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For my friends
 John Dempsey, Chris Mullen, and Susan Hayes,
 who let me steal some
 of their best lines
 and dont sue.


And
 Andre,
 who is deeply missed.







I heard the old, old men say, 
All thats beautiful drifts away Like the waters.

W. B. YEATS
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In the dream, I have a son. Hes about five, but he speaks with the voice and intelligence of a fifteen-year-old. He sits in the seat beside me, buckled tightly, his legs just barely reaching the edge of the car seat. Its a big car, old, with a steering wheel as large as the rim of a bicycle tire, and we drive it through a late December morning the color of dull chrome. We are somewhere rural, south of Massachusetts but north of the Mason-Dixon LineDelaware, maybe, or southern New Jerseyand red-and-white-checkered silos peek up in the distance from furrowed harvest fields frosted the pale gray of newspaper with last weeks snow. There is nothing around us but the fields and the distant silos, a windmill frozen stiff and silent, miles of black telephone wire glistening with ice. No other cars, no people. Just my son and myself and the hard slate road carved through fields of frozen wheat.


My son says, Patrick.


Yeah?


Its a good day.


I look out at the still gray morning, the sheer quiet. Beyond the farthest silo, a wisp of dusky smoke rises from a chimney. Though I cant see the structure, I can imagine the warmth of the house. I can smell food roasting in an oven and see exposed cherry beams over a kitchen constructed of honey-colored wood. An apron hangs from the handle of the oven door. I feel how good it is to be inside on a hushed December morning.


I look at my son. I say, Yeah, it is.


My son says, Well drive all day. Well drive all night. Well drive forever.


I say, Sure.


My son looks out his window. He says, Dad.


Yeah.


Well never stop driving.


I turn my head and he is looking up at me with my own eyes.


I say, Okay. Well never stop driving.


He puts his hand on mine. If we stop driving, we run out of air.


Yeah.


If we run out of air, we die.


We do.


I dont want to die, Dad.


I run my hand over his smooth hair. I dont either.


So well never stop driving.


No, buddy. I smile at him. I can smell his skin, his hair, a newborns scent in a five-year-olds body. Well never stop driving.


Good.


He settles back in his seat, then falls asleep with his cheek pressed to the back of my hand.


Ahead of me, the slate road stretches through the dusty white fields, and my hand on the wheel is light and sure. The road is straight and flat and lies ahead of me for a thousand miles. The old snow rustles as the wind picks it off the fields and swirls small tempests of it in the cracks of tar in front of my grille.


I will never stop driving. I will never get out of the car. I will not run out of gas. I will not get hungry. Its warm here. I have my son. Hes safe. Im safe. I will never stop driving. I will not tire. I will never stop.


The road lies open and endless before me.


My son turns his head away from my hand and says, Wheres Mom?


I dont know, I say.


But its okay? He looks up at me.


Its okay, I say. Its fine. Go back to sleep.


My son goes back to sleep. I keep driving.


And both of us vanish when I wake.
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The first time I met Karen Nichols, she struck me as the kind of woman who ironed her socks.


She was blond and petite and stepped out of a kelly-green 1998 VW Bug as Bubba and I crossed the avenue toward St. Bartholomews Church with our morning coffee in hand. It was February, but winter had forgotten to show up that year. Except for one snowstorm and a few days in the subzeros, it had been damn near balmy. Today it was in the high forties, and it was only ten in the morning. Say all you want about global warming, but as long as it saves me from shoveling the walk, Im for it.


Karen Nichols placed a hand over her eyebrows, even though the morning sun wasnt all that strong, and smiled uncertainly at me.


Mr. Kenzie?


I gave her my eats-his-veggies-loves-his-mom smile and proffered my hand. Miss Nichols?


She laughed for some reason. Karen, yes, Im early.


Her hand slid into mine and felt so smooth and uncallused it could have been gloved. Call me Patrick. Thats Mr. Rogowski.


Bubba grunted and slugged his coffee.


Karen Nicholss hand dropped from mine and she jerked back slightly, as if afraid shed have to extend her hand to Bubba. Afraid if she did, she might not get it back.


She wore a brown suede jacket that fell to midthigh over a charcoal cable-knit crewneck, crisp blue jeans, and bright white Reeboks. None of her apparel looked as if a wrinkle, stain, or wisp of dust had been within a country mile of it.


She placed delicate fingers on her smooth neck. A couple of real PIs. Wow. Her soft blue eyes crinkled with her button nose and she laughed again.


Im the PI, I said. Hes just slumming.


Bubba grunted again and kicked me in the ass.


Down, boy, I said. Heel.


Bubba sipped some coffee.


Karen Nichols looked as if shed made a mistake coming here. I decided then not to lead her up to my belfry office. If people were uncertain about hiring me, taking them to the belfry usually wasnt good PR.


School was out because it was Saturday, and the air was moist and without a chill, so Karen Nichols, Bubba, and I walked to a bench in the schoolyard. I sat down. Karen Nichols used an immaculate white handkerchief to dust the surface, then she sat down. Bubba frowned at the lack of space on the bench, frowned at me, then sat on the ground in front of us, crossed his legs, peered up expectantly.


Good doggie, I said.


Bubba gave me a look that said Id pay for that as soon as we were away from polite company.


Miss Nichols, I said, how did you hear about me?


She tore her gaze away from Bubba and looked into my eyes for a moment in utter confusion. Her blond hair was cut as short as a small boys and reminded me of pictures Ive seen of women in Berlin in the 1920s. It was sculpted tight against the skull with gel, and even though it wouldnt be moving on its own unless she stepped into the wake of a jet engine, shed clipped it over her left ear, just below the part, with a small black barrette that had a june bug painted on it.


Her wide blue eyes cleared and she made that short, nervous laugh again. My boyfriend.


And his name is I said, guessing Tad or Ty or Hunter.


David Wetterau.


So much for my psychic abilities.


Im afraid Ive never heard of him.


He met someone who used to work with you. A woman?


Bubba raised his head, glared at me. Bubba blamed me for Angie ending our partnership, for Angie moving out of the neighborhood, buying a Honda, dressing in Anne Klein suits, and generally not hanging out with us anymore.


Angela Gennaro? I asked Karen Nichols.


She smiled. Yes. Thats her name.


Bubba grunted again. Pretty soon hed start howling at the moon.


And why do you need a private detective, Miss Nichols?


Karen. She turned on the bench toward me, tucked an imaginary strand of hair behind her ear.


Karen. Why do you need a detective?


A sad, crumpled smile bent her pursed lips and she looked down at her knees for a moment. Theres a guy at the gym I go to?


I nodded.


She swallowed. I guess shed been hoping Id figure it all out from that one sentence. I was certain she was about to tell me something unpleasant and even more certain that she had, at best, only a very passing acquaintance with things unpleasant.


Hes been hitting on me, following me to the parking lot. At first it was just, you know, annoying? She raised her head, searched my eyes for understanding. Then it got uglier. He began calling me at home. I went out of my way to avoid him at the gym, but a couple of times I saw him parked out in front of the house. David finally got fed up and went to talk to him. He denied it all and then he threatened David. She blinked, twisted the fingers of her left hand in the fist shed made of her right. Davids not physicallyformidable? Is that the right word?


I nodded.


So, Codythats his name, Cody Falkhe laughed at David and called me the same night.


Cody. I hated him already on general principle.


He called and told me how much he knew I wanted it, how Id probably never had a good, a good


Fuck, Bubba said.


She jerked a little, glanced at him, and then quickly back to me. Yeah. A good, wellin my life. And he knew I secretly wanted him to give me one. I left this note on his car. I know it was stupid, but Iwell, I left it.


She reached into her purse, extracted a wrinkled piece of purple notepaper. In perfect Palmer script, shed written:





Mr. Falk,


Please leave me alone.


Karen Nichols





The next time I went to the gym, she said, I came back to my car, and hed put it back on my windshield in the same place Id left it on his. If you turn it over, Mr. Kenzie, youll see what he wrote. She pointed at the paper in my hand.


I turned it over. On the reverse side, Cody Falk had written a single word:





No.





I was really starting to dislike this prick.


Then yesterday? Her eyes filled and she swallowed several times and a thick tremor pulsed in the center of her soft, white throat.


I placed a hand on hers and she curled her fingers into it.


What did he do? I said.


She sucked a breath into her mouth and I heard it rattle wetly against the back of her throat. He vandalized my car.


Bubba and I both did a double take, looked out at the gleaming green VW Bug parked by the schoolyard gate. It looked as if it had just been driven off the lot, still probably had that new-car smell inside.


That car? I said.


What? She followed my gaze. Oh, no, no. Thats Davids car.


A guy? Bubba said. A guy drives that car?


I shook my head at him.


Bubba scowled, then looked down at his combat boots and pulled them up on his knees.


Karen shook her head as if to clear it. I drive a Corolla. I wanted the Camry, but we couldnt afford it. Davids starting a new business, we both have student loans were still paying off, so I got the Corolla. And now its ruined. He poured acid all over it. He punctured the radiator. The mechanic said he poured syrup into the engine.


Did you tell the police?


She nodded, her small body trembling. Theres no proof it was him. He told the police he was at a movie that night and people saw him going in and leaving. He Her face caved in on itself and reddened. They cant touch him, and the insurance company wont cover the damages.


Bubba raised his head, cocked it at me.


Why not? I said.


Because they never got my last payment. And II sent it. I sent it out over three weeks ago. They said they sent a notice, but I never got it. And, and She lowered her head and tears fell to her knees.


She had a stuffed animal collection, I was pretty sure. Her totaled Corolla had either a smiley face or a Jesus fish affixed to the bumper. She read John Grisham novels, listened to soft rock, loved going to bridal showers, and had never seen a Spike Lee movie.


She had never expected anything like this to happen in her life.


Karen, I said softly, whats the name of your insurance company?


She raised her head, wiped her tears with the back of her hand. State Mutual.


And the post office branch you sent the check through?


Well, I live in Newton Upper Falls, she said, but Im not sure. My boyfriend? She looked down at her spotless white sneakers, as if abashed. He lives in Back Bay and Im over there a lot.


She said it as if it were a sin, and I found myself wondering where they grew people like her, and if there was a seed, and how I could get my hands on it if I ever had a daughter.


Have you ever been late on a payment before?


She shook her head. Never.


How long have you been insured there?


Since I graduated college. Seven years.


Wheres Cody Falk live?


She patted her eyes with the heels of her hands to make sure the tears were dry. She wore no makeup, so nothing had run. She was as blandly beautiful as any woman in a Noxzema ad.


I dont know. But hes at the gym every night at seven.


What gym?


The Mount Auburn Club in Watertown. She bit down on her lower lip, then tried for that Ivory Snow smile of hers. I feel so ridiculous.


Miss Nichols, I said, youre not supposed to deal with people like Cody Falk. Do you understand that? No one is. Hes just a bad person and you didnt do anything to cause this. He did.


Yeah? She managed to get a full smile out, but fear and confusion still swam in her eyes.


Yeah. Hes the bad guy. He likes making people afraid.


He does. She nodded. You see it in his eyes. The more uncomfortable he made me feel in the parking lot one night, the more he seemed to enjoy it.


Bubba chuckled. You wanna talk uncomfortable? Just wait till we visit Cody.


Karen Nichols looked at Bubba and for just a moment she seemed to pity Cody Falk.





In my office, I placed a call to my attorney, Cheswick Hartman.


Karen Nichols had driven off in her boyfriends VW. Id instructed her to drive straight to her insurance company and drop off a replacement check. When she said they wouldnt honor the claim, I assured her they would by the time she got there. She wondered aloud if she could pay my fee and I told her if she could afford one day, shed be fine, because thats all this would take.


One day?


One day, I said.


But what about Cody?


Youll never hear from Cody again. I closed her car door, and she drove off, giving me a little wave as she reached the first traffic light.


Look up cute in the dictionary, I said to Bubba as we sat in my office. See if Karen Nicholss picture is beside the definition.


Bubba looked at the small stack of books on my windowsill. How do I tell which ones the dictionary?


Cheswick came on the line and I told him about Karen Nicholss trouble with her insurance claim.


No missed payments?


Never.


No problem. You said its a Corolla?


Uh-huh.


Whats that, a twenty-five-thousand-dollar car?


More like fourteen.


Cheswick chuckled. Cars really go that cheap? Cheswick owned a Bentley, a Mercedes V10, and two Range Rovers that I knew of. When he wanted to be one with the common folk, he drove a Lexus.


Theyll pay the claim, he said.


They said they wouldnt, I said, just to get a rise out of him.


And go up against me? I hang up the phone without satisfaction, theyll know theyre already fifty thousand in the hole. Theyll pay, he repeated.


When I hung up, Bubba said, Whatd he say?


He said theyll pay.


He nodded. So will Cody, dude. So will Cody.





Bubba went back to his warehouse for a while to clear up some business, and I called Devin Amronklin, a homicide cop whos one of the few cops left in this city who will talk to me anymore.


Homicide.


Say it like you mean it, baby.


Hey-hey. If it aint numero uno persona non grata with the Boston Police Department. Been pulled over recently?


Nope.


Dont. Youd be amazed what some guys here want to find in your trunk.


I closed my eyes for a moment. Being at the top of the police departments shit list was not where Id planned to be at this point in my life.


You cant be too popular, I said. Youre the one who put the cuffs on a fellow cop.


Nobodys ever liked me, Devin said, but most of them are scared of me, so thats just as good. You, on the other hand, are a renowned cream puff.


Renowned, huh?


Whats up?


I need a check on a Cody Falk. Priors, anything to do with stalking.


And I get what for this?


Permanent friendship?


One of my nieces, he said, wants the entire Beanie Babies collection for her birthday.


And you dont want to go into a toy store.


And Im still paying serious child support for a kid who wont talk to me.


So you want me to purchase said Beanie Babies, as well.


Ten should do.


Ten? I said. Youve gotta be


Falk with an F?


As in flimflam, I said and hung up.


Devin called back in an hour and told me to bring the Beanie Babies by his apartment the next night.


Cody Falk, age thirty-three. No convictions.


However


However, Devin said, arrested once for violating a restraining order against one Bronwyn Blythe. Charges dropped. Arrested for assault of Sara Little. Charges dropped when Miss Little refused to testify and moved out of state. Named as a suspect in the rape of one Anne Bernstein, brought in for questioning. Charges never filed because Miss Bernstein refused to swear out a complaint, submit to a rape examination, or identify her attacker.


Nice guy, I said.


Sounds like a peach, yeah.


Thats it?


Except that he has a juvenile record, but its been sealed.


Of course.


He bothering somebody again?


Maybe, I said carefully.


Wear gloves, Devin said and hung up.
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Cody Falk drove a pearl-gray Audi Quattro, and at nine-thirty that night, we watched him exit the Mount Auburn Club, his hair freshly combed and still wet, the butt of a tennis racket sticking out of his gym bag. He wore a soft black leather jacket over a cream linen vest, a white shirt buttoned at the throat, and faded jeans. He was very tan. He moved like he expected things to get out of his way.


I really hate this guy, I said to Bubba. And I dont even know him.


Hates cool, Bubba said. Dont cost nothing.


Codys Audi beeped twice as he used the remote attached to his key chain to disengage the alarm and pop the trunk.


If youd just let me, Bubba said, he would have blown up about now.


Bubba had wanted to strap some C-4 to the engine block and wire the charge to the Audis alarm transmitter. C-4. Take out half of Watertown, blow the Mount Auburn Club to somewhere over Rhode Island. Bubba couldnt see why this wasnt a good idea.


You dont kill a guy for trashing a womans car.


Yeah? Bubba said. Wheres that written?


I have to admit he had me there.


Plus, Bubba said, you know, he gets the chance hell rape her.


I nodded.


I hate rape-os, Bubba said.


Me, too.


Itd be cool if he never did it again.


I turned in my seat. Were not killing him.


Bubba shrugged.


Cody Falk closed his trunk and stood by it a moment, his strong chin tilted up as he looked at the tennis courts fronting the parking lot. He looked like he was posing for something, a portrait maybe, and with his rich, dark hair and chiseled features, his carefully sculpted torso and soft, expensive clothes, he could have easily passed for a model. He seemed aware that he was being watched, but not by us; he seemed the kind of guy who always thought he was being watched, with either admiration or envy. It was Cody Falks world, we were just living in it.


Cody pulled out of the parking lot and took a right, and we followed him through Watertown and around the edge of Cambridge. He took a left on Concord Street and headed into Belmont, one of the tonier of our tony suburbs.


How come you park in a driveway and drive on a parkway? Bubba yawned into his fist, looked out the window.


I have no idea.


You said that the last time I asked you.


And?


And I just wish someone would give me a good answer. It pisses me off.


We left the main road and followed Cody Falk into a smoke-brown neighborhood of tall oaks and chocolate Tudors, the fallen sun having left a haze of deep bronze in its wake that gave the late winter streets an autumn glow, an air of rarefied ease, inherited wealth, stained-glass private libraries full of dark teak and delicate tapestries.


Glad we took the Porsche, Bubba said.


You dont think the Crown Vic would have fit in?


My Porsche is a 63 Roadster. I bought the shell and little else ten years ago and spent the next five purchasing parts and restoring it. I dont love it, per se, but I have to admit that when Im behind the wheel, I do feel like the coolest guy in Boston. Maybe the world. Angie used to say thats because I still have a lot of growing up to do. Angie was probably right, but then, until very recently, she drove a station wagon.


Cody Falk pulled into a small driveway beside a large stucco colonial and I cut my headlights and pulled in behind him as the garage door rolled up with a whir. Even with his windows closed, I could hear the bass thumping from his car speakers, and we rolled right up the driveway behind him without his hearing a thing. I cut the engine just before we would have followed him into the garage. He got out of the Audi and we left the Porsche as the garage door began to close. He popped his trunk, and Bubba and I stepped under the door and in there with him.


He jumped back when he saw me, and shoved his hands out in front of him as if warding off a horde. Then his eyes began to narrow. Im not a particularly big guy and Cody looked fit and tall and well muscled. His fear of a stranger in his garage was already giving way to calculation as he sized me up, saw I had no weapon.


Then Bubba shut the trunk that had blocked him from Codys view, and Cody gasped. Bubba has that effect on people. He has the face of a deranged two-year-oldas if the features softened and stopped maturing around the same time his brain and conscience didand it sits atop a body that reminds me of a steel boxcar with limbs.


Who the hell


Bubba had taken Codys tennis racket from his bag, and he twirled it lightly in his hand. How come you park in driveways, but drive on parkways? he asked Cody.


I looked at Bubba and rolled my eyes.


What? How the fuck do I know?


Bubba shrugged. Then he smashed the tennis racket down onto the Audis trunk, drove a gouge in the center that was about nine inches long.


Cody, I said as the garage door slammed closed behind me, you dont say a word unless I ask you a direct question. We clear?


He stared at me.


That was a direct question, Cody.


Uh, yeah, were clear. Cody glanced at Bubba, seemed to shrink into himself.


Bubba removed the tennis racket cover and dropped it on the floor.


Please dont hit the car again, Cody said.


Bubba held up a comforting hand. He nodded. Then he sliced a pretty fluid backhand through the air and connected with the Audis rear window. The glass made a loud popping noise before it dropped all over Codys backseat.


Jesus!


What did I say about talking, Cody?


But he just smashed my


Bubba flung the tennis racket like a tomahawk and it hit Cody Falk in the center of the forehead, knocked him back into the garage wall. He crumpled to the floor and blood streamed from the gash over his right eyebrow and he looked like he was going to cry.


I picked him up by his hair and slammed his back into the drivers door.


What do you do for a living, Cody?


IWhat?


What do you do?


Im a restaurateur.


A what? Bubba said.


I looked back over my shoulder at him. He owns restaurants.


Oh.


Which ones? I asked Cody.


The Boatyard in Nahant. I own the Flagstaff downtown, and part of Tremont Street Grill, the Fours in Brookline. II


Sshh, I said. Anyone in the house?


What? He looked around wildly. No. No. Im single.


I pulled Cody to his feet. Cody, you like to harass women. Maybe even rape them sometimes, knock them around when they dont play ball?


Codys eyes darkened as a thick drop of blood began its descent down the bridge of his nose. No, I dont. Who


I backhanded the wound on his forehead and he yelped.


Quiet, Cody. Quiet. If you ever bother a woman againany womanwell burn down your restaurants and put you in a wheelchair for life. Do you understand?


Something about women brought out the stupid in Cody. Maybe it was the telling him he couldnt have them in the manner hed come to enjoy. Whatever the case, he shook his head. He tightened his jaw. A predatory amusement crept into his eyes as if he believed hed found my Achilles heel: a concern for the weaker sex.


Cody said, Well. Yes, well. I dont think I can do that.


I stepped aside as Bubba came around the car, pulled a .22 from his trench coat, screwed on the silencer, pointed it at the center of Cody Falks face and pulled the trigger.


The hammer dropped on an empty chamber, but Cody didnt seem to realize that at first. He closed his eyes and screamed, No! and fell on his ass.


We stood over him as he opened his eyes. He touched his nose with his fingers, surprised to realize it was still there.


What happened? I asked Bubba.


Dunno. I loaded it.


Try again.


Sure.


Codys hands shot out in front of him. Wait!


Bubba pointed the muzzle at Codys chest and pulled the trigger again.


Another dry click.


Cody flopped on the floor, his eyes screwed shut again, his face contorted into a puttylike mask of horror. Tears sprouted from under his lids and the sharp smell of urine rose from a burgeoning stain along his left pant leg.


Damn, Bubba said. He raised the gun to his face, scowled at it, and pointed down again just as Cody opened one eye.


Cody clamped the eye closed as Bubba pulled the trigger a third time, hit another empty chamber.


You buy that thing at a yard sale? I asked.


Shut up. Itll work. Bubba flicked his wrist and the cylinder snapped open. One golden eye of a slug stared up at us, disrupting an otherwise unbroken circle of small black holes. See? Theres one in there.


One, I said.


Onell do.


Cody suddenly vaulted up off the floor toward us.


I raised my foot, stepped on his chest, and knocked him back down.


Bubba flicked the cylinder closed and pointed the gun. He dry-fired once and Cody screamed. He dry-fired a second time, and Cody made this weird laughing-crying sound.


He placed his hands over his eyes and said, No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, then did that laughing-crying thing again.


Sixth times the charm, Bubba said.


Cody looked up at the suppressor muzzle and ground the back of his head into the floor. His mouth was wide open, as if he were screaming, but all that came out was a soft, high-pitched Na, na, na.


I squatted down by him, yanked his right ear up to my mouth.


I hate people who victimize women, Cody. Fucking hate em. I always find myself thinking, What if that woman was my sister? My mother? You see?


Cody tried to twist his ear from my grip, but I held on tight. His eyes rolled back into his head and his cheeks puffed in and out.


Look at me.


Cody wrenched his eyes back to focus and looked up into my face.


If the insurance doesnt pay for her car, Cody, were coming back with the bill.


The panic in his eyes ebbed as clarity replaced it. I never touched that bitchs car.


Bubba.


Bubba took aim at Codys head.


No! Listen, listen, listen. IIKaren Nichols, right?


I held up a hand to Bubba.


Okay, I, whatever you call it, I stalked her a bit. Just a game. Just a game. But not her car. I never


I brought my fist down on his stomach. The air blew out of his lungs and his mouth repeatedly chomped open and shut trying to get some oxygen.


Okay, Cody. Its a game. And this is the last inning. Understand this: I hear a womanany womanis being stalked in this city? Gets raped in this city? Has a bad fucking hair day in this city, Cody, and Im just going to assume its you who did it. And well come back.


And paralyze your dumb fucking ass, Bubba said.


A burst of air exploded from Cody Falks lungs as he got them working again.


Say you understand, Cody.


I understand, Cody managed.


I looked at Bubba. He shrugged. I nodded.


Bubba unscrewed the silencer from the .22. He placed the gun in one pocket of his trench coat, the suppressor in the other. He walked over to the wall and picked up the tennis racket. He walked back and stood over Cody Falk.


I said, You need to know how serious we are, Cody.


I know! I know! Shrieking now.


You think he knows? I asked Bubba.


I think he knows, Bubba said.


A guttural sigh of relief escaped Codys lips and he looked up into Bubbas face with a gratitude that was almost embarrassing to witness.


Bubba smiled and smashed the tennis racket down into Cody Falks groin.


Cody sat up like the base of his spine was on fire. The worlds loudest hiccup burst from his mouth, and he wrapped his arms around his stomach and puked in his own lap.


Bubba said, You can never be too sure, though, can ya? and tossed the tennis racket over the hood of the car.


I watched Cody struggle with the bolts of pain shooting up his body, seizing his intestines, his chest cavity, his lungs. Sweat poured down his face like a summer shower.


Bubba opened the small wooden door that led out of the garage.


Cody eventually turned his head toward mine and the grimace on his face reminded me of a skeletons smile.


I watched his eyes to see if the fear would turn to rage, if the vulnerability would be replaced by that casual superiority of the born predator. I waited to see that look Karen Nichols had seen in the parking lot, the same one Id glimpsed just before Bubba pulled the .22s trigger that first time.


I waited some more.


The pain began to subside and the grimace relaxed on Cody Falks face; the skin loosened up by his hairline, and his breathing returned to a semiregular rhythm. But the fear stayed. It was dug in deep, and I knew it would be several nights before he slept more than an hour or two, a month at least before he could shut the garage door behind him while he was still inside. For a long, long time, he would, at least once a day, look over his shoulder for Bubba and me. Cody Falk, I was almost certain, would spend the rest of his life in a state of fear.


I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out the note Karen Nichols had left on his car. I crumpled it into a ball.


Cody, I whispered.


His eyes snapped to attention.


Next time, the lights will just go out. I tilted his chin up with my fingers. You understand? Youll never hear us or see us.


I shoved the balled-up note into his mouth. His eyes widened and he tried not to gag. I slapped the underside of his chin and his mouth closed.


I stood up, walked to the door, kept my back to him.


And youll die, Cody. Youll die.
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It would be six months before I gave any serious thought to Karen Nichols again.


A week after we dealt with Cody Falk, I received a check in the mail from her, a smiley face drawn within the o in her name, yellow ducklings embossed along the borders of the check, a card enclosed that said, Thanks! Youre the absolute best!


Given what would happen, Id like to say I never heard from her again until that morning six months later when I heard the news on the radio, but the truth is she called once several weeks after Id received her check.


She reached my answering machine. I came in an hour later to grab a pair of sunglasses, heard the message. The office was closed that week because I was taking off to Bermuda with Vanessa Moore, a defense attorney who had no more interest in a serious relationship than I did. She liked beaches, though, and she liked daiquiris and sloe gin fizzes and nooners followed by late afternoon massages. She looked mouthwatering in a business suit, coronary-inducing in a bikini, and she was the only person I knew at the time who was at least as shallow as I was. So, for a month or two, we were a good match.


I found my sunglasses in a lower desk drawer as Karen Nicholss voice played through a tinny speaker. It took me a minute to recognize it, not because Id forgotten how she sounded, but because this didnt sound like her voice. It sounded hoarse and weary and ragged.


Hey, Mr. Kenzie. This is Karen. You, ahm, helped me out a month ago, maybe six weeks? Yeah, so, ahm, look, give me a call. I, ah, Id like to run something by you. There was a pause. Okay, so, yeah, just give me a call. And she left her number.


Vanessa beeped the horn out on the avenue.


Our plane left in an hour, and traffic would be a bitch, and Vanessa could do this thing with her hips and calf muscles that was probably outlawed in most of Western civilization.


I reached for the replay button and Vanessa beeped again, louder and longer, and my finger jumped and hit the erase button instead. I know what Freud would have made of the mistake, and hed probably be right. But I had Karen Nicholss number somewhere, and Id be back in a week, and Id remember to call her. Clients had to understand that I had a life, too.


So I went to my life, let Karen Nichols go to hers, and, of course, forgot to call her back.





Months later, when I heard about her on the radio, I was driving back from Maine with Tony Traverna, a bail jumper who was usually considered by those who knew him as both the best safecracker in Boston and the dumbest man in the universe.


Tony T, the jokes went, couldnt outwit a can of soup. Put Tony T in a room full of horse shit and twenty-four hours later hed still be looking for the horse. Tony T thought manual labor was the president of Mexico, and had once wondered aloud what night they broadcast Saturday Night Live.


Whenever Tony had jumped bail before, hed gone to Maine. Hed driven, even though he didnt have drivers license. Tonyd never had a license because hed failed the written part of the exam. Nine times. He could drive, though, and the savant part of him ensured that man had yet to invent a lock he couldnt crack. So hed boost a car and drive three hours to his late fathers fishing cabin in Maine. Along the way, hed pick up a few cases of Heineken and several bottles of Bacardi, because in addition to having the worlds smallest brain, Tony T seemed determined to have the worlds hardest liver, and then hed hunker down in the cabin and watch cartoons on Nickelodeon until someone came to get him.


Tony Traverna had made some serious cash over the years, and even when you took into consideration all the money hed burned on the booze and the hookers he paid to dress up like Indian squaws and call him Trigger, you had to figure he had plenty stashed away somewhere. Enough, anyway, for a plane ticket. But instead of jumping bail and flying off to Florida or Alaska or someplace hed be harder to find, Tony always drove to Maine. Maybe, as someone once said, he was afraid to fly. Or maybe, as someone else suggested, he didnt know what planes were.


Tony Ts bond was held by Mo Bags, an ex-cop and practicing hard-ass who would have gone after Tony himself with Mace and stun guns, brass knuckles and nunchucks, if it werent for a recent flare-up of gout that bit into Mos right hip like fire ants every time he drove a car for more than twenty miles. Besides, Tony and I had a history. Mo knew Id find him, no problem, and Tony wouldnt bolt on me. This time Tonys bail had been put up by his girlfriend, Jill Dermott. Jill was the latest in a long line of women who looked at Tony and felt swept off their feet by a need to mother the man. It had been this way most of Tonys life, or at least the portion I was familiar with. Tony walked into a bar (and he was always walking into a bar) and took a seat and started talking to the bartender or the person on the seat beside him, and half an hour later, most of the unmarried women in the bar (and a few of the married ones) were huddled on the seats around Tony, buying him drinks, listening to the slow, light cadence of his voice and deciding that all this boy needed to fix him up was nurture, love, and maybe some night classes.


Tony had a soft voice and one of those small but open faces that induce trust. Mournful almond eyes loomed above a crooked nose and an even more crooked smile, a permanent turn of the lips that seemed to say Tony had been there, too, my friend, and, really, what could you do about it except buy a round and share your story with new and old friends alike?


With that face, if Tony had chosen to be a con man, hed have done all right. But Tony, ultimately, wasnt smart enough to run a con, and maybe he was just too nice. Tony liked people. They seemed to confuse him the way just about everything did, but he genuinely liked them, too. Unfortunately, he also liked safes. Liked them a lot. Maybe just a hair more than people. He had an ear that could hear a feather settle on the surface of the moon and fingers so nimble he could solve a Rubiks Cube one-handed without glancing at it. In his twenty-eight years on the planet, Tony had cracked so many safes that anytime an all-night burn job left a gutted shell in place of a bank vault, cops drove over to Tonys Southie apartment even before they stopped at Dunkin Donuts, and judges cut search-and-seizure warrants in the time it takes most of us to write a check.


Tonys real problem, though, at least in the legal sense, wasnt the safes, and it wasnt the stupidity (though it didnt help); it was the drink. All but two of Tonys jail terms had come from DUIs, and his latest was no differentdriving north in the southbound lane of Northern Avenue at three in the morning, resisting arrest (hed kept driving), malicious destruction of property (hed crashed), and fleeing the scene of an accident (hed climbed a telephone pole because he had a theory the cops might not notice him twenty feet above the wrecked car on a dark night).


When I entered the fishing cabin, Tony looked up from the living room floor with a face that said, What took you so long? He sighed and used the remote to flick off Rugrats, then stood unsteadily and slapped his thighs to get the blood flowing through them again.


Hey, Patrick. Mo send you?


I nodded.


Tony looked around for his shoes, found them under a throw pillow on the floor. Beer?


I looked around the cabin. In the day and a half hed been here, Tony had managed to fill every windowsill with empty Heineken bottles. The green glass captured the sun glinting off the lake and then refracted it into the room in tiny beams so that the entire cabin glowed the emerald of a tavern on St. Patricks Day.


No, thanks, Tony. Im trying to cut back on beer for breakfast.


Religious thing?


Something like that.


He crossed one leg over the other and pulled the ankle up to his waist, hopped around on the other foot as he tried to get a shoe on. You gonna cuff me?


You going to bolt?


He got the shoe on somehow, then stumbled as he dropped the foot to the floor. Nah, man. You know that.


I nodded. So no cuffs, then.


He gave me a grateful smile, then raised the other foot off the floor and started hopping around again as he tried to put on the second shoe. Tony got the shoe over his foot, then stumbled back into the couch and fell on his ass, short of breath from all that hopping. Tonys shoes didnt have laces, just Velcro flaps. Word was thatoh, never mind. You can guess. Tony strapped the Velcro flaps together and stood.


I let him gather up a change of clothes, his Game Boy, and some comic books for the ride. At the door, he stopped and looked hopefully at the fridge.


Mind if I grab a roadie?


I couldnt see what harm a beer on the ride could do to a guy heading off to jail. Sure.


Tony opened the fridge and pulled out an entire twelve-pack.


You know, he said as we left the cabin, in case we hit traffic or something.





We did hit some traffic, as it turned outsmall squalls of it outside Lewiston, then Portland, the beach communities of Kennebunkport and Ogunquit. The soft summer morning was turning into a white sear of a day, the trees and roads and other cars glinting pale, hard, and angry under a high sun.


Tony sat in the back of the black 91 Cherokee Id picked up when the engine of my Crown Victoria seized up that spring. The Cherokee was great for the rare bounty hunt because it had come with a steel gate between the seats and the stow bed in back. Tony sat on the other side of the gate, his back against the vinyl seat cover over the spare tire. He stretched out his legs like a cat settling into a sun-baked windowsill and cracked open his third beer of the early afternoon, then burped up the vapor of the second.


Excuse yourself, man.


Tony caught my eyes in the rearview. Excuse me. Didnt realize you were such a stickler for, ahm


Common courtesy?


That, yeah.


I let you think its okay to burp in my ride, Tony, then youll think its okay to take a leak.


Nah, man. Wish Id brought a big cup or something, though.


Well stop at the next exit.


Youre all right, Patrick.


Oh, yeah, Im swell.


We actually made several stops in Maine and one in New Hampshire. This will happen when you allow an alcoholic bail jumper into your car with a twelve-pack, but, in truth, I didnt mind all that much. I enjoyed Tonys company in the same way youd enjoy an afternoon with a twelve-year-old nephew who was a little slow on the uptake but irrevocably good-natured.


Somewhere during the New Hampshire leg of our trip, Tonys Game Boy stopped blipping and beeping, and I looked in the rearview to see that hed passed out back there, snoring softly, his lips flapping gently as one foot wagged back and forth like a dogs tail.


Wed just passed into Massachusetts and Id pressed the seek button on my car radio and tried to get lucky and pick up WFNX while I was still a good distance from their weak antenna when Karen Nicholss name floated out of a tangle of static and air hiss. The digital call numbers raced by on the radios LED screen, paused for just a moment on a thin signal at 99.6:


now identified as Karen Nichols of Newton, apparently jumped from


The tuner left the station and jumped to 100.7.


I swerved the car slightly as I reached for the manual tune button and brought it back to 99.6.


Tony woke up in the back and said, What?


Sssh. I held up a finger.


police department sources say. How Miss Nichols gained entrance to the observation deck of the Custom House is not yet known. Turning to weather, meteorologist Gil Hutton says to expect more heat


Tony rubbed his eyes. Crazy shit, huh?


You know about this?


He yawned. Saw it on the news this morning. Chick took a buck-naked header off the Custom House, forgot that gravity kills, man. You know? Gravity kills.


Shut up, Tony.


He recoiled as if Id swatted him, turned away from me, and scrounged through the twelve-pack for another beer.


There could be another Karen Nichols in Newton. Probably several. It was a mundane, pedestrian American name. As boring and common as Mike Smith or Ann Adams.


But something cold and spreading through my stomach told me that the Karen Nichols whod jumped from the Custom House observation deck was the same one Id met six months ago. The one who ironed her socks and had a stuffed animal collection.


That Karen Nichols didnt seem like a woman whod jump nude from a building. But, still, I knew. I knew.


Tony?


He looked up at me with the injured eyes of a hamster in the rain. Yeah?


Sorry I snapped at you.


Yeah, okay. He took a sip from his beer, continued to watch me warily.


The woman who jumped, I said, not even sure why I was explaining myself to a guy like Tony, I may have known her.


Oh, shit, man. Im sorry. Fucking people sometimes, you know?


I looked at the highway, tinted a metallic blue under the harsh sun. Even with the air-conditioning running at max, I could feel the heat needle the skin at the nape of my neck.


Tonys eyes were wet and the smile that rolled up his cheeks was too big, too wide. It calls to you sometimes, man. You know?


The booze?


He shook his head. Like with your friend who jumped? He got up on his knees, pressed his nose to the grate between us. Its, like, I went out on this guys boat once, right? I cant swim, but I go out on a boat. We get stuck in this storm, swear to God, and the boats, like, tipping all the way to the left, then all the way to the right, the fucking waves look like big-ass roads curling up at us on all sides. And, okay, Im scared shitless, cause I fall in, Im done. But Im also, I dunno how to say it, I feel kinda content, okay? I feel like, Good. My questionsll be answered. No more wondering how and when and why Im gonna die. I am gonna die. Right now. And thats kinda a relief. You ever feel that way?


I glanced over my shoulder at his face pressed against the small squares of steel, the flesh of his cheeks spilling over to my side of the gate and filling the squares like soft, white chestnuts.


Once, I said.


Yeah? His eyes widened and he leaned back from the gate a bit. When?


Guy had a shotgun pointed at my face. I was pretty sure he was going to pull the trigger.


And for just a secondTony held his thumb and forefinger a hairsbreadth apartjust one second, you thought, This could be cool. Right?


I smiled at him in the rearview. Maybe, something like that. I dont know anymore.


He sat back on his haunches. Thats how I felt on that boat. Maybe your friend, maybe she felt that way last night. Like, Wow, Ive never flown. Lets give this a try. You know what Im trying to say?


Not really, no. I looked in the rearview. Tony, why did you go on that boat?


He rubbed his chin. Cause I couldnt swim. He shrugged.


Close to the end of our trip, and the road seemed endless before me, the weight of the final thirty miles hanging behind my eyes like a steel pendulum.


Come on, I said. Really.


Tony tilted his chin up, and his face grew pinched with thought.


Its the not knowing, he said. And then he burped.


What is?


Why I went on the boat, I guess. The not knowingall the not knowing in this fucking life, you know? It gets to you. Makes you crazy. You just want to know.


Even if you cant fly?


Tony smiled. Because you cant fly.


He patted the gate between us with his palm. He burped again, then excused himself. He curled up on the floor and sang the theme song to The Flintstones very softly.


By the time we reached Boston, he was snoring again.
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