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For Debbie




 

PROLOGUE

Friends have asked me why I’m telling this story, and for a long time I had no intention of doing so. For one thing, it’s already been told so many times. Television has covered it endlessly, newspapers and magazines have made it a staple on their covers, and the inexhaustible blogosphere has grown exhausted in the rehashing.

Everyone remembers where they were the day it all went down. It is seared into the public consciousness, and nothing I can write will change that. Nor would I want it to.

But I have something new to tell, information that citizens have not heard, but perhaps can benefit from hearing. I was there; I had a front-row seat, and that separates me from the other chroniclers of history.

After having told my story for months to every imaginable branch of the federal government, they have mysteriously and arrogantly insisted I maintain a public silence. This I will not do.

I will tell it as it happened, and I hope the picture I paint will be as unbiased as possible. It will be daunting for me, or painful, or cathartic, or a great relief. Probably all of the above.

So why am I telling the story? I guess I just feel like you should know the truth.


 

It’s ‘the little things that change your life. They change your life, Timothy Wallace.”

Whenever Tim Wallace’s mother, Carol, had something important to tell him, she ended it with “Timothy Wallace.” She always called him Tim, everybody called him Tim, but when she was imparting some special wisdom it was “Timothy,” as if his formal name would lend it some additional credibility and significance.

She was a small woman; by the time he was eleven Tim had matched her height of almost five two. But she would put on her most solemn face and stare straight at him. The sadness in her eyes would make Tim want to look away, but to the best of his recollection he never did.

“The little things can change your life, Timothy Wallace.”

What she was really talking about was fate, and how fate was dictated by moments you could neither expect nor control. And then she followed it with the story he had heard so many times. If her friend Donna hadn’t taken a bus downtown that day, if she had taken a cab instead, she wouldn’t have met Charlie, the man Donna eventually married.

And then, since Donna would not have known Charlie, he could never have fixed Carol up with Kenny Wallace. And then Carol and Kenny would never have had their son, Tim. And Kenny couldn’t have abandoned them when Tim was only six months old, never once contacting them in all the years since.

So Donna’s deciding to take the bus that day was the “little thing” that changed Carol’s life for the worse, but in turn literally gave life to Tim.

That was what was strange about the “little things,” and how they changed your life. They could be good or bad, and sometimes you didn’t always know right away.

For Tim, and especially for Maggie, the “little thing” was the hat.


 

It was an important, even symbolic, moment for both of them. Tim and Maggie had been married for almost five months, and while Tim had sworn “for better or for worse, in sickness and in health,” that hadn’t as yet included his boat. His pride and joy. His sanctuary.

He had owned the modest thirty-foot motorboat for six years, having bought it for himself on his twenty-fourth birthday. It was his place to decompress, to read, to be alone, to think, to get away from whatever might be bothering him, or to focus and reflect on that which was good.

Tim’s close friends, Danny and Will, had been out on the boat with him a few times, but never a woman. Not even Maggie.

Not until that day.

The fact that this milestone didn’t happen for the first four months after their marriage was more a function of the calendar than anything else. It isn’t until early May that things start warming up on Long Island Sound, which is where Tim kept the boat. He was waiting for a decent day, and while the weather forecast for this one wasn’t perfect, it would have to do.

“Why don’t you keep it docked down there?” Maggie had asked on more than one occasion, pointing down at the Hudson River from the window of their twenty-third-floor apartment in Fort Lee, New Jersey.

Fort Lee is living proof of the old joke that the three most important things in real estate are “Location. Location. Location.” It wraps around the New Jersey side of the George Washington Bridge, and is therefore wildly valued for its proximity to, and view of, New York City.

It was inevitable that high-rise apartments would spring up along the water, and just as inevitable that the prices would rise even higher. Tim and Maggie lived in Sunset Towers, as prestigious an address as Fort Lee possesses, and used that vantage point to take easy advantage of the theater, restaurants, and energy that New York provided better than any city in the world.

They were just leaving their apartment when Maggie unveiled the hat. He assumed it had to be a hat, because it was sitting on her head. But in reality it looked like a manhole cover on steroids, with a round brim so large that the Third Infantry could find shade under it.

“What the hell is that?” he asked, when she put it on. He knew that sounded a little harsh, so he added, “Honey.”

“My new hat,” she said, turning slightly to show it off in its full glory. “They only had one left.”

“So other people beat you to that?”

She nodded. “Isn’t it great?”

“And your plan is to carry that around on your head all day?”

“I’m sensing that you don’t like it.”

“No, I like it,” he said, smiling. “It’s just that it’s among the ugliest things I’ve ever seen.”

She nodded. “That’s good, I was afraid you’d want to borrow it.”

The drive out to the pier, with no traffic, was about forty-five minutes. Of course, as far as Tim was concerned, this was merely an untested theory, since there had never yet been a day in New York without traffic.

On this particular day it took an hour and fifteen minutes, much of it spent on the Cross Bronx Expressway, though the name “expressway” must have been given by someone with a particularly cruel sense of sarcasm. During the ride, Tim suggested Maggie hold the hat in her lap in deference to the fact that they were in Tim’s convertible. Were it to blow out into the open road, he opined, it could take out a tractor trailer.

So instead Maggie’s hair blew in the wind, and she was characteristically unconcerned about it. Maggie had dark, curly hair, and in Tim’s view it would look good even if she put her head through a car wash. In fact, he always thought she looked best when she got out of the shower, when her hair was wet and unbrushed. Of course, she was also naked then, and that may have contributed to his bias.

Halfway into the ride, Maggie reached out, took his hand and squeezed it. “Did you tell Danny and Will you were taking me on the boat today?” She was referring to Danny McCabe and Will Clampett, Tim’s best friends, who often mocked his “sanctuary” concept.

He shook his head. “No, I didn’t tell anyone. I figured I’d surprise people after the fact.”

Once they arrived at the pier, Maggie was so anxious to see the boat that she kept walking ahead of Tim. It wasn’t completely logical, since there were hundreds of boats lined up, vertically par ked along the pier, and she had no idea which one it was. She therefore had to keep waiting for him to catch up, and since he was carrying lunch and other supplies, he wasn’t moving that quickly.

But when she happened upon it, she recognized it instantly. He’d had the idea the week before, and hadn’t told her, relishing the surprise. He had renamed the boat The Magster, his nickname for her, and she stood there staring at the inscription on the hull.

Finally, still looking at the name and not Tim, she said, “You think I’m going to cry? Well, I’m not. I love it, and I love you, but I’m not going to cry.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to,” he said. Maggie had a thing about crying; she wanted to save it for the “really important stuff.” Which had always been fine with him.

As soon as they got on the boat, Maggie made it very clear that she wasn’t there as a passenger. She wanted to know how it all worked, and insisted on doing everything from starting the motor to steering out into the Sound. She seemed to relish the entire experience and got thoroughly into it, even calling out “Ahoy!” to a nearby boat as they navigated out on the water.

After the first hour they just relaxed out there, drifting with the motor off, and reading the Sunday Times. They each had their own favorite sections; Tim was a Sports and Week in Review guy, while Maggie started with News, and then moved on to Arts and Leisure. Tim had once commented that this routine made them seem like an old married couple, and Maggie said that one day they would be, so they might as well start now.

Not long after, the wind started to pick up, and knowing what Tim did about the weather patterns on the Sound, he was aware that there was a chance the day would have to be cut short. He suggested they have lunch, and Maggie got up to prepare it.

Tim was the type that could happily eat his dinner standing next to the refrigerator, but to Maggie each meal was an event. It always amazed him; he had a constant struggle with his weight, stuffing 180 pounds onto his five-foot-eleven frame, while the five-foot-seven Maggie wouldn’t weigh 120 pounds if she were carrying a barbell.

Maggie’s insistence that each meal be treated as something special was actually one of the few areas of friction between them. Tim wanted to be far more casual about it, to eat pretty much whenever he felt like it, and to watch TV or read the paper while they ate. Maggie viewed mealtime differently, considering it an important time to talk and connect with each other. Tim had once pointed out the illogic of this; it made no sense for people to talk at the exact times they were filling their mouths with food. Of course, the observation got him nowhere.

Within five minutes the small table was set with an enormous amount of food. There was a dazzling array of dishes to sample, each in its own special serving piece. No plastic containers for Maggie. She even brought champagne to toast a new, substantial federal contract that Tim’s construction company had won recently.

She looked at the table with satisfaction. “What do you think?”

“I think it should be enough,” Tim said. “Actually, if a navy destroyer floats by, we can invite the crew to lunch.”

“What about them?” Maggie asked, pointing to a large boat about five hundred yards away. She waved in their direction, but there didn’t seem to be anyone out on the deck. Tim had seen it periodically during the morning. It was a boat he was very familiar with, a ninety-foot Oceanfast 360, retail price close to two million five. He had a dream of owning a boat like that, albeit not painted an ugly green with a white stripe as this one was. It was a goal that was only slightly more likely than his dream of becoming a Super Bowl MVP.

“Anybody who would paint a boat like that such an ugly color doesn’t deserve lunch,” he said. “Besides, they’re rich enough to buy their own. Let’s eat.”

Eat they did, and after Tim had consumed enough food to sink The Magster from his weight, Maggie asked, “You want some dessert?”

“I can’t,” he said. “I do not have a single cubic inch of internal space left.”

“That’s a shame. I made crème brûlée.”

“Unless I use my emergency space,” he allowed. “That’s always an option.”

She nodded her understanding. “If this isn’t an emergency, what is?”

Maggie got up and walked over to the cooler to get the dessert, but as she leaned over, a gust of wind blew the hat off her head and out into the water.

“Damn!” she yelled, as she reached out but just missed catching the hat.

“Don’t worry about it,” Tim said, looking at the huge hat floating on the water. “A freighter will find it and tow it back to shore. Or I’ll get you another one.”

“I like that one.”

He nodded. “And it was indeed beautiful. But as you can see, it’s going off on its own. All we can do is wish it well.”

“Tim, it’s right over there.” She pointed to the hat, which by that time was already almost thirty yards away.

He tried to put on his most incredulous look. “You mean you want me to go out there … to get that ridiculous hat?”

“Of course, I do,” she said. “Come on, Tim, it’s drifting away.”

“Maggie …” he said, though he was going to have to come up with something a lot stronger if he was going to get out of this. He looked up at the gathering clouds as if for inspiration.

“It’s going to start raining soon.”

She nodded. “Don’t worry about it; you’ll be wet from getting the hat anyway.” She pointed behind them. “Besides, there’s still sun, you’ll dry out fast.”

Logic like that was hard enough to deal with, and then she came in with the clincher. “I’ll give you my undying love.”

He muttered, “I thought I already had that.” This was not a battle he was going to win, so he walked over to start the engine. The hat was moving away from them, taunting him, and he would at least pull the boat as close as he could before jumping in. The water was getting slightly choppy from the increasing wind.

He restarted the engine, and was not happy that it made a strange noise. He made a mental note to get it checked once they went back to the pier. He pulled the boat about ten yards from the hat, and prepared to go in to get it.

“Put on your life jacket,” Maggie said.

“What for? I can swim like a fish.”

“Tim, please put it on.”

He sighed his continuing defeat, and put on the bright orange jacket, fastening the straps under her watchful eye. He jumped in the water, which sent a cold chill through him, and swam with powerful strokes toward the hat. It had already moved another fifteen yards away; clearly the hat was trying to elude capture.

In the distance Tim could see the Oceanfast 360, and hoped that the people on board did not see him. This hat retrieval was embarrassing, and not his finest moment on the high seas.

When Tim finally reached the hat, he put it on his head and turned back toward the boat so Maggie could see him wearing it. “What do you think?”

Maggie wasn’t looking at him; she was standing near the side of the boat, looking at the motor. “Tim,” she called out, “I think there’s something … Tim, there’s something wrong with the motor!”

“TURN IT OFF!” he yelled. “TURN IT OFF!”

“It’s smoking!”

“MAGGIE! TURN—”

The next thing he saw was a flash of white, so quick that it almost didn’t register.

And then nothing.


 

It went South.” That was the entire message that came in the form of a handwritten note, slipped to Roger Blair in the prison mess hall during dinner. He was seated at a long table, twelve seats on each side, and he looked around at the other inmates seated with him. No one seemed to be interested, which was not surprising. In this place, it took all available energy to worry about yourself.

“It went South.”

That’s all it said, but Roger didn’t need any further explanation. He realized immediately that it meant something had gone terribly wrong. It also meant something else, an unwritten, secondary message that Roger also understood very well.

He was going to die.

It was the kind of death sentence from which there was no appeal, no “habeas corpuses,” or whatever the hell else his asshole attorney always talked about. And no anti–death penalty liberals were going to march outside the prison when he died; he was going to go unnoticed.

There was nowhere to go for help, no stay of execution that could be granted. Roger even smiled to himself at the prospect of going to the prison authorities for help; if anything, that would hasten his demise.

The only remaining questions were when and how. Roger hoped it was soon; days spent in prison waiting to die were days not really worth living. The “how” was almost certain to be a sharp blade in the back, or across his neck, or maybe a garrote. Whatever was chosen, his killer would certainly have a different technique than the state; there would be no “lethal injection,” no offered “last meal.”

For the rest of the day he looked around warily, waiting for them to make their move. He did this although he was not sure he even wanted to see them coming; it might be better if he were unaware. That way it would be quicker, and hopefully less painful.

Roger worked in the prison laundry, which was considered to be a relatively good assignment by the inmate population. Well, Roger knew, pretty soon there was going to be an opening, and like all prison jobs, this one was going to be filled “in-house.”

For the first time in a very long while he thought about his wife, and felt the urge to talk to her. Not that he had the capability of doing so; she had stopped coming to see him a while back, and his attempts to find her had turned up nothing. With the end approaching, he wasn’t feeling resentful toward her; he just wanted to say goodbye.

Nothing happened the entire afternoon, which in itself was not a great surprise. These things were better done in darkness than in light; no one would be around to witness it. No matter when it was done, Roger knew, no one would be around who cared.

As always, lights went out at ten o’clock, leaving Roger lying on his bed, alone and awake. He listened for an approach, but it was not forthcoming, and he drifted off to sleep.

The cell was seven by ten, and at this hour was completely dark. But somehow prison darkness never fazed Roger. He thought it must be because this place in which he spent every minute of every day was always so grey, so dreary, that pitch-blackness seemed only a shade darker.

With no clock in the room, he did not know what time it was when he heard the cell door rattle slightly. The lock was sufficient to keep him in, but he harbored no illusions that it could keep them out.

Within moments Roger could sense that his executioner was inside, his identity but not his purpose shielded by the darkness.

“Took you long enough,” Roger said.

If the intruder was surprised, his voice did not betray it. “It’s time.”

“Yeah,” he said. There was no fight in his voice, nor was there any resistance planned. They would keep coming at him, as many as it took, and they would kill him. Might as well get it over with now. “You even know why you’re doing this?” Roger asked.

He heard a slight laugh of surprise. “Yeah. For money.” There was a click and a small beam of light appeared out of the intruder’s hand. Roger could still not see his face, and really didn’t want to.

Roger said, “I don’t mean that. I mean—”

The blade swept across his neck, ending his sentence and his life.

A life that had long ago gone South.


 

From the moment he heard the facts, Detective Jonathon Novack realized exactly what he had. It was a cold-blooded murder; and he knew who’d done it. He knew it in his gut, and he could count the times his gut was wrong on very few fingers.

There are a bunch of things that homicide cops in urban areas do not have, at least not in Novack’s experience. They don’t have long weekends off, they don’t have secure, happy marriages, and they don’t have coincidences in their work. And in this instance, for Novack’s gut to be wrong, this would have to be the mother of all coincidences.

Novack had long ago learned to strip away all the bullshit and focus on the facts, and in this case the facts were clear. Tim Wallace had taken his wife, Maggie, out on his boat, a boat he had been out on, without incident, at least a hundred times. While drifting on Long Island Sound, he turned on the motor, and decided to swim to retrieve a hat his wife had lost overboard. At that very moment, the motor blew up in a massive explosion, obliterating the boat and his wife.

Quite a coincidence.

And a slam-dunk, no-doubt murder if ever there was one.

Except it didn’t turn out quite that way, and if there was a more frustrating case, Novack couldn’t remember it.

The Coast Guard had been on the scene of the explosion within minutes, and they found Wallace floating, held up by his life jacket, in a state of what the doctors called convulsive shock. That lasted ten days, long enough to miss his wife’s funeral, or more accurately her service, since the body was never recovered. When he finally regained full consciousness and coherency, he claimed not to remember anything after reaching the hat and seeing the flash of white.

Unfortunately, experts determined that the blast could conceivably have been an accident, based on a defect in a similar motor that caused an explosion a week earlier off the coast of Florida.

That was followed by a surprising willingness on the part of Wallace to take a lie detector test, and his just as surprising refusal to hire a lawyer. He passed the test with flying colors, and while that is not admissible in court, it certainly had an effect on both Novack’s boss and the district attorney.

To complete the annoying trifecta, Novack could find no evidence of problems in the marriage. They had met eighteen months before, had had a whirlwind courtship, and no one would say anything other than they seemed completely in love.

The media jumped on the case, immediately joining Novack in the suspicion, almost the certainty, that Wallace had engineered his wife’s death. Half of Larry King’s panel all but had Wallace convicted, and Nancy Grace accused the police, and by extension Novack, of incompetence for not having Tim in jail on day one. But as day one became month one, the pundits ran out of unsubstantiated charges, and there were simply no revelations to support the media onslaught, or to add any fuel at all to the fire.

The simple fact was that Novack had uncovered nothing. And while his gut didn’t require any evidence, his bosses, the courts, and every other part of the justice system did.

It was enough to make him and his gut nauseous.

But not enough to make him stop. This case would never get cold, not in Novack’s mind. He would work it whenever he could, probing it from every angle, until he put away the son of a bitch who literally blew his young wife out of the water.


 

December thirty-first held absolutely no special significance for Tim Wallace. It was simply another day to be in pain over the loss of Maggie, a sorrow that was not about to be affected either way by the fact that it happened to be a holiday.

The aching had not lessened in the months since that awful day out on the water. And if truth be told, Tim didn’t really want it to lessen. In his mind it would be stupid and illogical to be happy, or content, or pain-free. Maggie was dead, blown to bits while he went swimming for a fucking hat, and the knowledge of that was supposed to hurt.

He wanted it to hurt.

He also wanted to work; it represented an impersonal world, a place he could be without feeling Maggie’s constant presence, or more accurately, lack of presence. And here he caught a break; the small construction company, Wallace Industries, that he began six years prior was thriving, and they had more work than they could handle.

Soon after 9/11, Tim was among the first to recognize the boom that was about to hit in security construction. Many buildings, especially those owned by the government, were found in need of reinforcement and specially constructed concrete perimeters. They simply had not been built in the expectation that they would someday be bombed, or that a plane might be flown into them.

Tim was shrewd enough to declare himself and his company to be expert in this area, and it did not take long for him to start receiving very healthy contracts. The federal government had money to spend, and Tim’s company was one of the places they spent it.

The irony was that this last year was by far the most successful year ever for Tim’s company. They were nearly finished with their part of a massive U.S. Government complex of buildings in downtown Newark, called the Federal Center, a project costing in excess of three billion dollars. Their portion of it was relatively small, but Tim and Danny recognized that it was just the beginning.

The Federal Center complex would be a model of its type, with each building possessing state-of-the-art security, and was planned as the forerunner for similar projects around the country. They were virtual federal cities within cities, the idea being that it was easier to provide security for one large complex, rather than for buildings spread out in different locations, as was currently the case. The future for any company on the ground floor of such an enterprise was potentially unlimited.

Almost two years ago, Tim had brought Danny McCabe in as his partner. They had met when first starting out at a large construction company, and became fast friends. Danny didn’t quite have the nerve to join Tim when he started his own firm, but he did come over later, when it was obvious that the new company was a solid one.

Danny was both hardworking and talented, a problem solver in a business that had round-the-clock problems. But the most significant asset he brought to the company was a crucial contact. His uncle was Fred Collinsworth, senior United States Senator from New Jersey, and the ranking member on the Senate Appropriations Committee. Uncle Fred had proven to be invaluable in steering federal work to his nephew’s company, most notably the Newark project, and that was a huge factor in the company’s growth.

Granting the project to Danny and Tim’s company was not strictly nepotism. Many smaller construction companies were given substantial contracts, and the senator pointed to it as a new way of doing business, as opposed to the recent practice of enormous companies controlling everything.

It was a politically wise move on his part, both because he could claim that he was helping small business, and because in reality it was creating a large group of businessmen who were beholden to him, and who would show their appreciation in campaign contributions. It also earned him the enmity of the Franklin Group and its chairman, Byron Carthon. Franklin was a huge, multinational corporation that was used to getting these kinds of gigantic government contracts.

But Collinsworth was unconcerned with Carthon or the Franklin Group. He was well aware that when the contracts were granted to many smaller companies for similar Federal Center complexes around the country, he would immediately have a huge national base of political and financial support from which to draw, the kind of situation that could help propel a politician, if he were ambitious, to the highest of national offices. And Collinsworth was nothing if not ambitious.

Tim was pleased and a little surprised when the friendship between him and Danny was not in any way harmed by the partner dynamic. He could rely on Danny, which was especially vital during the months directly following Maggie’s death.

Danny and Tim’s other very close friend was Will Clampett, who worked for them as an independent contractor handling the computer issues so vital to modern construction. Danny and Will frequently attempted to draw Tim back out into the social world. They just felt it would be better for him to get out more, take his mind off things, even if he had no interest in dating.

Tim’s efficient thirty-one-year-old assistant, Meredith Tunney, shared this feeling and joined in the gentle persuading, but Tim remained firm. He was not going to do anything until he was ready, and “ready” seemed light-years away.

But New Year’s Eve, while of no significance to Tim, was considered very significant by Danny, Will, and Meredith. They were plainly worried that it would be a particularly difficult night for him, despite his protestations that he’d be fine.

Meredith had been a godsend for Tim and the company. Hired just two months before Maggie’s death, she had kept Tim’s life in order ever since. She had the uncanny ability of anticipating his needs, whether it was paying his bills, or making all of his appointments and reservations, and this enabled him to keep his life only on the brink of chaos, without crossing the line.

So Meredith spent the day with Tim in his Englewood office, stealing glances at him and wondering how she could broach the subject of his plans for New Year’s Eve. She was going out with friends, and had already pronounced it unacceptable that Tim stay home alone.

By three-thirty in the afternoon it was obvious Tim was not about to introduce the subject. She wanted to take off to get ready for her own evening, so she took a deep breath and plunged ahead. He was at his desk doing some paperwork, when she walked in and said, “So, Tim, what have you got going on for tonight?”

He didn’t even look up. “A couple of parties, then into the city to watch the ball drop, then probably clubbing until morning.”

She frowned, knowing full well who she was talking to. “Come on, really.”

He finally looked up and nodded. “Pizza, half pepperoni, and a DVD of Godfather I and II.”

“You’re not going out?”

“No, this year I think I’m going to go in,” he said. “Everybody else will be ‘out,’ so I’ll have ‘in’ all to myself.”

She shook her head sadly and looked at her watch. “Well, I’ve gotta go get ready; anything you need before I leave?”

“Can you track Danny down? I need to talk to him; he’s probably at the site.”

“He went home an hour ago, Tim.” Then, pointedly, “It’s New Year’s Eve; he has plans. Plans that I’m sure he would love to include you in.”

Meredith got nowhere with that and left, while Tim spent a couple of more hours doing work before heading home. He stopped for a take-out pizza, something that had become so routine that he considered it likely that his car would do it on its own if he relinquished the controls.

His apartment felt as barren and unwelcome as always, except for the incredibly soothing presence of Kiley, his golden retriever. It was obvious that Kiley missed Maggie terribly, but she seemed to try and compensate by providing comfort for Tim.

Danny and Will had suggested repeatedly that he move out of this apartment, as a way of putting the memories behind him. He hadn’t done so, partially out of a vague feeling that it would be disrespectful to Maggie, as if he were moving on without her. This same feeling had caused him not to change a single thing about the place, not even so much as moving a picture.

He realized that he was living in the past, but the past seemed a hell of a lot better than the present. As far as the future … well, he didn’t want to go there …

Kiley and Tim shared the pizza, though she only liked the crusts. There was very little on television, so he followed his original plan and popped in the Godfather DVD. On his large plasma screen, it looked at least as good as it had ever looked in any theater.

Tim had seen these movies so many times that the characters felt like old friends. Even though he didn’t want real-life company tonight, he wouldn’t have minded if Clemenza came over and made him some pasta, especially if he brought some cannolis with him.

It was getting close to nine o’clock, and Tim was in the process of making his nightly decision as to whether to fall asleep on the couch or trudge into the bedroom, when the doorbell rang. Kiley looked at him from her vantage point on the recliner chair, as puzzled and annoyed by the intrusion as he was.

“This can’t be good,” he said, and she seemed to nod in agreement.

Tim opened the door, and Danny and Will came barging in. “Happy goddamn New Year,” said Danny. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?” he asked, though he knew exactly where they were talking about.

“Oh, I don’t know …” Will said, “maybe the same place we go every New Year’s Eve. Duuuuuhhhh.”

Will and Danny were demonstrating the feigned upbeat attitude they had maintained around Tim since shortly after Maggie’s death. They were fully aware that their friend was in agony, and somehow instinctively felt that if they were in an obvious good mood around Tim, it would brighten him up as well.

The fact that it hadn’t worked for all these months somehow never led them to a conclusion that their strategy was ineffective. It wasn’t that their approach was flawed and didn’t work, it was simply that it hadn’t worked yet.

Tim knew that Will was talking about a bar in nearby Teaneck called the Purple Rose. It was a place that was always just very comfortable to be at, and they never considered going anywhere else.

Tim had not been back to the Rose since Maggie died, and certainly had no plans to change that anytime soon. “It’s not going to happen, guys,” he said.

“Tim, here’s the deal,” Danny said, putting his arm around Tim’s shoulder. “You’re my partner, and you’re my friend, and even though you’re a complete pain in the ass, I love you. But tonight you walk into the Rose under your own power, or you get carried in under ours.”

“Try and understand this,” Tim said. “I don’t want to go. It doesn’t feel right, not yet, and I don’t want to do it.”

Danny nodded. “We know that, Tim. And we know how hard it is. But you’re not getting there on your own, and tonight’s the night we give you a push.”

Usually Tim easily fended off these kinds of efforts by his friends, but this time they were coming on more strongly, probably because it was New Year’s Eve. He knew that if the roles were reversed he would do the same, since the impulse came from friendship. “Guys, I appreciate this, okay? You think it will make me feel better, but it won’t. It really won’t.”

Will had already nudged himself into the recliner chair with Kiley, and was petting her head. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “And if you’re miserable, you bail out. Besides, everybody will be so drunk, they won’t even know you’re there.”

“And the French fries,” Danny added. “Remember the French fries?”

The Purple Rose had the world’s greatest French fries, thin and crisp, a taste Tim wouldn’t have minded reconnecting with. “I remember,” he said. “And someday in the future I will have them again.”

“Tonight,” said Danny. “Tonight is the night.”

Will came in for what he hoped would be the clincher.

“Tim, until now I haven’t said this to you, and Danny hasn’t either, but it’s time to put it out there. Tim, Maggie would want you to do this. She would want you to go out and have some fun.”

Tim would ordinarily have rejected that out of hand, but for some reason, this time he thought about it. Tim had recently been thinking about the possibility of spending a night with the guys at the Rose, and he had been annoyed at himself even for the thought.

He also knew that what Will said was the absolute truth; Maggie would want him to go. So maybe now was the time …

He finally nodded. “Okay … you’re right. I’ll go.” Then he turned to Kiley and said, “Let me know what happens to Luca Brasi.”

Danny put his arm on Tim’s shoulder. “This is great. And by the way, Will and I talked it over, and since this is your coming-out party … you’re buying.”


 

The Purple Rose apparently never got the memo that everything had changed since Maggie’s death. At least that’s the way it struck Tim. He found it somehow jarring that the place was the same as always, sawdust on the floor, wooden tables carved with every possible initial, a wood-burning fireplace in the center, and at least thirty televisions strategically positioned throughout, usually showing sports. Of course, on New Year’s Eve the televisions were tuned to the Times Square holiday festivities, though on a human-per-square-foot basis, the place was every bit as crowded as the streets on which the ball would drop.

Tim, Danny, and Will had their own reserved table, in deference to their years as loyal patrons, and it was there that Tim positioned himself. They ordered food and beer, and while Danny and Will headed off to try their luck with the countless single women milling about, Tim remained behind.

The music from the vintage Wurlitzer jukebox was loud but bearable, but not even if Springsteen showed up to do a live concert would Tim have been glad that he came. He was there for less than a minute when he realized that he simply was not ready for this, and he was more than a little angry with himself for giving in.

He just sat at the table and watched everyone else celebrate having successfully made it through another year, an observer of the human condition from an outsider’s perspective.

New Year’s Eve had never really been Tim’s thing anyway; the revelry had always seemed forced, as if partygoers were trying to live up to a mandate to have a great time. He had often used alcohol in an attempt to overcome his natural reticence, usually with good success, but had no plans to try that technique tonight.

Danny and Will occasionally came by to check on him, and Tim told them without enthusiasm that he was fine. He looked at his watch repeatedly, trying to decide if he should stay until midnight. There was just a half hour left, but it was going to feel like forever.

“Hi. Happy New Year.”

Tim looked up and saw an attractive woman standing right in front of him, a pleasant smile revealing perhaps the whitest teeth Tim had ever seen. They actually gave off a glare. “Mind if I sit down?” she asked, but did so without waiting for him to answer.

“Which one of them sent you over?” he asked.

She smiled again, and pointed back into the crowd. “The drunk one in the blue shirt; I think his name is Danny. He said you needed cheering up.”

“Trust me, it’s not a job you want to tackle.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked with apparent sincerity.

“I’m sorry. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’ve never been one for opening up to strangers at bars.”

She was undeterred. “I’m not a stranger,” she pointed out, holding out her hand. “I’m Janice.”

Tim shook her hand. “Hello, Janice. I’m Tim.”

“Nice to meet you, Tim. So will you tell me what’s wrong?”

“My wife died,” Tim said, and immediately regretted it. He mentally berated himself for not making up some other reason for his funk.

“Oh, God, I’m sorry,” Janice said. “That must be so hard for you.”

“It was harder on her,” Tim said, standing up. “Excuse me for a second, will you?”

Tim left the table and headed toward the back of the bar. He wasn’t sure where he was going; he just had a need to get away from Janice and her sincerity and her white teeth.

There was a phone booth back near the restrooms, and Tim got in it and closed the door. He leaned his head forward, against the phone, and took deep breaths to try and get control of himself. He felt like he was losing it, hyperventilating, and was scared by the feeling.

Tim had no idea how long he was in there, though it couldn’t have been too long, because he didn’t hear anyone outside yelling “Happy New Year!” yet. He was slowly getting himself together, feeling better, and thinking that perhaps he should take the phone booth home, since it seemed to have a soothing effect on him.

“You making a call?”

He looked up and saw a heavyset guy with his face pressed close to the glass, fogging it with his breath. He was signaling his desire to use the phone. About to lose his refuge, Tim took a deep breath and opened the door. He wanted to say, “Why don’t you get yourself a goddamn cell phone?” but instead quietly got up and let the intruder take his place.

Tim headed back into the main room and saw Will standing near the bar, his left arm around a woman and his right arm around a beer. He made his way over to him. “I’m going to take off, Will.”

Will looked at his watch. “It’s five of. Just give it ten minutes, okay? Start the New Year with friends.”

Tim felt wiped out, too much so to even argue. Ten minutes was not the end of the world; it just seemed like it. “Okay. I’ll be at the bar.”

He found a place at the end of the bar to wait out the time, alone in a room full of people. Unfortunately, this solitude lasted less than a minute, when a man came over to him. He was probably forty, tall and good-looking, with one of those square jaws that projected authority. Tim had no way of knowing that his face was altered by a heavy prosthetic makeup, the kind they use in the movies, and that he was wearing a wig of a different style and color from his normal hair.

He was dressed in a suit, with his tie loosened at the neck, as if he had just gotten off from work and stopped by for a drink. Except in this case it was many drinks, because the man was clearly very drunk. As he held out his hand to say hello, Tim thought that if he didn’t take it, the man could conceivably fall over.

“Hey, how’s it goin’? Name’s Jeff. Jeff Cashman.”

Tim tried to make his response as unenthusiastic as possible, in the hope that it might deter him, though Cashman was in no condition to detect subtlety. “Tim,” he said.

“Good to meet ya, Timmy. Happy goddamn New Year.”

“You too.”

Tim hoped that Cashman would move on to meet other new friends, but instead he leaned in toward Tim. “You a good guy?”

Tim didn’t answer, and looked up at the closest television as if he couldn’t hear him. They seemed to be ready to drop the ball on the freezing Times Square crowd. Unfortunately, when Tim looked back, Cashman was still there.

“Hey, Timmy,” he said again, “you a good guy?”

Tim nodded with resignation; these ten minutes were going to be even longer than he feared. “Yeah.”

“Can you keep a secret? A really big one?”

“No … I think you should tell someone else.”

“No, I wanna tell you. I wanna tell someone this year.” He looked at his watch, exaggeratedly, as if to make sure it was still this year. “So I gotta hurry.”

“Look, Jeff, I’m not the guy you—”

Cashman interrupted him. “You know where Kinnelon is?” When Tim didn’t answer, he took it as a sign that he couldn’t be heard over the din. He shouted, “Kinnelon! You know where it is?”

Tim was well aware that Kinnelon is a town in northwest Jersey, about thirty miles from where they were standing. “Yes, but—”

He interrupted Tim again. “I murdered somebody there. A girl … three months ago.”

“That’s not funny,” Tim said.

Cashman nodded, as if he could see that truth through his alcohol-induced haze. “No, it’s not funny,” he said. “It’s definitely not funny.”

Then he paused, as if reconsidering. “Well, it’s sorta funny. Before I killed her, I cut off her middle finger. Her fuck-you finger. Then I buried her behind the swing set at this little park they have on Maple Ave.”

Cashman had finally accomplished what no one else had been able to. He had cut through Tim’s funk and pissed him off. “What the hell is the matter with you?” he asked.

All Cashman did was laugh. “Nothing. Not any more. I actually feel much better now. Now it’s your problem.”

Suddenly the entire place was counting down, and the televisions confirmed that the ball was dropping. “TEN … NINE … EIGHT … SEVEN … SIX … FIVE … FOUR … THREE … TWO … ONE … HAPPY NEW YEAR!”

Everybody in the place started screaming and hugging and kissing each other. Everybody except Cashman and Tim. Cashman finally got up to leave, but put his finger to his mouth in a signal that Tim should keep quiet. “This is our secret, okay, Timmy?” he asked. “Just you, me, and Sheila with the nine fingers. Don’t tell a soul.”

He laughed again as he walked away, but it was a silent laugh, drowned out by the noise of all the normal people having fun.
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