracuse said, smiling. “No tape to protect you. No plan to protect you. No Bonzetti here to protect you. And you sitting there knowing way too much. I guess you’re fucked, Beckham. You’re dead. And Bonzetti? We’ll catch up to him soon enough. I got a thousand eyes on the street looking for that ugly, scar-faced fuck. So he’s as good as dead, too. And, I guess, so’s your girlfriend.”


  Beside me, Lippincott tensed in his chair. “Carmen?”


  “No choice,” Siracuse said. “Not anymore. Blame Beckham here. It’s his fault.”


  I expected Lippincott to stand up and threaten Siracuse, threaten him with exposure, with all the evidence he’d accumulated against Siracuse over the years, with all the forces of justice he could bring to bear. Instead, after a moment, he nodded in resignation, like he’d just done the math himself and had to agree with Siracuse’s answer.


  “That’s it?” I said. “You’re going to sit there and let him kill your daughter now?”


  “It can’t be helped,” Lippincott said as if he truly believed it. “She knows too much. She’d never keep quiet. And if she goes to the authorities, exposes us, exposes me, well, then all the good I’ve done will be undone.”


  Somewhere during that speech Lippincott had ceased to be human to me. I don’t know what he’d become—monster, alien, demon—but it wasn’t a member of the species to which I belong.


  “Don’t you see, Charlie?” he continued. “They’ll go back through all my convictions, looking for impropriety. Who knows how many lowlifes would get their convictions overturned. The streets of this city would fill with the scum of the earth. And going forward? Think of that. I’d be in jail instead of where I belong, in my position as USA, with Carmen feeding me information, information with which I could continue to send countless deserving criminals to jail. You get it, Charlie? If Jessica lives, if you live, all the good I’ve done, all the good I still have ahead of me to do, would be gone. As much as I love my daughter, that’s a trade I can’t make in good conscience. My sense of duty to the people is just too strong.”


  “What kind of coward are you? You wanted your son dead but didn’t have the guts to do it yourself, so you paid a punk to kill him. Now, you’d stand by and watch that same scumbag kill your daughter just so you can stay out of jail.” Lippincott opened his mouth but I pressed on. “You pretend to be acting in the public interest but the fact is, you’re afraid of going to jail, afraid of having your name dragged through the mud. You’re so afraid that you’d rather let your daughter be murdered than face those things.”


  Lippincott looked at me with eyes that honestly couldn’t understand why I was having difficulty with his reasoning. I figured that was the product of decades of telling himself over and over, in the dark of night, in the darkest part of his mind, perhaps screaming into the darkest corners of his heart, that he had done, and was doing, the right thing. I shook my head and turned to Siracuse.


  “If millions of people are right, and there’s a hell, you’ve got a first-class ticket. You know that, don’t you?”


  “I don’t think so,” he said. “I actually go to confession every week. Say the Hail Mary a few times, the Our Father a few times, and I’m clean.”


  I was about to tell him that that wasn’t the way it worked when I paused. I replayed in my head what I’d just heard. And it hit me. “Our Father.” I’d said these words a hundred times just since I woke up that morning. But there was something about the way he said it with that speech impediment of his that flipped a switch in my head. A streak of light shot across my mind, dazzlingly bright. It shone on a memory for a moment, a fact I’d stored, and a second later, it shot off in another direction, leaving a trail of fire in its wake, until the light illuminated another fact, and another, and the path lay before me in my mind, burning bright, shining out of the darkness, like someone had poured gasoline in a line along the ground, dropped a match, and whoosh.


  This all took place in the span of seconds. Some change in my facial expression must have taken place because Lippincott said, “Charlie, what’s the matter?”


  I barely heard him. I now knew exactly where to find Jake’s tape. Now I had to figure out how to use that information to save my life, and Jessica’s. And I had to do it fast.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   FORTY-NINE


   



  “You having a stroke or something, Beckham?” Siracuse asked. “What the fuck’s the matter with you?”


  I knew without a doubt where Jake had hidden the tape. I needed a new plan. I needed to think of a way…


  “Look at him,” Siracuse said, “he’s losing it. He’ll piss himself in a second.” His voice sounded very far away to me.


  I was trying to block out that voice, the eyes staring at me, and concentrate, concentrate on things I knew, things I remembered seeing, things I’d forgotten until then that I’d seen, things I’d stored in my mind with my unusually powerful memory.


  “Lippincott,” Siracuse said, “give him a shove or something. See if he’s still alive.”


  And then, suddenly, I had it all. All the dots were connected. I had a plan. It was a long shot, of course, but my odds in this had never been good anyway. But while the plan I’d arrived with entailed saving Jessica while I ended up in jail—a plan, by the way, that was no longer even a viable option—my new plan carried with it a faint promise of nearly total victory for me. If it worked, of course. But if I was a betting man I’d have bet my life against it working—that is, if I wasn’t already betting my life that it would work.


  “Charlie?” Lippincott said.


  I shook my head as if to clear it. “Sorry about that. I was just thinking.”


  “Oh, yeah?” Siracuse said, smiling. “About what?”


  “About how excited the authorities are going to be when Bonz gives them the tape.”


  Lippincott looked confused. Siracuse looked annoyed. “Shut the fuck up, Beckham. You already tried that one. Didn’t work, remember?”


  “I admit that I don’t have the tape.”


  “No shit.”


  “But Bonz does. Or he will, very soon.”


  Siracuse shook his head and his jowls swung pendulously. “Lousy bluff, Beckham. You were better than that before.”


  “I’m not bluffing,” I bluffed. “The tape will be in our hands in two hours. If I’m not there to meet him, Bonz will get it himself. And he knows that if I’m not there, then something bad happened to me and he goes straight to the cops.”


  “You’re starting to bore me, Beckham, and piss me off, because you’re wasting my fucking time. If you knew where the tape is you’d already have it. So I’m gonna stop this horseshit.” He turned to Grossi, whose eyes lit up as he did. “Take this shithead outta here and do whatever—”


  “Shut the fuck up, Siracuse, and listen to me, or you’ll be spending the rest of your life in jail getting your fat ass boned by all the goons you worked with Lippincott to put away over the years.” I had to be as cocky as I could, piss him off, if necessary, or he’d never swallow my story. “Think you’re popular on the outside? You’ll be the belle of the fucking ball on the inside. Your dance card will be full all day and all night.”


  He was glaring, the animal in his eyes full of fury. But he said nothing. We were fully seated at the poker table now, staring at each other across green felt, looking for signs that the other was holding a winning hand or a collection of mismatched junk.


  Lippincott broke the silence. “Charlie, if you think—”


  “Shut up,” Siracuse said without taking his eyes from me. Lippincott did as ordered. “Like I said a second ago, and like I said last night, if you knew where the tape is, you’d have already gone to the cops. You’re bluffing.”


  “Well, you’re right, in part. I was bluffing. At least I was when we talked last night. But I’m not anymore. I figured out where the tape is. Unfortunately, it finally came to me when it was time to leave to come here. So I sent Bonz to get it. As I said, I told him I’d meet him there at noon.” I consulted my watch. “That’s less than two hours from now. He’ll wait for me a while, but if I don’t show he’ll just retrieve it himself and go straight to the cops.”


  “Just figured it out this morning, huh? Convenient.”


  “Not for me, it wasn’t. I’d rather have had the tape in my hands before I came here.”


  Siracuse regarded me over his figurative poker hand.


  “So where is it, then?” he asked.


  “I don’t think so,” I said. “If you kill me, and Jessica, that tape makes it to the authorities, with a copy going to every major newspaper and news station in Boston.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “I don’t care. Take a chance that I’m lying, you bag of shit, and see what happens. Both of you. I’m already good and screwed, but you guys, you guys have it all right now. And that’s a lot to lose.” I glanced briefly at Lippincott before returning my gaze to Siracuse.


  Lippincott cleared his throat and said, “Carmen, maybe we should—”


  “Shut your fucking mouth, Lippincott, or I’ll have Grossi nail it shut, you got it?” He leaned back in his chair and folded his pudgy hands across his big gut. “If this is true, and I think you’re lying, but if it’s true, why didn’t you say this when you first came in? Why make like you already had the tape?”


  “Because I lied to you last night when I said I had it. You’d think I was lying again. Like you think now. I was going to take you to meet Bonz in a couple of hours and you wouldn’t have had to know I was lying at first. I really did send letters to three people before I came here, though, one of them a reporter—I had time enough to do that before I left—telling them where to find the tape, in case I don’t get to it.”


  Siracuse was nodding to himself. “Okay, let’s say I’m wrong, which I fucking doubt, and you’re not lying. Where’s that leave us?”


  “Right where we were when I came in. You still want the tape and Bonzetti. I still want Jessica, a half million dollars, and the frame on me to go away.”


  He considered this. “I can make the gun disappear, and the shirt with that kid’s blood on it—”


  “And your DNA,” Lippincott threw in.


  Siracuse silenced him with nothing more than a flick of his eyes.


  I said, “I thought maybe Grossi dropped the gun in my apartment.”


  “Nah, he held onto it. So I guess without a murder weapon and no shirt with blood and your DNA on it, they don’t really have that much on you, do they?”


  “What about the half a dozen witnesses who saw me leave covered in Angel’s blood.”


  Siracuse shifted his eyes to Lippincott. “Now’s the time to speak up, Counselor. Your thoughts?”


  He cleared his throat and said, in that hundred-year-old-scotch-smooth voice of his, the one he’d mesmerized judges and jurors with for decades, “Those witnesses who saw you leave also saw Grossi chasing after you. With a murder weapon with your prints on it and your shirt, the man chasing you is nothing, a phantom you can’t adequately explain, certainly not well enough to counteract the damage done by the physical evidence against you. But without those items, without solid, tangible evidence with your fingerprints and DNA on them, the man chasing you takes on significance. He becomes the Holy Grail for you. Reasonable doubt. Which, of course, is all you’d need. Plus, I can assure you, I’d assist in any way I could. If you decided to fight this and not run off to that Caribbean island with my daughter, I think you’d walk, Charlie. I can almost guarantee it.”


  “Reasonable doubt,” I said.


  Lippincott nodded.


  I said, “It would make me feel better if you could pin it all on someone else rather than leave it to a mysterious man chasing me. How about Grossi over there.”


  “Fuck you,” Grossi said as he began to rise from his chair, his teeth snapping down on his chewing gum. Siracuse waved him back down with a wiggle of his thick fingers.


  “Grossi’s too valuable,” Siracuse said. “Crazy fucks like him don’t grow on trees, you know.” Grossi sat back, apparently pleased with this praise. “But we’ll see what we can do. Maybe I can pin it on one of my guys, someone we don’t need. Or maybe some poor bastard off the street will fit the bill. We can make it work. We’re good at shit like this. Lippincott will help. He’ll know what’ll fly and what won’t.”


  I said, “My career’s over no matter what, of course. I’ve lost everything.”


  Siracuse sat forward, his chair creaking and straining under his ample weight. “Jesus, you can’t have everything. So you quit being a lawyer. Big fucking loss. Maybe my five hundred thousand bucks will make you feel better, you little shit.”


  “You played puppet master, yanking my strings for years, ruined my life, framed me for murder.”


  “Ancient history.”


  “You killed my brother,” I said.


  “Bonzetti killed your brother.”


  “Okay, but he wouldn’t have been able to do that if you didn’t keep Jake locked up for weeks, torturing him. Torturing my brother. In my mind, you killed Jake, same as Bonz did.”


  “Whatever. You killed Big Frank. He was a brother to me.”


  “Not a fair trade,” I said. “My brother was what every man should be. Your ‘brother’ was a piece of garbage who, they say, once kicked an old man to death over a parking space.”


  I’d wanted to remain confident, cocky, like I held the cards, but I thought for a moment I might have gone too far. Siracuse’s eyes died as all life, all humanity, drained out of them. They turned crypt cold and gravestone hard. It seemed as though all the air had been sucked from the room. I sweated. Just when I thought Siracuse might give Grossi the order to turn my head into a pincushion, he leaned back again, the chair protesting loudly beneath him. He blinked and his eyes had returned to normal.


  “Nobody’s perfect, right, Beckham? We all have warts. Big Frank did, I admit that. I sure as shit do. Lippincott here does. Grossi’s got more than most. You probably do, too. Hell, even your brother Jake did. You might be surprised to hear—”


  “Don’t say another word, Siracuse,” I warned, barely able to keep my voice from cracking. “I mean it. You may have killed Jake, but you won’t touch his memory. I swear to God, you say another word and the deal’s off.”


  “I’m just saying, your brother, he—”


  “I’m not fucking around here. This is nonnegotiable. One more word about Jake and it’s over. No deal. I don’t give a shit what happens to me. Bonz and the tape go to the cops and you come crashing down. You hear me?”


  Siracuse actually looked amused, the son of a bitch. But he nodded and said, “Okay. So we have a deal then? You’ll give us the tape and Bonzetti?”


  “After we make a copy,” I said.


  “Sorry, Beckham, no dice. No copies.”


  “Then I’ve got no protection. What’s to keep you from killing me later?”


  “You don’t trust me, take your girl and my half million and disappear. Shit, you’re a smart guy, you can figure out how to do that. You think I got nothing better to do than spend my life looking all over the world for you? I just want the tape and Bonzetti. You can do whatever the fuck you want.”


  “And you’re not worried I’ll have a change of heart and tell my story to someone?”


  “Beckham, if you ever tried to cross us, you wouldn’t have a shred of fucking evidence to back you up. We’d have the tape, and we’d have the gun and your bloody shirt. And you’d have nothing. So what do you say, smart boy? Deal?”


  I pretended to think about it. In fact, the past few minutes had been nothing but pretending. I just wanted to make it look good.


  “Okay, I’ll do it,” I said.


  “You’ll take us to the tape and Bonzetti?”


  “No. I won’t take you there. I’ll lead you there. If Bonz sees me pull up in a caravan of black sedans, he’ll take off. And if he’s already retrieved the tape, they’ll both disappear. But not for long, because they’ll show up on tonight’s evening news.”


  Siracuse nodded. He laced his fat fingers together and tucked them under one of his chins. “What’s your idea then?”


  “I drive the car I came in. It’s what he’s expecting me to show up in. You guys follow at a distance. But not in one of your flashy mob cars; he’d spot that a mile away.”


  Siracuse pursed his flabby lips and studied me. I felt Lippincott at my side, studying me as well. I knew what they were thinking. Can he get out of this? He’ll be alone in a car, which we’ll be following. He can’t make any stops without us knowing it. He won’t try to get away because he won’t leave Jessica behind. We took his cell phone so he can’t warn Bonz ahead of time. This should be okay, right?


  Lippincott cleared his throat, perhaps as a way to warn Siracuse that he’d be speaking, seeking permission, in a way. I looked at him and he stared back with his cold gray eyes. “Why should we trust you, Charlie?”


  I tried to sound as convincing as I could. “Because I’m tired, Lippincott. I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in days. I can’t think straight anymore. I just want this all to be over. And you’ve left me no choice about how it will end, have you? I don’t want to see Jessica hurt, and I don’t want to go to prison, which you can make happen even if I turned the tape over to the media and the authorities.”


  “And you have no problem betraying your friend Bonzetti?”


  “He’s not my friend. I barely know him. And he snapped my brother’s neck. Maybe later I’ll feel bad about turning him over to you, I don’t know, but I doubt it. And if I do, I’ll get over it. Look what you’ve gotten over, right?” I gave him a pointed look and said, “And, as you know, Jessica means everything to me. A hell of a lot more than Bonzetti does. Besides, I assume your getting Bonz is nonnegotiable.” I turned to Siracuse. “Am I right?”


  Siracuse nodded. “You’re right.” He was still studying me with his cunning little eyes. He looked at Lippincott, who nodded, as if Siracuse cared what he thought, then he looked at me again. “Okay, Beckham, we’ll do it your way. Remember everything you just said, though. You’re fucked if you don’t do exactly as you said. And the rest of your girlfriend’s life will be all of four hours long, and it will be nothing but gangbang followed by bang-bang, got it?” Just to make sure his subtle message was clear enough for me, he formed his thick digits into a finger gun, pointed it my way, and pretended to pull the trigger.


  “I hear you,” I said. “I assume you’ll be bringing a team of guys to take down Bonz?”


  “I can handle Bonzetti,” Grossi said from his chair in the corner.


  “I’m sure you can,” I said. “You’ve got a permanent limp, a Band-Aid between your eyes, and half an ear—all courtesy of Bonz—to prove it.”


  I saw Grossi twitch, like an electric current just sizzled through him. “You think you’re fucking untouchable, sitting there. Just wait till we—”


  “Grossi, knock that shit off,” Siracuse said. “You fuck this up for me and you’re dead, you got it? Not him, you.”


  Grossi stared at me with his black, shark eyes, trying to scare me. He was too late.


  “When do we leave?” Siracuse asked.


  I looked at my watch.


  “Can’t leave for an hour yet.”


  “Why not?”


  “We get there early, he’ll know. He’ll run, with the tape.”


  “My boys will get into position. He’ll never see them.”


  “You don’t know Bonz. He’s better than you think. Better than most of your guys. No, I show up when I’m supposed to show up, in the car I’m supposed to show up in. You guys follow…at a distance. And bring Jessica. That’s nonnegotiable, too. I want her there.”


  “Whatever. What then?”


  “I’ll lead you to the tape. Bonz will be with me. You guys follow. When you realize where we’re going, you’ll see there’s plenty of ways for your guys to sneak up on him. When we have the tape, you take Bonz, you take the tape, and I take Jessica and the cash.”


  Siracuse ran my plan over in his mind.


  “That’s it?” he said finally.


  “Just one more thing. Lippincott has to be in the car behind me. Just him and Jessica. Nobody else in the car. He’s the one I give the tape to.”


  Siracuse looked surprised. “You’re not gonna try to make me go, too?”


  “Would you go?”


  “Fuck no.”


  “But you’d send Lippincott,” I said and Siracuse chuckled good-naturedly. “Just him and Jessica and a briefcase with my money. He meets Bonz and me. I assume you’ve got my money.”


  “I do.”


  “You must think we’re stupid,” Lippincott said.


  I turned to him. “Don’t worry. Uncle Carmen will look after you. I’m sure he’ll have Grossi following your car, with a gaggle of goons riding with him, ready to swoop in and grab Bonz when I give the signal.” I turned to Siracuse. “Am I right?” He spread his hands, silently saying, “Of course.” I added, “But make sure they stay out of sight until we have the tape, or Bonz will see them and fly.”


  Lippincott cleared his throat and said, “Um, Carmen, I’m not sure this is the way to go.”


  “Sure it is,” Siracuse replied. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. Like Charlie says, my guys will be right behind you.”


  I stood up. Grossi followed me with just his eyes. “If we’re all set then, fellas,” I said, “I’m gonna go out to my car and take a nap until it’s time to leave.”


  “You can wait here with us.”


  I started for the door. “I’m dead tired. I’ll be in my car, sleeping. One of your guys can watch me, if it makes you feel better. In fact, wake me in an hour, okay?”


  “Fuck you, Beckham,” Siracuse said.


  I ignored him and was almost through the door when he said to Mole Man, “Fuck it. Follow him.” I paused, waiting for the wiseguy. Siracuse continued. “Check his car for weapons and listening devices. If it’s clean, let him take his nap. You sit out there and watch him.”


  “Should I wake him in an hour?” Mole Man asked.


  “Shut the fuck up, you idiot.”


  Grossi spoke up. “Hey, what if Bonz gives him a piece when they meet?”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Siracuse said. “Charlie’s with us now. Besides, he knows they’ll be outgunned, wherever the hell he’s taking us, right, Charlie?”


  “Right on both counts,” I replied.


  Siracuse looked at his mole-faced underling again. “Make sure he just sleeps, got it?”


  Mole Man nodded. I avoided Grossi’s gaze, ignored Lippincott completely, and took a last look into Siracuse’s eyes before walking out of the office, across the warehouse to the front door, and out into the thick, almost suffocating fog. I walked to my car and Mole Man told me to wait while he searched it. I held my breath until he stepped away from it, nodding to himself. He stepped inside the warehouse door and returned a few seconds later with a straight-backed wooden chair, which he set down on the sidewalk. He sat, lit a cigarette, and tipped the chair back against the warehouse wall. I turned and got behind the wheel of Rantham’s Honda Civic.


  As soon as I was alone in the car, I did my best to make it look like I was trying to get comfortable enough in the small confines of the car to sleep. As I did, I surreptitiously swept Randy Deacon’s nearly dead cell phone from where I’d left it, on the passenger’s side floor, laying among spare computer parts Rantham had left there, buried beneath a week’s worth of old fast-food wrappers. I thanked God Siracuse hadn’t considered that I might have a second phone. Perhaps it looked to Mole Man like just another computer part. Since it was almost dead, and I’d taken Rantham’s phone, Randy’s had become garbage. So I’d tossed it in a pile of litter on the car floor. It had since become a lifeline.


  I took off my jacket and folded it to use as a pillow, then held it against the window and leaned my head against it. I knew Mole Man was sitting not ten feet away, directly to my right. He could see me clearly through the passenger window. Without moving any part of my body but the fingers on my right hand, I flipped open Randy’s phone and dialed by feel, entering the number of the cell phone Big Bopper Harwick had kindly loaned Bonz. I heard the faint beeping of the numbers as I pressed them and knew there was, thank God, a little juice left. The phone was down at my side, in my hand on the seat next to me, but I could hear the distant ringing, followed almost immediately by Bonz’s voice, sounding a thousand miles away.


  “Yeah?” At least that’s what I think he said.


  This was going to be a pretty once-sided conversation, seeing as I could barely hear Bonz, and I had to speak without appearing to be doing so, so I tried to be as succinct as possible.


  “Bonz,” I said, “it’s me. I can’t hear you very well. I don’t have time to explain. Can you hear me okay?”


  I listened hard. It sounded like he said, “Yeah” again.


  “Eddie,” I said, calling him by his given name for the first time. “I’ve figured out where the tape is.”


  I couldn’t hear exactly what he said, but the tone came through loud and clear. He was glad I figured out where the tape was, and not so glad that I called him “Eddie.”


  “You still nearby?” I asked.


  Another affirmative reply. I think.


  “I’ve got a plan, Bonz, but it’s dangerous for you.”


  He said something I couldn’t make out.


  “Can you repeat that?”


  He yelled and I clearly heard, “So fucking what?”


  He had no idea how dangerous it was, yet he wanted to be a part of it. He either trusted me more than he should have, or he wanted revenge badly enough to risk everything to get it. Either way, I was glad he was on board. I said, “I hope you can hear me. I need you to make another trip to Aunt Fannie’s, which isn’t far from here, and which I think should actually be open now, and buy a couple of things I remember seeing there the other night.” I told him what we needed, what to do with it, gave exact directions for where to meet me, and told him that he had an hour and a half to do everything I asked and get into place. I also told him that Lippincott would be following me to our rendezvous. And that a healthy handful of Siracuse’s men would certainly be following behind Lippincott, coming solely to bring down Bonz. I gave Bonz one more chance to back out, prayed he wouldn’t, and was rewarded, I think, with a reply telling me to stop being a pussy. Finally, knowing I had to be just about out of battery, I asked Bonz if he understood everything and I was pretty certain that he said he did. I hoped I heard him right. I hoped he’d heard me right.


  I closed the phone as inconspicuously as I could and stuffed it into the crack between the seat and the seat back, where it would be hard to find if, for some reason, Siracuse decided to have the car searched again.


  I’d come up with a plan. I didn’t know if it would work. I hoped it would. If it didn’t, Bonz might die, Jessica would probably die, and I would definitely go to prison for a long, long time. That is, if I didn’t die, too.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   FIFTY


   



  As I drove down Mount Auburn Street, I could just make out in the rearview mirror, about a quarter of a mile behind me in the fog, the pale shape of a nondescript Chevy Lumina carrying Lippincott and Jessica, whom I’d seen dragged into the car and whom I hadn’t been allowed to talk to. I pulled over to the curb as near as I could to the front entrance of Mount Auburn Cemetery.


  I leaped from the car and hurried quickly through the wrought-iron gate and over to the small chapel just inside the cemetery grounds. I rapped once on the door. It opened and Bonz stepped out. I breathed a big sigh of relief, then gave him an inquisitive look. He nodded in return.


  I led Bonz along the winding paths through the cemetery, like I’d led Jessica a few days before, only Bonz and I weren’t holding hands. It was just after noon and the oppressive fog, which had settled over the entire Boston area like a wet down comforter, seemed to have given us the boneyard to ourselves. Of course, we knew that, by now, others had arrived, were already nearby, following, moving as quietly as their Italian-leather shoes would allow them, slipping from grave marker to grave marker, watching us.


  As we walked, I said to Bonz in a soft voice, “Did you—?”


  He cut me off in a whisper. “Yup. Here.” He handed me an envelope.


  “Is this it?”


  “That’s it.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  He shook his head.


  “I’ll be damned.” I slid my finger under the sealed flap of the envelope. I figured that the heavy fog would make it impossible for anyone shadowing us to see what I was doing. I took out the pages and unfolded them, reading as I walked. “I’ll be damned,” I said again.


  Bonz watched me as I finished reading, then I slipped the pages back into the envelope, the envelope into my back pocket. “You should take this,” he said quietly.


  “Huh?” I was lost in a fog of my own for a moment.


  “I said, you should take this.”


  I looked down at a gun in his hand, the one I’d carried out of Sal’s restaurant. He gave it to me and I slipped it into the pocket of my leather jacket. I thought of the very bad men out there somewhere in the fog and doubted the gun would be what saved me, if anything did.


  If I didn’t know the path we were taking so well, the gauze-thick haze might have made it difficult to find our way. As it was, the tombstones and trees twenty feet away looked fuzzy and faint. Those thirty feet away were indistinct masses. Those beyond that were invisible. And I certainly couldn’t see anyone on the path behind us, though I knew they were there.


  The heavy air seemed to deaden sound. Our own footsteps sounded muffled to me.


  “How did you figure out where the tape is?” Bonz asked.


  “It just came to me,” I said. “The church, Saint John’s, that was a red herring I dragged across the trail.” I’d been certain the tape was there, but I was wrong. “I’ve been so focused on the church that my mind might not have been as open as it should have been to other possibilities.”


  “Such as?”


  “Jake told you to tell me that if I wanted the answers, ‘to take the refuge offered by the Lord’s Prayer,’ right?”


  “Right.”


  “And what’s the Lord’s Prayer more commonly known as?”


  “The Our Father,” Bonz said.


  I nodded. The path below our feet dipped for a few moments, then began to rise.


  Bonz continued, “So Jake was telling you to look for the answers while taking refuge by the Our Father? I don’t get it.”


  “It finally came to me when I heard Siracuse say the words, ‘the Our Father.’ See, he’s got that speech impediment—”


  “The tongue thing.”


  “Yeah, the tongue thing. So when he said the words, he kind of stumbled over the word ‘the.’ The words ‘the Our Father’ sounded to me like ‘our father.’ And I knew. I just knew.”


  Bonz frowned in thought, then said, “Are you saying your brother buried the tape in the ground under your father’s headstone?”


  “No, that’s not quite it, I don’t think. In his clue, I think when he said by our father, he was using the definition of by that means near. Near our father. He was telling me to look in a place where I’d once taken refuge near our father. He remembered that, the day after my parents were buried, I hid from the world in a mausoleum not far from their newly filled graves.”


  Bonz shook his head. “I can’t believe you figured that out. And I can’t believe your brother could think clearly enough, in the shape he was in, to leave that clue.”


  “Well, he knew he’d entered dangerous waters with Siracuse, so he’d started to make contingency plans. He’d already been here, left his secret for me. Once they grabbed him, he just had to think of a way to tell me where to look. That way was his clue, and you.”


  The path, which had been sloping steadily up, began to level off. Bonz walked beside me, making himself seem at ease. But I knew he was a loaded gun, ready to fire at any second. He walked along casually enough, trying not to draw suspicion, but I could feel intensity crackling off him like tiny bolts of electricity. He kept his head facing forward but his eyes were restless, scanning the soupy fog around us, shifting from hazy shape to hazy shape, from tree to mausoleum to grave marker. He was lined up in someone’s sights at that moment and he knew it. Maybe I was, too. The cold fog started a ripple-wave of gooseflesh rising along my back. At least I told myself it was the fog that did it.


  I whispered, “I’m sorry you had to meet me here. I wish there’d been another—”


  “It was the only way,” Bonz replied quietly. “Siracuse wants me bad. No deal without me. So I had to be here.”


  “It’s such a risk.”


  “Ah, what do I really have to lose?”


  “Your life?”


  “My point exactly.”


  Suddenly, the squat, square shape of the Fleetwoods’ mausoleum, closed on three sides, open on one, rose up out of the whiteness in front of us.


  “Well, this is it,” I said a little loudly. It was my prearranged signal to Lippincott, who was following fairly close behind in the fog.


  Timing would be everything in the next moments. Footsteps sounded on the paved path behind us, and Lippincott stepped out of the fog, dragging Jessica by the arm. She was gagged with a silk scarf. Her hands were tied with another. The skin around her left eye was black and blue where Grossi had hit her. The eyes themselves were terrible to see—those eyes, normally bright and sparkling with intelligence, curiosity, and humor, were almost vacant. As Lippincott pulled her along, she walked in a daze, stumbling a little. Her spirit, as Siracuse had called it, had been crushed by the weight of her ordeal and of the knowledge that her father, whom she had loved and respected so much, had been a part of this all along, and had let this happen to her. Seeing her like that, I was tempted to pull the gun out of my pocket and shoot Lippincott between the eyes.


  In his free hand Lippincott carried a briefcase that purportedly had my half million dollars in it, though I had no illusions about whether the money was actually in there. And, frankly, I didn’t care.


  “You okay, Jess?” I asked.


  My voice brought her around. She looked at me, her face barely registering surprise at my short blond hair, and she nodded.


  “How’s the face?” Bonz asked Lippincott. “I clocked you pretty good.”


  “I hardly felt it,” Lippincott replied.


  Bonz chuckled. “Our money in there?”


  “Of course.”


  “Okay,” I said, “why don’t we get—”


  Suddenly, Bonz’s head snapped to his left. “What was that? Who’s out there? Charlie, you shit, you set me up!”


  With that he sprang away from me, once again displaying his incredible speed and agility as he slipped quickly behind the veil of fog. A small piece of granite chipped off the corner of a headstone near where Bonz disappeared and an instant later I heard a soft pop. They shot at him with a silenced weapon. And missed, thank God. But, damn, it was close.


  “Charlie,” Lippincott hissed. “You warned him.”


  “Like hell I did. He heard one of Siracuse’s men out there. Don’t blame me for their carelessness.”


  Lippincott stared at me, trying to decide if I was lying. His eyes traveled from me to the mausoleum behind me. He may have wanted Bonz, but he wanted Jake’s tape even more.


  “It’s in there?” he asked.


  I nodded. He looked out into the fog for close to a minute. Every few seconds a sound drifted to us, a footfall or a muffled voice.


  “They’ll get him,” Lippincott said. “You can count on that. Let’s get the tape.”


  “Let her go first.”


  Lippincott looked at his daughter, then released her arm.


  “Untie her and take that gag off,” I said.


  “After I have the tape.”


  We faced each other. I considered going to her and removing the scarves myself. Lippincott seemed to be reading my mind, like in the old days.


  “I have a gun, of course, Charlie,” he said.


  I had one, too, but I wasn’t looking for a shootout. I gave Jessica a reassuring nod, then looked out into the fog. I hadn’t heard any sounds from beyond the pale in the last few seconds. I hoped like hell Bonz had gotten away. His presence had been necessary to complete the charade, to get Lippincott to this point, but he wasn’t needed anymore, not if things worked out like I hoped, and I prayed he’d escape. I turned and walked over to the Fleetwoods’ mausoleum. Lippincott followed close behind.


  We entered the stone structure, which I hadn’t been inside in years. It was dark, of course, though enough hazy light drifted in that we could see well enough. The inside was a little smaller than in my memories, maybe twelve feet square, and the ceiling seemed lower. Otherwise it looked as I expected. In each corner stood a deep, four-foot-high decorative metal urn with a lid on top, exactly as I remembered. The only thing that wasn’t there when I’d last been inside was a large bouquet of flowers, now brown and dry, lying on the cold stone floor. I wondered who’d left them, surprised that anyone still cared enough to bring flowers, even a century and a half after the death of the last Fleetwood interred within those walls.


  I stood in the center of the mausoleum. Lippincott stood by Jessica near the entrance. I wished I knew how Bonz was faring out there in all that hazy whiteness. If my guess was correct, there was at least a carful of cold killers hunting him, with that sick bastard Grossi leading the pack.


  “Well?” Lippincott said.


  “I guess it would have to be in one of these urns,” I replied. I remembered having tested the lids when I was a kid and being surprised that they could actually be removed. “Doesn’t seem to be any other place to hide something. The stones look tightly fitted and sealed well into the wall. Gotta be one of the urns.”


  I honestly didn’t know which one to try, but I figured it would probably be one of the ones in the back corners, farther inside. I went to the one on the left and tapped the cold metal, near the bottom, producing a hollow ring. I walked to the other urn back here in the shadows and rapped on it. Then I reached up, grabbed the pine cone–shaped knob protruding from the center of the lid, and pulled hard. The lid lifted, slipped back into place, then, as I yanked again, came off. The urn was nearly three feet across at the top, so the lid was heavy. I took it carefully in my arms and gently lowered it to the mausoleum floor. Then I stood and peered into the darkness at the bottom of the urn.


  “Looks like there might be something down there,” I said.


  “What is it?” Lippincott asked.


  “A briefcase, I think.”


  The urn was too tall to simply reach into, so I pulled myself up, choked back a scream as my damaged ribs rested on the urn’s rim, then reached down into the darkness and closed my hand around the handle of the briefcase.


  “Got it,” I said, my words ringing metallically in my ears, like I’d spoken with my head inside a church bell.


  I straightened up and lowered my feet to the ground. In my hands was an old, battered, black faux-leather briefcase. Lippincott quickly stepped forward and snatched it from me. He fumbled with the latches. I’d seen a side of him throughout our recent experiences together that I never thought I’d see. For instance, the man moved with precision at all times. A week ago I couldn’t have imagined him fumbling with anything.


  “It’s locked,” he said.


  “Is that surprising?”


  “It has numbers on a dial here. Do you know the combination?”


  “I know for a fact the combination Jake would have chosen. It had special meaning for us.”


  “What is it?”


  “Give me Jessica now.”


  “Take her,” he said, looking down at the briefcase in his hands.


  I moved to her and gently took the scarf from her face.


  “You bastard,” she said immediately, her eyes on Lippincott. I was fairly certain she was speaking to him and not to me, but Lippincott didn’t seem to hear her. I took her face in my hands and looked into her eyes. I was pleased to see that some of the fire had returned to them. Other than the shiner, she seemed mostly unhurt. I untied the scarf from her hands and put my arms around her. She rested her head on my shoulder. At that moment, with her in my arms, I simply could not believe I had ever doubted her. I vowed to myself to make it up to her, even though she’d never know of my unforgivable suspicions.


  Lippincott interrupted our tender reunion. “What’s the combination?”


  I released Jess and turned to him.


  “Give me my money.”


  He looked down at the briefcase he’d carried with him, which he’d dropped at his feet. He picked it up again and held it under his arm.


  “Well, things are different now, Charlie.”


  “How so?”


  “For one, you won’t be getting any money.”


  “Why not?”


  “Things have changed.”


  “What’s changed?”


  “I have the tape in my hands now,” he said.


  “I see.” That bastard Siracuse was going to cheat on our deal, which didn’t surprise me in the least. Made me feel better about my own cheating, in fact, though I’m sure that wouldn’t have kept me up at night anyway.


  “If I tell you the combination, will you really let us get away?”


  “I will. That much of the deal we’ll honor. We don’t need you. Plus, we’ve got that physical evidence tying you to Angel’s murder to keep you honest. And anyway, no one would believe your story, that I’ve been working for years with the head of an organized crime family.”


  “But it’s true. Ever since you hired Siracuse to kill your son—”


  Jessica’s head snapped around. She stared in horror, first at me, then at her father.


  “—you and he have been scratching each other’s backs—he gives you information about rival families obtained through violent means, makes exculpatory witnesses forget their testimony or disappear entirely, all of which has made your professional rise so much easier, while you’ve been tipping him off about wiretaps, searches, impending arrests, the whole nine yards. You rode each other to the top.”


  I was sorry Jessica had to hear it that way, but I knew she’d ask her father questions, which was what I wanted.


  “Daddy? You killed Tommy?” Her eyes were wide with shock and horror.


  Lippincott was focused on the weathered old briefcase we’d found. “No, honey, I didn’t kill him. I paid Carmen Siracuse to do it.”


  “But why?” She shook her head in disbelief. “He was your son. My brother.” Tears had begun to course down her cheeks. It broke my heart.


  Lippincott was distracted, spinning the numbers on the dual locks, jerking at the catches. “He was dragging us all down, honey, burying us. He was eating up all our money, leaving nothing for the rest of us. Besides, he had a miserable life. He was better off dead. Trust me, sweetheart. What’s the fucking combination, Charlie?”


  “His murder killed Mom!”


  “Cancer killed your mother, sweetheart. But Tommy was killing our family. Bleeding us dry.”


  Despite all the horror I’d seen over the past few days—from Angel’s head hollowed out by a bullet to the video of my poor brother’s neck snapping—the raw pain in Jessica’s eyes might have been the most terrible sight of all.


  “Tommy was costing you money so you hired someone to kill him?”


  “Yes, honey, I told you already,” Lippincott said without looking up. “I did it. I gave fifty dollars to Siracuse to put Thomas out of his misery, the poor boy.”


  Jessica seemed to be having trouble catching her breath. “Fifty dollars?”


  I put a gentle hand on her arm. “There’s more, too. Your father owes many of his professional accomplishments over the years to his illicit dealings with Siracuse. I’m sorry, Jess, but your father is as dirty as they come. Isn’t that right, Lippincott?”


  “Yes,” he said, “that’s right. If that’s the way you want to view it, then you may. I prefer to think of it as making an acceptable trade of information. With what Carmen has told me over the years, I’ve been able to send a lot of very guilty people to prison. Now, Charlie, you can stop this nonsense. Jessica knows it all now, so if you’re saying this for her benefit, you can stop.” He looked around the interior of the mausoleum. “And you didn’t have time to plant a microphone in here. I doubt you even had the equipment you would have needed for that.” He eyed me suspiciously. “Or did you?”


  “Of course not.”


  He regarded me for a moment, then said, “Perhaps we should step back outside.”


  He carried both briefcases out of the mausoleum, out into the foggy graveyard. I followed with Jessica right behind me.


  “Feel better?” I asked.


  “As I said, Charlie, you can stop listing my offenses now, and those of Carmen Siracuse. Jessica knows everything.”


  “Really? You told her everything? Because you seemed to have left out the part about Tommy before.”


  Lippincott cleared his throat and placed Siracuse’s briefcase at his feet, then dropped his eyes again to the one we’d found in the urn. “Are we finished now? Give me the goddamned combination.”


  “Just a minute,” I said. “Did you tell her that you framed me for Angel Medina’s murder? You and Siracuse. How Siracuse’s man Grossi shot Angel in the face, close enough to me to cover me with Angel’s blood? And how they got my fingerprints on the gun and planted evidence in my—”


  Lippincott’s head snapped up. “Yes, Jessica, it’s true. Everything he’s saying is true. I helped Uncle Carmen frame him for murder. Now I want the combination, Charlie.”


  Jessica said, “He’s the man I love, Daddy, and you were going to send him to prison? Did you consider at all how that would affect me?”


  “It was necessary, Jessica, I assure you. Now, Charlie, give me the fucking combination to this fucking briefcase or I’ll fucking shoot you, so help me God. No, you know what? I’m tired of playing games here. I don’t even need the combination. I can take the briefcase with me and have it opened by someone with the right tools. Even something as crude as a hacksaw would do the job.”


  “Yeah, you could do that,” I said. “But either you’re going to honor part of our deal, as you said, and let us go, or you or one of Siracuse’s men is going to kill us. And I don’t think you want either of those things to happen until you’re really sure that Jake’s tape is actually in there, right? That it’s not elsewhere, still waiting to be found? That the real location’s not in the letters I sent to my friends as insurance, or that that briefcase doesn’t merely contain another clue to the tape’s location, one that only I can solve?”


  Lippincott’s eyes narrowed.


  “Look,” I said, “I swear on the soul of my brother that I’ll give you the combination in just a minute. But first, I want Jessica to know all there is about you, Lippincott, what a first-rate shit you are. I want every last illusion stripped away. So I want you—”


  “You always were jealous of my relationship with my daughter.”


  “—to tell her how you agreed earlier, in Siracuse’s office, when you thought I didn’t have the tape and didn’t know where it was, that she’d have to be killed. Your own daughter. You were going to stand by and let her be killed.”


  He sighed and turned to Jessica. She stared back with loathing. Over the past few hours Lippincott had put his daughter’s heart and mind in a blender. She’d bounced erratically between shock and horror and pain and multiple combinations of the three. Now, finally, it seemed to me that she was out of his reach. It was beyond his power to hurt her anymore. “It’s true, sweetheart,” he said. “Everything Charlie said is true. Siracuse thought you had to be eliminated and I agreed. It sounds harsh, I know, but it would have been for the greater good. The public can’t afford to have my association with Siracuse brought to light. All my good would be undone. So you would have had to die. I don’t expect you to understand. But please believe me when I say that I would have been very, very sorry if it had to work out that way.” His voice carried not a speck of remorse. He might as well have been admitting that he’d left the toilet seat up. “Fortunately, though, it didn’t work out that way, did it?”


  “You really would have let them kill me.” Her tears had already dried. Her eyes were rocks, hard and without a touch of feeling for or about the man standing in front of her.


  Though her words had been more of a statement than a question, Lippincott’s silence answered them anyway. He looked at me, his patience tissue-thin. “Tell me the goddamn combination, Charlie, or the entire deal’s off. I’ll take the briefcase with me and have it opened, and you’ll go to jail for murder. Or maybe we’ll kill you. And who knows what will happen to Jessica?”


  “Okay,” I said. “No problem. The combination is one-two-three.”


  Lippincott had begun turning the dials to the correct numbers as I said them. He stopped and looked at me. “You’re kidding.”


  I shrugged. “Nope. That’s it. You can open the briefcase. But you’re going to be disappointed. There’s no tape inside. In fact, Jake never had a tape.”


  
 



   



   



   



   FIFTY-ONE


   



  “What do you mean Jake never had a tape?” Lippincott asked. He was staring at the briefcase in his hands. “I’ve heard it.”


  “Well, I’m sure Siracuse has a tape, or at least he had one—the one he’s blackmailed you with for years—but Jake never had a copy.” I pulled the letter Jake had given me from my back pocket and slipped it out of its envelope, three sheets of yellowed, brittle paper, folded letter-like into thirds. I unfolded it as if it was Jefferson’s original, handwritten copy of the Declaration of Independence. It was that special to me. Across the paper flowed a bold, distinctive handwriting I knew well. Jake’s, of course. I smiled to myself and looked up.


  Lippincott looked perplexed. “But your brother had an informant, the one who was blackmailing Carmen with a copy of the tape, a copy he gave to your brother. Jake knew everything.”


  “That’s right,” I said, looking back down at the letter again. “Jake knew everything. The blackmailer told it all to him in a phone interview. But he died before Jake could get the tape.”


  Lippincott frowned. “So if there’s no tape, Charlie, then you’ve got no protection. There’s nothing stopping anyone from killing you, is there?” I couldn’t help but smile. “So why are you grinning like a buffoon?” he asked.


  “Because you haven’t looked in the briefcase yet.”


  His eyes narrowed to slits. He turned the last dial to the number three, then slid the buttons to the side. The latches snapped open. Lippincott opened the briefcase and looked inside.


  “What the hell is this?” he asked. He wasn’t happy. I didn’t blame him. And I didn’t care.


  “What does it look like?”


  “It looks like a walkie-talkie taped to the inside of the briefcase.”


  “That’s exactly right.” It was taped so that the microphone lined up with some small holes Bonz had made in the side of the briefcase. With a briefcase as old and ratty as this one was, one that was supposed to have been hidden in a cemetery urn for thirteen years, I figured Lippincott wouldn’t notice a couple of little holes in the cracked black leather. “And you can see that the talk button on the walkie-talkie has been taped down.”


  I watched the color drain from Lippincott’s face like milk from a badly cracked glass.


  Thank God I’d been able to convince Siracuse that I had to meet Bonz at noon. It allowed Bonz to get to Aunt Fannie’s to buy the tape recorder and the weathered old briefcase I remembered seeing there the night we broke in. While I was pretending to nap and Siracuse’s men were arming themselves for this trip to the cemetery, Bonz had had time to rig the briefcase, find this mausoleum with the directions I gave him off the top of my head—the names of every road leading to it etched forever in my memory—stash the briefcase here, and hide the receiving walkie-talkie we’d bought at Walgreen’s and the tape recorder somewhere within range nearby.


  “Where’s the other walkie-talkie, Charlie?” he asked.


  “Not far. Right next to a voice-activated tape recorder. You know the kind, doesn’t record anything until it picks up sound. Like your voice, for instance, acknowledging your hiring of Carmen Siracuse to kill your son back in 1976, admitting to having decades of illegal dealings with Siracuse, condoning his illegal actions to assist your prosecutions, giving him confidential information to help him in his criminal activities. Oh, and your and Siracuse’s parts in framing me for murder. Don’t want to forget that.”


  Lippincott’s left eye twitched. “I’ll kill you,” he said, slipping his delicate, manicured fingers into his coat pocket.


  “Bad idea, Lippincott. You’ll just compound your problem. This is all being taped, remember. You want the last thing recorded to be the sound of you murdering me? Not just hiring somebody else to do it, the way you had your own son killed, but actually pulling the trigger? I don’t think so.”


  Andrew Lippincott, one of the top lawyers in Boston, once so refined, so distinguished, so respected, looked around with the wild eyes of a cornered animal.


  “Where’s the goddamned tape recorder, Charlie?”


  He pointed the gun at me, then at Jessica, then back at me.


  “Don’t worry,” I said, “it’s safe.”


  Lippincott’s eyes jerked back and forth in their sockets as he looked out into the milky fog.


  “I guess I should tell you that the police are on their way here,” I said. “We told them I’d turn myself in if they’d meet me here at exactly twelve thirty.” I looked down at my watch. “They should be arriving any minute. I guess you could search for the tape recorder. Gotta be around here somewhere, right? To be honest, the walkie-talkies were pretty cheap. Their range is limited. But there are a lot of places to look and very little time before the cops get here.”


  Lippincott dropped the briefcase containing the tape recorder to the ground, beside the one supposedly holding my money. I watched his eyes as a battle raged behind them, thoughts and emotions I couldn’t fathom clashing. Then his eyes calmed and one side of his mouth curled up in a smile-sneer hybrid.


  “You blew it, Charlie,” he said, shaking his head. “It looks like you banked everything on this gambit and you blew it.”


  “How so?”


  I thought I could see a canary feather fall from his feline mouth as he said, “In Massachusetts, it’s illegal to record a conversation without the other party’s knowledge. You should know that. The tape won’t even be admissible in court. You’ve got nothing. In fact, you could go to jail for even making the tape, plus be fined ten thousand dollars. And, to top it off, I could sue you.” He laughed. I laughed right back, though, which gave him pause.


  “Yeah, Lippincott, you’re right. And I’d be concerned about that if it was the authorities I planned on giving the tape to.”


  He wasn’t smiling any longer.


  “See,” I said, “I don’t care if I go to jail for making that tape, and I certainly don’t care if you sue me. And I don’t care about the fact, which you’ve failed to mention so far, that merely disclosing the contents of an illegally taped conversation could land me in jail for two years and open me up to a five-thousand-dollar fine. What I care about is ruining you. And I’ll do that with this tape. After I’m arrested, Jessica’s going to go get it from its terrific hiding place and, on my instruction, without any knowledge of what’s on it, of course,” I added facetiously, “will send copies to every media outlet in town, to Michael Kidder and all the Criminal Division section chiefs in the USA’s office, to the Middlesex DA’s office, and to anyone else I can think of. You think word won’t get out about what’s on that tape, despite the law saying that I recorded it illegally? No one will care. They’ll care about the truth. Oh, and I should remind you that, even though the tape itself won’t be admissible in court, any witnesses to its being made can testify about its content. That makes Jessica’s and my word against yours. Our word, of course, on top of your word, which was caught on tape and which will be all over Boston in a few hours. In light of everything that’s going to come out, I think people will believe us, don’t you?”


  My words had slapped any trace of smug from Lippincott’s face. Sometime during my speech his left eye had started to twitch again. “Oh,” I continued, “and I almost forgot, Jessica will send copies of the tape to the heads of all the major crime families in Boston. In fact, if I were you, I wouldn’t even fight going to prison. I think you’d be safer there—even if only a little—than out on the street. But maybe not, seeing as you put a lot of those guys behind bars in the first place. Whether you fight is up to you, of course.”


  Lippincott turned toward Jessica. “You wouldn’t—” But of course she would, and he could see it on her face. He looked at me with eyes more insane than Bonz’s could have been on his worst day. “Who the fuck do you think you are, Charlie? Who the fuck do you think you are, to try to take me down? I was appointed by the president of the United fucking States.”


  “I’m a federal prosecutor, hired by you, appointed by the attorney general of the United States. Or at least I was. Now I guess I’m just a relatively honest citizen. Something you haven’t been for a long, long time.”


  Lippincott closed his eyes and roughly dragged both his hands through his hair. He stayed like that, a fistful of fashionably graying hair in each hand, for a full minute. I figured he’d open his eyes eventually. I didn’t know what to expect when he did. Here was a man unused to failure. A man at the top of his profession. A pillar of the Boston legal community. And he would soon lose everything. So maybe he was wondering what more he had to lose by pulling his gun and shooting me, and maybe Jessica. I slipped my hand into the pocket of my jacket, where my own gun was, and tried to determine by feel whether the safety was engaged. It occurred to me that I probably should have done that earlier.


  Then Lippincott opened his eyes. He took a deep breath. He smoothed down the hair he had ruffled. He tugged at his tie, tightening the knot at his throat. He threw back his shoulders. He pulled his shirt cuffs, making them perfectly even.


  “I’ll beat this,” he said. “You watch, Charlie. I’ll beat this. Sure, I made a mistake, but that was a long time ago.”


  “Your ‘mistake’ was having your autistic son murdered to save you some money.”


  “That was a long time ago. I’ve done a lot of good since then. Swept a lot of filth off the streets. Everyone will know that. They’ll remember that. I’ll beat this,” he repeated.


  He turned and started to walk away. I expected him to keep walking into the fog, but instead he sat down on a nearby headstone.


  “I’ll beat this,” he said a final time, though it wasn’t clear whom he was trying to convince. Then he looked off into the void.


  I slipped my arm around Jessica. I could tell she was okay now, so my thoughts turned to Bonz. He was out in that white nothing, maybe dead, hopefully still alive. And even if he was still breathing, he had several Mafia killers hunting for him. I looked at my watch. It was 12:24. The police would get there soon. Bonz had warned them that if they came early, I’d disappear. They wanted me badly enough, I thought, to heed that warning. So that should put them six minutes away. Would they arrive in time to save Bonz? Was he even still capable of being saved, or was he already dead?


  I watched the fog, which only seemed to be growing thicker. I listened for something, anything telling me Bonz was still alive.


  Then I heard a grunt. At least, I thought I did. Then what sounded like a silenced gunshot from nearby. Then the squawk of a radio. Apparently, Siracuse had thought to send his men out in radio communication with each other. I hadn’t expected that. I heard another radio squawk followed by a pained cry, which was abruptly cut short. That had to be Bonz out there. The question, however, was whether he was the one who had felt that pain, or inflicted it.


  Moments sneaked by on silent feet as Jessica and I stood waiting. Waiting for Bonz to walk out of the fog. Waiting for the cops to ride in and save the day. Maybe waiting for Siracuse’s men, having killed Bonz, to finish the job by eliminating Jessica and me.


  I decided the time had come to determine definitively whether my handgun’s safety was off.


  And then I heard the soft scrape of a shoe on pavement. I turned and saw a figure materialize out of the nothingness that surrounded us. It was maybe twenty feet away and walking toward us with slow steps, too far away to be more than a hazy shape.


  “Bonz?” I called.


  “It’s me.” It was Bonz’s voice, sounding flat in the dense air.


  The relief I felt surprised me. I hadn’t known the man for long, and he was possibly one of the least likable people I’ve ever spent time with, but we’d walked through fire together—well, Bonz had walked through it, carrying me, I guess—and I had wanted him to get through this even more than I realized.


  “I got four of them,” he said as he approached. “Not sure if that’s—”


  Bonz grunted suddenly and fell down at nearly the same instant I heard the soft exhalation of a silenced weapon. Bonz had been shot. Goddamn it, he’d been shot right in front of me. I raised my handgun and started toward him. Jessica grabbed my arm.


  “Charlie, please, don’t!”


  “I have to!”


  “But you don’t—look!”


  I turned as another shape appeared in the mist, moving fast toward Bonz’s fallen figure with a slight limp. Grossi! I raised my gun.


  Suddenly, the unmoving mass that was Bonz moved, rolling quickly, scrambling behind a headstone. Grossi immediately dove behind a big above-ground sarcophagus. Then his gun made a spitting sound and I heard a ricochet off stone. Bonz fired back, without a silencer, the shot sounding like a cannon after all the stealth and silenced gunshots.


  From where we stood, Bonz’s and Grossi’s actions looked like they were taking place on the other side of an opaque shower curtain. They each fired a few more times. They moved from one grave marker to another, from marble cross to granite headstone, angling for a better position.


  And I stood by impotently clutching my gun. “I have to help him,” I said.


  “You can’t, Charlie. You go out there you could be shot.”


  Jessica dropped to her knees and pulled insistently on my arm. Without taking my eyes off Bonz’s and Grossi’s figures in the mist, I knelt beside her. With all the headstones between us and them, getting hit by a stray bullet where we knelt was unlikely.


  The shadowy figures moved through the fog, sometimes drifting far enough away that they faded to nothingness, then drifting back again, indistinct shapes in the grayness around them.


  “Jess,” I said, “please, let me—”


  She interrupted me. “At this point, you can’t even tell who’s who. You might shoot your friend.”


  She was right. I felt so helpless. I looked at my watch. It was 12:27. Where were the cops when you needed them?


  Then I realized that the shooting had stopped. I stared out into the fog. I’d lost sight of them. I squinted. There. A shape detaching from a solid, square shape—a man moving from behind a headstone. Suddenly, another figure flashed from out of nowhere, slamming into the other. They both went down. I heard animal grunts, growls, snarls, vicious sounds, like two wolves at each other’s throats. Then the two rose up from the ground as one, the hazy mass changing shape as, no doubt, the grappling men thrust with arm, leg, fist, elbow.


  “Damn it, Jess, I’m going out there,” I said.


  “Charlie, please don’t! So many times over the last couple of days I thought I lost you for good and it nearly killed me. I can’t let it happen now. I won’t.”


  I looked into her pleading eyes.


  “Let him go.” It was Lippincott. He still sat on that headstone, watching the men fight in the fog as if he was sitting in the orchestra section of a Broadway theater watching a play unfold on stage.


  I turned to look at the gray shadows locked in combat. They broke free of each other’s grasp. There was a pause, an unspoken, brief truce. Perhaps they were staring into each other’s eyes, gauging how much fight was left in the other. I wondered how much longer Bonz could go on, as he seemed to have a bullet in him somewhere.


  I rose to my feet with Jessica holding my arm.


  “Bonz,” I called. “I’ve got my gun. I’m coming over there.”


  “Stay away, Charlie. Grossi’s dangerous.” Bonz was breathing hard.


  “I’ll shoot him from here then. Which one are you? Right or left?”


  “No, thanks,” Bonz said. “My fight.”


  I couldn’t tell which figure had spoken. They were only a few feet apart. If I was going to take a shot, I’d have to get a lot closer, both to see which figure to aim at, and to have any chance of hitting my intended target.


  “I mean it, Charlie,” Bonz called between raspy breaths. “Stay out of this.”


  “Listen to him,” Jessica said to me. “Please.”


  “Shoot them both,” Lippincott said.


  I pounded the fist of my free hand against my forehead.


  Suddenly, as if a silent signal passed between them, the ghostly figures in the fog flew at each other, arms and legs in violent motion. Grunts of exertion, grunts of pain. Labored breathing. Muffled curses. As they battled, I couldn’t help but recall their savage hand-to-hand clash in Sal Barrone’s office, the one in which Bonz seemed overmatched before a fortuitous stumble over an unconscious wiseguy lying on the floor gave him the opening he needed to sink his teeth into Grossi’s ear. Incredible as it seemed to me—having seen Bonz in action before—until that lucky stumble, he’d been losing. And now he was out there with Grossi, having already taken a bullet, having already engaged and defeated four Mafia killers, trying to get the upper hand on a younger, bigger, stronger foe. I barely breathed through the long seconds that passed as they fought on.


  Then, suddenly, a raspy, guttural cry cut through the fog, a terrible sound, ripped painfully from deep inside one of them.


  Someone was killing someone. Maybe they were each killing each other.


  I heard a radio squawk from somewhere behind me and feared that another of Siracuse’s men was still out there, unaccounted for, looking to help Grossi. My hand gripped my gun more tightly. I saw several flashlight beams slicing through the thick fog from different directions, taking different paths to our location. Cops. Had to be the cops.


  “Over here!” I called. “It’s Charlie Beckham. I’m over here. Hurry!”


  The footsteps quickened. The beams of light bounced as the policemen ran toward us.


  I looked back toward Bonz and Grossi. The figures had melted into one again. That terrible groan-growl had stopped, replaced by a weak, ragged, broken wheezing. It faltered, stuttered, then stopped altogether. Then it rose one last time, more torn, more terrible than before, a final, desperate cry, snapped off into silence by a wet thump, like a cantaloupe laid open by a heavy, blunt instrument. I closed my eyes.


  The ghost figures separated, one falling to the cemetery ground, the other slowly standing erect.


  I held my breath.


  The upright figure began to drift toward us through the gray fog, moving slowly, bobbing slightly up and down as it came. Nothing but a shape still, a shade, a shadow sliding between the headstones. As it came closer, it grew more distinct, the fuzzy outlines sharpening. I could hear the figure’s heavy, tired breathing. It came slowly, stumbling with every step. No…not stumbling. Limping. I could see something hanging from the figure’s hand now. A hammer. Oh, God.


  I raised the gun. I was going to put a bullet through Grossi’s throat.


  The footsteps pounding the pavement behind me were getting close. Beams of light played off a headstone nearby, off Jessica, off a granite cross to my left, off my handgun.


  “Drop it!” someone yelled behind me.


  Grossi was just ten feet away, limping toward me through the fog.


  “I said drop your weapon!” that same someone yelled.


  I raised my gun to Grossi’s neck level and tensed my finger on the trigger.


  “Drop it now, goddamn it!”


  If I pulled the trigger, with several police service revolvers aimed at me, I was as good as dead.


  Fuck it. I wasn’t going to let Bonz die unavenged. The instant I fired something slammed into my back. A split second later I heard the reports of the cops’ guns as I landed on my face on the cold, damp graveyard grass.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   



   



   FIFTY-TWO


   



  There are a lot of things I love about Jessica. One of the things I’ve come to love the most is her athleticism, how her slim, graceful body carries a hidden, physical strength, a surprising quickness. It was that strength and quickness that allowed her to knock me to the ground as the cops fired at me, before any of their bullets could find their mark. As soon as I hit the ground I was covered by police officers—disarming, holding, pinning, cuffing. I never even saw how close my bullet came to Bonz—because it was Bonz, not Grossi, who limped out of the cemetery fog that day. Grossi’s bullet had hit him in the side of his knee, pulverizing bone and ripping ligaments. Even with that game leg, he’d beaten Grossi. The hammer he carried out of the void he’d wrested from Grossi’s grip during the fight and had used to end the sadistic killer’s life with a not-so-gentle touch of poetic justice.


  If Lippincott had ever had that eerie sixth sense that both the lawyers who opposed him in court and those who worked for him often attributed to him—that uncanny, legendary clairvoyance—the supernatural ability deserted him in the cemetery that day eight months ago. He’s not going to “beat this,” as he predicted. He’s not going to slither his way out of the dark, black hole he’d made of his life. He’s not going to be remembered for the good he claimed to have done in his career. He’ll be remembered as a killer of his own child, a corrupt public servant who betrayed the people’s trust, a man whose professional legacy is the rat’s nest of potentially illegal convictions he left behind, which will have appeals clogging the court dockets for years to come.


  As I promised him, the tapes hit the city and word spread with almost cruel swiftness about what he’d done all those years, about all the criminals he sent to jail while employing or knowingly condoning illegal methods, about him hiring someone to murder his autistic son. Thorough investigation into his many convictions raised enough questions, exposed enough previously unnoticed irregularities, to warrant reopening cases. Confidential informants surfaced, facts fell into place. Lippincott knew I was ready to testify against him, as were Jessica and Bonz. Undoubtedly, other witnesses would come forward over time, looking to cut deals—for example, wiseguys who had been on Siracuse’s payroll, arrested on unrelated charges, who at one time had followed Siracuse’s orders and helped Lippincott’s prosecutions by doing nasty things like threatening or eliminating witnesses or planting evidence.


  So Lippincott saw the writing on the wall, saw that it said, “You’re completely screwed, Lippincott,” and saw that the handwriting was a combination of mine and Jake’s. Once it became clear to him that he was actually going to be held accountable for his actions, he began trying to cut a deal of his own. He’s sitting in jail at the moment while his lawyers negotiate a plea agreement with both state and federal prosecutors. My sources tell me that he has no chance of avoiding prison. I’m told the absolute best he can hope for is a ten-year sentence, with fifteen to twenty more likely. Personally, I don’t think it’s nearly enough. But, frankly, I think all of this will quite literally kill him in the end, so maybe it’s close to enough after all.


  Not long ago, to show his good faith to the prosecutors who hold his fate in their hands, Lippincott began giving them anything and everything they asked for on Carmen Siracuse.


  Interestingly, the authorities never found the tape Siracuse had used to blackmail Lippincott all those years, because Siracuse didn’t have it. Just like Jake had done, he was bluffing about having a copy. Whoever had stolen the tape and used it to blackmail Siracuse had taken the only copy. But Siracuse had already played it for Lippincott years earlier, who thought that it was, indeed, just a copy they were paying the blackmailer to keep out of the hands of the authorities all those years. And Lippincott never again asked to hear the tape as proof, almost as if he couldn’t bear to hear what he’d done, hear himself ordering the death of his son as if he was ordering a pizza. But that’s just me speculating, attributing human emotion to a monster, which might not be appropriate. But while the authorities never found a tape to tie Siracuse to Tommy Lippincott’s murder, there was other evidence. Lippincott was spewing information like a Vegas slot machine paying out a jackpot, so there was his testimony on the murder and countless other crimes over the years, crimes Siracuse committed to further Lippincott’s efforts against rival crime families. Plus, there’s still a chance that the original evidence from Tommy’s murder investigation will, with application of modern forensic techniques, tie Siracuse to the murder. And Tommy’s exhumed body itself may give up its long buried secrets. All the evidence, taken together, just might be enough to send Siracuse up for that killing. And, I’m told, with Lippincott’s testimony, as well as Bonz’s, there’s still a chance he’ll be indicted for Jake’s murder. That, of course, was what I was after from the very beginning, thirteen long years ago. But whether he goes down for Jake’s murder, or Tommy Lippincott’s, or for the many, many crimes he’s committed over the decades, the bottom line is, he’ll go to prison. I don’t actually expect him to serve much time, though. Not because he’ll get off easy, mind you, but because, regardless of how long a sentence a jury chooses to slap him with, once he gets behind bars, he’s going to run into a lot of people he helped Lippincott put there. And they won’t be happy with him. That was why I didn’t bother to insist that he come to the cemetery with Lippincott. As much as I wanted his voice on the tape, I knew he wouldn’t go and insisting on it would have tipped my hand to a trap of some kind. Second, I knew that if I could get Lippincott, at least, confessing on tape to what he and Siracuse had done over the years, then Carmen Siracuse would meet with justice. I figure the once-powerful mob boss will die bloody in a communal prison shower. Even if he ends up in solitary confinement, someone will get to him. There are plenty of other ways to find a violent end behind bars, and I’m not picky. However his end finally comes, I know Jake will be avenged.


  I’m pleased to report that Eddie Bonzetti is going to recover pretty well physically. I call Bonz by his first name now because it annoys him and he can’t do anything about it, seeing as he’s behind bars for the time being. I’ll be able to keep it up for a bit even when he gets out, because he’ll have a tough time catching me while wearing the full-length leg brace he’s going to have for another few months. After he’s released and the brace finally comes off, though, I’ll have to watch my back, because even with the limp Bonz will probably drag around with him for the rest of his life, he’s not someone to mess with. I’ll probably have to start calling him Bonz again. But while his body will heal for the most part, I’m not sure he’ll ever experience complete mental health. But, really, how many of us do? I think the worst of his wounds have already begun to scab over, though, and will soon fade. I almost never see any of those involuntary facial tics or head twitches of his anymore. I think he’ll be all right.


  We don’t have much in common, Bonz and I, except what we went through together. And Jake. He’s a link between us. Still, even though we’re very different from each other, and we’ll probably never go golfing together or anything remotely like that, I think we’ll stay in touch. I visited him again in prison yesterday, in fact. We sat at a plain wooden table in the prisoners’ visiting area and talked about how he’s doing, how Jessica and I are doing. We talked a little about Jake. I told him that I still found it interesting that Jake had pulled off what he had for so long. That not only wasn’t there a “brilliant plan” in place to bring the tape to light should anything happen to me, but he’d never even had a copy of the tape in the first place.


  Bonz looked at me and shook his head. “You’re a pretty smart guy. I’m surprised you never got it.” His voice is still gruff. Not sure what I was expecting in that regard.


  “Got what?”


  “Jake never had the tape, but he did have a ‘brilliant’ plan in place.”


  “He did?”


  “It was you, Charlie, you dumb shit.”


  I frowned.


  Bonz continued. “He was always saying how brilliant you were, what a genius his brother was. You were his brilliant plan, you dumb bastard. He knew that if anything happened to him, you wouldn’t give up until you got answers. And maybe, while you were at it, you’d expose Tommy Lippincott’s murder and the years of shady dealings between Lippincott and Uncle Carmen. He knew you could do it, Charlie.”


  “But I’m not the genius he thought I was.”


  “You figured it out, though. You brought those assholes down. His plan worked.”


  I shook my head and stared at the rough, aged surface of the table beneath my hands. Bonz was probably wrong. But maybe, just maybe, he was right. Maybe Jake felt comforted knowing I wouldn’t give up on him, believing I’d bring his killers to justice. I hope so. I’d like to think I gave him some small measure of the comfort he gave me all his life.


  I asked Bonz what he’s going to do after he gets out of jail.


  “Recover,” he said. Though he’s a little less reticent than he used to be, he still seems to hate wasting syllables.


  “How about after that, Eddie?” I asked.


  He took a swing at me from his chair and I leaned back, avoiding it with ease. A guard standing nearby barked a halfhearted warning. This same guard stood watch on many of my two dozen or so visits over the past eight months and seemed to understand my relationship with Bonz.


  “After that?” Bonz said, settling back in his chair. He paused and stared off into the distance for at least half a minute. It seemed to me at that moment as though, during the months that passed since that day in the cemetery, he had never once actually considered this. I watched him as he mulled over my question. He’s shaved his beard. His facial scars make it unlikely he’ll ever appear on the cover of GQ, but they aren’t so bad. Despite being behind bars, he’s got more color in his face. I assume it’s because he’s getting his meals on a food line—even if it is a prison food line—instead of from trash cans. Even the stoop in his shoulders, hammered into his already-damaged body by so many hard years on the streets, is all but gone. He looked at me again. “After that, I’m going to start a new life.”


  And he should be able to, if he wants. I’ve seen to that, though he doesn’t know it yet.


  “A new life?” I said. “Sounds good.”


  “How about you?” he asked.


  “Well, Jess and I are finally getting married.”


  “When?”


  “When they let you out of here. We figured you might want to be there.”


  For a moment he didn’t seem to know what to say, then he turned to Jessica, who was sitting beside me, her hand resting lightly on mine. “Good luck with this guy,” Bonz said, jerking his head toward me. “He never shuts up.”


  “He’s a lawyer,” she said, smiling.


  “Used to be,” I said.


  “And after the wedding?” Bonz asked, turning back to me. “What then?”


  “After? I’m not really sure.”


  I know I won’t be going to jail, though. Apparently, over the course of twenty-two years in the Boston legal community, Michael Kidder—who succeeded Lippincott as U.S. Attorney for the District of Massachusetts—had made more friends and earned more respect than I could have imagined. He seemed to have considerable influence. And admirable legal and political skills, which he used to keep me out of jail. His efforts on my behalf were aided by the tape Lippincott was kind enough to record for me, albeit without his prior knowledge, exonerating me with regard to Angel’s murder. I actually did do some illegal things, of course, like stealing cars, breaking and entering, kidnapping, criminal flight, obstruction of justice, things like that, but the cops never tied some of those things to Bonz and me, and several of the ones they could pin on us were forgiven by the offices of the DA and the U.S. Attorney, in light of the circumstances that compelled us to take those actions and the big fish we’d served up to them, already scaled and gutted. Randy Deacon could have insisted on pressing kidnapping and maybe assault charges, but he turned out to be a decent guy, even though he’d bugged my bedroom and apparently listened to me having sex with Jessica. And Bonz’s threats kept Rantham’s and Harwick’s mouths shut. We did have a sticky problem because of Bonz’s assaulting the cop behind the pizza place in Belmont, and our handcuffing him and his partner before making our escape. The cops were pissed. I’m sure it caused irreparable damage to both their careers. But again, the DA—at Kidder’s behest—intervened and we skated on that, too. I still get a little antsy when cops pass me on the road, though.


  The biggest problem for me, and much more so for Bonz, was the shooting of the kid in Paulo’s when we were questioning Big Frank D’Amico. The actual carnage was higher in the cemetery, of course, where Bonz left two dead wiseguys, including Grossi, and three seriously injured ones. But, seeing as the victims were armed to the teeth and were clearly hunting for Bonz, intent on kidnapping or killing him, self-defense wasn’t a hard sell. But the restaurant shootout was a different matter. Two people died there that night in front of a lot of witnesses—witnesses who saw us walk in, knock one of D’Amico’s bodyguards flat on his back, kick the other in the ear, then shoot the youngest one. Bonz and I couldn’t just walk, at least not the both of us. So they gave me immunity from prosecution to testify against Bonz—a deal Bonz insisted I take—and they went after him mostly as a token gesture. Again, all thanks to Kidder’s influence. He called in favors, and the DA and, ultimately, the judge to whom the case was assigned, moved things quickly along so we could get this matter behind us. Instead of shooting for manslaughter, the DA agreed to a hodgepodge of lesser offenses, including reckless endangerment, threatening, and possession of a weapon without a permit. Bonz pled guilty and received a seventeen-month sentence. Because of the assistance he’ll be providing in the prosecutions of Siracuse and Lippincott, and his surprisingly good behavior since his arrest, he’s scheduled to be released next month, after serving just under nine months, nearly every day of it in a prison hospital engaged in a rigorous physical therapy program he needed anyway. As for the criminal record he’ll carry for the rest of his life, Bonz is philosophical. He figures he’s earned it, given the bones he broke for Carmen Siracuse while he worked for the mob.


  “Yeah,” I said to Bonz, “I’m not sure what I’ll do, either, but I kind of like your idea. Start a new life.” I nodded to myself. “I think I’ll do the same.”


  And that’s exactly what I intend to do. Almost nothing in my life will be as it was. I’d already found a new home with Jessica in her apartment. Mine was too small for us to share and, besides, Angel’s bloody murder there kind of ruined the place for me. We’re looking for a house now. And I’m going to find a new job, of course. Though I didn’t end up going to jail, my participation in the shooting of the kid at Paulo’s was, in fact, a crime—as were a lot of things I did but wasn’t even nailed for—and it ended my legal career. I’m okay about that, though. My reason for becoming a prosecutor in the first place was inextricably tied to my brother’s disappearance and my need for answers and, if at all possible, justice for Jake. Now that I have my answers and Jake got his justice, I can leave the law without too heavy a heart. I’m not sure exactly what I’ll do for work from now on, but I’ll think of something.


  So I guess it’s fair to say that I’m not really sure about much in my life at the moment except for Jessica.


  Oh, and there’s Jake. I’m sure about him. I’m sure that he’ll continue to be my hero and role model. I’m sure he’ll always occupy a special place in my heart, a secret place where he calls me Wiley and I pretend to hate it, but I love it, and I love him. I’ll always love him. Even though he turned out to be not exactly the man I thought he was. It was Jake himself who revealed this to me. In his letter.


  
 



   



   



   



   



   FIFTY-THREE


   



  Before planting the rigged briefcase in the Fleetwoods’ mausoleum, Bonz had searched for Jake’s tape, as I instructed him to do. I was positive I’d finally figured out Jake’s clue. The tape had to be there. There was no way I could have known that there never was a tape—or rather, that Jake never had it. But my brother did leave something behind for me. The letter Bonz found. He told me he almost missed it in the blackness at the bottom of that urn. I thank God he didn’t.


  The letter held surprises. A big one for Lippincott and Siracuse, of course—that he never had a copy of the tape. But there were some surprises for me, too.


  Every now and then I take the letter from its envelope, unfold it carefully, and read it. Jake’s last words to me, words from the other side of dying. I look at his confident handwriting and smile.


  Dear Charlie,


  I don’t want to sound like a cliché from an old movie, but if you’re reading this, I’m probably dead. And if the person reading this isn’t Charlie, then screw off and die, asshole, because you’re probably the one who killed me.


  That line still cracks me up. I read on, though I could practically recite the letter by heart now.


  But I’m going to assume it’s you, Charlie. That, if I needed to, I found a way to leave you a clue where to find this, and that you were smart enough to figure it out. I have no doubt about the last part, actually.


  The reason I wrote above that I’m probably dead is that I’ve gotten myself involved in something dangerous.


  In the next several sentences, Jake described how the then young Andrew Lippincott had hired then-even-younger Carmen Siracuse to murder his autistic son, and how he’d learned this from Carmen Siracuse’s anonymous blackmailer, the man who stole the tape from Siracuse and used it to squeeze a small fortune out of the mob boss over the years. Jake wrote how the man played the tape for him over the phone but had tragically misjudged how fast the door was closing on his life, dying within hours of the phone call, before Jake got the chance to meet with him to obtain the tape. Then came the first of Jake’s surprises.


  Charlie, I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you now. If you don’t want my memory tarnished, don’t read on. Still reading? Last chance…okay, here goes. I thought about what I knew. I did a little digging and discovered that the case against Simon Tolliver, the boy convicted of killing little Tommy Lippincott, was considered open-and-shut. Any evidence to the contrary, other than that tape, would have been lost or buried a long time ago. I suppose I could have gone to the police and at least tried to convince them of the truth, but I had no proof, and the people involved were big—far too big to go after without hard evidence. So I decided to pretend that I did, in fact, have the tape, and then follow my dead informant’s lead. I blackmailed both Siracuse and Lippincott. Sorry, Charlie, but that’s what I did. And what I’m still doing. I’ve continued to look for evidence against those two dirtbags, evidence of the murder, and when I find it, I’ll go to the nearest police station with it. In fact, the reason I’m writing this letter right now is that things might get a little dangerous for me soon. I may have a promising lead, someone who worked at the hospital at the time of the murder. For all I know, Siracuse keeps an eye on such people, but I’m willing to take the risk. Wish me luck.


  That answered a question that had bothered me. I’d wondered what Jake had done to cause Siracuse to have someone make that phony call to Jake while he was dining with his reporter friend, the one that lured him away to be kidnapped. Before I knew Jake had been blackmailing Siracuse and Lippincott, I wondered what he’d done to draw their attention. But as I read about the blackmailing in Jake’s letter, I’d wondered why they suddenly took him in. They must have figured he’d have a backup plan. Well, it turns out he didn’t. My guess is, he didn’t want to endanger anyone else. But they didn’t know that. They might have found out that he was trying to find other evidence of their murder conspiracy. It could very well have been the “promising lead” Jake wrote about that tipped them off. So they grabbed him.


  So, I hope you can see that I didn’t do what I’ve done out of greed, Charlie. But, still, I beg your forgiveness. Nobody else’s but yours. I never want to hurt you, to cause you shame. My only excuse is that I’m doing it out of love. See, the insurance money from Mom’s and Dad’s deaths? The money we lived on for years? The money that put you through college? That’s putting you through law school as I write this? It didn’t come from Mom and Dad. Or their insurance company. Dad had a great legal mind, but he never really had a head for details in his personal life. He let the policies lapse. We had nothing. And I didn’t want that for you, Charlie. I wanted you to have what you needed to start a life. You deserved that. You had it rough ever since you were a kid. Our parents dying. Me never around, working all the time. You deserved better. And that’s why I’m doing what I’m doing.


  Next, Jake gave me the account numbers for two separate bank accounts in the Cayman Islands. Apparently, there were over three million dollars in them at the time Jake wrote the letter more than thirteen years ago. The money sat there patiently after that, waiting, gaining interest.


  The irony of Jake’s blackmail wasn’t lost on me, and I’m sure it wasn’t lost on him. Hell, maybe it wasn’t lost on Lippincott or even Siracuse. After all, Siracuse used the tape—even after he no longer had possession of it—to blackmail Lippincott. An anonymous person, probably some associate or underling of Siracuse’s, stole the tape from him and blackmailed the mob boss with it. Then Jake came along and, though he never actually got the tape in his hands, used its existence and the knowledge of what was on it to blackmail Siracuse and Lippincott. Finally, there was me. Bluffing my way through, pretending I had the tape to get what I wanted, which were the lives of Jessica and Bonz, as well as my own.


  Now the product of Jake’s blackmail waited for me in the Caribbean Sea, growing larger by the day. Frankly, I’m not sure how I would have felt about claiming all that money if Jake hadn’t written what he’d written next.


  I know you, Charlie. You’re not going to want the money. You’re too good. Better than I. But if I were you, I’d take it. Do whatever you want with it. Keep it. Donate it to charity. Spend it on silly hats. Whatever. You may not truly deserve it, but you sure as hell deserve it more than the scumbags who have been giving it to me do.


  Hard to argue with him there.


  So that’s all, Charlie. I hope you never see this letter. I hope we both live forever. I hope I grow old and can watch you grow almost as old (you’ll always be eleven years younger, remember). But if that isn’t to be, I hope you make a good life even if I’m not around. And you marry someone extraordinary. And you have kids. And you’re happy. Please do this, Charlie. If you do, my own life will have had meaning.


  Your loving brother, Jake


  Maybe someday I’ll be able to read this letter without having to wipe a tear from my eye afterward. But that day hasn’t yet arrived.


  So Jake wasn’t quite the man I thought he was. In my mind, he’d always been flawless. To be honest, he couldn’t have been the man I thought him to be. No one could. Well, maybe one man was, but a lot of people believe he was nailed to a cross a long, long time ago.


  Jessica and I haven’t decided what to do with all that money. Will we keep it? At least some of it, I think. We’ve already set up an account for Bonz with a good chunk of it. I figure a million dollars will get him off to a decent start. I’ll tell him about it soon. We also made a sizable anonymous donation to Saint John’s church. I’m still not sure whether I believe in God, but Father Sean does, and he believed in me when almost no one else did, and that’s easily worth a quarter of a million dollars in my book. We completed our philanthropy with anonymous donations totaling another quarter million to various charities providing assistance to the homeless people of Boston. There is, however, at least one personal use to which we intend to put just a little of the money—the completion of the inscription on Jake’s headstone. Have the date of his death, or the best I can approximate it, carved on it.


  In his letter, Jake asked for my forgiveness. That was unnecessary. What he did, he did for me. That’s the way he lived most of his life. Everything I am, everything I might someday be, I owe to him.


  Some people would question Jake’s choices, his decision to turn to blackmail, and I guess I couldn’t blame them. But I don’t. In fact, it doesn’t bother me at all.


  To me, it’s just Jake.
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