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Prologue
Monday, September 12, 2005
ED TANNERYLEANED BACK into the vinyl seat as the commuter train pulled out of the station. He couldn’t remember ever having been so tired.
“How’s the baby?” Harry Makin asked. The two of them had been riding the train together for three years. They were similar cogs in the great economic engine of corporate America: white, male, early thirties, married, blue suit, white shirt, red tie—just two among more than a thousand hardworking souls on the 7:34 a.m. train winding its way through the suburban sprawl west of Boston.
“She’s great,” Tannery replied. “I just wish she was sleeping better.”
“Yeah, well, get used to it, buddy. If you had any illusions about getting a good night’s sleep anytime in the next three months, you may as well abandon them.”
Tannery smiled. “It’s worth it, though.”
Harry laughed. “Tell me that when she’s sixteen and she’s not coming home at night anymore because she’s dating someone like you.”
“No problem. I’ve already applied for a gun license.”
Harry laughed again and closed his eyes, turning his head toward the window, away from Tannery. Tannery enjoyed riding to work with Harry. He understood that silence could be a commuter’s best friend, and recognized the difference between light banter and incessant chatter.
The two men sat quietly next to each other as the train gathered speed. That particular day, a respectful silence seemed appropriate. It had been exactly four years and a day since the world had changed so drastically.
They’d both known several people who perished in the attack on the World Trade Center. The financial community was small and inbred, and the ripples that spread across their industry in the wake of the loss were still deeply felt.
“I thought you were going to take the day off,” Harry commented after a while, his eyes still closed. Tannery’s company allowed its employees to take September 11 as a floating holiday in memory of the great tragedy. Because the eleventh fell on Sunday, they had been given the option of taking the Monday off in remembrance of the dark anniversary.
“Nah, I’ve got too much going on. I couldn’t.” That wasn’t exactly true. The baby was only two weeks old, and Tannery hadn’t logged any vacation time yet. He could have skipped work that day. But the markets were down, and he was young and ambitious; he was unwilling to give ground to his competitors. Besides, Amy seemed to be doing great with the baby, and he was planning on taking a week off in the beginning of October—the most beautiful time of year in New England. Go, Amy had told him, and then you can really relax when we’re on vacation. So he’d gone.
Harry grunted his understanding and sank deeper into his seat, desperate to augment what little sleep he got at home contending with two children of his own. There just never seemed to be enough time in the day.
Sitting on the train, a part of Ed Tannery knew he’d made a mistake. The baby would never be this young again, and he would never get this time back. At the same time, he had responsibilities now. He had to make sure he provided for his young family.
He took a photograph out of his jacket pocket and held it up. Amy stared out at him from the delivery room, sweaty and tired, but radiant. In her arms lay their newborn baby, only minutes old, still sticky and red and grumpy. Tannery put the picture back into his breast pocket and patted his chest. He closed his eyes as a tired smile spread across his face. He’d have a lifetime with them, he thought.
Three rows ahead of Ed Tannery, Alhari Al Sadria sat with his eyes glued to the window, following the train’s path parallel to the highway.
He had short, neatly trimmed black hair, a thin mustache, and an olive complexion. Most people assumed he was Spanish, or perhaps Greek. In fact, Sadria had been born and raised in Tunisia on the shores near the ancient city of Carthage. As a boy, he’d played in the turquoise waters of the Mediterranean and watched the barbarians from Italy, France, and America claim the small African nation street by street, building by building, and family by family. It was there that he came under the influence of Nisar Ben Mohammad Namur, an outspoken mullah who shared Sadria’s contempt for Westerners. The great teacher had taken Sadria’s adolescent disenchantment and molded it with care into a hatred that burned with blind passion.
In 1996, Sadria had arrived in the United States as a twenty-year-old college student, ready to study computer science at Boston University. He graduated near the top of his class and earned a spot in a master’s program at MIT. Upon receiving his degree, he turned down doctoral program offers from several top universities, choosing instead to enter the private sector. A large consulting company hired him and expedited the visa paperwork so he could stay in the country. In the two years since, he’d ridden this same train every morning. Never again, he knew.
The call had come two weeks before. To anyone eavesdropping, the conversation with his old friend in Tunisia would have sounded innocent enough. They spoke of Sadria’s family and the goings-on in his old seaside town on the Mediterranean. They talked about the top African and European football stars and the latest matches. They laughed about the times they’d enjoyed when they were boys, and about the future. The conversation was so relaxed and natural that Sadria almost missed the signal.
“We’re having an anniversary party,” his friend said.
“Really?” Sadria’s breath caught in his chest.
“Yes, and we’d like you to join us.”
Sadria couldn’t believe it. He’d waited so long to hear such instructions that he’d ceased to believe they’d ever come. His manufactured life in the United States had become his reality. He found himself unable to talk, and the pause on the phone was noticeable.
“Do you think you’ll be able to make it?” His friend’s voice was still nonchalant, but Sadria could feel the urgency from half a world away. Buoyed by the importance of his task, Sadria found his voice.
“Of course, my brother. I’m already counting the moments until we can embrace each other again around the warmth of the desert fire. I know it will be soon.” With that, Sadria’s course was set.
Now the culmination of nine years of waiting and planning and thinking was at hand. Sadria looked up toward the front of the car at the young man in the bright blue uniform. He couldn’t be more than twenty years old, and was of no concern. He was a member of the newly formed Massachusetts Transportation Safety Commission Guard Unit, which had been thrown together in haste when the American federal government blindly put up billions of dollars for states to use in developing homeland defense strategies. Fearful of losing out on the funding, politicians had fallen over one another to come up with pork-barrel schemes for “improved security.” The Guard Unit officers assigned to the transit rails were, Sadria knew, nothing more than window dressing.
At the same time, the security wizards and political hacks had failed to recognize the real weaknesses in transport security. As a result, it had been child’s play for Sadria to sneak into the rail yard at night and attach bundles of explosives to the bottom of each of the train’s twelve cars. The hole he’d cut in the simple chain-link fence would be discovered later in the day, and the shouting and finger-pointing would begin. But by then it would be too late.
The explosives were set on a two-second delayed detonation sequence, running from the back car to the front, where he was. In his pocket he held the detonator that would start the chain reaction. He was amazed that his palm wasn’t sweaty, and he took that as a sign from Allah that his cause was just and he would be rewarded. He found peace in his belief that he would indeed be reunited with his old friend soon.
Sadria looked out the window again. The train had reached its top speed and was headed toward a sharp turn near Newton Corner. If his calculations were correct, each car would explode and separate in sequence, slipping the rails in a fury. Death would not be confined to the train itself. It would be carried off the tracks by each railcar, enveloping pedestrians, passing cars, and nearby buildings. It would be glorious.
As the train entered the curve, Sadria took a deep breath and said a silent prayer. Then he flipped the switch.
At first he thought there’d been a malfunction, and he feared he had failed his brothers at his most important moment. He lamented that he wouldn’t be able to regain the respect of the movement, and that his place in heaven was no longer certain. He was deep in despair when he heard the first explosion. It was distant, coming from the rear of the train. Two seconds later there was another, closer this time. Then another, and another. His heart was filled with joy as the explosions became deafening. The eleventh explosion rocked the car just behind his, and he was no longer able to contain his excitement.
“Allahu Akhbar!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. He was barely able to get the words out before the final explosion ripped through the train’s front car, the fireball burning straight through his clothes and melting the flesh from his face, reducing it to an eternal grimace.
Three rows behind, Ed Tannery had only a moment to grasp one final time at his jacket pocket to feel the outlines of the photograph that held the image of his wife and their infant daughter.
Chapter One
August 2006
HER BODY WAS FOUND on a Sunday evening. It might have been discovered earlier, but floating in Boston Harbor it blended in with the logs and tires and trash that spilled over from the city.
She was the seventh, or so they thought at the time. Two weeks had passed since the sixth, and people were holding their breath, greedy in their anticipation. Not since the days when the Boston Strangler prowled his way across Beacon Hill had a singular fear so titillated New Englanders.
She was found by a police officer—Officer Paul Stone—who stumbled on her, almost literally. Twenty-two years old and fresh from the police academy, he spent his afternoons on foot patrol along the piers at the edge of South Boston—“Southie,” as it was known to the locals. It was a lousy assignment. Directly across Fort Point Channel from downtown Boston, the edge of Southie was lifeless on the weekends, particularly in the heat of late August. The Boston World Trade Center was deserted, as were the new Convention Center and the Federal Courthouse. Other than those outcast buildings, the area was dominated by warehouses, parking lots, and storage facilities, the majority of which were shut down on Sundays. Stone felt as if he were in some postapocalyptic version of his hometown as he patrolled up and down the center of empty streets.
He walked halfway across the abandoned Northern Avenue Bridge at around seven o’clock. It was nearing dusk and most of the lights were on in the skyscrapers in front of him. Many were of the fluorescent variety, beaming out unfriendly from office towers where the lights seemed to burn around the clock, but others glowed from apartment buildings, shimmering along the city’s edge and easing the evening’s transition. At the bridge’s center, he took one last look at the financial district, then turned and followed his patrol route back toward Southie.
The top of his shirt was open to the summer heat as he walked back along the bridge, but there was very little wind. A nice sea breeze might have made the beat more bearable, but the water was still and silent, and he cursed the heat as his collar rode up on his neck, soaked through with sweat.
It was high tide, and the piers seemed peaceful. The sunset over his shoulder cast a flat, pre-dusk light on the shoreline, highlighting the pockets of garbage floating by the shore along the harbor’s embankments.
One particular clump caught Stone’s eye; a dark mass stuck on a piling twenty yards or so east of the bridge. A metal object in the center of the lump was clinging unnaturally high on the piling. It had found the last rays of sunlight and was reflecting them right into Stone’s eyes. He followed the glimmer out of boredom and curiosity, leaving the bridge, turning left, and walking along the shoreline.
When he came to the piling, he leaned over the embankment to take a look.
He could see the object now. It was a watch—a nice one, too. A Movado. The crisp silver casing that formed the simple, understated watch face still held the sunlight from the west. Stone was no longer focused on the watch itself, though; his attention was riveted on the wrist to which it was attached. It was delicate yet firm, and extended up from the water, supporting a slim hand that seemed to be reaching for help. It was so desperate in its pose that Stone’s heart skipped a beat, and he reached over the harbor wall to grab hold. It was foolish, he realized, but he did it out of reflex and instinct. The cold, dead feel of the skin returned him to reality and he jerked himself back.
As he let go of the hand, the wrist slipped off its catch on the piling and the entire dark mass rolled over in the water. Stone found himself staring straight down into the face of a woman submerged just inches below the water’s surface. Her eyes were open, as if to take one final look at the late summer sky. She was dressed in what looked like a tight-fitting black outfit, and around her neck was a bright red ribbon holding a gold crucifix in place at the top of her chest. Stone had the feeling that she was staring at him, and his heart skipped again when he looked into her eyes. They were clear blue, and they were mesmerizing. Later that night, in trying to recall the entirety of the incident, his only specific recollection would be of those eyes.
He stumbled back from the edge of the embankment and reached for his radio. He was about to call the precinct when a wave of nausea overtook him and he lunged toward the nearest bushes.
After he’d taken a moment to compose himself, he picked up his radio again. “Dispatch, this is Patrol Twelve. I’ve got a DB Code Thirty in the harbor. Right by the Northern Avenue Bridge, south side. Over.”
It seemed like hours before the call was answered. “Patrol Twelve, this is dispatch, could you repeat that?”
“Yeah, I’ve got a body floating in the goddamned harbor! Caucasian female. Looks like she’s in her twenties or thirties. Is that you, Kate?” Stone was friendly with the dispatcher. They’d both grown up in Southie, as had many of the cops in the precinct, and she’d gone to school with his older brother.
“Yeah, it’s me, Paul. Don’t touch anything. I’m gonna get a team down there to take over on crime scene. Just make damn sure no one goes near the area.”
“That shouldn’t be too much of a problem. It’s just me and the seagulls down here, and I’m sure as hell not going swimming with a stiff.”
There was silence on the other end of the radio for a few moments, and after a while Stone started to get nervous. The humidity was oppressive, and he could feel his uniform sticking to his body, bunching uncomfortably in the crevices where his limbs met his torso. It was as if the air was pushing in on him; a stress test draining his arms and legs of their strength as the sweat ran in streams down his back and chest. He began to have the feeling that someone was watching him from a distance, but there was no movement along the waterfront, and he assumed it was just his imagination.
“Kate?” he said into his handset. There was no answer. He walked to the edge of the harbor and looked over the embankment again. The harbor-lady was still there, looking up at him in apparent indifference.
“Kate, you there?” he repeated. He could hear the edge in his voice and he hoped that it wouldn’t be obvious back at the station house. He didn’t really care, though. He was feeling spooked.
“Yeah, Paul, hold on a minute.” Kate’s voice calmed him down a little. “Okay,” she said after a brief pause. “We’ve got the task force from Area A-1 on the way down. They should be there in a couple of minutes.”
“Okay, I’ll be here.”
There was another pause. Then, unable to contain her curiosity, Kate asked the question. “Is it him?”
“I don’t know, Kate. Red choker. Gold cross. Yeah, I’d say it’s probably him. It’s just a guess, though.”
Kate didn’t respond. Stone stood for a moment, looking down at the lifeless figure in the water. Then he sat down on the embankment to wait in silence.
Chapter Two
POLICE DETECTIVE LIEUTENANT LINDA FLAHERTY looked at her watch. She hated Mondays. Always had. It sometimes struck her as odd that the hatred remained despite the fact that, in her line of work, Mondays held no particular significance. Weekends offered no break in the investigative cycle. On “the job,” Fridays blended into Saturdays and Sundays into Mondays without any distinction. Nevertheless, she hated Mondays, and, standing in the medical examiner’s cutting room at eight forty-five in the morning, she knew that this particular Monday was going to be a bad one.
She’d gotten the call at seven-thirty on Sunday evening: Number Seven has been found. She’d been at her desk, poring over the case files on the first six victims, looking for anything to grab on to that might bring her some redemption. That was what you did when you were the lead investigator on a case involving a serial killer—you searched for redemption. Until the case was solved and the bastard was rotting in jail, you were a failure, and every new victim was hung around your neck with a weight few could comprehend. So you searched through everything you had for that one clue that might break the case and keep the weight from dragging you down forever.
She wasn’t finding anything when the call came in.
Flaherty was the first on the task force to arrive on the scene. A young officer she didn’t know was sitting at the edge of the harbor when she pulled up. He stood as soon as he saw her car pulling into the vacant lot near the water. Two police vans from the crime scene unit pulled in behind her.
“What d’ya got?” she shouted to the officer as she got out of her car.
“Dead woman,” the officer replied. He sounded nervous. “She’s right over here at the edge of the water.”
Flaherty walked to the embankment and looked over the edge. This type of grim scene no longer had the power to shock her, but she felt her chest hitch involuntarily as she looked down at the corpse floating by the piling. The tide was still high, and she hadn’t expected the woman’s body to be as close as it was. When she peered over the embankment, she was looking straight into the most penetrating eyes she’d ever seen. They were pale blue, and they stared up at her with such vibrancy that she almost thought the woman was alive. She must have been beautiful, Flaherty thought. Any amount of time in the water violates a corpse’s integrity, and Flaherty could already see the blue swelling around the eyes and lips where the body had begun to decompose and bloat. But even in this deteriorated condition, she could tell that the woman had once been stunning.
“Is this how you found her?” Flaherty’s voice was rough, concealing her shock.
Stone hesitated.
“What’s your name?” Flaherty’s voice betrayed an anger she couldn’t explain. Not waiting for an answer, she read the name off the tag on his shirt, just below the badge that was still so new it shined even in the waning light. “Stone? Is that how you found her?” This time she got right up to his face and raised her voice to a bark. In her years on the force, she’d learned that, as an attractive woman, this was the best way to gain an advantage over the testosterone factories that populated the ranks. They had no idea how to respond short of physical violence, and the professional inappropriateness of violence against women had been so drilled into them that they were most often left without any defense. She also knew that if she gave a rookie any time to think, he’d tell her what he thought she wanted to hear rather than the truth. Better to frighten him out of using what few brain cells he probably had.
“I’m going to ask you one more time”—she was loud enough now that some of the crime scene team could hear her, and they were looking over nervously—“is that how you found her?”
“Not exactly,” Stone finally admitted.
“What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?” Her voice was not as loud, but the edge was still there, sharp enough to cut through any rookie’s bravado.
“She was more on her side, facedown in the water. Her arm was sticking straight up, so I grabbed her hand and she rolled over.”
“Why the hell did you grab her hand?”
“I don’t know, I thought I could help her. I thought she needed help.”
“Well, you were right, she did need help … about a god-damned day and a half ago from the look of her.”
Stone was silent but continued to look Flaherty straight in the eyes. He knew he probably should have left the body alone, but he’d grabbed the hand out of reflex, to try and save the woman. As illogical as it seemed now, it wasn’t something he was ashamed of.
Flaherty continued to stare back at him, too. She was pissed off, but not at Stone. She was just taking her anger out on him because he happened to be there. She was pissed off at him— the one the media had taken to calling “Little Jack.” Some snot-nosed beat reporter at the Herald had started using the moniker because all of the victims had been prostitutes and the killer had eviscerated each of them, much like Jack the Ripper. Other reporters, lacking originality, had adopted the title, and it had stuck.
Flaherty suddenly wondered how long it had been since she’d had a decent night’s sleep. Not since she’d taken over the task force. There was a lot of political pressure that came with the job. Boston was held in the grip of a serial killer, and every politician with legs was running for cover, looking for someone to take the fall as the bodies piled up.
She sighed. “Don’t worry about it too much, Stone. We’re probably not going to get much from this crime scene anyway. He kills them someplace else before he dumps the bodies.” She shrugged. “And you can’t dust the harbor for fingerprints.”
“No ma’am.” Stone didn’t smile or show relief. His face was impassive, but he continued to hold Flaherty’s look straight in the eye. His self-assurance was unsettling.
“All right,” Flaherty said. “Clear out of here and let the lab boys do their work. Just make sure you have a written report on my desk by six a.m.”
“Yes ma’am.” Stone nodded and gave a stiff salute before he finally broke eye contact and walked away slowly. Flaherty watched him go, then leaned over the embankment again to look at the woman in the harbor.
She stayed at the crime scene for a while, watching the technicians photograph and record every detail. As she suspected, it was a useless exercise, but then, you never knew what was going to break open a case. When it was clear there’d be no immediate revelations at the crime scene, she left.
It was past midnight when she returned to her tiny apartment fifteen blocks from the downtown Boston police station where she spent almost all of her time. She caught a couple of hours of sleep, then rose early to be at the ME’s office to see the entire autopsy. She looked at her watch again, noting it was after the scheduled nine o’clock start for the procedure.
Dr. Tim Farmalant, the chief coroner, finally entered the cutting room. He’d kept her waiting on purpose. It wasn’t personal; he did it to everyone. It was his way of making sure everyone knew he ran the show in the Medical Examiner’s office, and if you wanted anything done, you were at his mercy.
Other than his obsession with administrative power, Farmalant was the antithesis of the stereotypical coroner. He was tall and handsome, with blond hair whipped back in a styled coif and bright blue eyes. Even under the blue-green of the fluorescent lights in the ancient government building, the depth of his tan was evident.
He smiled at Flaherty as he walked in. It was the type of smile she was used to seeing from men—warm and friendly, but with a hint of lechery lurking underneath. At first his passes had angered her, but Farmalant was so deliberately transparent that she decided to humor him, and even to play along when it gained her an advantage. It was harmless, she told herself, by way of an excuse to assuage the guilt that bit at the feminism she’d been forced to conceal throughout her career. The truth was, she also found it flattering.
“Linda,” he said in his most charming voice. “It’s good to see you again, even under these circumstances.” He reached toward her and took her hand, bringing it up to his lips and kissing it lightly.
Flaherty shook her head in mock disgust. “Doctor, you have the most romantic sense of timing.”
“My timing might be better if you would have dinner with me sometime.”
Flaherty pointed to the body on the steel table, still covered with a sheet. “I’ll tell you what, Doc. You get me something I can use to catch the asshole who did this, and I’ll not only go to dinner with you, I’ll buy.”
Farmalant raised his eyebrows. “You know how I love a challenge.”
He walked over to the steel table, letting his critical eye drift over the body even as it was still covered with a white antiseptic sheet. The whole scene made Flaherty shiver in spite of herself. Necessary though it was, an autopsy always struck her as the final insult to a murder victim. Stripped of her life, the woman on the table no longer qualified for the most basic protections against intrusion. What the police would learn might lead to her killer. Then again, it might not. One thing was certain, though: the autopsy would pull back the curtain on her final secrets. The most personal and carefully guarded pieces of herself would become fodder for review and speculation— and often ridicule—around watercoolers and bars once the rank and file learned about them. Necessary, yes. Kind, no. This was the part of her job she hated most.
With one fluid motion, Tim Farmalant’s gloved hand tore the sheet off the body and let it float gently to the floor. “Let’s begin, shall we?” He winked at Flaherty as he picked up a surgical saw and leaned over the dead woman’s body.
Chapter Three
SCOTT T. FINN, ESQ., stood at the window of his downtown office. It was small, little more than a cubicle with four walls, as were all of the associates’ offices at the venerable law firm of Howery, Black & Longbothum, PC, but the large window behind the desk offered a beautiful view of the harbor and South Boston. Once he made partner, he’d get a much bigger office, he knew.
He rubbed his hand over the stubble that covered his chin. He’d have to take care of that before any of the partners came in. That was fine. He kept a razor and shaving cream in his desk drawer, along with Advil and Alka-Seltzer.
It had been a long weekend. It was amazing to him that two days could feel so long. He’d crammed too much drinking into too little time, and he was paying for it now. He needed to stop drinking so much, he knew. He needed to start acting like the seventh-year associate at Howery, Black he was. Finn thought back to the madness of his youth on the streets of Charlestown and marveled at how far he’d come. It seemed like a short time ago that he and his crew were running errands for the local crime bosses. It had been a matter of survival, but he had always felt that it wasn’t a part of who he was meant to be. After that fateful night, he knew he had to get out, and that was just what he’d done.
He’d fought the odds to get to college, and finished in four years, despite working two jobs at the same time. That was followed by law school in Suffolk University’s night program, and then a twenty-thousand-dollar-a-year job as a public defender. He’d probably be there still if he hadn’t been noticed by a well-connected prosecutor who told his friend Preston Holland, the managing partner at Howery, Black, that he’d recently come up against one of the finest young courtroom lawyers he’d seen in years. With that recommendation, Finn was able to get a job at the white-shoe law firm, where his salary had immediately increased to one hundred and thirty thousand dollars a year.
Now, six years later, he was only one year away from making partner if everything went according to plan. And while there were certainly no guarantees, he knew he was catching the attention of some of the more influential senior partners, and had even become a protégé of Preston Holland himself, which gave him an advantage over most of the other associates. In a law firm where roughly one out of thirty starting associates managed to make partner, he felt like his chances were better than fifty-fifty, and he was going to do everything he could to increase those odds. He could already taste victory.
Maybe then he could relax a little. Maybe then the hole he’d felt throughout his life would fill in, and he could put his past behind him.
But first he had to shave.
He also had to apologize to Natalie. He’d acted like a jackass toward her on Friday night, and he needed to make sure he hadn’t caused any permanent damage to their friendship. Natalie Caldwell was his closest ally at the firm, and he relied on her to get through the hard times. She was a couple of years behind him, but she had been at the Justice Department for two years before coming to Howery, and she was regarded as a star in her own right. He’d been drawn to her from the moment she joined the firm, and she to him, though less compulsively. For a brief period, just after she joined the firm, they’d been more than friends. It had hurt when she ended it, and they hadn’t been as close since, but she was still a better friend to him than anyone else.
Their drinks date on Friday had been a disaster. They’d started out well enough; they got a table at the International and ordered margaritas. They hadn’t spent much time alone together since she’d ended their tryst, and he quickly realized how much he’d missed her company. She was funny and open, playfully licking salt from the rim of her glass and laughing seductively. “I’ve missed this,” she said, echoing Finn’s thoughts.
“Missed what?” Finn asked, hesitant.
“This,” Natalie said. “You and me alone, talking to each other. When was the last time you and I really let our hair down together?”
“I don’t know,” Finn answered, but it was a lie. He remembered exactly, and it had been a very long time.
“Well, I’m glad we’re doing it again.” Natalie raised her glass in a toast, and Finn could feel the eyes of every man in the bar following her every move, wondering who she was, and how they might be lucky enough to be with someone like her.
By the third drink, Finn was feeling a little light-headed, and it seemed as if he’d been transported back in time to when he and Natalie had been intimate. He felt sure she was feeling the same way. She seemed comfortable, and yet she kept casting sideways glances at him, her smile suggesting a hidden agenda. In his state, Finn easily convinced himself that her agenda was reconciliation.
By the time he started on his fourth margarita, he’d decided to take a chance. As she was laughing her way through their conversation, closing her eyes and doubling over toward him, he leaned in and kissed her cheek, gently, but with determination. It clearly startled her, and she stiffened, pulling away.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
She looked almost scared, and a little bit angry, as though Finn had broken her trust, and he realized instantly he’d mis-read her. “I told you a long time ago, we’re just friends,” she said. Finn felt his face redden, and then, worse, he recognized her look of pity. She softened her tone somewhat. “Look, you’re a great guy, Finn, but I’ve moved on.”
“Hey, I know that, Nat. I was just kidding around.”
She hesitated. “I’m seeing someone else now.”
He looked away from her, knowing he wouldn’t react well to the news. “That’s great,” he said, realizing how forced the words seemed. “Really, I’m happy for you. Who’s the lucky guy?” As soon as the question left his lips he regretted asking. It was bad enough she was seeing someone else; he realized he didn’t really want to know the details.
She shook her head. “I couldn’t tell you if I wanted to. He’s older,” she said, “and there are complications. But he’s been really good for me, teaching me a lot.” She continued talking, but Finn was no longer listening. The drinks and his mortification caught up with him quickly, and his light-headedness quickly turned to nausea. He tried to focus on the television above the bar, just to get his bearings, but it was no use, he had to get out of there. As she continued talking, he pulled out two twenty-dollar bills and laid them on the table.
“What are you doing?” she asked, interrupting her monologue.
“Listen, Nat, I’m sorry, but I’m feeling a little under the weather. The tequila’s hitting me a little harder than I thought it would,” Finn responded. “This should cover our drinks, and then some.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I know, I feel bad about it, but I’ve really got to head out. I guess I just can’t drink the way I used to when we … when I was younger.”
“But I have something I need to talk to you about,” Natalie protested. “I really need your help. That was the reason I asked you to meet me tonight.”
Finn forced a laugh. “You mean it wasn’t just for the pleasure of my company?” He heard his voice, and it sounded petty and weak. He had to get out of there before she lost all respect for him. He pasted a smile on his face and patted her on the shoulder clumsily. “I really am sorry, but I feel like shit. Let’s do this another time—maybe we can get together for lunch early next week, okay?” She didn’t respond, but just looked up at him with an expression of hurt that made him want to take her in his arms. He had to leave. “Okay then, I’ll see you Monday.”
As he walked out the front door, he turned to look at her, and she flashed him a look of anger that settled in his memory even through the alcohol. He knew he’d have trouble sleeping well again until he made things right between them. After all, in spite of their problems, they were still good friends.
That she would in fact forgive him was not a question in his mind. She’d understand, he knew. That was the thing about their relationship; strained though it was at times, they understood each other. Finn knew he’d never have made it this far in the rarefied environs of Howery, Black if he hadn’t had Natalie Caldwell to turn to. She’d have to forgive him.
Shaking himself free from the memories of Friday night, Finn picked up the phone and dialed her extension. The phone rang four times before the automated voice-mail system picked up. He put the phone back down. No point leaving her a message. He’d catch her when she got in. An apology might go over better in person anyway.
He turned back toward the window and looked out over the harbor again. From his vantage he could see police lines set up near the edge of the rusted Northern Avenue Bridge, close to the Federal Courthouse, where he spent much of his time. That must be where they found Little Jack’s latest victim. Like everyone else in Boston, he’d followed the investigation for the past few months. With the infamous Red Sox curse no longer holding his attention, the saga of murder was one of the few entertainments left in the newspapers. He looked down on the few police officers that were still at the scene, covering every inch of the lot as though they might actually find something useful. Poor bastards.
He took a deep breath as he surveyed the rest of the harbor and the islands that lay to the south, running their way down toward the tony shoreline suburbs and beyond to Cape Cod. Yeah, things were about as good as they could get from up here on the forty-fourth floor. He just had to make it through the next year or so, then he could relax a little. He raised his arms in a stretch, smiling as he did.
Then he pulled out the razor and shaving cream from his top desk drawer and padded down to the men’s room.
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