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  CHAPTER 1


  When I was little, my father once told me that during the war, the one after the one they said would end all wars, he used to kneel at the window in the dark and scan the night sky for enemy planes. You knew who the enemy was back then. You knew where he lived, too. Even so, and even though the war was fought on enemy soil, as their countries were called, it was still awfully scary. So if something woke you in the middle of the night, or if you just couldn't sleep, you couldn't help it, you'd find yourself at the window, watching the sky and wondering what if.


  When I began to cry, he put his arm around me and pressed me close. I could smell his aftershave and feel the smoothness of his white shirt against my skin. „Just listen to your mother,“ he said, „and you'll be safe.“


  Like my father so many years ago in what now seems like a simpler time, in what now seems like another world altogether, I, too, can't help watching the sky and wondering what if. Only now, you watch in broad daylight. And now I know for sure that the terrible things you worry about are almost never the ones that happen.


  As it turned out, I never did worry about the possible death of Timothy O'Fallon. Had it made the news, it might have been on one of those days when I never bothered to pick up the paper from where it landed when the delivery person shoved it through an opening in the wrought-iron gate that leads to my cottage. If not for the phone call, late the following day, I might never have heard about it at all. And even then, even when the call came, somehow, I am sorry to say, I didn't recall the name. But now everything's different. Now I know something else for sure, that no matter what happens, no matter how much time passes, I won't forget it a second time.


  „This is the part of the job I hate most,“ the detective said, „giving people bad news.“


  The moment that followed seemed eons long as I held my breath, waiting.


  „Timothy O'Fallon is dead,“ he said. And then, „I'm sorry for your loss,“ his voice full of grief, as if it were his loss, too.


  „Who?“ I asked, feeling nothing at first but relief. Not someone I loved, not a death that would crush my heart, not even anyone I knew.


  So why was I being notified?


  „Timothy O'Fallon,“ he repeated. „He was found dead early yesterday.“


  „I don't know any Timothy O'Fallon,“ I said into the phone. „I don't understand.“


  He asked my name again, repeated my address.


  I told him yes to both, that was me.


  „You're right across the street then?“


  „Yes,“ I said, „I am.“


  „If it's not too late for you, Ms. Alexander, would you mind walking over?“


  I looked at my watch, the hands glowing an eerie green in the dark. It was ten-thirty. „Sure,“ I said, „that's okay.“ Not so sure that it was.


  „I can show you the will,“ he said. „We have a copy here.“


  „His will?“ I asked, slipping one foot into the sandal I'd kicked off near the front door.


  But even then, even after I'd been told that a Timothy O'Fallon had designated me as executor of his will, I drew a blank. It wasn't until ten minutes later, when I was walking up the pea-soup-green back staircase to the detectives' squad room at the precinct across the street and up the block from where I live that it came back to me. I'd paused a moment at the top of the stairs to collect my thoughts. Dashiell, the pit bull I'd „liberated“ from a contemptible slime who'd planned to raise him to be a fighting dog, stopping, too, looking up at me to see if there was something that needed his attention, something I wanted him to do. Gently placing my hand on the top of his boxy head, I found it wet from a dripping air conditioner we'd passed under on the way. That's when I remembered the man who'd only said a single sentence to me, and that a world of time ago.


  Detective Michael Brody got up when I walked into the squad room, but stayed where he was. There was a chair at the side of his desk and I sat, Dashiell sliding to a down right next to me without being asked. Brody glanced at him, then looked back at me, thanking me for coming so quickly. He picked up his ashtray, a Mount Saint Helens full of crushed butts, dumped it into his wastebasket and then put it on the far side of the desk to make room for the will. He placed that in front of me, taking a cigarette out of the rumpled pack in front of him, pulling the book of matches out from under the cellophane.


  „You were never given a copy of this?“


  I shook my head.


  „And you don't remember meeting him?“


  „Actually I do. I remembered on the way here.“


  I looked down, to where his finger pointed, page three, paragraph four.


  „I appoint my dear friend Rachel Kaminsky Alexander“—my address followed—“to be my Executor under this Last Will and Testament.“


  „I don't get it. I hardly knew him.“ Wondering how he knew my full name, while Brody watched me, waiting, his cop's face not giving anything away.


  „I did some pet therapy, after 9/11. That's how I met him.“


  „Crisis response, down at Ground Zero?“ His face screwed up, what I'd said not making any sense to him.


  „It was right here in the neighborhood, a post-traumatic stress men's group, on West Eleventh Street at the church. Maybe you saw the signs? The psychologist leading the group called me in because the men weren't talking.“


  I waited a moment to see if he'd react. He didn't. He wasn't talking either.


  „Once Dashiell was there, the men began to speak, about how they couldn't get by what had happened, not even enough to fake it, how they were having trouble sleeping, how they couldn't think of a reason to go to work, call a friend, get out of bed.“ Thinking of the simplicity of it, the change that happens when a dog is there, puts his head in your lap, lets you know whatever it is you have to say, it's okay with him.


  „That's where you met Tim? In this group?“


  Tim?


  Timothy, the shrink had called him, trying to get him to talk about why he was there, first names only in the group, including me. But even though I was a volunteer, I'd been given the professional courtesy of getting the list of names, last names on the list, the list somewhere with my pet-therapy files.


  I nodded. „We figured he'd lost someone in the attack, but he never said so. He never said a word. And he surely never asked me to do this“— now my finger pointing to the will.


  The phone rang and Brody picked it up, turning his back. I picked up the will and turned it back to the first page, to the beginning. „I, Timothy William O'Fallon...“


  How had this come to pass, a man I didn't know asking this of me? He'd show up early every week and take the same seat in the circle, facing the courtyard. Hands in his lap, back straight, he'd listen but not contribute. There'd been only one time O'Fallon had spoken. It was on the last day. When nothing else had worked, not direct questions, not encouragement from the other men, not the stories they told, stories that could tear your heart to pieces, the room so full of grief and tears, I'd tried the last thing I knew to do, asking an unresponsive person for help with the dog. Doing this work, I'd told him during the break, a dog picked up a heavy burden of stress. I asked if he'd take Dashiell out for a minute or two, let him just be a dog. He'd taken the leash and gone out into the courtyard, Dashiell following along behind him. He went to the other side of the planters that divided the yard and he must have crouched down because when I looked, all I could see was Dashiell's tail, slowly stirring the wind. When they came back in, I'd thanked him and taken Dashiell back to my seat. Then I reached down to touch Dashiell and he was wet, his head and neck soaked with O'Fallon's tears. It was at the end of that last meeting that he'd spoken to me, just a sentence, but not in the group. We were outside then, where no one else could hear him. „You seem like a very kind person,“ he'd said. It seemed too trivial to repeat to the detective now that O'Fallon was dead, just a lonely man's way of saying thank you, nothing more.


  What if, in fact, he had asked for this favor back then? How could I have said no? If he'd asked a perfect stranger to do something so intimate for him, didn't that mean he had no one else?


  Brody hung up the phone and turned back to me. „You were saying Tim never asked you to be the executor of his estate.“


  „That's right.“


  „And that you met him because he attended this group where you and the dog did pet-assisted therapy?“


  I nodded.


  „That's what you do, for a living?“ he asked.


  „No, it's volunteer work. It's just something I do.“


  He was waiting for more.


  „I'm a researcher,“ I told him, the way I always explained what I did for a living, unless I knew that the person asking was looking for what I really did. Saying I earned my living as a private investigator made civilians paranoid and cops contemptuous. It was way more information than I wanted Detective Brody to have. „Freelance,“ I added.


  He was still waiting.


  „And before that, I was a dog trainer.“ I left it at that. He was a detective. He could figure out the connection himself.


  „And Tim was there in a professional capacity as well, to answer questions, offer...?“


  „No, Detective. He was there as a participant.“


  „You're saying Tim went to a civilian group?“


  „You mean he was...?“ Stopping mid-sentence, the air in the squad room suddenly feeling very cold.


  „Twenty-one years on the job, detective for the last sixteen.“


  He sat back, putting more space between us.


  I touched my left leg. Dashiell sat. I reached for his collar, the small brass tag in my fingers now, my last name and phone number on it, some people thinking it was his name, calling him Alexander. No trick at all, Detective O'Fallon digging up my full name and address, not after being alone with Dashiell that last day.


  „How did he die, Detective? Was it in the line of duty?“ There'd been nothing in the paper. Unless, of course, there had and I'd missed it.


  „An accident, Ms. Alexander. A very tragic accident.“


  „A car accident?“


  „No, ma'am, an accident in the home.“


  I nodded. „And what sort of accident are we talking about?“ Like a lawyer, knowing the answer before I asked the question.


  Brody looked away for just a moment. When he looked back at me, for just a flicker, I saw the man, not the cop, in his eyes. He held up his left hand, the thumb pointing to the wall behind him, the pointer directed toward the ceiling, the other fingers curled into his palm.


  „An accident while cleaning his service revolver?“


  This time he nodded.


  Reputation protected, department protected, insurance and benefits protected. Or was I being too cynical?


  Brody was looking at Dashiell. „Just having him there, is that how it works? Or does he have to actually do something?“


  But before I got the chance to answer him, Dashiell stood and put his head in Brody's lap. Brody let his hand rest on top of Dashiell's neck for a moment, then he finally lit that cigarette. We sat there for what seemed like a very long time, the smoke curling slowly upward, thinning out and spreading wide as it rose, neither of us saying a word.


  


  


  CHAPTER 2


  Walking back down the stairs from the detectives' squad room, I had something I didn't have an hour and ten minutes earlier. I had a job I didn't want and the document to go along with it. I had turned down Brody's offer to „see me home,“ a quaint way to put it, I thought, but I had been unable to turn down O'Fallon's postmortem request that I see to his estate, perhaps because he was no longer around to make an alternate choice. I knew that most wills had a second choice, in case the first person named could not, or would not, do the job. O'Fallon's will didn't. There was only me.


  Carrying a manila envelope containing the Last Will and Testament of Timothy O'Fallon, his wallet, address book and a set of keys to his apartment, I walked Dashiell through the lonely streets of Greenwich Village. While I thought my own thoughts, silently, he read the evening news found on trees, mailboxes, hydrants, radial tires and garbage bags left at the curb to be collected in the morning, and filed his own report in each place. The hum of air conditioners was our music, an occasional dog walker our only company.


  When we got back to West Tenth Street, I looked up at the grimy windows of the precinct. Though the lights were still on, the place looked deserted. I unlocked the wrought-iron gate that kept the back cottage where I lived safe from the rest of the world—or so I liked to think—walking down the tunnel into the dark garden, then sitting on the steps that led to the door of the small brick cottage where I'd been living for five years.


  Brody said he could meet me at O'Fallon's apartment the following afternoon at four for a quick look. Then he'd have to reseal it until it was officially released. I'd helped settle my mother's affairs after she'd died, but that was different. In that case, my sister and I had wanted all the things that had sentimental value, my sister more than me. She was more of a saver, a collector. And she had a bigger house, and children who might one day want to have some of their grandparents' possessions. I mostly wanted odd things, some of little worth. I'd taken the small wooden box my mother had kept on top of her dresser which held the costume jewelry she let me play with when I was a child, a pair of candlesticks, in case of a blackout, some books of poetry, a silver bracelet with a heart dangling from it, a gift to her from my father the year before he'd died, and photographs, lots and lots of photographs.


  What would I do with O'Fallon's possessions with no family or friends to want them? What do you do with pictures of generations of O'Fallons, with army dog tags, assuming he'd been in the army, with the lamp he kept near his bed, his favorite books, his music? Would I know what his intentions were, since it was now my job to carry them out? The most obvious things would be spelled out in the will, how and where he'd chosen to be buried, who would be the recipient of his money and his valuables. But beyond that, what would I find, how much would I come to understand, deconstructing the life of a person I barely knew? And after I tossed the milk and butter, the mayonnaise and the mustard from his refrigerator, packed up his clothes and took them to Housing Works, donated his books to the library, then what? When nothing was left of the things he'd owned and the life he'd lived, who would remember Detective Timothy William O'Fallon? Would that be my job, too?


  „You don't have to do this,“ Brody had told me. „The law doesn't require—“


  I'd raised a hand to stop him. He seemed to be doing more than letting me off the hook. He seemed anxious for me to turn it down, to turn it over, perhaps, to his colleagues at the precinct. But I'd made up my mind at the top of those stairs. I don't know if it was stubborn resolve or curiosity. Whatever it was, I was not to be moved.


  I went inside and opened the envelope, slipping out O'Fallon's wallet first. It was years old and worn. I held it in my hand before opening it, feeling the softness of the leather and the weight in my hand, as he would have felt it in his pocket. There was no money in it. I dumped the contents of the envelope onto my coffee table, spread it out and picked up the property clerk's invoice, a list of what had been removed from the deceased's apartment along with the body. Item number one: one-dollar bills U.S. currency; quantity, one; cash value, one dollar. Item number two: five-dollar bills U.S. currency; quantity, one; cash value, five dollars. And so on. It turned out that according to the property clerk's invoice, there'd been fifty-six dollars in O'Fallon's wallet. The wallet was listed as number seven. There'd been sixteen items vouchered for safekeeping. The money would be released to me upon written request. Everything else seemed to be in the envelope—his credit cards, no longer in the wallet but in a separate small manila envelope, all neatly slashed from the bottom left corner to near the upper right one. I flipped through them—Amex, Visa, Discover, a Chase bankcard. No shield in the envelope. Nor was it on the list. No mention of a gun, or handcuffs, either, or anything else that would revert to the Department. I left the list where I could see it, going back to the wallet. The credit cards had all been removed but the photos had not. They were old and faded, the colors no longer true, the haircuts and clothes from decades earlier. Five young boys, one young girl. In some of the snapshots they were together. In others, they were in smaller groupings, or alone. O'Fallon's driver's license was in the envelope with the credit cards. I took that and held it next to the photos, looking at them for a long time.


  On his driver's license, renewed a month earlier, the forty-four-year-old O'Fallon's face was unanimated, the way it was in the group where I'd met him. Stony. If he was one of those kids in the pictures he carried with him, he'd not only aged, he'd changed. But didn't we all do that?


  There was a picture of me, at two, propped on the mantel of my fireplace, taken when my family had moved to the apartment where I grew up. I had the same unruly brown hair, the same fair skin, but the eyes had changed. When I became a dog trainer, years before, I often stood between a dog and death, his last stop before a one-way trip to the pound. I almost always succeeded in saving the dog's life. But now that I am a PI, in almost every case, by the time I am hired it's too late for heroes. Someone is already dead and all I can achieve is the cold comfort of justice. It holds me fast, this work, sometimes I'm not sure why, but there's a price. If anyone looks carefully, the cost is visible, the way it had been with Timothy O'Fallon—the evidence of the weight he carried in his eyes, too.


  I looked at the pictures again—teenaged kids, hair all slicked down, dressed up and looking uncomfortable but grinning at the camera anyway. In one of the shots, one of the older boys had put two fingers behind the head of one of the younger ones, making horns, goofing around. They were happy kids, full of life. Three of the boys and the little girl had round faces, fair hair, light eyes, pale skin. They probably had freckles, too, but the pictures were too faded to tell. The other two boys had military-looking short hair, dark, and dark eyes.


  I thought one of those redheads might be O'Fallon, picking up the driver's license again to see if I could tell which one. But in that picture, the picture of the forty-four-year-old man, the cop, the hair was faded, the round face had begun to soften, the eyes looked dead sad, or just plain dead. His eyes were nothing like the merry eyes of any of those kids, kids without the weight of responsibility driving them into the ground, kids who didn't know what cops see, things, even now, the rest of us can't imagine. No wonder O'-Fallon grew up to look so grim.


  O'Fallon's apartment keys were in a little envelope. I could feel them without opening it. There was an address book, too, small and worn, like the wallet. I figured a lot of names would be crossed out, people who had moved or married or divorced or died. Why should his address book be different from anyone else's?


  I read the will next, expecting to find it dull reading, the same legalese as any other will I'd ever read, reiterating the laws, instructions that any debts be paid, indicating a burial place, a few pages of dry and boring language with no surprises anywhere. But that was far from the case. I checked the time, then picked up the phone and dialed the precinct.


  „Now I really don't get why my name is on this will,“ I told Brody when he picked up his phone. „O'Fallon has family. He left his estate to his sister. Why didn't he name her the executor of his will?“


  For a moment he didn't say anything. Then: „He must have had his reasons.“


  „He must have,“ I said, picking up the address book, holding it in my other hand. „Did you notice that this will is brand-new? It's dated two days before he died.“


  „Yes, ma'am.“


  Why wouldn't he notice? Noticing things was what he did for a living. I took a deep breath, a suggestion in an article I'd read on anger management. It didn't work. I was feeling duped, stuck with one of life's most unpleasant jobs when it should have fallen to a blood relative. Which, obviously, he had. I felt as if I was shouting now in my own head, if that's even possible.


  „Did you ever meet his sister?“ I asked. „Did he talk about her? Did she...?“ Too loud, too fast, too everything.


  „Tim had just lost his mother. Perhaps that's why he redid his will. For an unmarried man, it wouldn't be unusual to leave his estate to his mother. And then, when she'd passed on, to change the will and leave the estate to his sister. And, no, I never met her and I don't recall Tim ever mentioning her. Did you want the Department to do the notification? Is that why you called?“


  I took another deep breath, absorbing the news. A stressful job, a code of silence, a recent death in the family, an accidental suicide. Giving Brody the benefit of the doubt. For now.


  „No, no, I'll take care of it,“ I said, thinking about what he'd said earlier when he'd notified me. But I hadn't lost a loved one. I'd lost an acquaintance I barely remembered. That wouldn't be the case for the call I had to make. „As I understand it,“ I said, „it's part of my job.“


  „Is there anything...?“


  „No, Detective. I'll see you tomorrow then, on Horatio Street.“


  „Ms. Alexander?“


  „Yes?“


  „You have the keys. I just want to remind you that the apartment—“


  „It's sealed. I understand.“ Impatient. Still feeling I'd been had.


  Was that what pushed him over the line, I wondered, the loss of his mother on top of the stress of the job? But why leave everything to his sister? What about those other red-haired kids from a couple of decades ago, and the two with dark hair? Didn't he want them to know he loved them, too? Wasn't that part of what leaving a will was all about in the first place, especially when the estate would probably be modest?


  I opened the address book next and looked up Mary Margaret O'Fallon's phone number. It was an 845 exchange. The address was in Piermont, one of those charming little towns along the Hudson River, in Rockland County, only minutes away from where my own sister lived. He'd left her his money, but he'd never mentioned her. Maybe he and Brody weren't all that close. Though, from the look on Brody's face, that didn't seem to be the case.


  I picked up one of the pictures of the little girl, all by herself in this one, smiling shyly at the camera with her head cocked to one side, clearly a kid who had just been told to smile, not one caught in the act of doing so. Most of the pictures of me as a kid looked very much the same way, my father telling me to smile, the smile in the picture overly large and patently false. But parents preferred that to a frown. What did it say about them if you weren't happy all the time? Still, you could almost see how badly I wanted to get away from the camera. Mary Margaret, too.


  Mary Margaret O'Fallon, it said. Did that mean she'd never married? Perhaps that was why she'd been left all the money. There were two other O'Fallons on the page, a Kathleen O'Fallon, at the same address, and Dennis. He'd been listed in Woodcliff Lake, New Jersey, that address and phone number, and the name Iris, lightly crossed out, so that you could still read what was there. Underneath, there was an address and phone number in Paramus, a small w after it. Dennis's work number.


  I looked through the rest of the book, paging through from A to Z. There weren't many names. He didn't seem to have had many friends. I noticed, though, that there were several names with addresses in a row, all on Horatio Street where he lived. Helene and David Castle, and penciled in next to their names, Emma. Then Rob Rosen, and penciled in next to his name, Kevin. And Jin Mei Lin, and next to her name, Yin Yin. Were they all pets, all the ones whose names had been penciled in?


  There was the name of a lawyer, the same one who had done the will. There were two doctors listed, one dentist. There were phone numbers for three different liquor stores and one for a Chinese takeout. And there were a handful of other names, men's names, throughout the book: Freddie Ainsley, Dale Benson, Parker Bowling, Chuck Evans, Tommy Finletter, Lanny Smith and Spike Zaslow. They all seemed to have one thing in common. There were no addresses or phone numbers listed, though one of them, Parker Bowling, had a cell phone number alongside his name. There were even some first names without last names in the book, Guy and Sonny and Craig. So what did that mean—that O'Fallon had been gay? Did any of the names, I wondered, belong to the young men in the pictures, and if they didn't, why not, and where were those kids today?


  I did one more thing before going to bed. I went up to my office and pulled out the file on the pet-assisted-therapy group where I'd met Timothy O'Fallon. There were very few comments next to each name, just a word or two that might help me help them the following week. I'd put my keys in John's pocket, for example, when it was clear he needed a little push, a push he got literally from Dashiell when I asked him to find what I'd hidden. And after that session I'd written „3,“ to indicate that it was the third of our six meetings when John spoke, and „Mother,“ to let me know who it was that John had lost, as if I would forget. I'd also written, „More?“ I had the feeling that John had only given us part of the story, that he was holding something back. But there was nothing further, not in the group and not in my notes.


  The notes were cryptic, but even now, all this time later, they were enough to remind me of what was important.


  Larry's sister had worked for Cantor Fitzgerald and he'd had a fight with her on September 7. They hadn't made up. Brian's brother had been a firefighter. His dad, too. He'd said he should have been one, that he should have died, the way they did, when the Towers collapsed. And Timothy O'Fallon hadn't told us why he'd come, why he seemed so tired, why his eyes looked so sad. Next to his name there was only one comment, „NR,“ for no response.


  


  


  CHAPTER 3


  As soon as I woke up, I called Mary Margaret O'Fallon to give her the sad news. I got an answering machine and left a message, just my name and number and a request that she call me back. I didn't say what the call was about. I thought, with this kind of news, the least she deserved was a live voice at the other end of the phone.


  I tried Dennis O'Fallon next. I got a message for him too, this one letting me know that I'd reached a Lexus dealership that didn't open until eleven. I looked at the crossed-out number for Dennis and Iris O'Fallon and decided to wait and call Dennis at eleven.


  I had nearly the whole day before I was due to meet Michael Brody on Horatio Street and only one appointment before then, a pet-therapy visit with Dashiell at two at the Westside Nursing Home on West Thirteenth Street. I opened the small envelope and dumped the keys into my hand, feeling how hard and cold they were. There were only three keys—outer door, door to the apartment, mailbox key. I'd been warned not to go into the apartment without Brody. But I hadn't been asked not to walk by, and my dog needed a walk anyway.


  I tried Mary Margaret one more time before leaving the house, just in case she'd been in the shower when the phone rang or down in the basement putting up the wash. I didn't leave a message this time, hoping she wouldn't see the number show up again on Caller ID. I didn't want to alarm her, I thought to myself, then realized how ridiculous that was.


  Walking north on Greenwich Street, toward Horatio, I thought of something else that struck me as ridiculous, or at least outdated, the way the cops kept everything so close to the vest. I thought about O'Fallon at the group, not saying a word about what was bothering him, about what drove him to come week after week and sit among us. Sit he did, but silently, cops only talking to other cops about what they saw, not sharing their feelings with anyone. Did just being there help O'Fallon? I wondered.


  And when was their habit of silence going to change? Clearly, the system was failing, or there wouldn't be so many cops having tragic accidents, as Brody had put it. It was failing the public as well. Despite the determined effort to protect us, no one was feeling safe anymore. Not anyone. I stopped and turned around to look downtown, as I often did now, to see what was no longer there.


  We had breathed in the fine particles of debris, tasted it on our tongues, washed it from our eyes, combed it from our hair. We'd walked on the ashes of the dead—even here in Greenwich Village, a mile and a half north of Ground Zero. And we'd seen the Towers crumble and fall hundreds and hundreds of times—at the moment it happened, then on television, perhaps forever in our sleep.


  So why were the police still protecting us from the truth, everything out there now, on television, on the Internet, on the nightly news? The news cameras zoom in on the bloody stains on the sidewalk after a murder, honing in on exactly what used to be avoided. The New York Times prints lists of body parts, as yet unidentified, found at the World Trade Center disaster site and now in the hands of the medical examiner: a left foot, a ring finger, a head, for God's sake.


  True, the cops still saw things the public didn't. And they saw them on a day-to-day basis, a steady diet of the worst mankind has to offer. But didn't their protection of us, their code of silence make the job even more stressful for them than it already was?


  Mary Margaret had just lost her mother. Now I had to tell her she'd also lost her brother. Would she believe the death was accidental? Was there any possibility it was?


  All of a sudden I was glad neither of Tim's siblings had been available to answer the phone. It would make more sense to speak to Mary Margaret or Dennis O'Fallon after I'd seen O'Fallon's residence, after I had a better idea if it was just my cynicism that made me disbelieve the story Brody had offered up, cynicism and the knowledge that police suicide is one of the more hideous side effects of the job. In protecting us, the public, from what they see, not exactly appropriate dinnerparty conversation when you think about it, they become all the more vulnerable to depression, despair and suicide.


  Was that why O'Fallon had come to the post-traumatic-stress group? Not because he'd lost someone in the attack. Not even because of the way the attack changed all our lives. But because of the stress he'd accumulated as part of his job, the steady diet of witnessing horror and keeping it a secret?


  Tim had lived on the south side of Horatio Street in one of two identical brick houses. I checked the numbers. Coming from Greenwich Street, Tim's building was the closer of the two. I went up the three concrete steps to the outer door, tried the knob and found it locked, pretty much the way it is in New York City unless there's a doorman to filter visitors. The bells were outside, to the left of the door. The mailboxes were inside, in the tiny vestibule. The mailman could get in using the front-door key that was kept in a special lockbox, the lockboxes themselves all supplied by the post office, all using the same key. I took out Tim's keys and opened the first door, checking the names on the mailboxes. Brody, after all, had not told me not to do that. I opened Tim's mailbox and took out his mail. I hadn't been told not to do that either.


  Tim lived on the first floor. I looked through the inner glass door and saw doors on either side of the hall, the one to my right with a rectangular seal on it. The hallway was wider in the center, to accommodate the staircase to the basement below and to the upper floors. Beyond that, at the far end of the narrow hallway, there was another door, this one made of small glass panes and without tape on it. I could see, beyond the glass, a table with a large green umbrella over it and some plants. I hesitated for a moment, then tried the inner door and found that the same key opened it as well.


  Dashiell and I walked into the quiet, dimly lit hallway. We stopped for a moment in front of the sealed door, Dashiell moving his head and tasting the air. Then we walked past the staircase and found a second sealed door. At one point, there must have been four separate apartments on this floor, two on each side, otherwise there'd only be one entrance. This time Dashiell put his nose at the bottom of the door where there's space between the door and the sill, space where deliverymen shove menus into your apartment, supers slide in rent bills or neighbors leave notes. I could hear the whoosh of his breath as he blew out air to cleanse his nose and sucked in the odors from the apartment, his tail straight down, moving rapidly.


  I tried the knob to the garden door and found it locked, tried the same key once again and pushed the glass door open, standing on the threshold of a double-width communal garden. There was the sound of running water and birds singing. I could smell something sweet, and something nasty, a chemical odor I wouldn't expect to find in a garden. Dashiell sneezed twice, then held his nose high and pulled in the scene. I stepped out.


  She was off to my right, sitting on a little stool in front of her easel, a straw hat covering part of her thin, lined face. At first she didn't look up. I watched her dip the tip of her brush onto the palette she held in her left hand and leave a flick of color on the painting. She leaned back to appraise the change and nodded her head. Her lips were moving, as if she were talking to herself, but I couldn't make out the words. Then she turned to where Dashiell and I were standing and she frowned.


  „This private garden,“ she said, getting up, the palette and brush still in her hand. „How you get in here? Netty leave door unlocked again? Door unlocked too many time. This no good. Not safe.“


  „I have the keys,“ I told her, staying where I was, opening my hand so that she could see them. She looked frightened. „I have Timothy O'Fallon's keys. I'm the executor of his will.“


  „Talk louder,“ she said. „You're mumbling.“


  „I'm the executor of Detective O'Fallon's estate,“ I repeated.


  „Are you family?“ Head back, squinting at me from under her hat.


  I shook my head. „No, I'm ...“ Not knowing how to finish the sentence.


  „You're not family.“ Pointing at me with the paintbrush.


  „No.“


  „I didn't think so. You don't look like him. So what? You were his friend?“ Pleased with her detective work. But before I could confirm or deny, she bowed her head, once again hiding her face. „I'm sorry. I don't mean to be rude.“


  I took a chair and pulled it away from the white table with the green umbrella and sat, thinking that that might put her more at ease.


  „Were you a friend of his?“ I asked.


  „His neighbor.“ She pointed to the windows behind her with her brush. „He was a very nice man. A good man.“ She nodded. „A sad man,“ she said.


  „What do you mean?“ I asked.


  „I was painting here on Sunday morning. I heard him crying. His mother had just died. Her funeral was the day before. On Saturday. He was very, very sad. I went back inside to give him privacy. I didn't want him to see that I heard him crying. He wouldn't have liked that.“


  I got up, dropping the leash and leaving Dashiell at the table and offered my hand. „Rachel Alexander,“ I said. „I'll be spending some time working here, settling Tim's estate.“


  „Jin Mei Lin,“ she said.


  She carefully put the brush down on the tray that held her paints and put her hand in mine. It was small and dry, and standing there, I towered over her.


  „You're a good person to do this job,“ she said. „It's too much grief for most people.“


  Then her small dark eyes left me and settled on Dashiell.


  „He doesn't bite,“ I said, feeling silly as I did, but it was the question nearly everyone asked. Despite the clownlike black patch over his right eye and the Charlie Chaplin mustache, both standouts against his white coat, he was, after all, a pit bull. Carrying a lot of baggage was an unfortunate part of his birthright.


  „I see that,“ Jin Mei said.


  It was then that I stepped closer and looked at what she was painting. On the vertical board of the easel, she had taped a photo of a German shepherd, her forehead pleated with concern, her eyes dark and intelligent, her ears, instead of pointing toward the clouds, leaning toward each other, as if in conversation. Below, on the canvas, was the beginning of Jin Mei's portrait of the dog.


  „Your dog's eyes are wise,“ she said, „not mean. She turned to look behind her, at the ruddy Abyssinian on the windowsill, her yellow eyes on Dashiell. „Yin Yin's a good judge of character. If she's staying there, this dog is not a problem.“


  „Have you lived here long?“ I asked.


  She nodded. „Detective O'Fallon, too. But not Parker.“ She wrinkled her nose. „Parker's one of the worst of all the men he took in. When he was out here“—she turned again and pointed to her window—“I went inside, made a cup of tea and waited for him to leave.“


  „Parker?“ I asked.


  I remembered a Parker in Tim's address book. Parker Bowling.


  Jin Mei nodded. „He's not here now. The police took him out.“


  „He was arrested?“


  She shook her head. „They took him out here, to the garden. They told him he had to go somewhere else.“ She moved her hands as if shooing me away from her. „The detective told him he couldn't stay here because his name isn't on the lease.“


  „He was living here, this Parker? With Tim?“


  „Tim always had someone living here, the men he helped. I already told you, he was a good man.“


  „Yes,“ I said, „you did,“ wondering why Detective Brody hadn't mentioned this Parker, wondering what it meant that O'Fallon had men live here that he was helping, trying really hard not to jump to conclusions. But this was Greenwich Village. And there were hardly any women's names in O'Fallon's address book.


  „How long had Parker lived here?“ I asked.


  „Several months,“ she said. „No one liked him. He didn't talk to any of us.“ She swirled her hand around, indicating the whole garden. „Too important to talk to us.“ She pushed the tip of her nose up with one finger.


  „He didn't talk to the neighbors?“ I asked.


  „Right. He'd come into the garden, sit in a chair, smoke a stinky cigarette, stare straight ahead. He never said, 'Good morning, Jin Mei. How are you today? How is Yin Yin?' Very unfriendly.“


  „Were you a little afraid of him, Jin Mei? Was that why you went inside when he came out here, because he was something worse than unfriendly?“


  Jin Mei shrugged and picked up her brush. „I just didn't like him from day one.“


  „Was there something else, something he did, something other than his unfriendliness?“ I asked.


  But that part of our conversation no longer interested her. She dipped just the tip of the brush in white and made a tiny dot in each of the dog's eyes, bringing them to life. Then she put down her brush and took off her hat, smoothing her hair back from her face with both hands. Her hair was a dark, graphite gray, pulled back and coiled into a knot at the nape of her neck. Without the hat, I got a better look at her paper-thin skin the color of masking tape, the pleating near her small eyes, as dark as currants, the crisscrossing lines above her mouth. She looked to be in her seventies, but she might have been older.


  Jin Mei pointed at Dashiell. „Would you like me to paint him, maybe for a special occasion? I'm very expensive,“ she said, „but I'm worth it.“


  


  


  CHAPTER 4


  Sitting in the bar at Pastis, Dash next to the table with a bowlful of water, a bowl that matched the decor of the restaurant, I picked at my bacon sandwich as I began to open O'Fallon's mail. I wasn't sure of the procedure. I tried to remember what my sister and I did with my mother's bills, but that was different. We had been named signatories on Beatrice's checking account not long after she got sick.


  I pulled an envelope from the bottom of the stack, turned it over and made a note to call O'-Fallon's attorney, hoping that she would take care of paying the bills and dealing with most of the paperwork. I suspected I'd have more than enough to do sorting out O'Fallon's possessions and dealing with family and neighbors—grumbling neighbors, to judge by Jin Mei.


  I wondered about Parker—who he was, where he was, and how O'Fallon had been helping him. I made a note to talk to the other neighbors. I'd ask Brody about Parker, too, and about the other men O'Fallon had helped.


  Brody. As if he were about to tell me what he knew.


  I flipped through O'Fallon's Con Ed bill, a packet of coupons for discounts, the envelope addressed to „Occupant,“ his rent bill, due in a little over a week, an L.L. Bean catalog and the letter I'd been making notes on. I turned it over. No return address. A perfect little handwriting, small and neat and ever so careful. There was only one uncharacteristic flourish. The tail on the y on Timothy turned back and underlined his name.


  Opening his mailbox, it had never occurred to me that I shouldn't be taking his mail. I'd picked up the packet without looking at it, even the coupons and the catalog, and tossed them into the bag where I had the things I needed for Dashiell's pet-therapy visit. Now holding the square blue envelope, I wondered if I should be the one to open it. I put it down on the table and noticed I'd made a greasy thumbprint on the lower left corner. Too late to go back to Horatio Street and return it to the mailbox. Besides, Brody hadn't told me not to take the mail. He'd only told me not to use the keys to enter the apartment.


  Curiosity.


  I picked up the envelope, used my knife to slit it open and pulled out the folded sheet of blue stationery. I sniffed it first; no perfume. Then I opened the single fold and read the name. Maggie.


  „I know what happened at Breyer's Landing,“ it said. „I was there. We have to talk.“


  I picked up the envelope and checked the postmark, Saturday, thinking how strange the mail was. You could mail something in Piermont and it would arrive in New York City in a day or two. You could mail something in Greenwich Village to someone three blocks away and it could take a week or longer to arrive.


  I read the note again. Mary Margaret had mailed the note on Saturday, the day of their mother's funeral. The day before Tim died. The note seemed ominous, threatening. Or was that just my suspicious mind-set? But Tim had never seen it. So it couldn't have anything to do with anything.


  Except my curiosity.


  „I was there,“ she'd written. What could that mean?


  At one, Dashiell and I went for a walk. It was hot but not beastly, and though there was no shade at this hour, there was a bit of a breeze. Whenever we could, we walked under sidewalk bridges to get out of the sun for a minute. Rain or shine, a dog's got to do what a dog's got to do, and before a pet-therapy visit, a long walk is a good idea.


  Edna was sitting in her wheelchair near the front door, waiting. „He's here,“ she said, turning back to the others in the room, five really sad-looking people. „Our little friend is here.“


  „Our little friend“ was the equivalent of calling women „hon“ and guys „pal“ when you couldn't remember their names. It was, I thought, a rather graceful save for an old lady suffering from senile dementia. Knowing what was coming, I made a graceful save of my own. I positioned myself behind Edna's chair before Dashiell got the chance to put his paws up on the seat, one on each side of her frail, skinny legs, and lean forward to give her a kiss.


  „He loves me,“ Edna squealed.


  „He does,“ I said from behind her. „Dashiell loves his friend Edna.“


  She nodded. „Comes to see me every day,“ she said.


  „Once a week,“ I said, thinking I shouldn't have corrected her, that, at this time, there was no point in doing so.


  „Tuesdays,“ Edna said, surprising both of us. „I remembered he was coming today. I saved him some of my lunch.“ Edna reached into her pocket and took out a stalk of broccoli. That's when I noticed the grease stain on her pocket, like the one I'd made on the envelope of Maggie O'Fallon's letter, wondering if Edna had made grease stains on things when she was younger, too, the way I did. Did I like hanging out with animals because it didn't matter to them—neat or careless, fat or thin, rich or poor, it was all the same? Then I wondered if I'd end up alone, like Edna, someone visiting me on Tuesdays with a friendly dog, making ten minutes in my endless week bearable.


  I opened my bag and pulled out Dashiell's boar-bristle brush. A short-coated dog, he didn't tangle if he wasn't brushed. And there was no difference in his appearance before and after. But he loved the feel of the brush scratching along his back, and the brushing was part of the ritual with Edna, who'd had a stroke. She'd fished for the broccoli with her right hand. My job was to make sure she did the brushing with her left. Of course Dashiell wasn't her only therapy, but he was her favorite one. It's always easier to inspire someone to pet or brush a dog than to do boring, repetitious exercises while someone counted.


  Marlene could still draw, and for her I'd brought a pad and colored pencils. Her favorite ritual was touching Dashiell as she drew him, feeling the lines of his muscular body and the way they related to each other and then translating them to paper. I felt the touching helped her as much as her pride in the finished drawings, which we'd always tack up on the bulletin board in the dayroom.


  Roger wanted a walk. As usual. I checked with the nurse and was told it was okay. He held Dash's lead and we walked over to Fourteenth Street, where he stopped to say hello to the people eating at a coffee shop with outdoor seating: two men holding hands across the table, a tiny Yorkie on the blond one's lap; a couple talking German who were nonplussed by Roger's greeting; a man with copious tattoos reading the paper, his eggs sitting untouched on the plate before him, one small semicircle missing from a triangle of his buttered toast. On the steps of St. Bernard's Church there was a homeless man talking on a cell phone. He and Roger greeted each other and I thought how odd that was, that someone talking on a cell phone would interrupt his conversation to say hello to a stranger. But when I looked back at him, once again absorbed in his phone call, I noticed that it wasn't a cell phone at all that he was holding to his ear. It was an empty plastic bottle.


  Going up the block holding Dashiell's leash, Roger smiled at everyone. Some people got sweeter when they got old, some angry at the dirty trick life played on us, that we start life in diapers, unable to care for ourselves, and sometimes end up the same way. What kind of a reward was this, I wondered, for a life well-lived, for hard work, devotion to family, a contribution to society? But for all I knew, half the people I visited at the home hadn't lived their lives that way. Half of them may have been self-centered sons of bitches from day one and stayed that way from one set of diapers to the other. Meeting them the way I did, I'd never know. Nor did it matter. Doing pet therapy, what you saw was what you dealt with. Even when snippets of the past were revealed and acknowledged, Dashiell and I worked in the moment, doing whatever was needed at the time we were there.


  I wanted more than that when it came to O'-Fallon. I wanted to know him. There would be no future, but I wanted to understand the past, wishing he had spoken up just once—would it have killed him?—in the group where I met him. I wished I had something more to go on other than rumor, gossip, slanted opinions and the detritus of his life; what, and whom, he'd left behind.


  But how much could I get to know, coming in as I had not late in the game but after it was over—the people all gone, the lights out and the stadium deserted? Without the presence of the living, breathing man, how did I now expect to get to know Timothy O'Fallon, to understand why he did what he did and what may have been going through his mind in the hours before his death? Had it been just grief, or was there more to it?


  As I left the Westside Nursing Home, feeling, as I always did, that I'd gotten far more than I'd given, I wondered if Brody had planned on telling me anything else. He seemed to parcel out the information only when he absolutely had to. I wondered if there was some way I could get him to open up, if not about a fellow officer, then about the man who had lived with him, what his relationship to O'Fallon had been and where, if Brody knew, this Parker person was now. But I'd failed to get O'Fallon to speak when I'd had the chance. Why, then, did I imagine I'd be any more successful with Michael Brody?


  


  


  CHAPTER 5


  Detective Michael Brody cut the first of two seals on the door closest to the entrance, then turned to face me.


  „There was a man living here with Tim off and on for the past few months. He's been given your name and number, in connection with getting his possessions out of the apartment.“


  „Living here?“ I asked. „With Tim?“


  „Tim had taken him in, to give him a chance at cleaning up, getting his life going again.“


  „Cleaning up? You mean drugs and alcohol?“


  Brody nodded, his face telling me he didn't exactly approve of Tim's decision in this case; no way would he, Brody, take a junkie into his home, be on the job twenty-four seven, no break ever.


  „Seems an odd thing to do.“


  „Yes, ma'am,“ he said, his knife in his hand, one seal still going from the door to the frame, the air in the hallway still and warm. „But that was Tim's way.“


  „You mean he'd done that before?“


  „Yes, ma'am. He had.“


  „Did it work?“ I asked.


  Brody slit the second seal. „There's not a terrific track record as far as that goes.“


  „You mean in rehabilitating drug addicts or in O'Fallon's attempt to rehabilitate addicts, one at a time?“


  He took off his sunglasses and looked at me as if we were just meeting for the first time, as if he'd never laid eyes on me before. Perhaps, in fact, he hadn't.


  Perhaps I hadn't looked at him either, concentrating on the information rather than the man, both then and now. But I didn't know that this was the time for a look-see, standing this close, tensed for what I would see when he opened the door, Brody looking right at me.


  „I'm just telling you to be careful,“ he said. I could smell his last cigarette, the coffee he'd had at his desk or on the way here. And something else, something that triggered a memory I couldn't quite retrieve. A door opened on the floor above us but it didn't close and there were no footsteps either. Brody leaned closer. „Don't let him rush you,“ whispering now. „He's going to try. When you're ready to let him get his things, it might be a good idea to have your husband here with you, not be here alone.“


  „He's dangerous, this—what did you say his name was?“


  „He's used a variety of street names. When he called it in, he told the responding officers his name was Parker Bowling. But he's also been known as Dick Parker, Richard Lee Bowling and Parker Lee.“


  „Is he a suspect?“


  „There's been no crime.“


  The door upstairs closed. We heard the cylinder turn over, the security chain go on.


  „I'm just letting you know that he's not a trustworthy individual, Mrs. Alexander. That's all I'm saying.“


  „It's Ms.,“ I told him, regretting it immediately. He'd been fishing and I'd taken the bait.


  „Alexander's not your married name?“ Glancing at the hand holding the leash.


  „You said 'he called it in/ Detective. You mean the accident? Does that mean he was here when it happened?“


  „Actually, no. He claims he went out early to meet a friend. When he came home a few hours later, he found Tim and called 911.“


  „He must have been pretty upset.“


  Brody nodded. „Yes, ma'am. Who wouldn't be?“


  „Was he ... ?“


  Brody didn't seem to be listening. He reached into his pocket and took out a card, pulling out a pen and writing something on the back of it.


  He was bigger than me, somewhat taller, lots more muscular, his jacket a little tight in the shoulders. I could see where his holster was, pushing at the fabric from underneath. Jacket and tie, I thought, even in the heat of summer. His neck was wide, but not like a football player's. His hair was a mousy shade of brown, cut short, standing up straight like newly mowed grass. When he looked up, I saw that his eyes were brown, but not that deep, dark brown that looks almost black. His were a more washed-out shade, like the freckles some dogs have on their chests and paws, but with flecks of green in it. Old eyes, older than the man. And there was gray at his temples, too, though he looked to be in his mid-forties, and gray in his whisk-broom mustache, trimmed neatly above the line of his mouth.


  „I can be here with you when you decide to let Mr. Bowling come to collect his things.“ Very businesslike now. „If you'd rather not be here alone.“


  „I wouldn't be,“ I said.


  He raised his eyebrows.


  „I'll have Dashiell.“


  I looked down. Dashiell looked up and wagged his tail. Then he looked at the door to O'Fallon's apartment. I felt the same way. The hallway was starting to feel too small for two people and a large dog. There was no air circulating and the round fluorescent ceiling light made everything appear slightly green. Even Dashiell looked sickly in O'Fallon's hallway. Besides, if I was going to do this, I wanted to get started. I bent and began to unhook Dashiell's leash.


  „Is this okay?“ I asked.


  „As long as he doesn't disturb anything.“


  „He won't,“ I told him, wondering what there was that Dashiell might disturb.


  „How much time do I have today?“


  „Whatever you need,“ he said, unlocking the door, both locks with the same key, and pushing it open. That was a New York trick—two locks to deter a would-be thief, only one key to carry. Brody stepped out of the way to let me go in first, but of course it was Dashiell who rushed ahead, walking onto the faded Oriental rug and stopping cold a moment later, his mouth open, swallowing the air.


  I tasted the air, too. Something like Lysol. Whatever it was, it was overwhelming, used, I was sure, to mask another odor. Still, that was underneath the chemical smell, something metallic and gamy, a smell that brought the food I'd eaten a couple of hours earlier back up to my throat. I thought I could smell smoke, too, the stale odor you get in a place where someone has a long-term habit, or after a politically incorrect party, everything monitored nowadays, even your bad habits. I could see a few ashtrays from where I stood, emptied but not washed. But the odor was faint and I wasn't sure that was the source of the smell. It might have come from Brody, who was standing right behind me.


  I stepped into O'Fallon's living room, a book-lined room with an old, worn, oversized, cloth couch with loose back- and side pillows, a plaid blanket lying over the back of it; an oak desk piled with folders and papers; framed photos on every inch of the walls. There were plants everywhere, too, some thriving, others having seen better days, like the couch. I noticed a plastic dinosaur in the dirt of one of the larger ones, an old corn plant that stood in a corner near the windows. There were books piled on the floor, stacks near the desk, and more near the old couch. There was a winter coat over the arm of the couch. What was that about in all this heat? Smack in the middle of the room, there was a gym bag, its contents bulging, the zipper half open. The Oriental rug had a few worn spots, and in front of the couch a flat patterned kilim lay on top of it, another small rug in front of the daybed, which was against the front wall, under the windows. There were a small TV, a radio, an ancient teddy bear with black buttons for eyes, all on one of the wider bookshelves. A cool north light came in through the shutters that covered the front windows, the bottoms closed and latched, the tops partly open, the light spilling through the slats making lines on the carpet and up the wall of closets that divided this part of the apartment from the back.


  Someone had done an amazing job, I thought. Where was the blood spatter, the amoebalike stain on the rug? Where was the shattered wall? I looked at Brody. He was leaning against the wall near the doorway, staring straight ahead. I decided not to ask him anything just yet. Perhaps that was why the blanket was over the couch, I thought. Or perhaps that was the reason for that second rug in front of the couch, taken from the entranceway and put there to cover the place where O'Fallon's life had leaked from his body.


  But that couldn't be. Dashiell had gone nowhere near that rug, nor had he paid any attention to the couch. In fact, he was nowhere in sight. Perhaps he was in the kitchen, at the south end of the apartment, looking for water. And then I heard him sneezing, clearing his nose for an odor that interested him, the sound coming from the west end of the kitchen, the part I couldn't see. Perhaps the accident had occurred there, O'-Fallon sitting at the kitchen table with his cleaning kit and his gun, distracted by grief, careless in the most unforgiving way. Or maybe not. Maybe he'd left a roast in the oven, I thought, chiding myself silently for being irreverent.


  Brody stayed where he was, near the doorway, while I walked around, getting a feel for the place. I sat at the desk for a while, looking through the folders, all the paperwork I'd have to deal with as soon as the apartment was unsealed. I picked out a recent bank statement, his checkbook, a pile of bills that needed to be paid, and found an envelope to put them in. Then I noticed a briefcase leaning against the desk. I put the envelope in that and put the briefcase near the front door.


  I looked at O'Fallon's books—lots of technical manuals on crime-scene investigation, fingerprints, a book on interrogation, one on forensic pathology. There was a shelf of true-crime books as well—Ann Rule, Jack Olsen, James Ellroy, Philip Gourevitch, and three about the O.J. Simpson case. There were books on learning Spanish, a bartender's guide, some old photo albums. I pulled one of the albums from the shelf and slipped it into the briefcase, looking at the pictures on his walls as I walked around, all those same kids whose photos were in his wallet. A family man. A serious cop.


  Then I went to the kitchen to empty the refrigerator of all the perishables. No need to wait and make the cleanup any more difficult than it was going to be. Dashiell was in the kitchen, standing and staring at me, his brow lined. I felt the same way. What the hell were we doing here in this stranger's house?


  Brody had moved to the kitchen with me, perhaps as a silent way to remind me he was waiting, to hurry me along. There was no sign of violence in the kitchen either. I wondered if O'-Fallon had used a small-caliber gun, if the bullet that did the damage had never exited his body and gone into a cabinet or the wall. You could easily clean the floor in here. Maybe that was it. Maybe that's why Dashiell had come into the kitchen as soon as the door of the apartment was opened.


  I took a bowl from the cabinet and filled it from a Brita pitcher standing on the sink, putting it down for Dashiell, but he never touched it. I opened the cabinet under the sink and pulled out a couple of D'Agostino bags for the garbage. Then I took everything that would spoil, if it hadn't already, out of the refrigerator and put it all in the bags, tying the handles on top twice to make sure things stayed put. Last, I took the watering can off the sill so that I could take care of the plants. There were beer bottles on the sill, too, and empties all over the counter and on the table—beer cans, liquor bottles, wine bottles. The sink had dishes in it and not just one night's dinner dishes. Pots and pans and plates and glasses were piled almost to the tap. I imagined that washing those would fall to me now. Unless I merely pitched them out, too. I remembered that when Lili and I were doing my mother's apartment, the longer we worked, the more readily we threw things away, anxious to be done with it, to breathe the air outside, eat pizza, make love, anxious not to be thinking about death.


  I headed for the bathroom to fill the can in the bathtub. That's when Brody moved. Fast.


  „Rachel, wait!“ His hand on my arm. I turned to face him. „Don't go in there.“ Grim, he was. I turned again, to look at the closed bathroom door, then back to look into Michael Brody's brooding eyes.


  „He was cleaning his gun in the bathroom?“


  Brody took the watering can from my hand. „We can get water in the garden,“ he said. „There's a hose.“


  I was going to tell him we could use the Brita pitcher to water the plants. What difference did it make now? Instead, I said, „Why don't we just take the plants out.“


  I put the can back where it had been. Brody picked up an angel-wing begonia from the kitchen sill, its cheerful pink flowers at odds with the reason we were here. He put it on the round table near the second door and went back for another plant. Without speaking, we gathered the rest of the small plants. Then Brody opened the door, unlocked the garden door, propping each open with a plant. I began taking the small plants out while Brody went back to the living room for the big ones.


  As I stood holding a coleus and a wandering Jew that for some reason were sitting on the counter instead of hanging from the two hooks in the ceiling over the sink, looking for a good place to put them down, I thought I might suggest the neighbors adopt them sometime before the cool weather settled in. That's when the garden door to the west opened and Jin Mei came out, Yin Yin in her arms.


  „Oh, Rachel. You're back so soon.“


  And before I had the chance to tell her to shut up, wishing I could say it in Cantonese or Mandarin or whatever the hell she spoke so that I could get the message across surreptitiously, I could smell him behind me. Right behind me. There was Dashiell, too, going right up to Jin Mei, lifting his front paws off the ground so that he could stick his big nose in the little Abyssinian's butt.


  „We're bringing Tim's plants out,“ I said. Not knowing what else to say. Not wanting to turn around and look at old stone face. „I thought perhaps the people who share the garden might take a few each at the end of the summer.“


  Jin Mei nodded. Her straw hat bobbed. Her mouth trembled and for a moment I thought she was going to cry. „Tim promised that when the time came for me to meet my ancestors, he would find a good home for Yin Yin. Now I have to find someone else to do that. It's good Tim's plants have you to make sure they get a good home.“


  When all the plants were placed out in the garden, with Jin Mei's considerable input, I walked back inside, Dashiell following, Brody bringing up the rear. I still hadn't looked him in the eye. I'd only glanced at the ground as he passed me with the com plant, noticing that the shine on his shoes had gotten messed up by the wet soil in the communal garden. I wondered if he'd noticed. But he probably shined them every night, no matter what.


  When he closed the kitchen door, I could no longer hear the birds singing. And there was that smell again, reminding me of where I was, and why. The only sound in the house was the cylinder of the lock clicking into place. And the sound of Dashiell, his nose welded to the bathroom sill.


  I followed Brody to the couch. We sat on opposite ends, as far apart as possible without breaking off the arms. I didn't lean back on the blanket. Neither did he. As if death might be catching from the things the deceased had left behind. I thought I'd bring rubber gloves with me when I came back. I was sure I wouldn't be sorry to have them.


  „The apartment should be unsealed by late afternoon tomorrow,“ he said. „Or Thursday at the latest. I'll call you tomorrow and give you the exact time. It'll be okay to“—he turned and looked toward the kitchen—“to use the bathroom then.“


  „I only came by this morning to see where it was,“ I said, my forehead as pleated as Dashiell's gets. „I could see the garden from the front door, so I walked through. By. And went out. That's how I met Jin Mei. I didn't go into the apartment, of course.“


  Brody nodded. „No problem.“


  So why was I acting as if I'd been sent to the principal's office? I wondered. He wasn't even wearing a uniform, so it couldn't be that.


  „Isn't what Detective O'Fallon did a bit unusual,“ I said, „cleaning his gun in the bathroom rather than at his desk or at the table?“


  „No, ma'am. Not particularly.“


  „But...“


  „One could sit on the edge of the tub, have the kit on the vanity, avoid the chance of getting oil on the carpet.“


  One could? What the hell was that supposed to mean?


  „So you're saying he was fastidious?“


  „Ma'am?“


  „Rachel'll do/' I told him. „I was asking if he was ...“ And then I stopped, shook my head, changed my mind. I wanted to know which way he fell after he was shot, whether he fell backward and hit his head—and did it matter at that point?—or if he crumpled forward, landing on the bath mat or the tile, the gun skittering across the floor, stopping when it hit the door. But what difference did any of that make now? He cleaned his gun at the desk, he cleaned his gun in the bathroom. The man was dead. I needed to inform his sister of his untimely demise, get her here to pick up whichever of his possessions she wanted to keep, settle his estate and get on with my life. I didn't need to be here torturing Brody with my questions. Except for one more.


  „What's with the gym bag?“ I asked. „Was he going somewhere? I mean, was he planning to, before?“


  „That's Parker's. Or so he says. When the uniforms arrived, he was busy packing that with his things.“


  „Before they told him he had to leave?“


  „Yes. And when one of the officers examined the contents of the bag, they found some things they suspected didn't belong to Mr. Parker.“


  „Such as?“


  „A silver ashtray, some gold coins, two wrist-watches, a small silver box with the initials 'T.W.O.,' and some clothes that may or may not have belonged to Parker.“


  „And the winter coat?“


  „I imagine he'd planned on taking that as well.“


  „He and Tim were the same size?“


  „Wouldn't matter to Parker.“


  „You mean he had sticky fingers? It was there, he'd take it.“


  „Has sticky fingers,“ he said. „Don't turn your back when he's here packing up. And don't be afraid to question anything he claims is his. Anything you're unsure of. Anything that has value.“


  What difference would it make if he took Tim's clothes? I thought. Tim didn't need them any longer. But for Brody, it was the principle of the thing. So I didn't bother to voice my opinion.


  I stood and whistled for Dashiell. Brody stood as well. I picked up the briefcase and Dashiell's leash. Brody took the garbage bags. I walked out ahead of him but he didn't come right out. I waited on Horatio Street. I wasn't sure why. It seemed the polite thing to do.


  When he came out, a few minutes later, I opened a garbage can for him and he dropped in the bags. He'd bagged the empties, tying the tops of the bags as I had. It sounded like an explosion when they hit the can.


  „If there's anything else I can help you with, don't hesitate to call me. I put my cell phone number on the back of the card I gave you. Don't worry about the time. It's always on.“


  I took out one of my cards and gave it to Brody. „Same here,“ I said. „My cell phone number's on there, too, in case you think of anything else I should know.“


  I turned to leave, but curiosity got the best of me once again.


  „Was he your partner, Detective?“


  He blinked once.


  „No, Ms. Alexander. He wasn't.“


  He pointed east, his eyebrows, raised. I shook my head and pointed west. I'm sorry for your loss, I thought as I watched him head up the block. I was, too. For all the loss he saw.


  Even though it was out of the way, I headed toward the river. I'd wanted to get away from Brody and his unspoken grief. And from O'Fallon's apartment. At the moment, I was wishing I weren't quite so curious or quite so stubborn.


  Walking south along the Hudson, the breeze felt good on my face. Dashiell seemed to have forgotten the scents that had wafted toward him from under O'Fallon's closed bathroom door. He was now occupied with new smells, the air redolent of the fish and birds that populated the shoreline. My thoughts were still back in that apartment and I was barely aware of my surroundings. I didn't think Brody was being particularly forthcoming with me, which came as no surprise. I hadn't exactly been George Washington myself. Had Jin Mei not been out in the garden, I wouldn't have mentioned having been there earlier. Nor had I bothered to mention Mary Margaret's peculiar little note. I thought I'd speak to her first and find out what it meant, then tell Brody. Or not.


  I was thinking and acting as if I were on the job, a habit that had become a way of life for me, something I had in common with Timothy O'Fallon, never mind that it was something he never knew about. He hadn't told me he was a detective and I hadn't told him I was a private investigator. In fact, when someone else in the group had asked me what I did besides pet therapy, I'd lied, the same lie I'd told Brody, the same one that was on the business card I'd just given him. „Research,“ it said. Perhaps that was more of a half-truth than a lie. No one had asked what it meant and I hadn't volunteered anything further.


  Carrying O'Fallon's briefcase and lost in thought, I followed behind my dog, not paying any attention to where we were going. We ended up all the way down at Houston Street before I noticed, turned around and headed home.


  


  


  CHAPTER 6


  The answering machine was blinking. I hit play.


  The first message began with someone coughing. „Be quiet. I'm on the phone here. Rachel, this is Parker, um, Parker Bowling. I need to get my things from Tim's apartment. I guess you're not home. I'll call you later.“ I could hear some noise in the background, as if he were calling from a restaurant or a bar.


  „Ms. Alexander, this is Maggie O'Fallon returning your call.“ There was a long pause, just short of disconnecting the answering machine. „You sounded ... it sounds as if this is something important, but you didn't say what it was about.“ Then she hung up.


  „Rachel, it's me again. I'll try you later.“ This time he must have been outside. I could hear the sound of traffic, a dog barking, a snippet of a passing conversation. „Not tomorrow,“ someone said. I heard Parker strike a match. And then he hung up.


  „This message is for Rachel Alexander. This is Dennis O'Fallon calling from Paramus Lexus. You didn't say what you were calling about, whether it was business or personal.“ He sighed. An impatient man. Then he repeated his name again and left the work number and an extension, saying both twice.


  There was a call from someone who wanted to handle my investments, someone who had a method for clearing up my credit card debt who was surprised I hadn't responded to his last three calls, and from someone who said I had been selected to have a free weekend in Florida. I hadn't won any dance lessons or the lottery. But Parker Bowling had called twice more. And he was starting to sound annoyed.


  I dialed Maggie O'Fallon and got her machine again. This time I told her I was home and that I'd be staying home. Just in case she called while I was walking Dashiell, I left my cell phone number as well. I couldn't return Dennis's call. He hadn't left his home number.


  Parker Bowling hadn't left a home number either. No matter. I wasn't in any rush to talk to him.


  I decided to work downstairs, where it was cooler. The brick cottage I rented was small, but had three floors. There were two small bedrooms upstairs, one of which I used for an office, and the bathroom was there, near the top of the stairs. The living room and tiny kitchen were on the ground floor, and there was a large room downstairs that I rarely used. I had a dining room table there but never seemed to invite enough people to dinner to use it. Sometimes I thought I had better skills with dogs than with people. Sometimes I wasn't sure which kind of company I preferred.


  I thought about cooking something, but I wasn't in the mood, so I ordered a pizza and took the briefcase to the round table just outside my kitchen. I took out O'Fallon's checkbook first, starting at the latest check in the register and going backward. He'd not only recorded his checks and deposits, but his ATM withdrawals as well. Unlike the way I kept my checkbook, with more than one item on a line—a check and a deposit or a check and an ATM withdrawal—he gave each item a line of its own.


  The checks were fairly ordinary—his rent, his electric bill, his phone bill. There were regular checks to a Marie Sanchez, fifty dollars every two weeks. I guessed that she was his cleaning lady. She'd gotten a check the Thursday before. I'd have to make sure to call her sometime before she showed up again.


  There were checks to several liquor stores, a recent check to a florist, one to a doctor, or dentist, a small amount meaning it was a co-pay. There was a check for twenty-five dollars to Rob Rosen. Tim had written „garden“ after Rob's name. The deposits were evenly spaced, one a month, always the same amount of money. It was the ATM withdrawals that interested me. There had been seven in the last month, totaling $820. On the line adjacent to five of the eight withdrawals, there was a notation: „For Parker.“ Three hundred and seventy-five dollars in cash had gone to Parker in June.


  Tim had an IRA at the bank where he had his checking account. There was $41,654 dollars in the account, not an awful lot to show for twenty-one years of service, but there must have been a retirement account connected to the job as well. I wondered if he'd thought of retiring. So many police suicides seem to occur around that time and he'd put in his twenty years-plus.


  The bell at the gate rang. I grabbed some money and Dash and I headed through the garden to fetch our pizza. The delivery kid handed me a card from the pizzeria. Ten of them, he told me, and I'd get a free pie, regular, nothing extra on it. I was sure I'd qualified for several already.


  When we got back inside, I put three slices on a plate to cool for Dashiell and pushed O'Fallon's papers aside to keep them clean. Dash watched me eat, a bit disappointed. Maybe even resentful. He usually ate a souped-up diet of raw meat and grated raw vegetables, except when I ate pizza. But he never seemed to remember that each time he had to wait for his slices to cool.


  After I had finished two slices, I walked out into the garden, putting Dashiell's plate down on the ground. No sense having to clean up the living room floor when he'd be just as happy eating out-of-doors.


  There was a slight breeze. I could smell the lavender growing near the path, the basil from the herb garden. I sat on the steps and thought about what I had to do, hoping again that I could get the attorney to do most of the paperwork. I'd call her first thing in the morning. I wondered if Maggie would want to come into the city and help me sort things. According to the will, only the money and certain named valuables were going to her. The rest of O'Fallon's possessions had been left to the executor, me, to dispose of as I saw fit. I thought this was done when there was no family to pick and choose what they wanted to keep. Perhaps O'Fallon knew better. Perhaps he knew, or thought, that Maggie wouldn't want most of his things. Still, it seemed strange for me to be doing this when he had at least two living blood relatives.


  I went inside to look at the photo album, those same kids again, the pictures faded, some even a pale brown, the images on their way to disappearing altogether. I was only on the third page when the phone rang.


  „Is this Rachel Alexander?“ she asked.


  „Yes. Is it Maggie?“


  „Yes, it is. I only have a moment. I'm on my break. But your voice sounded urgent and I was wondering what it is you called about. I hope I haven't made a mistake. I hope this isn't one of those calls to ask me to switch to AT and T.“


  „No, it isn't. I wish it were.“


  „Oh,“ she said. „Then what?“


  I took a breath. „It's about your brother,“ I said.


  „Dennis?“


  „No, it's about Tim. There's been an accident, Maggie. I'm so sorry to be the one to tell you this. Tim is dead.“


  I heard her inhale sharply.


  „He was cleaning his service revolver,“ I said. „On Sunday morning. I'm sorry this has taken so long, but I didn't hear about it right away.“


  „He's dead? He shot himself? Mother of God. This is all my fault.“


  „No, no,“ I said. „It was an accident.“


  Mary Margaret was silent.


  I wished I could comfort her, but there was nothing comforting to say. I could have told her that her brother went quickly, that he didn't suffer long, or said that at least there was no wife left behind, no young children orphaned, things people say in situations like this. But to what avail? She'd lost her mother last week and her brother this week. There wasn't anything I could say that would erode even the smallest bit of her grief. I'm sorry for your loss, I thought. That's what people said, because what else was there to say?


  „Maggie,“ I said. Then: „I'm so sorry.“


  I could hear what sounded like a bell ringing, again and again.


  „Who are you?“ she asked. „Are you with the Department?“


  „No, I'm—“


  „Then why are you the one calling me?“


  „That's the weird thing,“ I said. I'd walked outside with the phone and was sitting on the steps outside the cottage. There was a three-quarter moon and the sky was cloudless, a kind of inky blue with more stars than you usually see in the city. „I barely knew your brother, but he named me as executor of his estate. It came as—“


  „He named you? What does that mean?“


  „That his will designated me as—“


  „But you just said you barely knew Tim? I don't understand.“


  „He must have had his reasons,“ I told her, repeating what Brody had said to me. I told her how I'd met Tim and what he'd said that last day.


  I probably should have told her about the tears, but now didn't seem the time. „That's all I know,“ I told her. „I'm as puzzled as you are. I guess he never mentioned—“


  „No, never. I have to go,“ she said. „I'm at the hospital.“


  „Oh, I'm sorry,“ I said again.


  „It's not that. It's my job. I'm a nurse.“


  „Can we talk again, Maggie? I'd like—“


  But the line went dead, leaving me with the feeling that I'd botched an important task. I put my head down to my knees, feeling awful. And then, I can't even say why, I went inside, picked up Brody's card and called his cell phone.


  „It's Rachel,“ I said. „I just spoke to Maggie O'-~ Fallon.“


  I felt a tear rolling down my cheek, glad this was a phone call and not a face-to-face meeting.


  „That'll do it every time,“ he said. „It went badly?“


  „It was terrible.“


  „It always is. No matter how they react, it's always terrible.“


  „She says it's her fault.“


  „That's a common reaction, Rachel. We all like to think we're more powerful than we are. If only we had done this or hadn't done that, things would have turned out differently. It's human nature.“


  „Then...“


  „You did the best you could. You know what they say about the messenger?“


  „Yes, I do. But she was mad at herself.“


  „Not at you?“


  „She was mad at me, too. Very mad.“


  „Give her a bit of time. Try her again in a day or two.“


  „Okay,“ I said. „I will. Detective?“


  „Yes?“


  „How do you . .. ?“


  „Long story. I'll buy you a drink one night and tell you all about it.“


  „I'm sorry if I bothered you.“


  „You didn't bother me at all. I'll call you tomorrow, when I hear about the release.“


  As soon as I put the phone down, it rang again. But I didn't pick it up. Instead, I took the stairs two at a time to the office and listened to the machine pick up, Dashiell barking, my outgoing message and then Parker Bowling, sounding impaired and frustrated.


  „She's still not there,“ he said. „What now?“


  Another voice, farther away from the phone, said, „Who am I, fucking Martha Stewart, I got the answer to everything?“


  „Bitch,“ Parker said.


  I wasn't sure which one of us he meant. Then I heard the disconnect.


  I went back downstairs and poured a glass of wine, sitting at the table where I'd left O'Fallon's album. There were adults in some of the pictures and those same kids again, and again, and again, in different combinations. Family, I thought. So Tim had a brother, too. Dennis. But he hadn't been mentioned in the will. What was that all about?


  I paged through the rest of the album, thinking I'd see those kids growing up, thinking I'd be able to figure out which one grew up to be Tim. But they all stayed frozen in time. In the beginning of the album, the kids were ten or eleven through fifteen or sixteen. At the end, the same. Same kids, same ages, same goofy smiles, funny haircuts, high energy, high jinks and, every once in a while, a grown-up in the picture or a more formal shot, the kids dressed up and looking as if they hated it. Nothing written in the album. It didn't say „Tim's fifteenth birthday“ or „Aunt Colleen's wedding.“ No dates, either, no „Summer Vacation, 1979,“ nothing like that. And no one was holding up a newspaper, the way hostages do so that you know they are alive on a certain date. I could only guess from the fading and my assumption that Tim was one of those boys, that Maggie was the little girl, that the contents of the album were around twenty-five years old, give or take a year or two in either direction.


  After looking at the end and seeing that no one had aged, I paged through rather quickly, but near the end of the album, I found a lumpy page. It wasn't a real photo album, the photographs held on by those little black corners my father had used in ours. This was a loose-leaf book with plastic sleeves and a sheet of black paper in the middle of the photos. The lumpy page had two black sheets so that whatever was between them didn't show through from either side. I slipped in two fingers and pulled it out, a newspaper article. It had oxidized to a yellowish-brown color and the paper was very dry. I unfolded it very carefully, noting that it had been folded and unfolded many times. The creases were torn right through in several places. The name of the newspaper wasn't there, but the date was. The article had been published twenty-nine years ago. I began to read.


  


  
    FATAL ACCIDENT AT BREYER’S LANDING
  


  


  
    A local Piermont boy, Joseph Patrick O’Fallon, 12, died yesterday in a dive into the swimming hole at Breyer’s Landing. His brothers, Timothy and Dennis, were with him, as well as two cousins, Liam and Francis Connor. The boys, aged 12 to 15, said that although they warned Joseph not to jump from the highest point, he did. When he didn’t come back to the surface, the two oldest boys, Timothy and Liam, went in after him but were unable to find him. Francis Connor, 12, ran home to tell his mother, who called the paramedics. The body was recovered later that day.
  


  
    „The neighborhood boys had been told repeatedly not to use the swimming hole at Breyer’s Landing because it is unsafe and there is no supervision,” Detective Anthony Rizzo of the Orangeburg Police Department said, „but it was sort of a rite of passage for the local kids, jumping off that rocky ledge into the ice-cold water. I did it myself when I was growing up.”
  


  
    Joseph’s father, Detective Colin O’Fallon of the New York City Police Department, said he’d warned the boys too, but to no avail. „If there’s a challenge,” he said, „boys are going to try to meet it. My wife and I hope that this tragedy might make other boys think twice.”
  


  


  I took Maggie O'Fallon's note out of her brother's briefcase.


  „I know what happened at Breyer's Landing. I was there.“


  If she'd been there, why wouldn't he have known that? Why was she telling him that now, all these years later? And why hadn't the article mentioned her name along with those of her brothers and cousins?


  I read the article again to make sure. Then I checked inside each plastic sleeve to see if there was anything else, but there wasn't. I started at the beginning and paged through the album more slowly this time. The boys, three O'Fallons and two Connors, and one little girl, eternally young, nothing recorded after all those charming, goofy, normal kid smiles were wiped off their faces by a tragic accident.


  O'Fallon's father had been a New York City detective, too. Grief traveling the marrow of the bones, generation after generation.


  I pulled out O'Fallon's driver's license and looked at his face again and then I began to think about Michael Brody, about what cops saw, about how they never told.


  I went upstairs to the office and picked up the file from the post-traumatic-stress group where I'd met O'Fallon. I checked my watch. It was nearly ten. I picked up the phone and dialed the first number.


  


  


  CHAPTER 7


  When I woke up, I called O'Fallon's attorney, Melanie Houseman. She said she'd get started on the paperwork, the letter of testamentary that would give me the power to function legally on O'Fallon's behalf, and the death certificate. She asked me to collect and messenger her the bank statements, the lease and any other legal documents I might find.


  „I'm sorry to hear this,“ she said. „He seemed like an awfully nice man.“


  „I didn't really know him,“ I told her.


  „Is that so?“


  „I thought it was odd, his choosing me this way, without even asking. I wonder, did he say anything to you about it, when he gave you my name? Did he happen to say why he'd chosen me to do this for him?“


  „He told me his mother had died. She had been live designated executor of the previous will. So naturally he had to make a change. I told him it didn't have to be done in such a hurry and he said that was true, he understood that, but if I didn't mind, he'd appreciate making the changes and signing the new will all in one visit. I figured he was busy and he wanted to get it done, get it off his mind. A lot of the officers are like that, they want something and they want it done immediately. Like lawyers. Now that everything's computerized, I was able to do that for him.“


  „You said a lot of the officers?“


  „My father was a lawyer. His brother was a cop. This started way back when. Before we were Houseman and Houseman, we were Houseman, Riley, Friedkin. For anything personal, not Department business, of course, a lot of the men would come to us. They still do, even more than years ago.“


  „I guess you give them what they want.“


  „Mostly, it's speed. That, and good advice. What Tim asked for, same day service, it's not all that unusual.“


  „Were there many changes in the new will?“


  „Well, the executor, from his mother, Kathleen, to you. And the beneficiary was changed from Kathleen to his sister Mary Margaret. That's all. Nothing fancy.“


  „And he didn't say anything about why he wasn't making Mary Margaret his executor?“


  „No. Well, yes, he did. He said that you would know ... let me think ... he said that you would know what he wanted.“


  „Damn. What does that mean?“


  „I guess whatever's spelled out in the will.“


  „Wouldn't his sister have known what he wanted in that case?“


  „I suppose. He must have had his reasons.“


  „So I've been told. That's what one of the detectives said.“


  „You know, Rachel, had he told me he hardly knew you, I would have strongly advised against this. But he didn't tell me. I didn't have a clue. In fact, that wording was his, the part that says, 'my dear friend.' I guess it's a cop thing. They're not very talkative, not to civilians, anyway. Not even to their own lawyers.“


  Guys, I thought, not just cops. Someone gets the message through to them before they're toilet-trained: stiff upper lip, don't complain, don't explain, the whole John Wayne thing.


  „You're not required to accept this burden, Rachel. It's an awful lot of work. Of course, if you do take it on, you'll be paid for your time and effort. You do know that, don't you? I only ask because an awful lot of people don't, and because Detective O'Fallon never discussed this with you.“


  „No, I had no idea.“


  „The executor receives a percent of the value of the estate.“


  „The only other estate I dealt with was my mother's, and my sister and I were the beneficiaries, so that wasn't an issue. I don't feel right about this, that part of Mary Margaret's money will go to me.“


  „Oh, don't worry about that. You'll earn it. And it's what Detective O'Fallon wanted. He was clear about that, Rachel, all my clients are. I always explain what's customary. And why.“


  I was thinking about what she'd just said, about the amount of time this would take. I was thinking about the bills that showed up in my mailbox with great regularity, whether or not I was working. I'd worked for dead people before. That wasn't the problem. But this was the first time a client was dead before hiring me.


  „I'll arrange a bank account with you as the signatory as soon as you get me the account information. We can write the checks here, but we'll need to send them to you for signing. Meanwhile, I'll get to work on the rest of what you need. Please keep in touch.“


  „Thanks, Melanie. I'll try not to bother you unnecessarily.“


  „I get paid, too, Rachel. Getting bothered, as you put it, is part of what I get paid for. Call whenever you need to.“


  Though I believed Melanie, that there'd be a lot of work, more than I could guess, I still wasn't comfortable with the news that I'd be paid. O'-Fallon had had something in mind. Unless I was able to discover what that was, I wouldn't feel I'd earned the money.


  Still, there was the reality of those bills to pay. In fact, there was something else I had to do that morning to keep myself afloat. O'Fallon's rent, I guessed, was governed by Rent Stabilization Laws. Otherwise he would be living in Queens, not Greenwich Village. My fabulous deal had to do with the fact that the Siegals, the couple who owned both the town house across the garden from me and the back cottage that I rented from them, were hardly ever here. They had several other houses and they loved to travel. The deal was that I got the cottage dirt-cheap for making sure their house and their possessions stayed safe in their absence. I usually checked the house at least once a week to make sure no one had broken in and that everything was working the way it should. They'd notify me when they were coming back, and at that time I'd hire a cleaning service and see that everything was ready for them when they arrived. I always took Dashiell with me to check the house. If anything was amiss, he'd know it much sooner than I would. I'd often give him his search command without telling him what I wanted him to find. In those cases, he'd alert for anything that didn't belong where it was, a perfect way to let me know if the house had been invaded. And working on command rather than just being nosy, he'd be sure to search every inch of the house, not just the places that interested him personally.


  One winter, a year and a half earlier, he'd spent a lot of time checking out a pair of shoes he'd found in the pantry. I might have missed them myself. Norma Siegal often slipped off her shoes when she came into the house. Like me, she preferred to walk around barefoot. I'd even seen her on the back deck that way and had a conversation with her in the garden, neither of us wearing shoes.


  After pawing at the shoes and turning them over, Dashiell took off. I could hear him on the stairs, hear him opening doors, then sneezing to clear his nose. Martha was on the top floor in a small spare bedroom, a homeless woman who must have noticed that while lights came on at night, the same lights always came on and went off at the same time. She'd only been there a day, and other than the fact that I'd had to replace the lock to the cellar door, she hadn't done any harm. She'd only been keeping warm and trying to survive, like everyone else. I hadn't called the cops. Instead, I'd got her into a halfway house in Chelsea and hoped their training program and support might help her get back on her feet. It was sort of a work/study program for the homeless I'd read about in the paper, and Martha and I both felt lucky that when I called, they were able to take her.


  I walked Dashiell first, and when we got back we entered the house through the front door, which was on Tenth Street, just east of the gate I used to get to the cottage. When we finished checking the house, we'd leave by the back door that exited into the garden. That way I'd be sure neither door had been jimmied since my last inspection. For my low rent, I also collected the mail, pitching out all the junk mail and forwarding the bills to their attorney, who would pay them in the Siegals' absence. The Siegals were thrilled to have a private investigator living in the cottage. It made them feel really secure. I was thrilled to have rent I could afford in the neighborhood where I felt at home. That made me feel really secure, a good deal all around.


  There'd been no call from Brody all morning. Maggie hadn't called again either. I was hoping she would. I hadn't called Dennis. I was sure Maggie would do that. Then I wondered if she would. Family relationships could be so weird. I thought I'd better ask her when I spoke to her next.


  I'd gotten three of the people from the group last night—Mel, Larry and Brian. Mel kept asking about Dashiell. He barely remembered Tim. Larry referred to Tim as „the Mount Rushmore guy.“ He said Tim hadn't said a word to him, not in the group, not out. And Brian said he was still having a tough time. He'd gone on Prozac, he said, and he wished he could get off it but when he tried, he was worse than before he started using it. He barely remembered Tim.


  I called Scott again and this time he answered. He seemed very upset when I told him that Tim was dead.


  „We both got there early once,“ he said. „We were in the courtyard, just the two of us, waiting for the group to begin, neither of us saying boo. Then I figured, what the hell, and I told him I y thought the group was helping me. I did, too. I'd started going out to dinner with friends again. And I was sleeping better. Not great, but better. I asked Tim if he'd been feeling any better. I said I thought Richard was doing a good job, gently directing us toward certain issues, making us see that everything we thought and felt was normal, given the abnormal circumstances we were now stuck with. But Tim didn't share. He listened,“ Scott said. „He really listened. But he just didn't », add anything of his own. I thought he was a really nice man. I mean, I thought he must be a really nice man, attentive, caring. But he wasn't awfully forthcoming. It's hard for some people. That's what Richard kept saying, remember? I guess it was too hard for Tim to talk. Did you ever find out who he lost?“


  „No,“ I said, „he didn't talk to me either.“


  „But you said you were the executor of his will.“


  „Right. It came as a complete surprise to me.“


  „You're kidding. I didn't even know you could do that, make someone the executor without asking.“


  „Don't get any ideas,“ I told him.


  He laughed. „I promise I'll ask you first,“ he said. Then he asked if I'd called Richard. I said I hadn't, but I would. He asked about Dashiell. And he wished me luck.


  I still couldn't reach John and decided to leave a second message. I hadn't called Richard last night. I had both home and office numbers, but I decided to call him at his office and not bother him at home. It wasn't exactly an emergency. He was very effusive when I said my name, then became silent when I told him why I was calling and what little I knew.


  „I was just hoping to get a handle on him, to understand this thing. It bothers the hell out of me that I don't know why, that I don't know what he had in mind, making a decision like this. I don't know if you'd feel free to say, but I was wondering if you ever spoke with him privately, if there's anything at all you could tell me about the man that might make these circumstances...“


  Richard cleared his throat, and for a moment I thought he was going to say, „He must have had his reasons,“ but he didn't. He said, „I hate this. I hate these complete failures. You try your damnedest to reach someone and they won't let you in, so you can't give them the help you know they need.“


  „They said it was an accident,“ I said into the phone.


  „There are no accidents, Rachel. Perhaps he didn't mean to do it consciously, but if he was a cop, he knew how to handle a gun, wouldn't you think?“


  „His mother had just died. I guess he was pretty depressed.“


  „I knew there'd be something. There always is. Poor man. I wish he'd called me.“


  „Had he ever, since the group?“


  There was a silence, Richard weighing patient confidentiality when the person in question wasn't his patient. „No. He never called,“ he said. „I didn't know him either, Rachel.“


  I thanked him and hung up.


  When I put the phone down, it rang. It was Brody this time, saying I could have access to O'Fallon's apartment. Since I couldn't be sure who might have keys besides the police and me, I called the closest locksmith and asked him to meet me at Tim's apartment. I grabbed a pair of rubber gloves from under the sink, O'Fallon's briefcase, and the leash, and Dashiell and I headed out. The phone started ringing as I was closing the door. I walked back in and stood at the foot of the stairs, listening to Parker's voice as my answering machine was recording it. He was still talking when I closed the door and locked it behind me.


  


  


  CHAPTER 8


  The locksmith's name was Nick. It said so on the front of his shirt. On the back it said „Nick's Locks,“ in case you caught him going instead of coming. As I unlocked the first door, I explained the deal with the locks, that the upper and lower ones used the same key. As it turned out, all four cylinders used the same key.


  Nick began shaking his head. „No good, lady,“ he said. „Anything you think of, the thieves thought of it two weeks ago. You know those bicycle locks, supposed to be foolproof?“


  „I nodded.


  „Freezing jewelry in the ice tray? Coin collection in a sock? Hollowed out book? Clint Eastwood blew that one in Escape From Alcatraz. No, wait, maybe that was what's-his-face in Shawshank Remdemption. No matter. It was one of them, right?“


  „Tim Robbins,“ I said.


  „Whatever. Emerald ring hidden in a fake light switch? That was a good one, for five minutes. I even had one client built a hidden room. Cost him pile. Did it work?“


  I had the script. I shook my head.


  „I rest my case. Nothing beats good hardware Plus, one of those couldn't hurt none.“ He was pointing at Dashiell.


  Nick had that five-o'clock-shadow look that Don Johnson popularized back when Miami Vice was must-see-TV, having a renaissance now with the under thirty set and gay men of any age. Only Nick's, I was sure, was the real McCoy, even at ten-thirty in the morning.


  „Another thing,“ he said. „These things?“ He held the cylinder from O'Fallon's front door in the palm of his hand, more like a big paw the way I saw it. „Worthless crap.“


  In fact, it looked to be the same kind of worthless crap that had kept the cellar door locked before a homeless woman had decided that sleeping in a town house would be preferable to sleeping in the street.


  O'Fallon's attorney had told me that whatever I spent would be reimbursed by the estate, that all I had to do was to send her the receipts. Much as I didn't want to be frivolous with Maggie O'Fallon's money, given the long line of untrustworthy men who had lived in her brother's apartment, replacing the locks seemed like a good idea.


  „What do you recommend?“ I asked.


  The bill came to $380 before I noticed the jimmied window. Luckily Nick was still there, writing out the bill at O'Fallon's kitchen table. The bathroom door was still closed. I noticed that, too, but I wasn't in a rush to go in there. I was curious, but more than willing to put it on hold.


  The plants and the watering can on the sill had blocked the damage to the kitchen window. Now that the plants were gone and I had just moved the can so that I could open the window and let some air in, I saw the crack in the wood. I had to stand on one of the kitchen chairs to check the lock. There wasn't any. Instead there was a little rectangle with a different color paint, old faded paint, and two holes where the screws had attached it to the top of the bottom window. I called Nick over to have a look-see. He climbed up on the chair with me, then asked if we could go outside. I told him we could. From the garden, the damage was completely clear, pry marks at the bottom of the window, dents in the wood, probably done with a garden tool, impromptu.


  Nick added another thirty-five dollars to the bill and then began to check all the other windows inside and out to be sure the apartment was safe. When he headed toward the bathroom door, I told him to skip that one. He'd checked the window from the garden and it looked pristine. He'd even tried to open it, but the lock held. Plus, I was still postponing that event. I thought I'd function better if I saved it for last, just before I was ready f, to leave. Or until my bladder insisted otherwise, whichever came first.


  The front windows were untouched and had »bars on them anyway, another New York phenomenon. You paid a fortune to live here and then, if you lived on the ground floor, your apartment resembled the primate digs at a politically incorrect zoo.


  „You want I should throw a new lock on that door to the garden? Piece of shit, the one that's on it. Wouldn't keep out a three-year-old. I'll give you a break on that one, seeing as you're doing a lot of work here, keep the whole shebang under five hundred. Not bad for the peace of mind it'll give you.“


  I didn't think a three-year-old would be able to reach the doorknob, but didn't say so. I thanked Nick, but told him no, thanks.


  „How do you think that kitchen window lock got pulled out?“ Nick asked. „Someone wanted in here and had no trouble getting past that one, getting into the garden.“


  „I understand that,“ I said, „but there's a limit to what I want to do,“ thinking my job was to protect O'Fallon's property, not the trees and flowers outside. „I don't even live here,“ I told him.


  Nick screwed up his face. Wouldn't be the first time a locksmith was called to change the lock on an apartment the caller didn't occupy. A scam the thieves thought up two weeks before the locksmiths figured it out, I could have said, but decided to keep my big mouth shut. He was busy trying to figure out if this job was legit or not. I'd handed him the keys that had unlocked both doors. Still, Nick's face was in a knot.


  He pulled out his cell phone. „I'm this close to losing a good fee and having to undo all this work, lady. Can you prove you have a right...“


  I opened O'Fallon's briefcase and took out the will, showing him my name as executor. Then I pulled out my wallet and showed him my driver's license, complete with a picture that made me look as if I lived in a trailer and never ventured out during daylight.


  Nick nodded. „Sorry about your loss,“ he said.


  I thanked him. No point in keeping him here an extra half an hour telling him what the story was. Besides, I didn't know what the story was. I was still wishing someone would explain things to me. But dead men don't talk. And while I was sure the ME would disagree with that, the information I wanted wasn't available via organ weights or the path a bullet took ruining someone's young life. I needed words. Why me and not Mary Margaret? That's what I wanted to know.


  He must have had his reasons. Maybe the medical examiner would say that, too.


  When Nick left, I thought I'd try Brody, ask him about the jimmied window. From the looks of it, it wasn't all that old. Nick thought it had happened a day or two earlier.


  He'd looked up at the sky, thinking. „No rain last week, am I right?“


  „You're right,“ I told him. I was getting pretty good at this.


  „Could have been longer then, but not more than a week. You see the color of the wood here?“ He'd pointed to one of the places where the wood had been fractured, the exposed wood pale and raw-looking. „See the color? If we'd had any weather, it wouldn't be so light.“ He'd nodded, agreeing with himself.


  I picked up O'Fallon's phone, then put it down. The place was tight again, safe. The question could wait until later. I was sure there'd be more of them. For now, I wanted to get to work.


  I leaned over the sinkful of dirty dishes to open the window, wondering if whoever had jimmied the window had managed to get in this way, scrunching himself into a ball and then stepping over the sink. You'd have to be a contortionist. I wondered if it was O'Fallon, if he'd forgotten his keys, had a neighbor ring him in, then broke his own window latch to get inside.


  I pushed the knob that closed the drain, squirted in some Dove and ran the hot water. No use trying to deal with the dishes until they'd soaked for a while. Doing the dishes was another task I was happy to postpone, especially since there was no dishwasher.


  When I turned off the water, I heard a voice in the garden. I couldn't see anyone outside the window. I decided to go out and see who was there.


  He was on his cell phone, talking loud. He seemed to be upset. He was about my height, maybe an inch or two shorter, in his fifties, his gray hair slicked back with so much goo it appeared to be wet but I was sure it wasn't, that it was just the wet look he'd been after. He was dressed all in black, perhaps to minimize the potbelly that rested tenuously on his black belt. Alligator, probably faux. Even the rims of his retro eyeglasses were black. He used one thick finger to push them back up to the bridge of his smallish nose. His skin was pale but his cheeks were flushed. Perhaps the yelling had accomplished that.


  „Okay,“ he shouted into the phone. „I hear you. It's an emergency.“ I was about to tell him about the new technology, that he didn't have to shout to be heard, but I didn't get the chance. „Five. Got it,“ he said, slamming the phone closed and sighing heavily.


  „You'd think being a waiter would be a low-stress, easy job, wouldn't you?“ he asked me. „Rob's going to have a cat. We have reservations at Lupa, for God's sake. What are you doing for dinner?“ I opened my mouth, then closed it again. This, like his other questions, was no doubt rhetorical. I wondered if he was related to my locksmith or if it was just the luck of the draw. He took a step in my direction. „Rachel?“


  „Yes. How did you...?“


  He put out his hand, not sideways, as if to shake, but palm down and limp, as if he expected me to kiss it. I didn't notice a tiara, so I disappointed him.


  „Kevin. Kevin Bell? Jin Mei said she'd met you.“ He dropped his voice to a stage whisper.


  „She said you're here because of...“ He indicated the door I'd just come out of with a nod of his head.


  „Yes. I'm taking care of Detective O'Fallon's affairs,“ I said.


  „I don't think he had any,“ Kevin said. „Not that I wouldn't have been interested, a man with handcuffs and a nightstick. It's got a certain je ne sais quois, don't you think?“


  „I suppose so, if that's your thing.“


  „Let's not go there,“ he said. „We've only just met.“


  He had a nice smile. Smiling, he didn't look a day over forty-five.


  „So you're saying he was gay?“


  „O'Fallon? No way But a boy can dream, can't he?“


  „What about Parker?“


  „Sweetheart, where are you from, Queens? First of all, this is the Village, not Chelsea. And even there, not everyone is gay.“


  „I didn't ask if everyone was gay. I've only asked you about two people,“ thinking I was starting to sound like Brody, that I better lighten up. Kevin wasn't obliged to tell me anything.


  „Two so far.“


  „Correct.“


  „Curious little thing, aren't you?“


  „Just trying to understand. I didn't know Tim well. In fact, I hardly knew him at all. I'm trying to...“


  „That's trés weird. How'd you get stuck with this?“


  „Exactly my point. I don't actually know.“ I shrugged.


  „So, Parker? I'd say whatever you want him to be, that's what Parker is.“


  „A chameleon.“


  „Honey, if you want this conversation to continue ...“ He rolled his eyes. „Did anyone before moi ever tell you you're no fun?“


  I nodded. „Everyone,“ I said. „That aside, I haven't met Parker yet. Hard to trash someone you never met.“


  „Oh, sweetie, you're not giving yourself nearly enough credit. It's not as hard as you think. Especially when we're talking about Parker. I'll start. First of all, he's a total bitch. Cold as ice, as if we were the interlopers. You know what I mean?“ Kevin had stepped closer now, as if there were people around and he didn't want them to overhear him. „And with Tim? Don't ask. He was like butter wouldn't melt in his mouth in front of him and just did whatever he pleased behind his back.“


  „Like, for instance.“


  „For instance bringing all his street cronies into Tim's apartment after he was told not to. Repeatedly.“


  „He did that?“ I thought of all those dishes in the sink. Tim hadn't even been there the day before. He'd been at his mother's funeral.


  „Oh, please. We'd hear them all the way over to our place.“ He pointed. „On the other side of Jin Mei. Now she's a hoot, you know what I mean. But that's neither here nor there, is it? Parker's the one we're disgusting—oh, I mean discussing— and I can tell you, that boy showed up with his trashy friends, we'd have to close the windows and put on the AC.“


  „Loud parties?“


  „Whenever possible. But would he invite us?“


  „Never.“


  I was a quick study. Kevin beamed.


  „Rob said it would be a cold day in hell before he'd take in someone like Parker.“


  „And what did Tim do, about those parties?“


  „Tim? He was furious. He threw Parker out more than once. But Parker would come back, promise never to do it again, and Tim would take him back. He can be very convincing, that Parker fellow. That's how he survives. You might say that being convincing is his profession.“


  „Did that happen a lot, the back-and-forth thing?“


  „Three times that I know of. Last time was the night before Tim's accident. I think that time he meant it, too. We were out here, having salmon au beurre noir. I was a chef, before 9/11. Now I'm a waiter. But that's another sad story. Everyone has one. If I had the time, I'd ask you yours. But I don't.“ Standing too close, his voice way too loud. „Instead of being served tonight, I have to smile and say, 'And how would you like that prepared, madam?' As if I give a shit. How annoying is that?“


  „So Tim got mad at Parker often?“


  „Especially this last time. You couldn't miss the shouting. Tim told Parker to pack up and go. He said he was sick of broken promises, of lies, of all the stealing. He said he didn't think Parker was even trying. And that was the point of all this, he said, that Parker put in some effort on his own behalf. Something like that. It's not that we were trying to listen. You couldn't help overhearing. And I said to Rob, 'Like hello. I could have told him that months ago. This one's a loser, period,' The funny thing is, Tim had no idea how bad it was, how many men were actually at his place, poor lamb. Half of them had come out this way“—pointing to the door I'd just used—“and gone that way“—pointing to the door on the west end of the long narrow garden, the one he and Rob and Jin Mei used. „Rob and I were so upset, we couldn't finish eating. I said, 'We should talk to him.' And Rob said, 'No, we shouldn't. We should butt out.' He's very ... He's got more dignity than I do. I would have told. But then the next day it was all too late. Tim had that terrible accident. It was an accident, wasn't it?“


  „Yes,“ I said. „Cleaning his gun.“


  He put two fingers to his lips.


  „Did you hear the shot? I was wondering if ‘anyone ...“


  r He shook his head. „We were all closed in, the f AC on, because of all the noise the evening before. We sleep in the front, so ...“ He shrugged !,his shoulders. „A waiter,“ he said. „Look at me, at imy age. Do you believe this? Well, I guess I'll see you again. Knock if there's anything you need. My career is calling. I hope you have a life outside ,of your job, Rachel. I hear that's a good idea.“


  I lifted one hand in lieu of a comment, but he'd already turned and started walking toward that |*last door. I headed back inside, Dashiell following behind me.


  


  


  CHAPTER 9


  I was sitting at O'Fallon's desk when his phone rang. I checked to see that the answering machine was on and let it ring through, absorbed in what I was doing and not thinking about the consequences of my act. And then there he was, as close to me as if he were whispering in my ear.


  „O'Fallon,“ the recording said. „State your business, leave your name and number, and I'll get back to you. If this can't wait, call my cell phone.“ Figuring, they didn't have the number, it couldn't be all that important.


  There was a moment of silence and then the caller hung up. I played the outgoing announcement twice more before opening the bottom drawer of the desk and checking the labels on each file. Like most people's paperwork, O'Fallon's was dead boring—a file for his checking account, his rent statements, one on his car, the insurance policy, tune-up records, title. There was a file with instructions for equipment, booklets on how to use a tape recorder, program a VCR, operate the radio I'd seen in the kitchen, change the bags on his vacuum cleaner, use the electric can opener. In another file, he had duplicates of his tax returns for the last three years. I pulled those out and the bank statements and put them in the briefcase to get them to the attorney. I took the last rent statement as well, thinking his rent alone was reason to live forever—the huge main room, a kitchen with a window, and the use of the garden, all for under a thousand dollars a month, a New York miracle. I pulled the folder on the car out and left it on top of the desk. I wondered if he parked it on the street, because if he did, it had probably been towed already. I made a note to ask Brody about the car. If it had been towed, maybe he'd be able to get it back for me without payment of the fine, over a hundred bucks for sure. I didn't know what Mary Margaret was getting—I had no idea, for example, if O'Fallon's death benefits could pass to a sister. But I wasn't anxious to use up any more of her money than I had to.


  I picked up an old checkbook and leafed through the register. The car wouldn't have been towed. O'Fallon kept it in an outdoor lot two blocks from here on West and Jane.


  Behind the car folder, there was a folder with photographs. I pulled that out and opened it on top of the desk. Same kids, same happy faces, same ages. Then, behind the pictures, a small white envelope with initials on it—RKA. My initials. I opened it and pulled out what was in it, another newspaper article. Dashiell appeared while I was reading and dropped his cement-block head onto my lap. I was about to read it a second time when the phone started ringing again. This time, though, it wasn't O'Fallon's phone. It was my cell.


  „Alexander.“


  „Rachel? Is it you?“


  „Maggie? Yes. I'm so glad you called.“


  „Well, I was thinking. I ought to come into the city, help you with Tim's apartment. You shouldn't have to do all that hard work by yourself. The truth is, I still don't understand why you have to do it at all.“


  „That makes two of us, but I sure would love the help, if you don't mind.“ I picked up the keys that were on the side of the desk and flipped them into the palm of my hand. „When can you come?“


  „Well, I was thinking Saturday. I can come early, spend the day.“


  „Are you working every day before that?“


  „I am,“ she said.


  „Night shift?“


  „Evening. Four to midnight.“


  I opened my hand and looked at the keys. „What about before that? I mean, suppose I came ' to talk to you tomorrow. I have so many questions.“ I looked at the envelope, at my initials, RKA, on it. „Would that be okay? And then you ' can come in on Saturday and we can go over your brother's things, see what you'd like to have.“


  There was silence on the line.


  „Maggie?“


  „Tomorrow would be fine. Come for lunch.“


  „You don't have to bother with lunch. I just...“


  „It's no bother at all.“


  „Okay. And, Maggie? Just so it won't come as a shock when I arrive, I'm going to be driving your brother's car.“


  „You have the address?“


  „Yes. I have Tim's address book. I'll see you about twelve. Is that okay?“


  „At twelve, then.“


  „Oh, I nearly forgot to ask. Did you speak to Dennis? I assumed you would and I didn't call him back. And now I'm—“


  „Yes. I told Dennis.“


  „Will he want to come in as well?“


  Maggie didn't answer but the line was still open.


  „It doesn't matter. We can talk about that later.“


  „He's a very busy man, Rachel. He runs a business that's open seven days a week. I'll pick some things for him myself, some remembrances. I'm sure he'd appreciate that.“


  How odd, I thought afterward, that Dennis hadn't called about his brother, that he had no questions, no concerns. I looked down at the article again, well, the obituary. Maybe not so odd after all. Maybe Dennis O'Fallon had closed up shop years ago.


  


  COLIN O’FALLON, NEW YORK CITY DETECTIVE, DEAD AT 44


  


  Detective Colin O’Fallon, 44, died of an accidentally self-inflicted gunshot wound two nights ago in his home in Piermont. Local police reported that Detective O’Fallon was found dead at 7:05 p.m. when his wife Kathleen came homefrom her rosary group. His cleaning kit was on the kitchen table in front of where he had been sitting. He had apparently been cleaning his service revolver when it discharged, a source at the local precinct reported.


  The O’Fallon family had been particularly hard hit during the last year. Detective O’Fallon’s youngest son, Joseph, was killed in a diving accident nine months earlier. Seven months after that, his nephew, Liam Connor, 16, who had witnessed the accident, committed suicide.


  Detective O’Fallon is survived by his wife, two sons, Timothy and Dennis, and a daughter, Mary Margaret. The family plans a private service and has requested that, in lieu of flowers, donations be sent to Our Mother of Redemption Church in Sparkill.


  I got up and walked over to the bathroom, standing outside the closed door for a moment before reaching for the knob. Dashiell pushed his way in front of me. No way was he not getting in there first. I turned the knob, pushed the door open, reached in and turned on the light. Dashiell lifted his head and pulled in the scents.


  In yet another surprise, the bathroom where Timothy O'Fallon had accidentally discharged his service revolver while cleaning it, fatally wounding himself, was immaculate. Was it be-cause this was a fellow officer that the police had hired a cleaning service? Because that was not the usual procedure. Still, whatever the reason, I was grateful.


  The toilet was across from the door, on the west wall of the bathroom. The sink and small vanity were to the left of the toilet. And across the south wall was the tub, the shower curtain, a translucent blue, pulled closed, everything just so. The white tile floor was spotless, including the grout. Had there been a bath mat, there was none now. Nor were there any towels.


  I bent and touched the floor. No telltale grit, traces of soap, grease, no anything but cool, clean tile. I wondered if they'd bleached the grout to get it so white. I stood, took a breath and pulled the curtain aside, exposing the bathtub and the tiled wall. There was a small, high window overlooking the garden to the left, and on the right side, where there should have been several shattered tiles, there was another surprise. Not only had the service done an astonishing job of cleaning the wall, someone had apparently replaced the damaged tiles as well. But as meticulous and skilled as they had been, I could easily see where the grout was new. Had I not seen the repair, I might have thought Detective O'Fallon had been cleaning a small-caliber gun and that therefore the bullet that did the fatal damage had never exited his body. I might have been convinced that, despite the odds, and despite his experience with firearms, Detective O'Fallon had had an unfortunate accident. Perhaps that had been the point of the careful cleanup. But, in fact, that's not what I thought, because the tiles that had been replaced were nowhere near where they would have been had the detective been sitting on the edge of the bathtub, as reported, cleaning his gun. In fact, the damaged area was exactly where it would have been had a man of six feet one inch tall, the height recorded on O'Fallon's driver's license, held the barrel of a revolver to his right temple and squeezed the trigger.


  Jin Mei had said she'd heard him crying. Had he been in the bathroom then, cradling his gun in his hands? Had he been crying in the shower to muffle the sound, afraid, even at the last minute, of seeming weak? Standing at the edge of the tub, looking at the tile wall, the sound of Dashiell's sniffing echoing in the small space, I felt the scenario changing before my eyes. He'd bought grief on the job for twenty-one years, then, for who knew how long, he took it into his private life, taking users off the street and trying to get them to turn their lives around. And he'd failed this time. He'd failed with Parker. How many other times had he failed? What made him keep trying?


  His mother had been buried the day before, but grief was already running deep in the O'Fallon family—brother, cousin, father. All when he was not yet a man.


  Had the burden gotten to be more than he could bear?


  I thought of O'Fallon in the group where we met, stoic and silent. He had come, but he couldn't put his burden down. Now this. Had he killed himself in the shower to minimize the cleanup, to make it easier for whoever would find him, a stand-up guy right down the line?


  I pulled the shower curtain closed and took a step back, nearly tripping over Dashiell. Suicide. That surely explained why Brody seemed anxious for me to relinquish my obligation; let the cops take care of this, let it be recorded as an accident. But unless Detective O'Fallon was cleaning a water gun, no way would he have been standing in the shower when his gun accidentally discharged. And suicide would explain the brand-new will and the envelope with my initials on it. But it didn't explain what it was he wanted me to do. As far as that went, I still didn't know any more now than I did at first.


  Suddenly I needed to be busy, to be soothed by work. I decided to do what I could before Maggie came—clean the kitchen, empty the closets, check the cabinets under the bookshelves. I was sure Maggie wouldn't want Tim's clothes, and the kitchen things looked ordinary and inexpensive. I could make things easier if I could figure out what belonged to Parker and pack those things for him, maybe avoid his coming here altogether.


  There were two big closets that opened into the living room, dividing it from the back of the apartment. I thought I could start there, do something mindless while I let the new information gel. I opened the one on the right first. It was a deep closet, one rack in back of the other, everything in the back in garment bags. I figured that would be the winter clothes, the things in front for summer. Except for the coat that had been on the arm of the couch. That was now hanging among the lightweight clothing. I wondered if whoever had hung it up had paid any attention to which closet was Tim's and which was Parker's. I wondered if I would know whose things were whose, until I looked under the clothes, at the shoes. I took the clothes off their hangers and carefully laid them on the couch. When the front was empty, except for the hangers swaying there like dancers at the end of a long marathon, I unzipped the garment bags and took out the woolen sport jackets, a navy-blue suit, sweaters in bags from the dry cleaner, folded over hangers waiting for their season to arrive again.


  I pulled the shoes out, cop shoes, all of them, except for one pair of loafers. In the very back, there was some luggage. I thought I could pack up the clothes and put the suitcases back in the closet, see if Maggie wanted any of it for any reason. If not, they'd be ready to go to Housing Works. I wondered whether, if I waited until the end, they'd send a truck, take everything at once—the furniture, the pots and pans, even the books. It was the sort of recycling I thought Tim might have approved of: his things sold, the money used to help people with AIDS, people with nowhere else to turn. Not exactly what he'd been doing with men like Parker, but not entirely unrelated either.


  I saved a cashmere sweater and a particularly beautiful scarf and set those aside for Maggie. I left the shelf—I'd need a ladder or a chair to reach the things up there—and started the second closet. As soon as I opened this one, I knew I was no longer in Kansas. There weren't as many clothes, but the ones there were seemed new. I thought about all those notations in Tim's checkbook. „For Parker.“


  ■ Expensive sweaters and slacks, sandals, boots, the inside of the closet door plastered with pictures cut from magazines: horses running at full tilt, a skull and crossbones, pictures of rocks. But then I spotted the shelf. And now I didn't want to wait. I took one of the kitchen chairs, carried it over to the closet and climbed up. There were no clothes on this shelf. There was, instead, a sort of shrine, maybe one hundred tiny objects spread out in what seemed like, but I was sure wasn't, random order: the skulls of tiny creatures and the claws of others, bits of marble, like steles, standing between them; a tiny American flag; feathers, rocks and tiny figures, some human, some not, grouped together or standing singly, as if in prayer. There was hair there, too. I didn't know the nature of the creature it had come from. There were coins, some foreign, one gold. There were beads and thread and string that had unevenly placed knots in it, a woman's antique pearl ring. I ran my finger on the shelf between the objects. No dust. Someone took good care of his shrine.


  I closed the closet door, trying to figure out if there was a way I could get Parker's things to him without having him come here. Things were starting to add up in a way that made me want to avoid him.


  Of course, I could simply empty the second closet and pack it up. Even if everything in it wasn't his, I was sure he wouldn't refuse anything. Did I have an obligation to let him come and pick and choose what he wanted to take, even if some of what he picked and chose wasn't his in the first place? I thought of calling Brody, not to ask him to be here, but to ask him what he thought. Getting Brody to talk? That might be as easy as threading a rabbit through the eye of a needle. So I didn't call. I went back to work.


  It was hazy, hot and humid out, but not in O'-Fallon's apartment. With the air conditioner humming, I couldn't hear any street noises, nor was it too warm. The shutters were the way I found them, closed on the bottom and partly open on top, letting the late-afternoon light filter gently into the room.


  I tried the cabinets under the bookshelves next and found them locked. No matter, I thought, you could open those locks with a nail file. Instead, I went back to the desk to look for a key, not finding it. I sat in O'Fallon's chair, trying to slip inside the man who used to sit there. Wasn't it James Thurber who said, „I hate women because they always know where things are“? Hands flat on the desk, eyes closed, like a fortune-teller minus the crystal ball and the weird outfit, I dowsed for keys. Nothing. I looked over at the bookshelf nearest the closet door, scanning the shelves for something that might hold keys, though, Lord knows, a cop should know better. It was on the highest shelf I could reach, a little tan honey pot with a lid. I took it down, feeling the heft of it, and put it on the desk. Then I took off the lid and found it was filled to the top with sets of keys. The key to the cabinets, one key fits all, were on a ring with the rest of O'Fallon's keys, one of which was no longer viable now that the locks had been changed. I had two sets of the new keys. I thought I'd give one to Brody, if he had any use for it. If Maggie wanted a set, I'd have mine copied for her. I could ask her at lunch.


  There were papers in some of the cabinets, notebooks with notes from old cases. I checked the dates. There were ten years' worth of notebooks, stopping a year earlier. I would have loved to read every word, but couldn't do that now. I thought I'd keep those, if Maggie didn't want them. The next cabinet had records and CDs. O'-Fallon had a couple of movies, too, ones he'd taped from the TV, Red River and Dog Day Afternoon, The Godfather and Star Wars, a small, odd collection. There wasn't any porn, nor any porn magazines. Not so far.


  The next cabinet held the liquor. Again I thought about how easy these locks would be to pick. Unless Parker had found the honey pot with the keys as readily as I had. There was some of everything, but none of the bottles had much in them and some were drained and wrung out, not a drop left to drink, but put back anyway. Which one of them had been that thirsty? Or was this something they did together? I thought about all the empties that had been in the kitchen when Brody first brought me in here, the bottles he himself had bagged and thrown away. Mostly beer, but some booze as well. That mess was most likely left over from Parker's last party. But that didn't tell me whether or not Tim and Parker had enabled each other, talking about AA between drinks.


  I thought about where the bullet had destroyed the tiles, the place too high on the wall for the shooter to have been seated, the place that had been repaired. Perhaps all the empties were O'-Fallon's doing; maybe drinking with or without company was something he did in an attempt to numb his feelings, to wash away his sadness,


  gliding that, over time, the drinking only made things worse or that it took more and more of it to do the job.


  I needed some fresh air, even if the fresh air was hound to be as thick as soup. I took Dashiell around a couple of blocks, stopping to pick up an iced tea at Florent, heading back to O'Fallon's thinking I'd get more of the cleanup done before I called it quits. But when we got back and opened the doors, when I found myself in that depressing hallway. I kept going straight. No harm sitting in the garden while I sipped my cold drink. No harm postponing the kind of job no one liked to do. As I passed the first door on the other side of the hall, I heard a baby crying. I headed for the garden, finding the door unlocked even with no one there. I sat at the round table and watched Dashiell explore the garden, seeing with his nose in a way I couldn't even imagine. I wondered often if he saw the scents in color or if he pictured waves of gray, wishing that, for just a moment, I could live in his skin and know the world as a dog.


  The door we'd just come out of opened and there was the squalling baby in the arms of her nanny, a Caucasian child, a nut-brown caretaker, cooing to the unhappy little girl as she walked outside.


  „She's teething,“ she said, rocking the baby in her arms, a short, squat woman with a round, flat face and black hair that caught the light. The baby, who was blond and fair-skinned and looked as if the world were about to end, had her fist in her mouth.


  „I'm taking care of Detective O'Fallon's affairs,“ I volunteered, apropos of nothing, I suspected. This woman did not seem the least bit concerned about who I was or why I was there.


  „I know,“ she said. Then, „Shh, Emma, it'll be okay.“


  „Jin Mei mentioned me?“


  She nodded, looking suspiciously at Dashiell, her shoulder toward him, shielding Emma as if Dash were about to leap at her and end her teething problems forever.


  „Do you have a moment to talk?“ I asked.


  „About?“


  „Detective O'Fallon.“


  „I didn't really know him. Anyway, I already spoke to the police. I told them, I don't know anything.“ Looking frightened.


  No green card, I thought.


  „It's sort of personal,“ I told her, „just for me.“


  „I still don't know anything, no matter who it's for.“ A bit too loud. Who was she playing to? I wondered.


  „I have to change her,“ she said, again too loud. „You can follow me if you want to.“


  I did, up to the kitchen door of the apartment across the hall from O'Fallon's.


  „You have to leave him in there,“ she whispered, indicating Dashiell, then the door to O'Fallon's kitchen. I had more important things on my mind than showing her that Dashiell meant no harm, that it wasn't his fault his breed had a history of dogfighting or that it was the breed of the moment, still, for guarding illegal drug stashes.


  I opened the kitchen door and sent Dashiell inside, telling him to wait so that he'd know I'd be y back very soon.


  „Netty Land,“ she said when we got inside baby Emma's apartment, the door safely closed.


  „Rachel Alexander,“ I told her.


  „I know,“ she said.


  The layout of the apartment appeared to be a mirror image of O'Fallon's, also two units combined, a large studio apartment with two doors. I wondered if both buildings had been renovated that way, top to bottom. I followed Netty into the front room that served as living room, bedroom and nursery. I thought Netty would take Emma to the changing table but she sat on the tan leather f couch instead, putting the baby down on the rug.


  „I don't usually work on Sunday,“ Netty told me. „But I needed the money. I was here that whole weekend. They went away, to Amish country. They don't spend a whole lot of time with the baby, not if they can help it. It's good for me, anyway. My son is still in Peru, with my mother. I want to bring him here, but I don't have enough money yet. It's expensive,“ she added, in case I was too dull to get the point.


  „Perhaps I can help you a little,“ I said. „Perhaps we can help each other.“


  „That would be good. I was here since Friday night. They left right after work.“


  „Can you hear anything, from across the hall?“


  Netty shrugged. „Shouting. I'm sure he heard them plenty, too. She says it's this place, Miss Helene, that they fight all the time because it's too small. She says that's why she can't give me a raise, because they're saving up for a house. She says, Miss Helene, that's why she and Mr. David need a weekend to themselves, because two adults and one baby in this place, it's driving them crazy. 'You don't want us to get a divorce, do you, Netty?' That's what I get instead of a raise.“


  „I see,“ I said, giving her problems not much more sympathy than her employers did, wanting to get back on track. „So did you hear any shouting that weekend, from Detective O'Fallon's apartment?“


  Netty nodded. „First there was the party. His friends, Mr. Parker's. A bunch of bums, freeloading off Mr. O'Fallon when he wasn't even home. I heard that. I was in the garden most of the afternoon. The baby likes it out there. She watches the birds. I saw the men running out the back when he came home, Mr. O'Fallon. They went through the garden and out the far door, by Jin Mei's apartment. Can you imagine? Grown men acting like that. And then I heard the shouting. He told Parker his free ride was over.“ Netty leaned toward me, whispering again, the baby asleep on the rug, sucking her thumb. „And then it was quiet, all of them gone. Except him.“


  „What about Sunday morning? Did you hear the shot?“


  Netty shook her head. „The police told me the time. I forgot. Eight something, I think. She was screaming. The teeth, the teeth. And no mama here. I told them, if I heard anything, I figured it was a car, not a gunshot. Who expects to hear a gunshot?“


  „You told the police this?“


  „I did,“ she said. „I answered all their questions.“


  „Anything else you can tell me?“


  Netty nodded. „I saw him come back and break the kitchen window, the snake.“


  „You mean Parker?“


  „Yes. I saw him crawl in through the window.“


  „When was this?“


  „Late Sunday morning. Or maybe noon. I was going to give her the bottle outside, hoping she'd fall asleep. I was going out when he was going in through the window.“


  „So you saw him entering Detective O'Fallon's apartment?“


  Netty nodded.


  „But not actually breaking the lock?“


  She shook her head. „But he did,“ she said. „The palette knife was right there on the ground where he dropped it.“


  „Jin Mei's knife?“


  „Yes.“


  „Jin Mei was out painting when Parker broke the lock?“


  „No, she forgot the knife the day before. She left it on the table. No matter. No one else uses the garden. Even the others“—she pointed to the ceiling—“they hardly ever come out. Maybe if there's a party for the two buildings, once a year. Otherwise, it's just the first floor.“


  „What about Detective O'Fallon?“


  She shook her head. „Not that I saw. He was at work all the time, not sitting in the garden.“


  „Did you see or hear anything else? Anything unusual?“


  „I told them the same. I didn't see anything


  else. I mind my own business. I take care of Emma.“


  „And you weren't out in the garden earlier, like around eight?“


  „I was in here. I didn't get her out until around noon, maybe twelve-thirty.“


  „And with the air conditioner and the TV...“


  „I didn't hear the accident.“


  I went back to O'Fallon's apartment and got two twenties and my business card from my wallet, taking them back across the hall.


  „If you think of anything else, would you let me know?“


  „I thought you didn't know him,“ she said, screwing up her face. „I thought he's not your family. Why are you asking these questions?“


  „He asked me to take care of things for him. I don't know what it is he wanted,“ I told her. Her dark eyes looked blank. I don't think Netty Land understood what I was talking about. I wasn't sure I understood it myself. I heard the baby starting to cry. Netty put the money in her pants pocket and closed the door.


  I went back into O'Fallon's, going straight for the bathroom again, hoping the contents of his medicine cabinet might speak to me, hoping for an answer from anywhere. I picked up some of the ordinary things I found there, holding them in my hands, putting them back where they'd been: aspirin, Tylenol, Irish Spring soap, razor blades and razor; a bristle brush without a handle, the kind men used to use in pairs; Band-Aids, deodorant; and a prescription bottle, Alocril, the same as I'd gotten from my eye doctor on October 11,2001, to help me with my irritated eyes, the detritus of the Twin Towers still blowing up to Greenwich Village when the wind came north. Next to that, the same as in my medicine cabinet— artificial tears. Despite the real ones, you had to wash your eyes out several times a day, the irony of that not lost on anyone.


  


  


  CHAPTER 10


  He was waiting at the gate that led to my garden, moving nervously from one foot to the other, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. I saw him in profile first, his black hair pulled back into a long braid that went nearly to his waist, twisted with some kind of cord or string, a feather hanging near the end. He had perfect skin, a straight nose, a strong chin. When he turned, I saw his eyes, a rich, deep brown, more the color of bittersweet chocolate than Turkish coffee, and more lucid than they should have been, given what I'd been led to believe. I knew who he was before he said a word.


  „Mr. Bowling, I presume.“ I didn't offer my hand. Actually, both hands were full, but I wouldn't have offered one anyway.


  „Rachel?“ He slid the cigarette from his mouth and held it for a moment between his long, thin fingers before tossing it into the street, as if he were reading my stand on his habit before deciding whether or not to waste a perfectly good smoke. I had the feeling he could seduce the gold bars out of Fort Knox without lifting a finger.


  I looked at the ember, still alive after the sparks went out, and walked over to crush it with my shoe. I knew I was just being a bitch. No dog was headed our way, Dashiell was nowhere near it and it would have gone out in less than a minute on its own.


  „What is it you want?“ I asked, not taking out my keys.


  „I thought you might want to talk to me,“ he said, bending closer so that he could lower his voice to a near whisper and I'd still hear him over the traffic from Hudson Street and the whir of the air conditioners.


  „Did you?“


  He'd said his piece. He waited. The truth was, I did want to talk to him, but I didn't want to say so.


  „And you're hoping to get your things,“ I said.


  „I am. The police said that you ...“ He stopped and smiled, showing me his perfect white teeth and the half-dimples his smile made in his cheeks, visible even beneath the artful one-day growth of stubble. I thought about Nick's unshaven face and how different that looked, the real thing versus the fashion statement. „Look at me,“ Parker said. And I did. Slowly, from head to toe. „I've been wearing the same things for days.“


  But of course that wasn't true. His chambray work shirt, another affectation unless you count hustling as a blue-collar profession, was immaculate. His jeans were just this side of pressed. Even his shoes, scuffed boots, seemed chosen to complete the picture rather than what he'd been stuck with. His hair was picking up the light from the lamppost. He could have done an Herbal Essence ad with hair that thick and shiny. Whatever it was he needed so badly from Tim's apartment, it wasn't a change of clothes.


  „You shouldn't have come here. You should have called,“ I said.


  Parker smiled and nodded. „I did. You were never home.“


  „You should have left your number.“


  He looked away and sighed. Then he took a step closer. I felt Dashiell, close to my left leg, inch forward and angle himself so that his head was between Parker and me. Had Parker wanted to come any closer, he would have had to push Dashiell out of his way.


  „Look, I didn't know what else to do. I thought if I came here, I might be able to make you understand. I mean, I was living there, it was my home, and when the cops came and said I had to get out, they didn't let me take anything. Not one filing. I was hoping ...“


  I shook my head. „I'm sorry. I'm very busy settling Detective O'Fallon's affairs and you didn't leave me a number, so I couldn't call you back,“ remembering the cell phone number in O'Fallon's book as I said it. „I just got into the apartment myself and I need to gather things for O'Fallon's attorney. You'll have to wait another day or two.“


  „That's Tim's, isn't it?“ Pointing to the briefcase.


  I looked down at the briefcase and back at Parker.


  „Yes. Why do you ask?“


  „I didn't know you'd be taking anything out.“


  „You mean before you got your things?“


  He nodded, clearly upset, moving from one foot to the other. I wondered how long he'd been standing there and if I'd adopted Brody's attitude before ever talking to Parker myself. He didn't look scary now, just pitiful. Tim had taken him in, hadn't he? Was he now my responsibility, too?


  „I can pack up your clothes, if that's what you need. Yours is the closet to the left, isn't it? The one with the shrine?“


  „Look, I...“


  I glanced across the street. „I can drop them off at the Sixth,“ I said. „You can pick them up there, from Detective Brody.“


  He began to shake his head again. Not the clothes. Not the shrine. Then what?


  I looked across the street again, thinking about those newspaper articles, thinking about talking to Brody about them, old stone face, as if that were going to do me any good.


  But Parker might talk, especially if he thought there was something in it for him.


  „How about a trade?“ I said.


  „What do you mean?“


  „You said you thought I'd want to talk to you. The truth is, I do. I need information. You tell me anything you can about O'Fallon, I'll make sure you get into the apartment sooner. Deal?“


  „Sure, okay,“ he said, those intense eyes watching me. „When?“


  „Right now.“


  „We're going to Tim's now? Great.“


  But the more he wanted in, the more I wanted to keep him out, at least until I'd had the chance to check everything out on my own. „Let's take one step at a time,“ I said. „I haven't eaten all day. You don't want to bargain with a hungry woman.“


  „We're going in?“ he asked, indicating the gate with a nod of his head. The man was shameless.


  „Not hardly. We're going to grab a burger.“


  Parker shrugged. He'd waited this long, he could wait another forty-five minutes, an hour if I ate slowly.


  I was going to ask if he was hungry, too, but then I didn't. He looked as if he'd been starving all his life. I just didn't know for what.


  I wasn't getting the picture Brody had tried to give me, nor the one Jin Mei had painted of Parker Bowling aka Dick Parker, Richard Lee Bowling and Parker Lee. I needed to sketch one of my own. Most of all, I needed to see what O'-Fallon had seen in this man. I needed to understand why he had taken him in. Even if I had to cut what Parker told me in half, and then in half again, I'd still learn something about O'Fallon's life and that's what I wanted to do now, more than anything.


  I headed back to Hudson Street, Dashiell on one side, Parker on the other. We walked over to the White Horse, where we could sit outside. There'd be lots of people there and no one minded a dog being there as long as he was on the outside of the fence. I thought the rule ridiculous. I thought the way the French did it made more sense. But we were in New York, not Paris, and the rules about dogs in places that served food were getting tighter all the time. Some places cared. Others didn't. But the White Horse was close and cheap and there was an empty table near the rail. It would do.


  We ordered burgers and Cokes. I had the feeling that Parker would have liked something a bit stronger than a Coke. I thought he was trying to impress me with his sterling behavior and that was okay with me.


  „So how did you meet Timothy O'Fallon?“ I asked, not one for beating around the bush.


  „He arrested me. Petty larceny. I was flat broke and I ate in a restaurant and tried to leave without paying. The waiter tripped me, then the owner punched me and called the cops.“


  I began to laugh. „No shit? Sounds like the beginning of a beautiful friendship.“


  „I thought so, too,“ he said, flashing me a grin that seemed to light up the whole block. „Especially after I told him that I was temporarily unemployed and had recently lost my residence and he said I could bunk with him until I got back on my feet. He said he'd help me out. I couldn't believe I was hearing that from a cop. It was too good to be true. And you know what they say, if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.“


  „You mean living with O'Fallon wasn't all you expected it to be?“


  Parker reached out, as if to cover my hand with his, but stopped and put his hand down in the middle of the table instead. „It's not that he didn't help me. He did. And I'm grateful to him for it.“


  So grateful that while he was lying dead in the bathroom, you were stealing his stuff, I thought.


  „But it was hard to live with him.“


  „How so?“


  „His depression. It was relentless.“


  The waitress came with our burgers and fries. She had a ring in one eyebrow, another in one nostril, a chain tattooed around her upper arm. Her hair was half yellow and half green. By the time she set down the plates, the fries were half on the plate and half on the table. I thought it might be a good idea to slide to the far side of the bench when she brought the drinks.


  Parker took a bite of the burger as if he hadn't eaten in weeks.


  „He was depressed all the time?“ I asked.


  „Anyone drinks the way he did would be. Practically nonstop when he got home from work until he went to bed.“


  „Did you drink with him? Was that something you did together?“


  „I'd have one drink, you know, to be sociable, but not like Tim.“


  „Funny, I thought his letting you live there had to do with your addictions.“


  He took another bite of his burger.


  I waited.


  „I've had my problems. I'm not denying that. And I did slip a couple of times. But that was on the table, if you know what I mean. My using was up for discussion. His wasn't.“


  „Was it the job? Was that what was getting him down?“


  Parker shrugged and picked up a handful of


  fries, dipping them in the pool of ketchup he'd made on his plate. „He wasn't going to talk to me about police work.“


  „Right.“


  „I just know it was bad. He was one unhappy dude. It didn't surprise me, what he did. Well, it did. But not really.“


  „Tell me why you went through the window.“


  For the first time, Parker was caught off-guard, but he recovered almost immediately. Practice makes perfect.


  „Lost my keys.“


  „How, Parker?“


  „You're starting to sound like him now and I j gotta tell you, it's not attractive.“


  „Right. Didn't you lose your keys because O'Fallon finally got fed up with your behavior?“ I asked. „Didn't he take them back and ask you to leave?“


  „Look, I didn't do anything wrong. If I did, I'd be in jail now, not sitting here and eating this burger.“ His steady gaze bit into me, making , sure I got the point. „He was hot under the collar, you know. I had a couple of close friends over and he didn't like that. I thought, big deal, he wasn't home, what he didn't know wouldn't hurt him.“


  I didn't interrupt to tell him what a lying sack of shit he was. I was sure he'd been told before.


  „I figured, have a few friends in, then get the hell out before he came home. I guess we lost track of time, you know what I mean?“


  I nodded. I knew exactly what he meant. I'd seen the decimated liquor cabinet and the empties everywhere, the cans and bottles Brody had bagged and carried out.


  „He was pissed, irrational. It was just a few f guys having a beer, shooting the shit. Cops.“ He shook his head, took a few fries, passed them through the ketchup, opened his mouth wide and i dropped them in.


  I There was something sexual about the way he did that, his eyes on me and not on the food, everything in slow motion. I thought it was a survival response, trying to seduce anything that moved to get whatever it was he needed at the ; time—a smoke, some money, a place to live, his possessions. But it wasn't working on me and I didn't think it had worked on Tim. I didn't know I Tim's motive for taking Parker into his home, but whatever it was, I didn't believe he'd been fooled J into it.


  „He was really pissed, huh?“


  „You better believe it. He just blew up and shoved us out the door. No one could get a word in edgewise.“


  „Same as the cops the next day, not even letting you get your stuff?“


  He nodded.


  „Only Tim took the keys before he kicked you out.“


  „No, he didn't. He was too angry to think about something like that. I really lost them. I mean, maybe I left them in the apartment. I don't remember what the hell I did with them after I unlocked the door. You never have trouble finding yours?“


  „So what fucking choice did you have, right?


  You needed your stuff, you had to break the window to get in?“


  „I called him, you know. I figured he had the night to calm down, get over himself. I figured at least he'd let me get my stuff. Worst-case scenario, I figured he'd pitch it out the door.“


  „But there was no answer.“


  He nodded, his expression never changing. He was playing the sincerity gambit, portraying himself as the aggrieved person, doing so without a trace of irony. And as far as I could tell, sitting across from him, there was no sign he didn't believe every single word he was saying.


  „I figured, even better, you know what I mean? He didn't want me there, fine, to hell with him. He must have gone back to his sister's house, caught an early shift, whatever; I could get in there, grab my stuff and get out, not even have to see him.“


  „But it didn't work out that way. First, you get there and you stick your hand in your pocket, and there aren't any keys.“


  He sat back, smiling. „I rang a few bells. Someone always rings you in.“


  „And the door to the garden was unlocked.“


  „Usually is.“


  „Then you pried the window with Jin Mei's palette knife.“


  „Lock was a piece of shit,“ he said, „just for show.“


  „And then what?“


  „I went in to get my stuff. What do you think?“


  „I think you had a terrific shock when you went for your toothbrush. That's what I think.“


  Parker drummed his long fingers on the table.


  „I've seen dead people before,“ he said. He picked up his glass and took a long drink. „He need anything?“ He was looking at Dashiell. He picked up a fry, danced it up and down in the ketchup and dangled it over Dash's head. A glob of ketchup landed on Dashiell's white fur. Parker shrugged and dropped the fry back on his plate. „So when can I get my stuff, Rachel?“


  I took my napkin, dipped it in the water glass, told Dashiell to put his paws up on the fence and wiped his head.


  „Where were you Saturday night? Where did you stay?“


  He shrugged. „With a friend.“


  „Does the friend have a name?“


  He shook his head. No name. Not one he was about to tell me. Or not one he'd thought up yet.


  „What about now? Where are you living these days?“


  „My aunt's apartment. Why, you got a better idea?“


  „Lucky you,“ I said, „you always end up with a place to stay, one way or another.“


  „Yeah, it worked out okay. But I need my stuff.“


  „Give me the number there. I'll call you, okay?“ He wrote the number on a napkin and passed it across the table to me. I opened O'Fallon's briefcase and dropped it in.


  „I won't take but five minutes,“ he said.


  „Okay. Friday afternoon, between one and two.“


  „Not tomorrow?“


  „You don't want to be there tomorrow,“ I told him, not wanting to tell him the truth, that I wouldn't be there tomorrow.


  „Why not?“


  I waited for him to draw his own conclusion.


  „The cops? Shit.“


  I picked up my burger, broke off a piece for Dashiell, took a bite of what was left.


  „I thought they were done with it. I thought that they'd released it. I thought that's why ...“


  Even the cops were allowed to lie to people in order to get the information they were after. What's good enough for New York's finest was surely good enough for me. „Like I'm going to tell them,“ I said, as sincerely as I could, „sorry, boys, it's not convenient. You can't come back, check around again, see if you missed anything.“


  I could see him thinking, trying to work out a way around this new information. The check came. He took out his pack of cigarettes, tapped the bottom, offered me a smoke. I took out some money, but Parker held up his hand. He reached into his pocket and took out some bills and counted them, scowling. „I'm a little short,“ he said, putting the money back in his pocket. „I'll grab it next time.“


  I paid the check and walked around to the outside of the fence to untie Dashiell's leash.


  I turned to leave, then turned back.


  „Did you go into the bathroom?“ I asked. „Or did you just stand in the doorway?“


  Parker stared up at me, then looked around at the other people eating there—young women with halter tops and work boots, couples with baby strollers next to their tables, a couple of guys with tattoos having beers. He got up and came out the exit, as I had just done, coming over to where I stood with Dashiell.


  „Let's get away from here,“ he said. „I don't think anyone else wants to hear this.“


  The air had cooled off a bit. The humidity was down and there was a breeze. Parker indicated the way he wanted to walk with a nod. We headed uptown, neither of us saying anything. In a moment, I saw where he was going. We walked into Abingdon Square Park, where I had once met the most unusual clients I'd ever had. The park was empty except for a homeless man and his shopping cart at the far end. We sat on a bench and Parker finally lit his cigarette.


  „Start with opening the bathroom door,“ I said.


  „The shower was running, the room all steamed up, the shower curtain closed. I think, shit, he's here. He's going to go ballistic when he finds out I broke the lock on the window to get in. I'm about to close the door, leave the fucking toothbrush and the razor, and I would have, except for the water coming over the lip of the tub. It's on the floor, about a half inch high, not quite enough to get over the door saddle. And it's red.“ He took a puff on his cigarette, blowing the smoke off to the side.


  „So what'd you do?“


  „I grabbed the towels first and threw them down on the floor so that I could walk in. I still got the shit all over my shoes. I pulled the curtain back and saw him. He was sort of crumpled, on his back, underwater. The gun was near his right hand. The wall, you don't want to know. Looked like fireworks, you know, starting in the middle and exploding out. Only it was blood and bone and brains.“ Parker shook his head and inhaled deeply on the cigarette. „I shut off the shower. I was going to move his foot and the washcloth off the drain, but it was way too gross in there to stick my hand in. Then I remembered that there was a plunger under the kitchen sink, so I went out and got that.“


  I pictured the wet, bloody footprints going from the bathroom to the sink and back.


  „I used the plunger to move the foot and the washcloth so the hot soapy red water could drain. It took me a minute or so, all that water holding it down. Then I called 911.“


  „And you packed your things while you waited for them.“


  „Fat lot of good that did me.“


  I wondered why he hadn't just grabbed his stuff and left. Perhaps he'd noticed Netty in the garden and knew he'd been seen. Perhaps he knew it would go worse for him if he fled. Perhaps he was really stunned by what he saw, going on automatic when he packed, that's what he'd come for, after all, not thinking clearly. And who could blame him if that was the case?


  „When the paramedics came, what happened next?“


  „The cops got there first, two young ones. The white one, he went into the bathroom and a minute later I heard him puking. Must have been right out of the academy, his first dead body in a bathtub.“ Parker grinned. „Looked like shit when he came out of there, even whiter than when he went in. So the black one, another jerk-off, he's like, 'You can't leave that shit in there, not if you want a job tomorrow.' At first, he didn't want to go back, see the body again. But he did. He picked up the bath mat, the towels, dumped them in a garbage bag, puke and all. Then he started in with the Fantastic. Sprayed so much, his partner was coughing in the living room. As soon as he's finished in the bathroom, he tries to light up, the poor bastard. His hand's shaking so much, it takes two matches. He's trying to keep it all together, you know what I mean. But he can't. He's just standing there while his partner starts going through Tim's desk.“


  „Were they wearing gloves?“


  „Gloves? Oh, I get it.“ Parker laughed. „No, no gloves.“


  „I see. What next?“


  „The paramedics. They wore gloves. Knew a guy once, he was a paramedic. He was always afraid of catching something. He wore double gloves. I go, 'Why don't you pick another line of work, asshole, one where you're not dealing with all those dangerous fluids?' You know what he says? He says, 'You tell me what's not dangerous and I'll do it.' That's what he says.“ He shook his s head. „So I go, 'How about being a clerk at a 7-1 Eleven?' And he goes, 'Right, like that's not going ; to get me shot.' And I go ...“


  „The paramedics?“


  „Yeah, yeah. They go into the bathroom, they stay—what, two seconds?—and they come back out. They go hang out in the garden, smoking waiting to be told what to do. I mean, you talk to them, it's like they're doctors. It's like they're better than doctors. But then you see them in the flesh, it's more like slapstick. They don't know their ass from a hole in someone's head. If not for me, O'Fallon would have still been lying underwater.“


  Parker tossed his cigarette across the park. I thought about the Crime Scene Unit showing up, finding the integrity of the scene destroyed, everything trampled, touched, contaminated. But did it really matter when someone took a gun to his own head?


  „The cop who was going through the desk,“ Parker said, „he began to ask me a lot of questions—who I was, what was I doing there, like that. Then the other one looked through my bag and said I couldn't take it. That's when the detectives showed. Man, it was standing room only in there. One of them took me outside, to the garden. He's like, 'You can't stay in the apartment, it's got to be sealed pending investigation of the accident.' Some accident. The man wanted to be dead. He got tired of waiting, took things into his own hands. I don't have any argument with that. He's better off now, far as I can tell.“


  It was hard not to react to that. But if I did, Parker didn't notice. He was on a roll and he just kept talking. „I'm telling you the God's honest truth,“ he said, looking toward Hudson Street. „It's what he wanted.“


  He stood and reached for my hand. I shook my head. „I don't need any help getting up,“ I told him.


  Parker sat down again.


  „And I don't need company.“


  „No, it's not that. It's something else. It's about the town house.“


  „What town house?“


  „The one on Tenth Street. The one you take care of.“


  „What about it?“ Wondering which neighbor he'd wheedled that out of. Why not? Endearing himself to strangers was his single talent. In that, it seemed, he was the quintessential con artist.


  „If you need any help, you know—painting, repairs, like a live-in super—I could be of use to you, just until the Siegals come back, of course. When are they due back, by the way?“


  „What the hell are you talking about?“


  „You don't have to worry. I'd work for my keep. I could cook for you, clean the house, do the wash. I'd do whatever you needed, Rachel, whatever you asked.“ He leaned a little closer. „You might feel safer having a man nearby, for protection.“


  Had his aunt given him a time limit? Or was he always looking ahead, knowing nothing lasts forever? This time I got up. And so did Dashiell. Parker started to get up, too, but I put my hand out to stop him. „Don't move,“ I said. „Don't even think of moving. Because I already have someone who does whatever I ask him to and I'm thinking of asking for a little favor right now.“


  His forehead pleated, Parker looked confused. That's when he seemed to notice Dashiell, as if it hadn't registered before that he was standing there, his eyes locked on Parker's, his tail straight out behind him, barely stirring the air.


  „Just sit here for a while, Parker. Don't get up. And for God's sake, don't speak.“


  I was out of the park and doubling back toward home when I heard him, the weasel.


  „You won't forget your promise, Rachel, will you? I told you everything, just like you wanted. You won't forget about Friday?“


  „I never forget a promise,“ I said, thinking of the promise I'd somehow made to O'Fallon even though I wasn't aware I was making it at the time.


  The leash in one hand, O'Fallon's briefcase in the other, I took a long way home. Weaving up and down some of the dark, narrow streets between Bleecker and West Fourth streets, I peered into the tall, lit-up windows of town houses, wondering what the lives of the people who lived there were like, people with chandeliers and grand central staircases, with libraries and formal dining rooms, people with money and jobs they could actually talk about. Passing their elegant homes, I wondered if the people who lived there ever thought about people who lived half in and half out of the gutter. People like Parker, O'Fallon, people like me.


  


  


  CHAPTER 11


  When I was two blocks from home, my cell phone rang. The conversation was short and one-sided. „I'm on Perry Street,“ I said. Then, „Yes.“ And „Yes“ again.


  Once again there was a man waiting at the gate that led to my cottage, smoking a cigarette, this one standing with his back to me. But this one wasn't jiggling around. He was standing perfectly still and I had the feeling he was used to waiting. I had the feeling he could do it for a long, long time, no problem.


  There was a weariness in his shoulders and something about him that made him look shabby and used. I wondered what it was he had to tell me. I wondered what could be so important that it couldn't wait, and why he'd crossed the street to wait for me rather than asking me to stop by the precinct. When he turned around and I saw the mileage on his face, the wear and tear, I knew that whatever it was he'd come to say, it wasn't good.


  He didn't smile when he saw me, lift his hand, toss away the cigarette, take a step in my direction. He stood his ground, waiting until I was standing next to him, waiting for me to talk first even though this meeting had been his idea.


  „What happened?“


  He pinched the bridge of his nose with two fingers, let his hand drop. I thought it would go right back where it had been, to his side, but he put it around my arm instead. „Where can we talk for a minute?“


  I thought about the way I'd felt a couple of hours before, not taking out my key, leading Parker away from where I lived, from where I felt safe. Then I took out the keys and opened the gate. Brody held it, closing it behind us, stepping aside to let me lock it, then testing it to make sure, a careful man. We walked down the tunnel made by the town house I took care of arid the one next door, brick all around us, our footsteps loud and hollow, coming back at us as we walked. The only light in the garden was the one on a timer, at the back of the Siegal house. The house lights were on, too, a ploy to induce people into thinking that someone was at home, a ploy that hadn't even fooled a homeless woman who'd barely had her wits about her. My lights were off, the cottage dark. No one could see it from the street. Lights on, lights off, it didn't make a dime's worth of difference.


  We walked over to the steps. I moved the key toward the lock. Brody took my arm again.


  „Let's stay out here,“ he said. „This is nice.“


  We sat on the steps. I leaned the briefcase against the rail and unhooked Dashiell's leash. There was a blue ceramic bowl outside, nearly as dark as lapis. He walked over to it, took a noisy drink, checked the perimeter, then lay down in his favorite spot, under the oak.


  There were lights on in some of the apartments that backed onto the garden, and air conditioners making a white noise, so that aside from an occasional horn or passing motorcycle, we couldn't hear the traffic on Hudson Street.


  „I had no idea this was back here,“ Brody said.


  „That's one of the things I like about it. That, and this, being able to sit outside, think my own thoughts, look at the stars without worrying about getting mugged.“


  „You just let a strange man in here. You're much too trusting.“


  I turned to look at him. „A man with a gun.“ I reached out to touch it through his jacket, changing my mind before I did. „But you're not going to mug me with your service revolver, are you, Detective? You're going to do it with words.“


  He unbuttoned his jacket, letting it fall open.


  „Have you spoken to Parker yet?“


  „Yes, why?“


  „When did you speak to him?“


  „Tonight. Just before you called. I found him waiting for me when I got home. He wants his stuff. He seems real anxious to get it.“


  „You didn't bring him in here, did you?“


  „No, Detective. I thought he might be armed.“


  „This is serious, Ms. Alexander.“


  „Right. And I understand that cops never make jokes to ease the tension. I'll try to behave myself. He was here, standing at the gate, like you were.


  I had no idea he'd show up here, but I thought I'd take the opportunity to ask him some questions. I have a lot of questions, Detective, and I haven't been getting a lot of answers. We went over to the White Horse, had a burger. He talked about breaking into the apartment on Horatio Street, finding Tim in the bathtub, the shower going. He told me about the two rookie cops who contaminated the crime scene and handled everything in sight without gloves. And he stuck me with the check.“


  „So he hasn't been back to Tim's place yet?“ Deadpan. Had I thought I was going to rattle him, I'd have been severely mistaken.


  „No. But he's been calling a lot. That's why he showed up. I never seem to be here to answer his calls. What's up?“


  „Did he tell you where he was staying now?“


  „Yes, he did. With an aunt.“


  „And did he give you a number where you could reach him?“


  „Yes. He wrote it on a napkin. Why? Do you want it?“


  He shook his head. „She's been reported missing,“ he said, his expression not changing.


  „By Parker?“


  Brody laughed. Well, perhaps it was more of a snort of derision. „No, ma'am. She's an actress. She had a small part in an Off-Broadway play, right here in the neighborhood.“


  „At the Louise Lortell?“


  „Yes, ma'am.“


  „Detective?“


  „Yes?“


  „I think you ought to be calling me Rachel.“


  He nodded.


  „Would you like a beer?“


  He shook his head.


  „So, she didn't show up for work?“


  „She missed the Sunday matinee. They called and couldn't reach her. They left a message. I don't know what they figured, but they put the understudy on, Sunday night as well. The theater is dark on Monday. They tried to call her Tuesday. Same thing. No luck. So today they called it in. It's not like her, they said. She's never missed a performance. A real pro. At it since she was eleven.“


  „Has anyone talked to Parker?“


  „He told one of the detectives he was going to live with an aunt of his, that he'd lived with her before and she'd agreed to take him in again when we took him out of Tim's apartment.“


  „He told me the same thing.“


  „Tonight?“


  „Yes, this was the only time I talked to him.“


  „So he hasn't been to Tim's?“


  „No. I already told you that. If you're not going to believe me, you can go back to calling me ma'am.“


  „Yes, ma'am. Just trying to get this straight.“


  „I told him he could come on Friday, that that's the soonest I could do it. So did anyone talk to him after you heard his aunt had gone missing? What did he say? Did he say where she was?“


  „He says she went to Europe. He says she gave him the keys and said he could stay at her place until she gets back.“


  „Europe? In the middle of the run of a show? I wouldn't think so.“


  „We asked Parker where we could get in touch with her and he was quite vague, said he had no idea where she might be, not even what country she went to.“


  „Let me guess. There's no record of her on any flight.“


  „Correct. And her passport? Expired over two years ago.“


  „Are you looking for Parker? Is he going to be charged?“


  „With what?“ He ran a hand through his short hair. „There's no body, no evidence he did anything wrong.“


  „But you think he did.“


  „You don't want to know what I think of Parker.“


  „Did Tim?“


  „Ma'am?“


  „Did Tim want to know what you thought of Parker?“


  „No, ma'am. He never asked.“


  „So, now what?“


  „We're looking into the aunt's whereabouts. I just wanted you to be aware of this. The offer holds. If you want me to be there when you let Parker take his things, I will. Unless you have a boyfriend who could...“


  I shook my head. „Ex. I don't think he'd fly in from California for this.“


  „I'm sorry,“ he said. I thought he meant it, too.


  „I wanted to talk to you, too. I saw where the tile was replaced. Tim wasn't cleaning his gun.“


  Brody didn't move.


  „It wasn't an accident.“


  „There's no need for Mary Margaret to hear that.“


  „None at all.“


  „And no need for you to repeat what you just said to me, not to another living soul.“


  „No need.“


  „That's good. A man's career shouldn't have to end on a note of shame.“


  „I understand. But, of course, Parker knows.“


  He nodded.


  „He said Tim had been...“ I stopped, not thinking he'd want to have this discussion, not thinking there was anything I could tell him ' about job-related depression, about cop suicide,


  ’ that he didn't already know.


  „I'll take that beer now, if you don't mind.“


  I got up and unlocked the door, picking up the briefcase and dropping it onto the table outside the kitchen. I opened the refrigerator and took 1 out two beers. For some strange reason, when I turned around, I expected Brody to be standing right behind me. But it was only Dashiell who had followed me inside, his tail thumping against the cabinets now that I'd noticed him, now that I'd gotten the message.


  I put down the beers, opened the refrigerator ; and took out the plastic container with Dashiell's ; food—raw turkey, brown rice, a medley of grated vegetables. There was only one portion left, so I put the container down, checked his water bowl, gave him a pat on the head and took the beers outside.


  „It's a funny thing, the way people do things,“ Brody said.


  „What do you mean?“


  „There was this woman a few years ago, lived on Charles Street, not too far from here. She decided she'd had enough, decided to take her cat with her.“


  „How do you know that?“


  „We found her clothes down on the old pier, all folded just so, as if she were going to put them back on after her swim, the shoes lined up, socks balled up and stuffed in the shoes, cat's collar on top of the pile.“


  „How do you know it didn't belong to a small dog?“


  Brody grinned, opened the beer, dropped the pull-tab into his pocket, pulled out a pack of cigarettes.


  „Do you mind?“ he asked.


  I shook my head.


  „Well, first off, there was a box of Friskies at her apartment, a litter box in the john, one of those jungle-gym things covered in carpet in the living room. There were a couple of catnip mice under the bed, a couple of small balls, one made of crunched-up foil, in the bottom of the closet, one of them in one of her shoes. And two, we found the cat.“


  „And the collar fit?“


  „Not after eleven days in the water.“


  He took a long pull on the beer. I popped my can and did the same.


  „Did you meet the dwarf yet?“ he asked.


  „What dwarf?“


  „The redheaded one, lives upstairs from Tim.“


  „Not yet,“ I told him. „But I have a feeling I might get lucky tomorrow.“


  „Not if you play cards with the dwarf, you won't. He'll ask you, guaranteed. You say no, he's going to make out like it's personal, like you have something against him.“


  „Because he's got red hair?“


  Brody smiled.


  „And if I say yes?“


  „You'll lose your shirt.“


  I could see the Big Dipper in the dark sky. „Don't worry about Friday,“ I said. „About Parker. I'll be okay.“


  „Don't underestimate him, Rachel.“


  „I won't,“ I said. „Anyway, I have a gun.“


  „I know.“ He looked at me, searching for a telltale bulge. „Where do you keep it?“


  „Bedroom closet, top shelf, way in the back.“


  „And the bullets?“


  „In the kitchen cabinets, behind the ziti, I think.“


  „Handy.“


  Now I was the one who was deadpan.


  „You any good?“


  „I am,“ I told him.


  „But?“


  „I don't like them. It makes it too easy when things are rough.“ I shook my head. „He's not going to give me a hard time. It wouldn't get him anywhere. It can't get him the apartment back. And if he gives me a hard time, he doesn't get to collect his possessions. He's going to be slimy, he's going to be manipulative, but he's not going to be dangerous.“


  „But...“


  „No poker with the dwarf. It is poker, isn't it?“


  Brody grinned this time.


  „Poker it is,“ he said.


  There was a little can with sand in it at the side of the path. He got up and pushed his cigarette into the sand. He turned and handed me the empty beer can. I called Dashiell over and tossed him the can. He walked toward the tunnel, dropping the can into the recycling container at the near end.


  „Good trick,“ Brody said.


  „We're full of them.“


  I walked him through the tunnel, thanking him for taking the time to let me know what was going on, unlocked the gate with the key and pulled it open.


  „You forgot to tell me his name.“


  „Doesn't matter. You'll know him when you see him.“


  „Short arms. Short legs. Red hair.“


  „Irwin Del Toro.“


  „Yeah, right.“


  „He swears it's real.“


  „You're much too trusting,“ I told him.


  „No woman's ever said that to me before.“


  „Now that I believe.“


  I started to close the gate. He put his hand out to stop it.


  „If you change your mind about Friday ...“


  „I can call anytime, day or night.“


  „I didn't understand it before. But I do now.“


  „Understand what?“


  „Why Tim chose you.“


  „What do you mean?“ I asked.


  He pulled the gate closed behind him.


  „Why, Michael?“ I put my hand on top of his. „What did he want me to do?“


  He shook his head, slid his hand from under mine and headed across the street, back toward the station house. I stood there watching him leave, Dashiell at my side.


  


  


  CHAPTER 12


  The box office at the Louise Lortell Theater didn't open until noon and when I knocked on the door, no one answered. There was no one named Bowling listed on the poster outside. But there was an Elizabeth Bowles among the cast names. Perhaps they were still hopeful she'd show up for the next performance with a whopper of a story about where she'd been. I wasn't so hopeful myself, not after what Brody had told me. And not after reading the article I found in the Metro section of the Times that morning.


  


  
    ACTRESS VANISHES, POLICE INVESTIGATE
  


  


  
    The police are investigating the mysterious disappearance of the actress Elizabeth Bowles, who was appearing in a play at the Louise Lortell Theater. Bowles, 53, who lives in Greenwich Village, did not show up for a performance last week and has not been seen since the evening before, when she left the theater after the show. Her nephew, Parker Bowles, 34, said she took a trip to Europe, but there is no record of her flight and her passport, police say, expired several years ago.
  


  
    „Elizabeth would never walk out in the middle of the run of a play,” the director, Herbert Lewis, said. „She’s the consummate professional. If you want someone who will inhabit a character fully and never miss a curtain, you hire Elizabeth. We’re all very concerned, very worried.”
  


  
    Police say that Parker Bowles, who is unemployed, has been living at her apartment off and on the last two years. Neighbors say they hadn’t seen Elizabeth for several days and that on Sunday, they saw her nephew and two friends throwing out what appeared to be women’s clothing and shoes. But police were unable to find these items. Mr. Bowles, also known as Parker Bowling and Dick Parker, denies knowing anything further about the disappearance of his aunt. Though the information he gave to the detectives was inconsistent, at this point, police sources say, there is no crime, so there is no suspect. However, a detective at the Sixth Precinct did say they did not believe Ms. Bowles had gone to Europe.
  


  
    Though she primarily worked on the stage, Elizabeth Bowles appeared in eleven films, including Strangers on a Train and Zorba the Greek. She was never married but was said to have had numerous affairs, including one with the actor Anthony Quinn.
  


  


  I still had time before picking up O'Fallon's car and heading up to Piermont, so I walked over to O'Fallon's building and rang the bell for the apartment over his. The voice that answered was husky and I wondered if I'd woken him, if he'd been playing cards half the night and hadn't gotten to bed until the sun came up, letting my imagination run away with me.


  I stated my name and business and he buzzed me in. I climbed the stairs and as I lifted my hand to knock, the door opened and there he was, looking up at me, a scowl on his face.


  „I already talked to the police.“


  „I know.“


  „So what's the deal here? You a cop? No, doll, anyone can see you're not a cop. Your neck's not thick enough. And your shoes. Tuh. No way. Not a cop. So what the hell do you want?“


  Beyond him, I could see the living room, the same size as O'Fallon's but very different in appearance. The wall facing me was covered with posters. Brody hadn't mentioned that Del Toro had had a varied and jaded career in show business, a stint with Barnum & Bailey, nightclub appearances, some TV work. In the middle of the room there was a traditional poker table, covered in green, eight chairs around it. I could smell the cigars from the last game even though the ashtrays had been emptied.


  „I didn't see nothing. I didn't hear nothing. I don't know nothing. Case closed. Period. End of story.“ He began to close the door. I put my hand out to stop it, feeling like a bully.


  „No gunshot?“


  „Not a one.“


  „No fight?“


  „Fight? What fight?“


  „The day before. He had a fight with Parker and some of his friends.“


  „Friends. You mean those freeloaders who used to come here, carry on, drink Tim's booze, trash his apartment?“


  „Those very ones.“


  „Has he eaten yet today?“ Pointing at Dash.


  I nodded.


  „Good. Then you can come in.“ He turned around and waddled toward the sofa under the windows, hiking his legs up with his hips as he walked. He took a little backward hop to get seated, his feet a good fifteen inches off the floor once he was up there. Looking around, I could see that even in his own home, everything was scaled too big for him. I figured there must be a stool at the sink, another in the bathroom, a stick with a pad on one end for reaching light switches—God knows what else to make the environment user-friendly.


  I grabbed a chair out from around the poker table and turned it so that I'd be facing him. „I was hoping...“


  „I don't bite,“ he said. „You could sit here, doll.“ He patted the couch cushion. Dashiell walked over to see what he wanted. I stayed where I was. He put a hand on Dashiell's head, gave it a pat.


  „In my day, I worked with the big cats. It was a comedic thing, you know, big joke seeing a lit-tie person controlling them with a whip and chair. Got a lot of laughs. Got me a lot of money at the time. Funny or no, a tiger's still a tiger. Animals don't scare me. It's people you got to watch out for.“


  „Mr. Del Toro, are you sure you didn't hear anything? I don't understand why no one heard the shot.“


  „Where do you live, little lady? The suburbs? You think anyone in New York would single out a sound and say“—hands dramatically to his cheeks—“ 'Jeepers, did you hear that, a gunshot!' Never going to happen. Could be I did hear it. Could be I thought what I heard was a car backfiring. Could be some other horrific noise was happening at the same time and my air conditioner was on, the TV, the water running, whatever. Could be I was in church, praying to grow taller. There are just so many jobs for leprechauns, pixies, elves and trolls. A person has to earn a living, no matter what the fuck his height is. You understand what I'm saying?“


  „I do,“ I said.


  „Could be you can't hear much from one floor to another in this old building.“


  „Is that so?“


  He rolled his eyes. „Have I ever lied to you, doll? I mean, so far.“


  „Mr. Del...“


  „Good. Glad that's settled.“


  I got up. Dashiell got up. Irwin got up. He walked to the door, then turned back to face me.


  „You play poker?“ he asked.


  „No,“ I lied. „Never have.“


  „Perfect. Tonight at eight. Every Thursday at eight. You don't have to call in advance. Just show up.“


  „Mr. Del Toro ...“ I said.


  „Call me Irwin. Everyone calls me Irwin, at least to my face.“


  „Irwin, if you can't hear much up and down, how do you know about Parker's friends coming here and carrying on and drinking Tim's booze?“


  „Easy. A couple of them are buddies of mine.“ He seemed to tilt his head to the wall with the posters. „No way they're going to drink and not invite me to join them.“


  „You mean men you worked with?“


  He scratched his head, as if he were trying to figure out how to answer me.


  „Probably wrapped it in a towel. Probably didn't want to disturb anyone, especially on a Sunday morning.“


  „But...“


  „He was the most considerate man you'd ever want to know, doll. I felt tall around him.“


  I looked at one of the posters, from a small circus, Gerber's Traveling Oddities. One of the pictures was of Irwin getting out of one of those tiny cars. Even with the makeup and the fake nose, you couldn't miss him, not with that bright red hair.


  „What would you have done if you were?“ I asked.


  „Tall? High wire.“ He stretched those short arms out to the side, lifted one short leg, closed his eyes.


  „You'd have been something, Irwin, really something.“


  „I know. He always said that, too. He said I was a tall man stuck in a short man's body. He said everyone was stuck, one way or another.“


  „When you talked to Tim, did you go downstairs or did he come up here?“


  „Either way.“


  „And did you drink, you and Tim?“


  „You mean booze?“ He screwed up his face, cocking his head like an attentive dog. „Me? Yeah. Tim? No. He drank club soda, or maybe coffee. You said you were taking care of his affairs?“


  „I am.“


  „What are you, with the bank or something? You his lawyer? What's the deal?“


  „A friend.“


  „No way, doll. Tim was dry, going on eleven years. You don't know that, you weren't a friend.“


  „Correct,“ I said.


  He raised his eyebrows.


  „I was more of a slight acquaintance.“


  „I don't get it, doll.“


  „Neither do I, Irwin. Neither do I.“


  „What's he do?“ He was pointing at Dashiell again. „I had a trick dog, I could get TV work. I can't just go on, make an ass of myself. It's not PC, you know what I'm saying. I'd get the fucking Little People of America on my case. You can't be an undignified dwarf anymore. But I could


  make an ass of him. Don't worry, doll. You'd get a cut. I'm a fair man.“


  He turned to Dashiell.


  „Roll over,“ he told him. „Speak.“ Then he turned to me, palms raised toward the heavens. „Help me out here, doll. You must have taught him something, big dog like this.“


  „Nothing fancy,“ I said. „He sits and gives his paw.“


  „Impressive.“


  „Semper paratus,“ I told him. „Like you said, he's a big dog. I had to train him.“


  „They get all the girls, you know.“ He pointed up, at the ceiling. „The high-wire artists. People think it's the lion tamer.“ He shook his head. „Not so. Never been so. You single, doll? You seeing anyone?“ He raised his eyebrows, looked me up and down, as if I were a piece of merchandise he was about to bid on.


  I raised my hand like a stop sign.


  „A guy can dream,“ he said. „You change your mind, doll, you know where to find me. Don't let my small stature fool you. I can show you a good time.“


  He reached for the doorknob. I raised my hand again. „Open it,“ I told Dash, indicating the door with a tilt of my head. Dashiell pushed in front of Irwin, grasped the knob, turned his head and backed up.


  Irwin squinted at me. „Always something up your sleeve, eh? I like that in a woman. Don't be a stranger, doll. You hear me?“


  I stopped at O'Fallon's apartment and dumped out the briefcase on his desk, refilling it with the things I wanted to take to Maggie's house—one of the photo albums, the coin collection, the silver ashtray that Parker had tried to steal. I decided to take the file on the car as well, in case there was any trouble at the lot.


  My cell phone rang as I was on the way to pick up the car.


  „Alexander.“


  „Rachel. I'm sorry I couldn't get back to you sooner. I was away.“


  „Who is this?“


  „It's Ted Hank. I was John's partner. I guess you hadn't heard.“


  „Heard what?“ I asked, though I thought perhaps I knew.


  „John's dead, Rachel. He died of AIDS five months ago.“


  „I'm so sorry.“


  „He talked about you. And about Dash. He said he thought it was so weird, a private investigator doing pet therapy.“


  I stopped in the street. Dashiell began to sniff at the wrought iron around a tree pit, coleus growing around the tree, a plastic water bottle lying on top of two of the rich red leaves.


  „He knew that? I never told anyone in the group ...“


  „I'm sorry,“ he said. „I didn't mean to give you a double shock. I should have kept my mouth shut.“


  „No, just tell me how he knew.“


  „I don't know. I figured you told him. Not so?“


  I didn't say anything right away, so he kept on talking.


  „No harm meant. No harm done, I hope. It's not some big secret, is it? I mean, in order for you to get work, people have to know, don't they?“


  „Might he have told anyone else? Do you think he ...“


  There was silence on the line. Someone blew his horn on Washington Street. A dog across the street, a short-legged Jack Russell, all full of himself, began to bark at Dashiell.


  „I couldn't honestly say.“


  „No harm done,“ I said a little too quickly. „I appreciate your calling, and I'm so sorry to hear about John.“


  O'Fallon's car was a beat-up Toyota Celica. I was glad I'd brought along the file with his papers. The monthly fee for the lot was worth more than the damn car and was due the next day. I'd see if Maggie would agree to come in by bus on Saturday and then drive Tim's car home. If not, I could even pick her up. Either way, it would save the estate about three hundred dollars because I could just pay the day rate until then. One less bill to deduct from Maggie's inheritance, one less thing for me to worry about. And one more. Had John told O'Fallon that I was a private investigator? If I'd been named executor because of that, it wasn't just curiosity I was feeling. I wasn't just acting out of habit. I was on the job. I was getting paid to discover something, to do something. The only trouble was, I didn't know what it was.


  I opened the back windows halfway for


  Dashiell. As I pulled out of the lot, I heard him sneezing, clearing the way for new scents, ready to pull the world in as fast as it was passing, trying not to miss a thing. It was a lesson that wasn't lost on me.


  


  


  CHAPTER 13


  The house, along the Sparkill Creek, was one of the little saltboxes that faced a winding two-lane road, their long, narrow backyards sloping down toward the water. The O'Fallon house was painted gray with white trim. I parked along the road so that I wouldn't block Mary Margaret's car. She was at the open door as soon as I got out. She waited as we walked toward the house, asked if the dog was housebroken, then invited us in.


  She had the kind of strong, trim body you often see on nurses and she was dressed in a trim, no-nonsense way as well, a pretty woman who did nothing to augment the gifts nature had given her. Her red hair was pulled back in a knot at the nape of her neck. She was in a pantsuit in shades of tan, no makeup, no nail polish, no jewelry. A little brown bird trying very hard not to be noticed.


  Dashiell and I followed her inside. If I'd expected to be hit by the lingering odors of her mother's long-term illness, vaguely concealed by Lysol, Fantastic and Soft Scrub, I was pleasantly surprised. The windows were open, sunlight pouring in, the living room bright and airy, everything in its place. The house had so much sparkle I would have bet Maggie made the beds with hospital corners, even here at home.


  We walked through the living room to the kitchen. In New York City, it would be called an eat-in kitchen. But this was a house. Houses almost always had kitchens you could eat in. The table was set for lunch. She pointed to the place farther from the sink and refrigerator and asked me to sit. Then, surprising me, she took an old saucepan from under the sink, ran the water cold and filled the pot for Dashiell. She stood watching him drink noisily from the pan before really looking at me.


  „Does he need something to eat? I could give him some turkey if he's hungry.“


  „No, he's fine, thank you.“ Again, a surprise. And then another. She had a full-time job and, until recently, another one at home, caring for her sick mother. I expected a tuna sandwich, perhaps a tossed salad with bottled dressing, but Maggie was taking eggs out of the refrigerator, then butter and cheese. That's when I noticed the omelet pan on the stove, the little pile of fresh herbs on the counter.


  „I don't buy this nonsense about eggs being bad for you, do you, Rachel?“ She was melting butter, whipping the eggs. „It sometimes seems there's nothing left to eat, if you read what's in the papers and take it seriously.“ She grated just a touch of cheese into the whipped eggs, poured the mixture into the pan and began to chop the herbs, her hand moving quickly, the rhythmic sound of the knife on the cutting board filling the kitchen.


  „This is so kind of you,“ I told her. „I didn't want you to trouble yourself like this.“


  „It's no bother at all,“ she said. „I haven't had time for company in a while. It's lovely to have someone here for lunch.“ As if I were a neighbor or old school chum dropping by for a chat. As if I weren't here to talk to her about her dead brother.


  During lunch, she talked about the gentrification of Piermont, all the new construction, the rising prices of the houses, even the small ones, like hers, along the creek. The old Victorian houses facing the Hudson River, once considered white elephants, were never on the market more than a week, she told me, and sometimes strangers would ring the bell, even along the creek, but most definitely along the river, and ask if this house or that might be going on the market anytime soon.


  „Are you planning to sell?“ I asked.


  „Where would I go?“


  I finished the last of my omelet, wiping the plate with a piece of toast, thanking her again for the delicious lunch. When I got up to put my plate in the sink, she flapped her hand at me.


  „Just leave it, Rachel. We can have our iced tea out on the back patio. The dog might enjoy that better than sitting in the living room.“


  Dashiell and I followed her out. I wasn't sure she'd believed he was house-trained. Some people who've never lived with a dog have trouble believing a dog can be unobtrusive and appropriate, even in a living room. But it was cool outside under the shade of an awning, and in no time Dashiell was down at the water's edge, turning back to catch my eye in the hope I'd throw a stick for him to retrieve.


  I put O'Fallon's briefcase across my lap, taking out the folder I'd brought along to convince the guy at the lot that it would be okay for me to take the car. But before I asked Maggie if she'd consider taking the car on Saturday, I thought of an even better plan.


  „I was wondering if I could leave Tim's car here? The payment at the lot is due tomorrow. It seems an awful waste of money. I don't know if you can use the car, or if you'4 want to sell it?“


  Actually, according to the will, the car was now mine. But the last thing I wanted to contend with was Tim's old wreck of a car that might not even pass inspection without expensive repair work. I'd have to take the time and trouble to sell it, paying to park it at the lot until I did.


  „Of course, if that helps. You can leave it.“


  „Perhaps Dennis might be able to help you sell it.“


  „Oh, I don't think Dennis would be wanting that at his Lexus dealership. The only kind of used car he'd sell would be a pre-owned Lexus.“


  I shrugged. „I have all the papers here.“ I tapped the folder. „I'll just need to know what you get for it if you sell it, for the final income tax form.“


  „You don't even get away with that when you're dead,“ she said. „You'd think ...“


  „The lawyer will take care of that,“ I told her. „She seems very efficient and most helpful.“ She must be dealing with all of this for her mother, too. Just the thought of handling two estates at once was overwhelming. I wonder if that had occurred to Tim, too. I wondered if that was why he hadn't named Maggie his executor, if it were that simple, nothing more than that he didn't want her to have to do this twice.


  „How will you get back to the city?“ she asked. „I don't think ...“ She was looking at Dashiell now, lying down on the slope of cool earth near the water's edge.


  „I can take a car service back,“ I said, thinking that if I hadn't been so preoccupied, I would have thought of this earlier, left Dashiell at home and taken the bus back to the city, a subway after that. But even if I ended up with a car service, it would be much cheaper than a month's worth of parking at the lot.


  „I doubt they'll take you with a wet dog.“


  Dashiell was wading in the creek. In no time, he'd find a reason to go swimming. I hadn't, after all, told him he couldn't.


  „I see your point,“ I said. „Well, I guess I could keep the car another couple of days. I could pay the day rate at the lot. It won't be so bad.“


  „How about if I drive you over the bridge? You can grab a cab there. Would that be okay?“


  „That would be great, if you don't mind.“


  „No problem. It's on the way to work anyway.“


  „Terrific.“ I put my hand back into the briefcase. „Even though you're coming Saturday, I brought some pictures from Tim's apartment. I thought you'd want them. I didn't see any reason to wait.“


  Maggie looked, but didn't say anything.


  „They're old ones,“ I said. „The only recent one was of your mother.“ I didn't have that one with me, the one Tim had left on the desk before taking his gun into the bathroom, before pulling the trigger on what should have been the rest of his life. „I was hoping we could look at some of the ones in the album and that you might tell me which one is Tim.“


  „Of course.“


  „I brought a couple of other things from the apartment as well. I'm sure there's more there you'll want.“


  She nodded.


  „I was thinking of sending the clothes and the kitchen things to Housing Works. The kitchen things are pretty inexpensive, not nearly as nice as the ones you have.“ I decided not to mention the scarf and the sweater. Maybe that was a dumb idea to begin with, picking out things for a person you didn't know. „Is there anything special that you can think of that you want me to put aside, because I'll be working there again tonight, and all day tomorrow?“


  „I'm not, I don't...“


  „It's awkward, doing this. I'm sorry if ...“


  „Don't apologize. It's all got to be done. Let's look at the pictures now, and I'll show you which one's Timothy.“


  I took out the album I'd brought along and placed it on the redwood table in front of us, moving my glass of iced tea off to the side, flipping the album open to the middle.


  „That's Tim“—her finger pointing to one of the grinning redheaded boys. „This one's Dennis.“


  „The Lexus salesman.“


  „Yes. And here's our Joey.“


  „Joseph Patrick.“


  „Yes. Bless his soul. And this one's me, of course.“


  „The only girl.“


  She looked up, her mouth open, as if she were about to speak, perhaps to tell me what that meant. But I already knew. It meant being the one stuck at home, taking care of your mother.


  „Have you always lived at home?“ I asked.


  „I have,“ she said. „And this is Liam. He was my first cousin. And this one's Francis. I had a terrible crush on him when I was eleven. Oh, I thought the sun rose and set on Francis Connor, I was that smitten.“


  „Tim had some newspaper articles among his things,“ I said. „One about Joseph. One about your father.“


  „Dennis once said we were like the Kennedys,


  only without the money or the fame.“


  „Do you believe in curses?“ she asked.


  „I don't know. I've never thought about it.“


  „Oh, you'd think about it a lot if you were in this family.“


  I looked back at the pictures of the smiling kids, then back at Mary Margaret.


  „No one knows why it happened to them either,“ she said.


  „To the Kennedys?“


  „Yes, and it goes on and on. Like ours. It didn't stop with Jack or Robert or that terrible incident with Teddy. There was that rape trial, and the Skakel nightmare. On through the generations. I don't expect our troubles are over either.“


  „You mean the accidents in your family?“


  „My father used to say, 'We're not here for fun. We're here for sorrow.'” She was looking straight ahead, watching Dashiell racing back and forth at the river's edge. „'That's our lot here on earth,' he said before his accident. 'Our reward comes later.'”


  „Sounds as if you were raised to be a very responsible person.“


  „I was, not like the kids coming up today, so self-involved—just me, me, me. Even the young nurses, fresh out of school. It's a service profession. Some of them, they're in it for the social life. They're in it to find a doctor to marry. You do what's right,“ she said. „That's what I grew up with, what we all grew up with.“


  „Were you and Tim close?“ I felt as if I was treading on thin ice, expecting Maggie to break down and cry at any moment. But her eyes were dry. She was in control.


  „Oh, I worshiped Timothy. We all did.“ Smiling now.


  „He was the oldest, wasn't he?“ To keep it going.


  „Yes, the firstborn. We all looked up to him. We all wanted to be just like him, to do everything he could do.“


  She hadn't answered me at all, so I asked again. „So you were close? As grown-ups, too?“


  Her back straight, her head high, she sat perfectly still, the sibling who'd stayed at home and nursed her mother, working full-time, keeping the house immaculate, taking care of the old lady as she slipped from one world to the next.


  „So you saw each other often?“ I asked.


  „I loved him,“ she said without looking at me. „We were family. Family's everything. But he was so busy with work.“


  „And you were working long hours at the hospital and taking care of your mother.“


  Do you see Dennis much? I wanted to ask. But I didn't. I thought I'd said too much already. I thought about the letter, the short note that had arrived after Tim had died. I didn't mention that either.


  I gave Maggie the keys to the car, leaving the folder on the table. While she changed for work, I went to check the car, to see if there was anything in it I needed to take. There was the usual stuff in the glove compartment: empty and half-empty packs of cigarettes, the repair manual, a flashlight, a greasy rag, a package of Kleenex, an unopened roll of red Lifesavers and a plastic cup. The trunk was empty except for the spare, which looked brand-new, and the tool kit, the jack, flares, a few wrenches. I checked the floor in the back and came away with dirty hands, sand, cigarette butts, empty soda cans. I checked under the passenger seat and found more tissues, Scott this time, the box crushed on one side as if someone had stepped on it. And then I sat in the driver's seat and reached under it as far as I could, pulling out the notebook. It was one of those the kids used to buy every fall for school, like the ones I'd found at Tim's apartment. Only this one was current. I took it inside, put it into the briefcase, then went into the downstairs bathroom to wash my hands.


  I thought I'd sit outside with Dashiell until Maggie was ready, but then I remembered something from my first job as an undercover agent, when I worked for the Petrie Brothers before going out on my own. I was placed at a hospital on Staten Island, ostensibly working as a nurse's aide. In fact, I was there because of theft. Whenever I tried to take notes, the head nurse would open the bathroom door, see my white shoes and the pink uniform that was two sizes too big hanging down to my ankles. Then she'd yell at me to get back to work. In order to make notes so that I could write my daily report, I would stand on the toilet, then crouch down, using a little nib of a pencil and a folded three-by-five card to jot down names and things I saw. Then I'd slip the folded card and the pencil into a cigarette pack and go back to work. So I went back out to the car and looked inside the cigarette packs I'd seen in the glove compartment, but there was nothing there. I looked at the matchbooks, too, and this time I did find something. On the inside flap of one of them, written in pencil. It said, „Alexander.“ And then my phone number. I slipped the matchbook into my pocket and went back to wait with Dashiell.


  Maggie, in a white tunic, white pants and white thick-soled shoes, came out with two towels. She gave me one to use on Dashiell. She spread the other one on the backseat of Tim's old car, tucking it in carefully to protect the stained, torn upholstery seat. She opened the back windows, too, perhaps to dilute the smell of wet dog, which made me feel rude and foolish.


  Crossing the George Washington Bridge, Maggie said I should use my judgment about the things in Tim's apartment. She said she was sure I'd know what to hold on to and what to let go, but if there was a doubt about any particular item, she'd help me when she got there. She asked if ten was too early. I told her it wasn't. Then she asked me what the cross streets were, letting me know that if she had been there at all, it hadn't been for a very long time.


  As the cab drove down the Westside Highway, I looked out over the water, the afternoon light making ripples of bright silver where it moved, leaving it a deep blue-gray in places where there was the illusion of stillness. Though I had only been gone for a few hours and hadn't been all that far away, something in me fluttered, someplace there was joy at being back in the city.


  That's when I remembered that Parker was due to show up at Tim's apartment in the morning, Parker whose aunt had gone missing during the run of a play. The napkin he'd written his aunt's number on was on Tim's desk. I'd simply make up another story and postpone his visit. I needed more time to look things over by myself before he got the chance to spirit away anything I might find telling. And I needed time to figure out a way to keep Maggie O'Fallon from seeing what I had seen in the bathroom. The last thing on earth she needed was to upgrade her brother's death to suicide. I told the driver I'd changed my mind, to take me to Horatio Street instead of home.


  


  


  CHAPTER 14


  As soon as I got inside O'Fallon's apartment, I dropped the briefcase on top of the desk and picked up the napkin, holding it under the light so that I could read the numbers Parker had written there. I dialed, still working on my story as I listened to the phone ringing at the other end. A machine picked up saying that Carolyn and Mark were sorry they couldn't come to the phone but that my call was important to them, so would I please leave a message after the beep. I didn't.


  The apartment was stuffy, so I opened the kitchen window and one of the front ones, letting a breeze blow through. Parker had given me a wrong number. Had he done it on purpose, so that I couldn't call him to cancel? He'd waited long enough to get his things. Whatever it was he wanted to retrieve, he wanted it badly. Not his clothes, though. I was as sure as I could be that if Parker needed something to wear, he was willing and capable of shoplifting it. And probably had. Was it the shrine? I opened the closet with his things, going through the clothes this time, my hand in every pocket, collecting whatever I found and dropping it into a plastic food-storage bag. Then I pulled over a kitchen chair and studied the shrine, picking up a tiny skull, a smooth rock, a small feather, and not picking up what appeared to be nail clippings, hair, desiccated feces, hoping I was wrong about the last item but not willing to do anything to find out.


  There were boxes on the floor of the closet, comic books in one. Those could be worth money. I wondered if they were Tim's, but I didn't see Tim as someone who'd collect Batman and Spider-Man. Still, you never know.


  There were running shoes in one box, a pair of new boots in another. And in the comer, as if it had been tossed there, perhaps when Parker had heard someone at the door, a beaded purse, small and elegant. I picked it up and put it on Tim's desk, wondering if perhaps the purse had belonged to Tim's mother, thinking I'd ask Maggie when I saw her. I put the plastic bag on the desk, too, figuring I'd dump it and go through the things I found, though none of it looked particularly telling at first glance.


  There was a soft rap at the kitchen door. When I opened it, there was Jin Mei with a cup of tea.


  „I noticed the window was open. I thought you might like a cup of tea.“


  I took the cup, celedon green with a brushstroke drawing of bamboo on it, and asked her in. She shook her head.


  „I'm working, too,“ she said, „catching the afternoon light for my painting. Saturday, the same time as now, four o'clock, all the neighbors want to meet in the garden, to remember Tim. We'd like you to come.“


  „Of course.“


  She nodded. „I knew you would.“


  „Is anyone inviting Tim's family?“


  „That will be your job.“


  „His sister will be here anyway on Saturday. I'll call his brother and ask him to come, too.“


  „Good.“


  „What about Parker?“ I asked. „Will he be here?“


  „Irwin said he'd call him. Irwin said it would be bad karma not to invite Parker.“


  „Bad karma for whom?“


  „That's what I wondered.“ Jin Mei smiled and nodded.


  „Is Irwin calling Parker? Does he have his number?“ Thinking I could run upstairs, get it from him, cancel tomorrow's visit, tell him Saturday, after the memorial, would be a more sensible time. Or Sunday, after Maggie had taken the things she wanted, after I had packed up the rest for Housing Works.


  Jin Mei shrugged. „If he doesn't call him, it's fine by me.“


  „Thank you for the tea, Jin Mei.“


  „Don't work too late. You need to sit still and be quiet tonight. You have too much on your mind. I can see that.“


  „True.“


  „You need to empty your mind, sit in the garden, look up at the stars, feel your“—she circled one hand—“to the universe.“


  „Connection?“


  „Yes. You need to do this.“


  „I promise,“ I told her. „I will.“


  When I'd closed and locked the door, I remembered that there was a cell phone number for Parker in Tim's address book that was with the papers I'd dumped out of the briefcase. I went to the desk, sat in Tim's chair, put the teacup down on the napkin from the White Horse with the wrong phone number on it and opened the address book. I picked up the phone and dialed, hoping Parker had it turned off and that I could leave a message and not have to talk to him. But when the phone rang, I heard it in Tim's living room, the sound somewhat muffled but clearly coming from someplace in the room. I put the handset of Tim's phone down on the desk and looked around, but I couldn't see a cell phone anywhere and I wasn't sure exactly where the sound was coming from.


  „Find it,“ I told Dash, expecting to see him rush around the way I would have, looking everywhere for the phone. Instead, he ambled over to the couch and pushed his nose under one of the side cushions, flipping it up onto the arm of the couch. When he turned around to face me, the phone was in his mouth. Not only that, there were other things stuffed in the comer of the couch, as if Dashiell had uncovered a magpie's nest.


  I hung up Tim's phone to stop the ringing, taking the cell phone from Dashiell, telling him he was a good and handsome dog, indispensable and efficient as well. I glanced at the stash in the corner, but wanted to know Parker wasn't coming before doing anything else. His cell phone here, right in my hand, I wondered how I'd get in touch with him now. Without thinking, I opened the phone, thinking I'd call Irwin, ask if he had a number for Parker. I reached for Tim's address book, but it occurred to me that Parker might have Irwin's number on his cell, which was already in my hand. But before I got the chance to see if he did, I saw something else. Parker had two messages.


  I knew I had no right to listen to Parker's messages, but that had never stopped me in the past and it surely wasn't going to stop me now. What I found might not be admissible in court, but I wasn't trying to make an airtight case. I was only trying to find out what the hell was going on. And when I saw that the first message was from Elizabeth Bowles, there was no way on earth I would have closed the phone and put it back where I found it, where Parker would expect to find it the next day if I couldn't reach him before to tell him not to come.


  „Parker, it's Elizabeth again and the answer is still no. Under no circumstances will I have you living in my home again. If my brother were alive, he'd be telling you the same thing. And don't come asking for money either. Been there. Done that. It's over.“


  The message had been left after Tim had kicked Parker out of the house. He hadn't heard it. No matter. This was obviously not the first time Elizabeth had told him that he couldn't move back in with her. He'd made another plea anyway. Just in case. But he was more than likely expecting exactly what he got, another rejection.


  Was that why he hadn't retrieved his phone when the cops were here? Was this the reason he was in such a rush to get his things back? Because if anyone heard what I'd just heard, there'd be no doubt that Parker hadn't been given permission to stay at his aunt's apartment.


  I played back the second message.


  „P, it's me, Andy. See you in hell“ was all it said. Caller unknown. At least to the phone and to me.


  There was a wallet stuffed in the comer, too, with about eighty dollars in it. Two watches, both expensive. A man's silver ID bracelet with the name „Christopher“ on it. Magpie indeed. I wondered if Parker had been sitting on his stash when the cops were looking around. I wondered, too, how much they'd looked around once they'd determined the death to be a suicide.


  I made one more call, this time using O'Fallon's phone, and then got back to work. I dumped the plastic bag with the contents of Parker's pockets in it onto the kitchen table, not wanting to get his things mixed up with the things on Tim's desk. I picked through the pile: pens and pencils, tissues and handkerchiefs, a folded-up scarf, a pair of leather gloves with the price tag still on them, a comb, a man's gold bracelet, matches, opened packs of cigarettes and change. I couldn't make much of anything new out of what I'd found but thought the stuff should go to the same person I was going to give the cell phone to, Michael Brody. Parker was his problem, not mine, unless of course he was somehow the cause of Tim's death. But the cops didn't seem to think so. As far as I knew, he wasn't even questioned at the precinct, only at the apartment. While they did suspect him in connection with the disappearance of Elizabeth Bowles, no one seemed to think him culpable in Tim's death. No one except me. I was pretty sure that Parker had helped Tim down the long path to suicide, that he beat him down, that he'd made it more and more difficult for Tim to feel there was any point to his life, any saving grace to cling to, any reason to live. But if that was prosecutable, the jails would be far more crowded than they already are, souls pressed as tightly together as subway riders during rush hour.


  I began to put everything back in the bag when I read one of the matchbook covers. Hell. The message hadn't said, „See you in hell.“ It had said, „See you in Hell,“ a bar on Gansevoort Street.


  I went back to the couch, the one with the nest of goodies, the couch, I was sure, where Parker had slept. Only this time, I tore it apart. I took off all the cushions, finding more treasures hidden in corners. Why not? The couch had been both his bed and his nightstand. Where else could he put his things? And things of Tim's he meant to remove from the apartment, seeing first if they'd be missed before taking them to a local hockshop or selling them in the street.


  When I'd finished poking into every comer, I unzipped the worn pillow covers and reached inside. In one, wrapped in a dishtowel, there was cash. I sat down and counted it. Parker had hidden $3,235 there, Parker who, as far as I knew, did not have a job. Another reason why he was so anxious to retrieve his possessions.


  I spent another three hours at the apartment, packing things up. I had personal effects, photos, some books and valuables for Maggie. I put those things on Tim's bed after pulling that apart to make sure there wasn't a bird's nest in that one, too. I had a huge pile of things, packed in shopping bags, suitcases, and just loose, for Housing Works. I'd call in a day or two, ask if they'd come and pick up everything at once. Ironically, the charities were nearly as fussy as the heirs. There were always things no one would want, things you'd eventually have to pay someone to come and haul away. I had a third pile, neatly folded and packed in plastic bags: Parker's clothes, everything from his closet except the shrine and the small purse. When I finished, I left everything as it was and went upstairs to Irwin's apartment.


  „You're early, doll.“ His hair was gelled flat and the gel made it appear darker. „The game doesn't start for another hour. I'm glad you're here. You can help me make dip.“


  „I don't make dip,“ I told him, „and I didn't come to play.“


  „Alas,“ he said. „I thought that might be so when you showed up without the obligatory six-pack, but c'est la vie. What can I do for you?“


  „I was wondering if you called Parker yet, to invite him to the memorial on Saturday.“


  „Not yet, doll. It's on my list.“ He tapped his temple and I thought of Tim holding the gun to that very spot on his own head, then squeezing the trigger. Jin Mei was right. I needed some quiet time.


  „Will you give him a message from me? I told him he could come and collect his things tomorrow afternoon, but it turns out, he can't. I have a dentist appointment I'd forgotten about.“


  „Nothing serious, I hope.“ He was squinting up at me, his face a study of cynical disbelief. Irwin had good radar. I decided I'd better stop bullshitting and stick to the business at hand.


  „I packed up his clothes. He said he needed them. If I can leave them with you, he can ...“


  „Sure, doll, sure. No problem.“


  I went back downstairs and brought up the shopping bags and one suitcase full of clothes. It took me three trips to get everything upstairs. Irwin never touched a bag. He just pointed at where he wanted me to put everything. Fair enough, I thought. It wasn't his job in the first place.


  „There are a few other things I'll give him after the memorial. Will you tell him that, too?“


  „You can tell him yourself. He'll be here for the game.“


  „Sorry,“ I told him, „no can do. I have an appointment tonight, too, and I don't like to keep a gentleman waiting.“ I checked my watch as if I had to rush, but the truth was, I wasn't meeting Brody for several hours. I thanked Irwin again and told him I'd see him on Saturday.


  He motioned for me to bend closer. I did. „It's going to be a sad one,“ he whispered. „But you can always cry on my shoulder. Don't forget, doll, I'm here for you, whatever it is you need.“


  


  


  CHAPTER 15


  I was halfway home before I changed my mind. I stopped into one of the ubiquitous Korean delis that never close and, amazingly, has everything you'd ever think to ask for crammed into a space the size of a country kitchen. I bought a six-pack, a large bag of com chips and two containers of ready-made dip. I strongly suspected that Irwin was kidding about the dip. Still, as I told him, semper paratus was my motto. Or one of them.


  If Irwin was surprised to see me back at his apartment, he didn't show it at all, not a man I wanted to play poker with under normal circumstances, which mine never seem to be. Anyway, I was nothing if not a good sport. In fact, in keeping with said motto, I'd made one other stop on the way to the game. I'd stopped at O'Fallon's apartment and dropped off his briefcase. I didn't want any curious eyes seeing that I had O'Fallon's notebook or, worse, Parker's cell phone, and I thought it might look pretty hinky taking the briefcase with me if I went to the bathroom. I took off Dashiell's leash and left that on top of the briefcase. I also picked something up, my poker money. I took three hundred of Parker's stash, stuffed it into my pocket, and Dashiell and I headed up the stairs. If Irwin was as good a player as Brody had indicated, I was going to lose for sure. Losing Parker's money wouldn't be nearly as painful as losing my own.


  „Just when you thought you were out...“ he said.


  „You pulled me back in.“


  And so he did, his hand on the waist of my jeans, walking backward and tugging me along. He stopped short of the poker table, standing on tiptoes to try to get a look inside the bag I was carrying.


  „You're not Greek, are you, doll? You never mentioned your last name?“


  „Not Greek. A Jew bearing gifts. I believe that's considered kosher.“


  He smiled.


  I handed him the bag.


  „Six-pack, chips, dips. You're a find, doll.“


  The bell rang. He handed the bag back to me. „In the kitchen. Anywhere there's room. Beer in the fridge.“


  I carried the beer and chips into Irwin's kitchen, seeing the stool at the sink and a folding stepladder leaning against the wall adjacent to the kitchen door. I put the beer in the fridge. There was already a whole shelf of beer in there. I opened the cabinets until I found a large bowl and dumped the chips in there. I was taking that back to the living room when the door opened and there stood Parker with three other men.


  „Rachel,“ he said.


  „Hello, Parker. Nice to see you again.“


  He looked at Irwin, then back at me.


  „I invited her,“ Irwin said. „At least she brought something.“


  I held the bowl of chips aloft. „A six-pack, too. Thirsty work, playing poker.“


  Now they were all squinting at me, Parker because I was there, Irwin because he thought he'd caught me in a lie—he had, too, at least one—and one of the other three because he had a cigarette dangling from his mouth, the smoke making him squinch up his eyes. I guess the other two were just waiting to be introduced, hoping the mark had a ton of money to lose. And that she did.


  „Enough chitchat,“ Irwin said. „Let's play cards.“


  There was a light hanging over the poker table, the wire running across the ceiling and down the wall. Irwin shut off the rest of the lights and we took our seats, all except one of Parker's friends, the one with the cigarette, who went to get the first round of beer. I thought about going back to the kitchen for the dips, but didn't bother.


  „We're still on for tomorrow, right, Rachel?“ Parker asked, fidgeting with the money in his pocket. Or maybe he'd found the set of keys he'd lost because whatever it was he was fooling with was making a jingling kind of noise.


  „As a matter of fact, you're not,“ Irwin told him. „Rachel here was kind enough to pack up your stuff and leave it with me. You can take it tonight when you go.“


  Parker looked betrayed. „But you said—“


  „Dog has to go to the vet,“ I said. I turned to smile at Irwin. He smiled back approvingly, one con artist appreciating another.


  „But you said—“


  „You said you needed your clothes,“ I told him. „They're right there.“ I pointed to the stash of things against the wall.


  „But there's other stuff that's mine.“


  „I can give you the rest on Saturday, after the memorial.“


  „What memorial?“ Rattled now.


  „I was going to tell you all of this, in due time.“ Irwin picked up the deck and began to shuffle. „Everything in due time. But first introduce your little friends to Rachel.“


  „Bill, Ricky, Ape, Rachel.“ Not telling me who was who. Though I had a sneaky feeling the one with hair on the backs of his hands might be Ape.


  „Gentlemen.“


  „Don't count on it,“ Irwin said. „Now, you told me you've never played poker before. Shall I go over what beats what?“


  „Nah. I'll catch on,“ I told him. „Anyway, I can't stay too long. I have this appointment.“


  „With a gentleman,“ Irwin told the others, „a real one, I suspect.“


  „So why can't we get the rest of my stuff now if you can't do it tomorrow? I'm here. You're here.“


  „Right. I'm here. I'm not there.“


  „Bitch.“ It was the one who was smoking. He took the cigarette out of his mouth and bent it into the ashtray, leaving it only half out so that the smoke kept coming and coming. It sounded like


  the voice from the answering machine, but that person had said his name was Andy. Maybe they all used as many names as Parker did.


  „You talk to a lady like that,“ I told him, „you'll go right straight to hell.“ I watched for a reaction, but there was none. He just reached for a beer and pulled out the tab.


  Dashiell walked over to the window, poked aside the curtain and looked down at the street. The compressor of the air conditioner kicked on. Irwin picked up the cards.


  „Win or lose, I'm out of here in an hour. Agreed?“


  „You can leave right now,“ one of Parker's friends said, either Bill or Ricky or perhaps even Ape. „Who invited you, anyway?“


  „I did.“ He had a big voice for a little person, deep and resonant. And he knew how to use it. I thought of what he'd told me, that he'd worked with the big cats, not a man to be pushed around. „Parker, your stuff is here, and if it's still here when I wake up in the morning, it'll be there“—pointing to the windows, his finger curved so that if he were actually at the windows, he'd be pointing to the garbage cans. „As for the rest of your things, there's a memorial for Tim on Saturday, at four o'clock, in the garden. Rachel was kind enough to say you could get the rest of your things after that. Meanwhile, you have clothes.“ He looked at Parker. We all did. He was wearing a denim shirt, the wrinkles from being folded on a shelf still visible. His jeans looked new, too, either that or dry-cleaned, the way they do it on the Upper East Side. „As for the rest of you deadbeats...Bill“—he was looking at the one with thinning blond hair, a short-sleeved plaid shirt, green pants, not a fashionista like Parker—“Ricky“—the one who was smoking, the one you wouldn't want to be alone with on an elevator or in a dark alley, unless you had your pit bull with you—“Ape“—the hairy one, the tallest of the three, the beefiest one, too—“you drank enough of his whiskey and stole enough of his possessions to show your ugly mugs there, for decency's sake, pretend you're respectful of the dead, pretend you're saying a little prayer for the good detective. But that's up to you, of course. I imagine if I mentioned that Jin Mei will no doubt be preparing some food for the mourners, you might actually show. But I'm hoping you'll come because it's the decent thing to do.“


  „What would you know from decent?“ Ape asked him. „How about you and Ella, was that decent?“


  Irwin turned to me to explain.


  „This is going to be good,“ Ape added. He had a high voice for such a big man.


  „He's referring to a faux marriage I had at one time with a Miss Ella Vanilla, the fat lady in a circus I was with back then. He thinks I done her wrong, leaving the way I did, Ella still madly in love with me.“ He turned to Ape. „Nothing lasts forever,“ he said. „Except maybe death.“


  „No maybe about it,“ Ricky said. He got up and went to the kitchen. A moment later I realized he'd actually gone to the bathroom because he'd neglected to close the door.


  „Comes from living in a tent,“ Irwin told me.


  „He was with you in the circus?“


  „A rigger,“ he said. „When sober. And not in jail.“ He tapped the deck of cards on the table twice. „Where's Andy? I thought he said he was coming.“


  Parker shrugged. „He did. Must be not. Or coming late. You know how he is.“


  „Time and poker wait for no man.“ He was sitting on two pillows so that he could reach the table. He shuffled the deck and asked me to cut. I tapped the top card. Irwin announced the game and dealt. The conversation, if you can call it that, was clearly over. We anted, bet, folded, played the game. When an hour was up, I decided to stay another. When it was time to go, I was $175 ahead.


  Irwin gave me a pat on the ass when I got up. „It's customary to tip the house before you leave,“ he said. „You know, for the beer, the chips and the dips.“


  I dropped two twenties on the table. Easy come, easy go.


  „Next Thursday?“ he asked.


  „Wouldn't miss it for the world. See you gentlemen on Saturday, I trust.“


  None of the gentlemen at Irwin's poker table got up when I did. Parker, in fact, even failed to say good-bye.


  As Dash and I headed down the stairs, someone was coming up. He was just at the age when hard living starts to show, his skin rough, his face deeply lined, his hair faded and dull, eyes as old as a cop's eyes. Or a drifter's. Hands deep in his pants pockets, he just kept coming, as if I weren't there. I stood aside and let him pass. When I got to the first floor, I heard Irwin's door open. I unlocked O'Fallon's door, grabbed the leash and the briefcase and headed home.


  


  


  CHAPTER 16


  Something called the Certificate of Preliminary Letters of Testamentary was in the mail from Melanie Houseman's office. So was O'Fallon's death certificate. Dashiell began to explore the garden as if it were a brand-new place, every inch of it worthy of his attention. I sat on the steps and opened the mail, but it was too dark to read. I didn't think reading a death certificate was exactly what Jin Mei had in mind, even though I was, as she had suggested, in a garden.


  I decided to do a round of tai chi, to see if that would clear my mind. As soon as I took the first stance, Dashiell came to stand near me to bask in my increased energy. By the time I'd finished the form, I felt clearer. I went inside to read the mail.


  There were only a couple of items on O'Fallon's death certificate that I was interested in, but I read every word. It seemed, somehow, disrespectful not to. The single sheet had been issued by the Department of Health, and after the identifying information, O'Fallon's full name, age and last-known address, there was a box that said, „Date and hour of death or found dead.“ The date he died was there. The time his body was discovered was there as well. There would be no exact time of death. There had been no witness, no broken watch, no one claiming to have heard the shot. Eventually the ME would record an approximate time of death, a period of several hours during which evidence reveals he might have died. Because Jin Mei had heard him crying early in the morning and Parker had called 911 around noon, the time of death would probably be recorded as between eight and twelve that morning.


  I didn't know if any more specific information would be coming my way, unless I could pry it out of Brody. I imagined that because O'Fallon had been fully submerged in hot soapy water, the ME might make a narrower assessment of the time he'd died, that the particular deterioration caused by or prevented by the water would help him to pinpoint a tighter time frame.


  After „Death was caused by ...“ there was a caution. It read, „Enter only one cause per line.“ But only the first line remained, the other two having been crossed out so thoroughly that even holding the form under the light, I was unable to read what had been deleted. What was left was, „Immediate cause.“ And typed alongside that, in capital letters, PENDING FURTHER STUDIES. It said the same thing, all in caps, farther down the page, after „Manner of Death.“ None of the other choices—homicide, natural, suicide, undetermined—had been checked.


  Near the bottom of the page were my name and address, as executor, and the name of the funeral home designated in O'Fallon's will, Redden's on Fourteenth Street. After that, there was a statement certifying that all the foregoing information was a true copy of the record on file at the Department of Health. It also said the Department of Health did not certify the truth of the statements, that they had accepted the facts as stated but had not verified them. And even though, with this statement, they had neatly passed the buck for any sort of responsibility, their seal was affixed in the lower right-hand comer.


  I had the feeling that Brody would tell me that „pending further studies“ simply meant the tox screens weren't completed yet. I slipped the death certificate back into the envelope, pulling out and reading the preliminary letters of testamentary next. It was this document, issued by the Surrogate Court of the County of New York, which allowed me legal authority over Timothy O'Fallon's estate. The note from Melanie said that the checking account had been opened and that I could stop by my local branch of Chase to sign the signature cards. After I had done so, her office would begin to pay O'Fallon's bills, sending me the checks to approve and sign.


  The mail included a postcard from my Aunt Ceil, who was on vacation in Denmark, a phone bill, a letter from my congressman and a check for $80 from AT&T. If I cashed it, they would automatically become my long-distance carrier. I tore it up, dropped it in the garbage and picked up the phone.


  I called Maria Sanchez, figuring if I told her the sad news sooner rather than later, she might be able to fill O'Fallon's time and not suffer the loss of income.


  „You need cleaning?“ she asked.


  I told her no, I didn't.


  „I'll give you a good price.“


  I told her no again.


  „You want the key back?“


  I told her not to bother, that the lock had been changed.


  There was a silence on the line, and then she said, „Because of me?“


  „No,“ I said, „not because of you. I did it before I knew about you.“


  „Then because of Mr. Parker?“


  „Yes,“ I told her, „that's right.“ It wasn't the whole story. But it would do.


  „He was a pig,“ she said.


  „Pardon?“


  „Mr. Parker. Always dishes in the sink, a dirty bathroom. He never let me vacuum the couch he slept on. A real slob.“


  Jin Mei was right, I needed time off. Even after a round of tai chi, I was still on overload. I fixed Dashiell's dinner, looked longingly at the nylon bag with my swimsuit, cap and goggles, but there was no time for a swim, not if I was going to be here when Brody came. I grabbed an apple and curled up on the couch with O'Fallon's notebook to see if there was anything I could learn about Parker while I waited for the bell from the front gate to ring. But it was later than I thought. Or maybe Brody was early. I hadn't yet bitten into the apple or sampled O'Fallon's notes when he arrived.


  Walking barefoot down on the cold stone flooring of the tunnel, I could see Brody waiting on the other side of the gate. He stood with his hands at his sides, looking as if he could do that all day. I imagine he could have gotten a job at Buckingham Palace, guarding the queen, or perhaps he could work as a mime, pretending to be the Statue of Liberty, his face painted green, his breathing barely discernible.


  I unlocked the gate and pulled it toward me. For a moment, he stood there, still not moving.


  „I don't have the answer to your question,“ he said.


  „Which question?“


  „Why. What it was Tim wanted.“


  „That makes two of us.“


  He hesitated and for a moment I thought he was going to leave. I stepped back and waited. After another moment, he walked in. I watched him walk down the tunnel and head for the garden before I closed the gate and locked it with the key. I could have had a system where I buzzed people in without having to walk out to let them in, but then I'd be depending upon other people to make sure the gate clicked shut, people whose security didn't depend on it the way mine did. I had seen how people handled a similar situation at the dog run, being careful to secure the gate when they went in, being careless when they left. I didn't want to bet my life that the kid who delivered pizza or the UPS guy would give a shit if my gate was locked or not. 1 didn't want to be surprised one day by a visitor I would not have invited in, especially considering the work I did.


  Brody walked to the center of the dark garden, stretched his back and then turned around to see where I was. I headed toward him, feeling suddenly that I was at least as hungry as I was tired, thinking it might not be such a bad idea to have to walk out to the gate one more time, to pay for a pizza or some chicken Milanese.


  „Have you eaten?“ I asked.


  He shook his head.


  „You forget meals, too?“


  „Sometimes.“


  „That's a bad habit. At least that's what my mother used to say.“


  Brody smiled. A real smile.


  „You have your phone with you?“


  „I do.“


  „Okay, dial this number.“ I gave him the number of the pizza place, not even embarrassed that I knew it by heart.


  „What do you want on it?“ he asked.


  He knew the number, too. I began to laugh. It felt really good. I waved a hand to him. „Whatever,“ I said, „except anchovies,“ and started to laugh again. „And mushrooms.“


  He nodded.


  „Don't get meatballs on it either,“ I told him.


  „How about sausages?“


  I shook my head.


  „You want a plain pie?“


  „Okay.“


  „Why didn't you just say so?“ He took out his phone and just held it for a moment. „My wife used to say she didn't know how I was still walking around, all the meals I skip, the junk I eat.“


  „Used to? You mean, except for tonight, your eating habits have improved? Or did she just give up on you?“


  He nodded. „Totally. Three years ago.“


  „I'm sorry,“ I told him.


  „Yeah. Me, too.“ He dialed the pizza place. „Let's stay out here,“ he said. „Is that okay?“


  „Someone told me I should spend time in a garden today, that I needed to clear my mind.“


  „Always a good idea.“


  „Difficult to do.“


  „Not for him.“


  Dashiell was rolling on his back in the ivy.


  „Guess he needs to empty his mind, too.“


  He took off his jacket and put it over the top railing. „What's he got on his mind?“


  „He hasn't said.“


  He nodded. We sat for a while without talking. It had been a long day. Sometimes it seemed they all were. I bet Brody would have agreed but I didn't bother to ask his opinion. When the bell rang, we could hear the sound coming from behind the closed cottage door. While I was unlocking the gate, Brody took out money to pay for the pie. I tried to argue with him, but he insisted. The truth is, I never care about stuff like that. I could pay, or he could. I can open a door for myself, or be gracious when someone else does. My view of myself isn't locked into trivial expressions of courtesy or generosity. And I was too hungry to have a prolonged argument.


  There were a table and chairs in the garden, but I sat on the top step. Brody followed me, putting the pie behind us, in front of the door.


  Dashiell came over, his tail swinging happily from side to side.


  „Ignore him,“ I said. „No matter what he claims, he's eaten already.“


  Speaking of gracious, I got up, stepped over the pizza box and went inside to get some beer, napkins and paper plates. While I was there, I picked up Parker's phone and the matchbook and slipped them into my pants pocket. I took O'Fallon's notebook and slipped it under one of the couch cushions.


  „The reason I asked you to come here tonight...“


  „I thought it was the other thing, about O'Fallon, about why he named you as executor. I didn't even know you could do that.“


  „Do what?“


  „Name an executor without permission. It seems ...“


  „Do you have a will, Detective?“


  „Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.“


  „Did your attorney ask you whether or not you had informed your executor of your decision and had received said person's approval to be so named?“


  „I see your point. So, if not that, why did you call?“


  „Dashiell found something at O'Fallon's apartment, something I thought you'd want.“


  „What do you mean?“


  „Parker's cell phone. I called it, to cancel the appointment I had with him. I'd told him he could come to Tim's tomorrow, to get his things. Then I changed my mind. I wanted more time to look at things myself, before he started claiming them. The number he gave me, for his aunt's place, it was a wrong number.“


  Brody nodded.


  „I remembered seeing a cell phone number in Tim's address book, so I called that. I was at Tim's apartment at the time and the phone rang there. The only trouble was, I couldn't see the phone and I wasn't sure where the sound was coming from, so...“


  „You asked Dashiell to find it.“


  Dash looked at Brody when he heard the words, then looked at me for clarification. I waved a hand at him, to tell him he wasn't working, he was just waiting for pizza, nothing more.


  „Right. And he did. And that's why...“


  He was looking at Dashiell again. „You said you'd been a dog trainer?“


  „That's right.“


  „So you taught Dashiell how to do pet therapy?“


  „No. He didn't need me for that.“


  Brody raised his eyebrows.


  „It's innate. All predators know how to tell the weak from the strong. For the wild ones, once they do ...“ I drew my pointer across my throat. „That's how they survive.“


  „Sounds like the predators I deal with.“


  „Except that domesticated predators, like dogs, don't think of humans as prey.“


  „How do they think of us?“


  „As family. So when we're hurting or in trouble, they don't have us for lunch. They nurture us.“


  Brody looked at Dashiell.


  „All I had to do was teach Dash manners so that when he goes to a nursing home or the church where I met Tim, he behaves appropriately.“


  Brody took a pull on his beer. „What about protection work? Does he...?“


  I nodded.


  „Is that why you didn't need me at O'Fallon's when I offered to be there?“


  I nodded again.


  „That's good,“ Brody said, „very good. What else?“


  „It depends on the circumstances, on what's called for.“


  „Any rescue work?“


  „He wasn't down at Ground Zero, if that's what you're asking. And anyway, most of those dogs specialized in cadaver recovery.“


  „And Dashiell, does he do that, too?“


  „I've started him on that. It's not that it's really something new to him. If I give him a scent and send him, he'll do his best to find it, no matter what it is. Except...“ I stopped, looking first at Dashiell and then at Brody, both of them concentrating hard on me. „Except that if a dog's only done rescue work, if he's only come up with living people, he can get really depressed after a day of finding bodies. Or body parts. So I'm getting him used to it, just in case.“


  Brody turned away. Maybe he was skipping the news, too.


  „Some people think it's the handler's reaction that causes the depression with cadaver work, that to a dog, it's all the same.“


  Brody was shaking his head.


  „I don't believe that either,“ I said. „Anyway, there's another side to it. Even when the work is brutal, it's what he wants to do. He really loves to work. It's a religious experience for him. It's therapy. It's self-defining. It's not the icing on the cake, it's the cake itself.“


  Brody was smiling. He reached out and touched my arm.


  „I know, I know. I get carried away. It's just that most dogs never get the chance to...“


  „You don't have to explain. I know exactly how he feels.“


  „Oh,“ I said. Another thing his wife had complained about, perhaps.


  I ate some pizza. Brody did, too.


  „Sometimes I think it's just easier than real life,“ I said.


  „What is?“


  „Work.“ I leaned back against the rail.


  Brody took a deep breath and let it back out.


  Dashiell began to vocalize, a kind of singsong sound he made to let me know he was running out of patience. I shot him a look and he lay down.


  „It's hard getting the training materials,“ I said. „I know most of the groups training cadaver dogs use chemical scents—you know, the pseudo formulas. But until we understand it all, until we know exactly what the dog's keying on, I'd rather use the real thing.“


  „Any bodies buried here?“


  „Not quite that real. I've used extracted teeth, and some blood products. My dentist has been very helpful.“


  „Good,“ he said again. „How far along is he?“


  Gesturing toward Dash with his half-eaten slice of pizza, getting the dog's hopes up.


  „Maybe halfway to where I'd want him. All the scent work he's done helps. He's got the culture down cold—how to quarter, how to keep his mind on the task at hand. But he still needs more experience with...“


  „The dead?“


  I nodded. Cadaver recovery wasn't something you'd ordinarily talk about, but sometimes, in order to be useful, you ended up doing things you never imagined you'd do. If anyone would understand, I knew Brody would. He took out a cigarette, lit it, kept the match in his hand. He wasn't in any rush to get Parker's cell phone. He had no idea what was on it. But I did. I pulled it out of my pocket.


  „This may be one of the reasons why Parker was so anxious to get back in there and to do it when none of you guys were around. Also, I think I saw him, the guy who wanted to see Parker in hell.“


  „That would be me.“


  „No . .. listen.“ I handed him the phone.


  He flipped it open, then played the messages, his eyes getting darker as he listened.


  „I found this, too.“ I showed him the match-book from Hell.


  He looked down at the phone, but didn't say what he was thinking.


  „The matchbook was in a jacket pocket. I found it when I was packing up Parker's clothes. The cell phone was another story. It was hidden under the couch cushions. That's probably why the uniforms didn't find it. My guess is that Parker was sitting on his stash the whole time. Literally.“


  Brody remained silent.


  „There was cash there, too,“ I said. „It's still back at O'Fallon's apartment.“ I picked up my beer, put it down again. „They really messed up. Parker said they were very young, right out of the academy.“


  Brody had no comment. He just sat there, the smoke from his cigarette curling toward the center of the garden like a graceful wave good-bye.


  „I met the dwarf,“ I told him. „In fact, I played poker with him.“


  „How much did you lose?“


  „I came out ahead,“ I said.


  „No kidding.“


  I wondered if I should add that I'd used the money I'd found as a stake, that there was more there now than when I'd found it.


  „Parker was there,“ I said instead. „And a bunch of his deadbeat friends.“


  „Which ones?“


  „Bill, Ricky and a hairy-looking guy they called Ape.“


  „Nice company you keep.“ He put the cigarette out against the side of the steps, then remembered the can with sand in it.


  „That time when I spoke to Parker,“ I said, „he told me he went out to meet a friend the morning Tim ... of Tim's accident.“


  Brody was studying me now with those sad eyes of his.


  „Who did he say he was meeting, and did you ever talk to . ..“


  „He only gave a first name, said that was all he knew. He said the guy never showed up.“


  „I thought Parker was out all morning,“ I said. „I don't get it. If the guy never showed up ...“


  „He said he hung out, met someone else while he was waiting, got into a conversation.“


  „And does this other person have a name?“


  „Bert.“


  „Bert. Again no last name?“


  Brody shook his head. „Giving useful information to the police isn't one of his priorities.“


  „He say where he met this Bert?“ I asked him.


  „He did.“


  „And someone went there to see if anyone remembered seeing him at the time he claimed to be there?“


  Brody laughed. „You neglected to read me my rights. This'll never hold up in court. Yes, someone went there. Parker's covered for the time he claims he was out.“


  „Which commenced prior to the time Jin Mei heard Tim?“


  „Yes, ma'am.“


  I picked up a piece of the pizza and gave it to Dashiell.


  „I thought you said he ate.“


  I shrugged. „Life is too hard without pizza,“ I said, „even for a dog.“


  Maybe it was too hard even with pizza. Brody didn't say so, but I had the feeling that's what he was thinking. I told him I'd gotten the death certificate. I asked him what „pending further investigation“ meant. He told me they were probably waiting for the tox screens to come back.


  „Do they expect anything?“


  „No. It's routine.“ He reached over and took the matchbook from Hell. „Like collecting evidence at the scene. When it's a suicide and it doesn't appear to be staged, it's not all that important.“ He compressed his lips, lifted a hand in the air, shook his head.


  „Not really your personal opinion?“


  „Definitely not. You always want it done by the book, no matter what you think it is. Opinions change. You want to have that evidence, just in case you might need it.“


  I could see the muscles in his cheeks jumping, see the tension in his shoulders, the disappointment that, whether or not it had been necessary, an important job had been botched.


  „Thanks for this.“ He dropped the phone into his jacket pocket; the matchbook, too.


  I thought about O'Fallon's notebook, but the cops had seen the previous ones and had left them at his apartment. I thought that was reason enough for me to look at the notes first, then decide if they were something Brody would want to see.


  When the rain started, it was just a fine mist. For a while, we stayed where we were. Then Brody got up, picked up his jacket and headed for the gate, Dash and I following behind him.


  „There's a memorial for Tim on Saturday, at four, in the communal garden. His sister and brother will be there. Will you come?“


  He squeezed my shoulder, letting his hand stay for a moment. „I will,“ he said.


  While I was locking the gate, I heard the rain beating on the cars parked along Tenth Street. I saw Brody start to run. I did the same.


  


  


  CHAPTER 17


  I hadn't had time to look through O'Fallon's notebook when I'd found it. I didn't know how long Maggie would take to change into her uniform and I didn't want to be asked to leave it with her. I thought it more expedient if she didn't see it in the first place, at least not until I knew what sort of notes her brother had made and thought he needed to hide under the driver's seat of his car.


  After Brody left, I made a cup of tea and had Dashiell find the notebook for me. I was feeling guilty that he'd just been hanging out with me but that I hadn't been giving him enough to do. Riding in a car or watching me pack up someone else's belongings, even finding Parker's cell phone, these things did not qualify as work for a strong, intelligent dog. Talking to Brody about the cadaver-recovery work I'd been doing with Dashiell made me promise myself I'd get back to it soon. I'd packed up a lot of O'Fallon's possessions and gotten rid of his car. I thought I'd probably be finished with the apartment in a week or so. It wasn't unusual for a landlord, even here in New York City, to forgo a month's rent when a long-term tenant has died. After all, by putting in a little bit of money—a new refrigerator, a new kitchen floor, a better sink in the bathroom—he could raise the rent sufficiently that in very little time he'd more than make up what he'd lost. Getting rid of a rent-stabilized tenant, one way or another, always benefited a landlord. Even if that was not the case, O'Fallon's rent was cheap for New York and the estate could afford to pay for another month if that was what I needed. Dashiell and I both needed time. I decided to take the next day off, to work with Dashiell and go swimming at the Y.


  I took the notebook from Dashiell—he had done one of the things he loved best: he'd found something that was out of place—and sat down on the couch to read. Opening it for just a moment at Maggie's house, I'd seen Parker's name in it. So I expected the notes to be mostly about him. But that wasn't the case.


  This notebook, unlike the ones I'd seen at O'Fallon's apartment, was not about the cases he was working on. This one was more like a diary, more personal. I had the feeling that when I read the others, they would be heading down this road, becoming less about work and more about O'Fallon.


  The first surprise was that O'Fallon had recorded money he'd given to Parker, and in some instances, what the money was meant for. He had clearly been trying to see that Parker could earn a living, one essential of being selfsufficient. He had no intention of taking care of him any longer than he had to. He'd given him money for a short course in food preparation, something that would allow him to get a job as a cook. I thought about Parker offering to cook for me. So he hadn't been lying. But then a page later, O'Fallon had written „no go re food course.“ Parker had said he was mugged. „Promised to look for work and pay money back,“ O'Fallon had written, but he had not been fooled. Nor had he given up either. At the bottom of that page, he'd written, „Try harder.“ An admonishment, I thought, to himself.


  And then in the middle of the notes about Parker, about his growing passive-aggressive attitude, his continued use of alcohol and drugs, the petty theft of O'Fallon's possessions and whatever else he could get his hands on, there was a change of topic. O'Fallon had apparently been doing research on police suicide and had been making notes on what he'd read.


  It was one of those notebooks with a marbled cover, a little rectangle where you could write your name and the subject matter, but O'Fallon hadn't written in either space. I wondered if he had carried it with him. Or perhaps he wrote the notes sitting in his car, the windows closed, the air conditioner on, closeted from the rest of the world, but not from his own problems, not that at all.


  I wondered if the notebook was his way of reflecting, of making decisions, because the major issues he was grappling with were all in it.


  „Stress inherent in the work,“ he'd written at the top of one page. Then there was a list: „irregular hours, long hours, rotating shifts, a feeling of uselessness, lack of respect from the public, boredom, secretiveness, loyalty to the club and not the truth“—that last one underlined—“dealing with violence, misery, death.“ There was a blank line, as if he had been thinking, as if, perhaps, he'd been reluctant to continue, and then: „Fear of appearing weak.“ And under that, another list, „Signs of Weakness.“ O'Fallon had written: „Seeking professional aid, letting on that not everything is okay, admitting a lack of control, admitting failure of any kind, any show of emotions, any discussion of emotions, feeling any emotions.“ The last underlined.


  When the phone rang in my quiet house, I was startled. I looked at the clock before I sent Dashiell for the phone. It was past midnight. I'd been reading for over an hour.


  „Alexander,“ I said, expecting to hear someone in trouble, someone needing my help.


  „Did I wake you?“ he asked.


  „No. What's up?“


  „You know the garden around Saint Luke's Church, on Hudson Street?“


  „Yes.“


  „What's Dashiell's command for cadaver work?“


  „ 'Find bones.' Why?“


  „Perfect. Take him there, to Saint Luke's. Tell him that, tell him to find bones.“


  „What are you talking about?“


  „I buried something there for him to find.“


  „You did what?“


  „It's not deep. I know there wasn't enough time for that, for the scent to migrate to the surface. I talked to someone.“


  „What do you mean, you talked to someone?“


  „Never mind that. You said it was difficult getting material for training sessions. I made some inquiries and got you something. That's all.“


  „But why?“


  „Let's say it's a present.“


  I heard him light a cigarette.


  „Isn't the garden locked at night?“


  „Not tonight. The first gate you come to will be open. When he makes his find, leave it there. I j have to“—he paused, cleared his throat—“put it back.“


  „Oh.“


  „Don't forget your slicker. It's still raining.“


  And just like that, the phone went dead.


  I sat there for a moment, stunned. But it was what I wanted. Exactly what I wanted. And it was I already tomorrow, the day I promised myself I'd work with Dashiell. I ran upstairs to the office and got Dash's tracking harness and a long lead. I put on heavy socks and waterproof boots. I took the jar of Vicks and ran down the stairs, grabbed my slicker, shoved the Vicks in the pocket and I suited Dashiell for work. Ten minutes later, I was at the gate to Saint Luke's Church, looking around me like a thief, then opening the latch and slipping inside, carefully closing the gate behind me. There were no lights on anywhere, not in the garden and not from any of the windows. The rain had nearly stopped by now, but steam was rising from the paths, the mist was so thick that had there been any lights on, they would not have illuminated the garden anyway. It was a large place, snaking around the church, the school, the building that housed the thrift shop. I switched the leash from Dashiell's collar to his harness so that when he pulled hard, which he would as soon as he was on the scent, he wouldn't be giving himself a correction. A correction would stop him cold, the last thing I wanted. I bent and whispered, „Are you ready? Find bones,“ adjusting the leash so that it would slide through my hands as he went and I followed.


  Dashiell's head was above the ground. He was air-scenting. He turned it from side to side and then began to move, quartering the area of the courtyard where we had entered, searching a section at a time at a speed I could barely keep up with. Then he pulled me to another part of the yard, and now he was moving in a straight line. He stopped, pushed his nose into the pile of leaves in front of him, then sat and barked once, looking toward me, then back at the ground in front of him. He pawed at the leaves once, then barked again. I caught up quickly, testing the air. Nothing. I thought about using the Vicks anyway, but decided to wait. I didn't want to lose my own sense of smell unless I absolutely had to. I didn't know what Brody had borrowed. He hadn't said. But unless he'd buried a rotting corpse in the church courtyard or borrowed whatever Dashiell had found from the morgue, it wasn't all that likely that the odor Dash had followed would be discernible by me.


  I knelt on the wet ground and carefully began to brush the leaves away with my hands. There was loose soil underneath. I brushed that away, too, until I saw it. Dashiell began to speak, not a bark, but a low mumbling noise he made when he was excited or wanted something. Kneeling next to the shallow grave, both of us looking at the single bone, I put my arm around him.


  „You did good,“ I told him. „You did great.“


  All I could smell was the musky odor of the damp ground. For Dashiell, there was much more. I could hear his tail stirring the wet leaves behind him. I put some leaves back where they'd been on the odd chance someone would happen by before Brody returned. Then I stood, and so did Dashiell. Suddenly I broke away, running across the lawn. I stopped and turned to face him, patting my chest. When he leaped in the air, I put out my arms and caught him. He turned and began to lick the rain off my face. Then he put his wet cheek against mine and held it there. „You did it,“ I whispered, squeezing him against me. „I knew you could.“


  Leaving St. Luke's courtyard, I carefully pulled the gate closed behind me, not happy that it would remain open for the rest of the night. But then I saw him across the street, sitting in a parked car. Well, I didn't exactly see him. What I saw was the ember of his cigarette, flaring as he inhaled. I could have walked over to the car, to thank him. But I didn't. I didn't wave either. Had he wanted to talk to me then, he would have gotten out. He hadn't. He was waiting until I left to retrieve the bone and lock the gate. I started to run and didn't stop until I was standing in front of my own gate, trying to catch my breath.


  As late as it was, I was too elated to feel sleepy. I had thought that Dashiell's previous search work would help him learn human remains recovery more quickly, and now it seemed I'd been right. I dried Dashiell, ran a bath and peeled off my wet clothes. Sitting in the tub, head back, eyes closed, I heard the phone ring. I heard my own outgoing message, Dashiell barking. Then I heard his voice.


  „I know what you did,“ he said. „Just remember, there are consequences for every act.“


  There was something familiar about what he'd said, something too familiar. I got up, put on my robe and, still dripping, walked into the office and hit play on the answering machine, listening to Parker's message a second time. Then I took the stairs two at a time, picking up O'Fallon's notebook and paging through it quickly. I knew what I was looking for would be on the right-hand side, but I couldn't remember exactly where it was. And then I found it, about two thirds of the way down the page. It was with the material about police suicide. It said, „No shot fired goes unheard. There are consequences for every act.“


  That was in pen. And on the following line, in pencil, perhaps as an afterthought, he'd written, „Could God love someone like Parker? And, more to the point, what about someone like me?“


  


  


  CHAPTER 18


  I had thought I'd wait until Saturday before asking Maggie anything more, before I mentioned the letter she'd written that Tim hadn't lived to see, before I tried to find out what was going on with this unlucky family. But reading Tim's notebook made me change my mind. When I woke up on Friday morning, half the day was gone. But Maggie might still be home. I pulled out her letter and read it again. Then I picked up the phone and made the call.


  „It's Rachel,“ I said when she picked up.


  „Is there something wrong?“


  I didn't know if it was her mind-set making her ask, her recent experience, or the tone of my voice. Whatever it was, hearing the fear in her voice, I couldn't go on. It was true that there was no more time for beating about the bush. I had to understand more of what was going on before seeing Parker again. That would be the next day, if not sooner. But I couldn't push Maggie, not over the phone, not after all she'd been through. I was going to have to find out what I needed to know on my own.


  „Oh, nothing at all wrong,“ I told her. „I was just confirming tomorrow, to make sure you're coming.“


  „I am, yes.“


  „And I wanted to tell you that Tim's neighbors are having a memorial in the afternoon, out in the garden. They asked me to be sure to invite you and Dennis.“ The truth was, I'd forgotten to call either of them. „I was going to call him next.“


  „A memorial, how lovely of them.“


  „I'll call Dennis,“ I said, hoping she'd tell me she'd do it. But she didn't.


  I looked up the number of his Lexus dealership and dialed, waiting for a secretary to pick up, but it was the same voice that I had heard on my answering machine, the call I'd never returned because Maggie had said she'd do that herself. I was feeling the weight of speaking to another grieving relative. I was thankful he was at work so that I could make it short.


  „It's Rachel Alexander, Dennis.“


  „Oh, yes.“


  „The reason I'm calling is that Tim's neighbors are having a memorial for him tomorrow at four, in the garden behind his apartment. They asked me to be sure to ask you to come.“


  „Tomorrow at four?“ he asked, sounding distracted, perhaps working on the computer as we spoke.


  „Yes, just a small group. I imagine people will share some memories of Tim. And while you're there, if there's anything from his apartment you'd like to have...“


  There was an awkward silence.


  „I hope you can make it,“ I said.


  „Of course, of course,“ he said. „At four?“


  „Yes, four.“


  „Um, can you give me the address? I don't know that I have his latest.“


  I wasn't sure exactly how long Tim had been in the apartment, but from his low rent I knew it was at least fifteen years, probably longer. I gave his brother the address and instructions on how to get there. I told him I was looking forward to meeting him. Then I hung up, thinking again about why Timothy William O'Fallon had thought a stranger would be better able to handle his estate than a blood relative, starting to understand his decision.


  I felt knots in my shoulders and when I looked down at my own lap, both my hands were resting against my thighs, balled into fists. I was in no shape to deal with Tim's brother and sister, with reading the rest of O'Fallon's notes, with much of anything. I decided that Jin Mei had hit the nail on the head, but instead of meditating in a garden, I'd do it where I did it best, in the pool at the McBurney Y. I fed Dashiell and took him out for a long walk. Then I grabbed my swimming gear and one other thing and headed out.


  Floating on my back in all that blue, I couldn't have thought about the O'Fallons had I wanted to. There was something about being in the water that emptied my mind and let it float as free as my body did. I had done twenty-five minutes of lap swimming, concentrating only on my breathing and feeling my body moving in the water. I had stretched my legs at the shallow end. And now, floating, my eyes closed, I felt at peace. I took a hot shower, got dressed, and feeling relaxed for the first time since I'd heard of Timothy O'Fallon's death, I began to walk home.


  On the way home, I remembered that I was out of fresh vegetables for Dashiell's meals. I stopped at Integral Yoga and got a couple of bags of food—carrots with the tops on, dandelion greens, green and yellow squash, and some fruit for me. Then I headed to Horatio Street, but not to O'Fallon's apartment. I opened the bag with my swimming gear and took out the plastic bag and a spoon. Then I bent next to one of the few tree pits that weren't planted with summer flowers, dug a little hole and dumped the extracted teeth into it, covering them with dirt and tamping it down. Picking up my groceries, I headed home to go back to work. But just a block away, there was a dead pigeon lying against the curb. You don't see that very often, considering the number of pigeons living in the city. So I decided to make good use of this poor soul. Looking around, hoping no one was headed my way, I knelt, slipped a dog bag over one hand like a glove and plucked a couple of feathers from one bent wing. Then I took a detour, a third of the way down Jane Street, made another hole in another tree pit and buried the feathers there, a possible false find to sharpen Dash's training.


  There was a notice in the mail saying O'Fallon's body had been released. When I got inside, I called the funeral home he'd designated in his will and arranged for them to pick it up. He'd requested cremation, but he hadn't specified what was to be done with his ashes. Perhaps he assumed that I could figure that out as well.


  Instead of doing more work, I took Dashiell for a long walk along the river. When we got home, I thought I'd better make Dash's food before going back to O'Fallon's notebook, have it ready when mealtime rolled around. I put on the radio, a Bach concerto was playing, and spread the greens out on the counter. Chopping dandelion greens and carrot tops and grating squash and carrots was another form of meditation for me, something that kept me in the moment, that kept my mind free of the buzz that usually filled it. When I was finished, I stirred in some yogurt and put the mixture in the refrigerator, taking out some ground turkey to defrost so that I could add it to the vegetables at mealtime.


  Finally, I sat on the couch and picked up the notebook, but I didn't open it. I started instead to go over the things I'd learned, to think about them—about Maggie's letter, about the location of the tile that had been replaced in O'Fallon's bathroom, about Parker's aunt who had gone missing, about how distracted Dennis O'Fallon had been on the phone. When I opened the notebook, I noticed a small red smear on the corner of the page I was about to read, as if O'Fallon's thumb had been bleeding when he'd turned the page to continue making notes. I wondered if he'd cut his hand in a work-related incident or if he was tense and bit his cuticles, the way my ex-husband used to—cool on the outside, knotted up within.


  And then I started to think about Maggie again. She'd seen her brother at their mother's funeral service and written him that evening, not long after he'd left her home. What was that all about?


  There was a list of items stolen, meticulously recorded on the left-hand page, items taken by Parker. Maybe Tim didn't care about his things, only about trying to give this man he'd taken in a chance. His life didn't seem to be about material possessions. It's hard to believe he would have become a cop if he had cared about money and possessions. But still, you'd hate to have your things just disappear, to look for a cigarette lighter, a pair of cuff links, a watch, and find it isn't where you left it, to realize that it wasn't misplaced, that it was gone forever.


  It was late, but the turkey was still frozen and Dashiell needed a walk anyway. I had thought to leave the teeth for him to find in the morning, but decided to give it a try then. It was eight-thirty. The street wouldn't be crowded. People were already home from work and the transvestite hookers who worked the meat market and used Horatio Street as an outdoor hotel were not yet on the job.


  I grabbed the leash, my keys and some pick-up bags. Dashiell was already waiting at the door. As soon as I opened it, he ran to the wrought-iron gate, then back to me, then back to the gate. His ears were back and there was a manic look in his eyes, all the enthusiasm in the world balled up and shoved into the very idea of a walk around the neighborhood, one of the many things I loved about dogs. And one other, the joy they got from working. Of course Dashiell didn't know he'd be working on this walk. He didn't know that until we got to Twelfth Street and I told him to find bones. I tapped the closest tree pit, this one planted with pink impatiens, and repeated the command. He checked it out in no time, moving on to the next and then the next. We snaked down one side of the street, back up the other, staying between Greenwich and Washington streets, working our way to Horatio and the tree pit with the buried teeth.


  When we were coming around the north side of Jane Street, Dashiell stopped, his head hanging over the tree pit with the buried feathers. I thought he'd turn to look at me, that I'd tell him, „No, leave it, find bones,“ but that's not what happened. He bent his head over the earth that covered the feathers, shook it once and then headed for the next tree.


  I decided to keep my mouth shut and let him work. I could see the alertness in every muscle in his body. He didn't need to be interrupted with praise or petting. I had no doubt that he knew exactly what he was doing. I had no doubt he'd stop at the tree pit where I'd buried the teeth, sit, turn to look at me and bark once. Which is what he did. „Piece of cake,“ he might as well have been thinking. „Next.“


  I didn't have the spoon with me, so I used a plastic pick-up bag to scoop away the earth. I let him peer down the small hole. I told him he was the greatest dog ever born. And then I picked out the teeth, turned the bag inside out and made a knot in it, dropping it in my pocket.


  I was only a couple of doors away from O'Fallon's building. When I stood, I saw a young couple coming out, the man carrying a baby stroller down the steps and placing it on the sidewalk, the baby screaming at the top of her lungs. It seemed Emma was still having teething problems. He was very tall, a chunky man with an awkward gait. His wife was small with something steely in her posture, a determination in her stride, even when she was accompanying a yowling baby. I was going to introduce myself, but they headed the other way, perhaps in the hope that a walk along the river would put the unhappy baby to sleep.


  The house on the comer of Horatio and Greenwich streets was being renovated. We walked under the sidewalk bridge hung with dusty plastic sheets. The first-floor windows were covered with opaque plastic to keep the dust out. Or maybe it was to keep it in. If that was so, it wasn't doing a very good job. I could feel the grit of construction debris under my shoes and taste the dust in my mouth as we walked between the ghostlike building and the long, low Dumpster at the curb.


  Back at home, I mixed the ground turkey into the vegetable mix and gave Dash an extra large portion. He'd finished eating before I put away the rest of his food. I didn't feel like cooking for myself, so I picked up the phone, called Pepe Verde and ordered chicken Milanese, and while I waited for my food to arrive, I laid out the things I wanted to take with me in the morning. It was going to be a long day, Maggie there early, then the memorial, perhaps dealing with Parker and the things he'd left behind, some of which, as he had apparently figured out, would not be where he'd left them. I thought I'd put him off again, at least until Maggie had gone home. I didn't think Maggie O'Fallon needed to deal with Parker Bowling on the day of her brother's memorial service.


  I planned to go to bed right after eating, get up early and get to O'Fallon's. I needed to make sure the shower curtain was closed. I thought I'd throw some towels over the rod, too, make it less likely the curtain would be opened. I had no idea how curious Maggie would be, how much she'd want to know, or to face. Perhaps in her heart she already knew the truth. Perhaps she knew more than I could guess.


  I decided to sit outside for a few minutes before going to bed. As it turned out, I sat in the garden until all the lights in the neighboring buildings had gone out. And then I sat there even longer. There was a cloud cover and I couldn't see any stars. Even the moon was difficult to make out, a shadowy crescent, pale and undelineated. Instead of lying under the oak tree or poking his big head into the ivy, looking for God knows what, Dashiell sat with me on the top step. He leaned against my side, his cheek against mine, as content to be in my company as I was to be in his. It must have been nearly two before I locked the door and followed Dashiell up to bed.


  Even then, sleep wouldn't come. Just a few days earlier, I hadn't recognized Timothy O'Fallon's name. Now I was unable to get it—or him— out of my thoughts even when all I longed for was to go to sleep.


  


  


  CHAPTER 19


  I got to O'Fallon's apartment at eight, two hours before Maggie was due to arrive. I decided to tackle the kitchen first. I wanted to get rid of that mound of dirty dishes before she came. I put on rubber gloves, ran the water as hot as it would get, and then stood there looking at the mess Parker and his buddies had left. Then I shut off the water, drained the sink and began to double-bag the musty ashtrays, the cheap unmatched glasses, the plates and platters and pots and pans that nobody would want, carrying them to the trash cans out front, two bags at a time. I saved two glasses and two cups, in case Maggie and I wanted water or tea, and a large bowl that I filled with water for Dashiell. I began to go through the kitchen cabinets next. I didn't think either Maggie or Dennis would want an open box of Ritz crackers, almonds from the year one, half a six-pack of diet ginger ale, Cheerios, enough Campbell's tomato soup for a small army, an open box of linguini.


  The shelves were grimy. If the place were a condo or a co-op, I would have called Maria Sanchez to come and clean everything before it went on the market. But it was a rental, and cleaning up before re-renting would be the responsibility of the landlord. I merely closed the empty cabinets and scoured the empty sink.


  There was more to do in the kitchen but I wanted to make sure the bathroom was taken care of before Maggie came. The bathroom, I thought, trumped everything.


  I found some towels and a bath mat at the very top of Tim's closet. I took those down and filled the empty rack with hand towels. Then I closed the shower curtain, hoping it would stay that way. And thinking it might discourage Maggie from moving it, I hung two large bath towels over the shower-curtain bar, as if they'd been put there to dry. I put the mat in front of the sink, then opened the medicine cabinet and dumped everything into a garbage bag. The less time Maggie spent in the bathroom, the better.


  I still had forty minutes left. I'd left the couch pillows upturned. I put them back the way they should be, smacked the couch in a few places to give it better shape, tightened the cover on the daybed, opened the shutters to give the room more light and then started on the desk. I'd left a lot of papers there, things I wasn't finished with. I stacked those neatly and slipped them into the briefcase, wiping the dust off the desk with a paper towel. Now all that was left was a cup that held pens and pencils, a small bronze statue of a horse, the small purse I'd found in the comer of Parker's closet and the photo of Kathleen O'Fallon, the one the police had found on Tim's desk at the time they found him dead in the bathtub.


  I wasn't sure what to do with the photo. I surely didn't want to tell Maggie the circumstances under which it had been found. But it was a lovely portrait and I thought she might want it. So, as a compromise, I propped it up against the books on one of the shelves adjacent to the desk.


  When I looked back at the desk, there was one more thing to put away, that small purse. So I stood it on the shelf, right next to the photo. But when I looked back at it, I realized I'd made a little shrine of my own. So I took the purse and dropped it into the bottom desk drawer, out of sight.


  For a moment, I thought about emptying out my mother's apartment. My sister Lili and I would take turns dredging up some of the awful things our mother had said to us when we were growing up, laughing at the memory of them, as if they hadn't cut to the core at the time. And then we'd realize, as if for the first time, how final this departure was and we'd begin to cry. Sometimes it was an object that got to us, like the shoe box we found with pictures of us as kids. „She loved us,“ Lili had said, as if that were a complete surprise to her.


  I sat in Tim's chair, looking at his mother's implacable face. Maggie looked very much like her, someplace to the west of placid. Perhaps „unfeeling“ was the right word, though it seemed cruel. But if she had closed herself off, who could blame her? We all did what we had to in order to survive.


  I wondered if the facade would hold up when she got here, when she was in the place where her brother had lived and died, a place, as far as I could tell, where she'd never been. I wondered what sort of surprises Maggie would discover among her brother's belongings, and if she'd cry the way Lili and I had, tears we thought would never stop.


  I wondered if she and Tim had said anything beyond hello at the wake because it was that very night that Maggie had sat down to write her brother the note I had found in the mailbox the first day I was here. „We have to talk,“ she'd said. Why hadn't they talked that afternoon? Even with a house full of people, they could have found a moment to themselves, surely he could have stayed later, if that was what it would have taken.


  Tim's closet was nearly empty, the clothes and shoes packed up for Housing Works. I decided to put those bags and suitcases into the bottom of his closet, to get them out of the way. It was ten to ten. I walked through the apartment feeling pleased. I thought that aside from the wear in the living room rug, the dust I was sure was on all the books, particularly those on the higher shelves, and the fact that the place could have used a paint job, it might pass muster with Maggie. I sat on the couch to wait for her to come when my cell phone rang.


  „Success the other night?“


  „You mean the bone? Yes, he found it.“


  „Any problems?“


  „None at all. Thanks for this. It was just what he needed, what we both needed.“


  „Good,“ he said, „that's good. And the false hides, did either of them fool him?“


  „You did that, too? No. He pretty much went straight for the bone. An ulna?“


  „A radius.“


  I didn't think I'd get an answer had I asked him where he'd gotten it. So I didn't. I waited, wondering what he had to say that couldn't have waited. I was going to see him in a few hours, unless something came up at work. Was that what he'd called to say?


  „I'm at Tim's apartment,“ I told him. „Are you still planning on coming later, for the memorial?“


  „Yes, I am.“


  „But?“


  The bell rang. I went to the intercom and hit the button that unlocked the front door, thinking I should have asked who was there, even though it was ten, the time Maggie had said she'd be here. Though I hardly knew her, I couldn't imagine her not showing up on time.


  „We found Parker's aunt.“


  There was a knock at the door.


  „Where was she?“ I asked, opening the door for Maggie. I held up one finger, to tell her I'd be off the phone in a minute.


  „In the Hudson,“ Brody said. „I wanted you to know before you read it in the paper.“


  I waited, but he didn't continue. „What would I find, if I read about it in the paper?“


  „Not too much.“


  „Some details about her career, I imagine.“


  I heard a phone ringing on the other end, someone yelling.


  „But not that she was dead when she went into the water,“ he said.


  „Oh.“


  „Her neck had been broken first.“


  Maggie was still standing in the doorway, just looking. I motioned for her to come in, then closed the door behind her.


  „Was there ID? Did they know who it was right away?“


  „Yes. And yes.“


  „Odd.“


  „Not as odd as you think.“


  „How did, um, she get found?“


  „Is someone there?“


  „Yes. Exactly.“


  „Mary Margaret?“


  „Yes, that's right.“


  „There was a mark on one ankle. Someone had tried to weigh her down but the rope didn't stay tied.“


  „Someone? You mean Parker?“


  He didn't answer me right away. I heard him strike a match. „The putz couldn't even do that right,“ he whispered. „How hard is that, to tie a knot that stays tied?“ I pictured him shaking his head, taking a drag on the cigarette, the ashtray on his desk brimming over. Or maybe he'd just dumped it. Maybe there was a cloud of ash rising from his wastebasket as we spoke. „She'd been in the water about a week, time enough in this weather for her to come back up to the surface. A civilian spotted her, called it in on his cell.“


  „So it seems Parker had a place to stay the very first night.“


  „So it seems.“


  „He told me he'd stayed with a friend.“


  „Told us he'd gone drinking with his buddies, that they'd stayed out all night.“


  „He ought to get his stories straight.“


  Maggie was holding the picture of her mother, standing with her back to me. I turned around, too, facing the door, and lowered my voice.


  „Where is he now? In jail?“


  There was another silence on the line, this one longer.


  „Michael?“


  „Believe me, we'll find him.“


  This time I was the one who had nothing to say.


  „The closets at her apartment were full of his things, most of them new,“ he said.


  „Freshly shoplifted?“


  „Could be. He had a nice little shrine set up on the coffee table. There was almost nothing of his aunt's personal effects in the place. You'd think he had been there for years, that it was his apartment, not hers.“


  „He threw her stuff out?“


  „When the detectives spoke to him earlier, he claimed she went on a trip, took her things with her. He said she left him a note to that effect, saying he could stay there until she got back.“


  „Let me guess. He neglected to save it.“


  „That's what he said.“


  „And he had nothing to do with ...“ I turned around to see if Maggie was listening, but she


  was gone. That's when I heard the shower curtain being ripped back.


  „I've got to go/' I said, ending the call and running toward the bathroom.


  The door was open. She stood in the middle of the room, staring at the tile wall, her body so still I thought she might no longer be breathing. But then she made a little noise, almost like a cough but not quite. When she turned around, her face was composed.


  „Where shall we begin?“ she asked. As if nothing out of the ordinary had happened here, as if she didn't understand the meaning of what had been right before her eyes.


  „Maggie, I—“


  She waved a hand at me, took a deep breath. „Are there any other photographs?“ she asked. I stepped out of the way and she walked past me, through the kitchen and back to the living room. I put some water in the kettle and lit the stove. „I gave this to Timothy just last week,“ she said, holding the photograph of Kathleen, the one that had been found on his desk the afternoon he'd been found dead in the bath. She looked around for a place to put it. I figured she'd take it, take all the family pictures.


  „Let's put the things you want to take on the daybed for now.“


  She walked over to the daybed, Tim's bed, carefully smoothed the cover I'd smoothed less than an hour before, and put the photo down. Then she began to look at the pictures hanging on the walls.


  „It's all the family,“ she said, her hand to her lips. „When we were young.“


  I followed behind her. Dashiell did, too, staying at her side.


  She began to take the photos off the walls and I went to get the paper towels, so that we could dust them off, wishing I'd thought to bring some boxes so that she had a place to pack them. While she dusted and stacked the framed photos of herself and Tim and Dennis and Joey, I made two cups of tea and set them on the table. Then I picked up the briefcase from the floor near the desk, taking out the letter Maggie had written to Tim after seeing him the week before.


  „Come in the kitchen. Let's have a cup of tea,“ I said, walking to the table ahead of her, the blue envelope in my hand.


  „What's that?“ Standing behind her chair.


  „I've been collecting Tim's mail,“ I said. „The lawyer for the estate, Tim's lawyer, pays the bills and sends me the checks to sign. She'll take care of all that. But this was in the mailbox the first time I came.“


  I pulled out my chair and sat. Maggie remained standing.


  „He never read it then?“ She pulled out the chair and sat, putting her hands around the mug. „No, of course he didn't. I didn't mail it until Saturday night. He couldn't have read it, could he?“


  „No, he couldn't have read it.“


  I took the letter out of the envelope and handed it to her. She moved her cup aside, wiped the table with her hand to make sure it was dry, and put the letter down in front of her, smoothing it flat with her hands.


  „Will you tell me about Breyer's Landing, Maggie?“


  She took a sip of tea, looking into the cup after she'd put it back on the table. „They say hot tea cools you off in summer,“ she said.


  „There's not much here. It was either tea or water.“


  „This is fine. I always find a cup of tea comforting, don't you?“


  Dashiell lapped some water from the bowl I'd put down, then sighed and slid down noisily next to Maggie's chair. Then there was only the sound of the air conditioner, the compressor cycling on.


  „It's up on Clausland Mountain, in Upper Nyack. The boys would ride their bikes up old Tweed Boulevard and then hike in to the swimming hole. It was forbidden to go there, of course. For one thing, it's part of the army's property. For another, it was dangerous. It was a deep hole in the mountain where the water would collect from melting snow, rain, any sort of runoff. Of course there was no lifeguard, no supervision of any kind. It was just a hole filled with icy water, surrounded by rocks, inside and out. All the parents made a point to tell their children not to go there, but they all did. All the boys, anyway. That's how they'd prove themselves, by jumping in,“ she said, her voice cracking. „It was the way they'd show how brave they were, how little they valued life. Or so they thought.“


  „You couldn't be cool if you didn't do it.“


  „Exactly. Of course, they didn't invite me. They didn't want girls there. If a girl jumped in, it would spoil it. It would no longer be considered a brave thing to do if a girl could do it.“ She stopped to sip her tea. „There was a rumor that this girl Nancy Shapiro went once and dived in. She was a Jewish girl, from over in Orangeburg. We didn't know her. And I only heard it was so. I couldn't swear to it.“


  „But you never did?“


  „No. I was never allowed to go.“


  „But you did.“


  „Twice. I was there when Joey hit his head and drowned. And I was there again when they pulled him out.“


  „Tell me about it,“ I whispered. I wanted to reach for her hand, but they were both around the warm mug, her eyes down, seeing then, not now, not me.


  „It was a Saturday. They all left on their bikes, my brothers and my cousins Liam and Francis, the five of them. It was always the five of them, always together. I asked Tim if I could go and he said, 'Don't be ridiculous.' And when I asked him why, he said, 'You're a girl.' As if any fool would know the reason without asking. Any fool but me.


  „After they left, I took my bicycle and followed them. I'd heard them talking once or twice, about what roads they took. And I'd been on Tweed Boulevard. I just wasn't sure exactly how to get to the swimming hole, to Breyer's Landing. I wasn't sure where to leave the road and walk in or which way to go once I did. It was all trees, one spot looking pretty much like the next. I wasn't even sure I'd find them at all because I couldn't be close enough for them to see me. Besides, I didn't ride as quickly as they did, not going up that mountain. Part of the way, I had to get off and push my bike, it was that steep.“


  „But you saw their bikes.“


  „I did, yes. And that's how I knew where to head into the woods. But I didn't leave my bike there. I took it way beyond where they'd stopped and hid it behind some bushes, some overgrown forsythia along the side of the road. Then I wandered for a while. But finally I heard them, their voices. That wasn't so hard. They were shouting. As I crept up closer, careful where I stepped, I could see why. It was at Joey. He was way up on top of the rocks, near where the waterfall came down into the pool. You could see even from below that the rocks were slick, that it was a precarious place to stand. They were all yelling at him, telling him to come down, telling him not to jump, not from way up there. He'd picked the highest spot, the very highest, ten feet or more above the water. I crouched in the bushes, afraid. He was stubborn, Joey. He was the smallest one, so he had to be the scrappiest. He'd take on anyone, Joey would, especially if they called him a baby. That was the worst.“


  „He was twelve?“


  „And me eleven, barely ten months apart. Irish twins.“


  „What happened next?“


  „He looked so small up there with his shirt off, so pale and skinny. I thought he'd jump, to show them. I thought he'd think he had to, or it would be the end of him, that they'd never let him live it down.“


  „And he did? He jumped?“


  Maggie looked up, startled, as if she'd forgotten I was there. „Not right away. Not before I had the chance to look good and hard at Francis.“


  „What do you mean?“


  „That's why I'd followed them. I didn't care anything about their precious swimming hole. I was madly in love with my cousin Francis. I would have gone anywhere just for a glimpse of him, just to be near him. You remember how it was when you were eleven?“


  Maggie looked up again, her eyes shining.


  „I do,“ I told her.


  „He was a beautiful boy with the most startling eyes. They were so alive. Mischief was the fire in them, I guess“—Maggie smiled to herself—“because he was a daredevil, that Francis Connor, braver than the whole lot of them put together.“


  „How old was he?“


  „Twelve, like Joey, only Francis's birthday was three months earlier, so he wasn't the baby. They were the best of friends, Francis and Joseph. 'Find one, you'll find the other,' my father used to say. It was true, too. They were inseparable.“


  „Had Francis made the jump?“


  „I don't know. I'd only ever followed them that one time. How's that for the luck of the Irish?“


  „No one ever said? No one talked about it?“


  She shook her head. „No. If that was their road to manhood, they wouldn't tell a mere girl now, would they? It was something between the lot of them. They never talked about anything they did when they went off together. But I had the feeling Joey was the last to try it.“ She shook her head. „Me, even from the lowest spot, I wouldn't have done it, the water that cold, and black as the devil's heart. If you put your hand in, you wouldn't see your own fingers, and when you pulled it out, to make sure it was still there ... because in no time at all you couldn't feel it, your hand would be blue.“


  „When did you do that?“


  „Do what?“


  „Put your hand in.“


  She stared straight ahead with flat eyes. „After,“ she said, „after they took him out.“


  I nodded. „Maggie,“ I said, „you said you didn't know if Francis had made the jump.“


  „That's right.“


  „Then what made you think he was so brave?“ Thinking that love is blind, even when you're eleven. Maybe especially when you're eleven.


  „It was because of the fire, what he did then, that's where you could see how fearless he was, the second youngest of the boys, but the one to rush in and do the saving when it was necessary.“


  „What fire?“


  „It was the winter before Joey's accident. They were playing cowboys and Indians with a couple of younger kids from Nyack. And the game got out of hand.“


  „How so?“


  „They'd made themselves the Indians and the two other kids were supposed to be the cowboys. They didn't mind. It meant they'd be the good guys. But then the Indians captured one of them and tied him to a tree.“


  „And then what?“


  „They piled some dead leaves around his feet, leaves and small dry sticks. They said they were going to bum the white man at the stake. At first Freddy, he was the kid they'd captured, he thought it was all part of the adventure. It was playacting to him, the same as any other game. And I think it was meant to be. I really do.“


  She stopped and just looked at me, desperate for me to believe along with her.


  „But something changed,“ I said.


  „It was just an accident. Truly.“ She reached across the table for my hand. „One of them had stolen some cigarettes from my father's pack. They did that all the time. Cigarettes, even booze sometimes. And the match, I guess it was, started the leaves on fire. The wind was up and the fire grew too quickly for them to stamp it out. So they began running around and shouting, not knowing what to do, except for Francis. He was the one who untied the ropes and got little Freddy free. Then he took off his own jacket and wrapped it around Freddy's legs and rolled him on the ground.“


  „Was he burned badly?“


  „Not as badly as Freddy. That poor boy, he was only ten, he had a lot of damage to his legs. If not for the patches of snow, it would have been worse. The fire would have moved faster. The woods might have gone up. But after Francis got Freddy free, it seemed to wake up Timothy, Dennis, Joey and Liam. They began to throw handfuls of snow on the fire and then they were able to stamp it out.“


  „Did they ever tell your parents?“


  „They had to tell them something. Francis's jacket was ruined. Everyone had part of their clothes or shoes burned.“


  „They must have been furious.“


  „Not at all. They never knew the truth. No one ever told the truth about anything back then. You just swept it all under the rug and went on.“


  „What did they say happened?“


  „They said there was some kid from Nyack, Freddy Baker, in the woods and he was smoking and accidentally started a fire. They said he ran away and they put the fire out, that that's how they'd gotten burned. The way they told it, they were heroes.“


  „What about Freddy Baker? How did he get home? What did he tell his parents?“


  „There was no Freddy Baker. That's just a name the boys made up, to have a scapegoat.“


  „But what about the real kid, the kid who was injured, whatever his name was?“


  She picked up her cup and put it down again without drinking. „People are pretty resilient, Rachel. I've certainly learned that, being a nurse. You see someone at death's door and a few weeks or months later, they're back living their lives.“


  „As if nothing happened?“


  „Not necessarily. But they go on. What choice is there?“


  „So how did Freddy, or whatever his name was, get home? Wasn't he burned too badly to walk?“


  „He was,“ she said. „Francis carried him.“


  „All the way to Nyack?“


  She nodded.


  „And on the way, they worked on Freddy's cover story?“


  „I guess they did.“ She smiled. „I'm sure they made him the hero in it, too. That's how they did things.“


  „And they were believed?“


  „My father was angry, of course. He told them they should stay closer to home, that they should Stick to themselves, to family. He said they were foolhardy and headstrong, but you could tell, he admired them, too. He wouldn't have wanted boys who were Goody Two-shoes. He loved the fact that they were wild, that they were brave.“


  „They must have told a damn good story,“ I said, thinking Maggie was doing the same thing with me.


  „They could talk the silver out of your teeth, those five. That's just the way it was. My parents liked things to be pleasant, so you grew up telling them the things you knew would make them happy. When you had a problem, you kept it to yourself. We were all good storytellers. It's in the blood.“


  „Were you there that day, the day of the fire?“


  She shook her head.


  „Then if they didn't tell the truth, how did you find out what happened?“


  „Joey. He made me swear I'd never tell.“


  „He told you everything?“


  Maggie took a sip of tea and made a face. It must have gotten cold by then.


  „He told me a lot. But...“


  „Not that he was planning on that jump.“


  „No, not that.“


  „You couldn't have stopped him, Maggie. No one could.“


  „No, I surely couldn't have stopped him. I do know that.“ Close to tears, it seemed. But not crying.


  „Was that what you wanted to tell your brother?"


  She looked up, startled. "Was what?"


  I pointed to the letter. "Is that what you meant? That you wanted to tell him it wasn't his fault that he didn't stop Joey from jumping, that no one could have."


  "Yes. That was what I meant to tell him."


  I got up and put the fire on under the kettle. I should have thought to bring something to eat. But we could always order something in when we got hungry. I hadn't emptied the kitchen drawers yet. I was sure O'Fallon had take-out menus. Everyone in Manhattan did.


  Maggie got up and began to wash both our cups. „Is that lovely garden part of Timothy's place, too?“ She was standing on her toes, leaning over the sink and looking out the window.


  „It's a communal garden for this building and the one next door. That's where the memorial will be.“


  She sat down, leaving the clean cups on the counter. I sat down, too, waiting for the water to boil, for Maggie to tell me more, hoping to learn something that would make everything else make sense. I wondered if that was it, the boys growing up wild, doing some terrible things, if that's why Tim took in all those men and tried to turn their lives around. Did he do it to try to make up for the things he'd done as a boy, for burning poor Freddy Baker, whatever his real name was, at the stake? But lots of boys did things like that, and worse, and they didn't grow up and take dangerous drifters in off the street, spend money on them, risk life and limb trying to help strangers get their lives in order.


  „Liam's suicide must have been a shock to the family. He was so young,“ I said, hoping to get Maggie started again.


  „Sixteen. He'd wanted to be a priest. That was the plan. But after he died, that was the end of it,“ she said. „Everything changed.“


  „What do you mean?“


  „The two families. It was the end of their being so close. For a while, we just didn't see them much, not my aunt and uncle, not Francis. Then they moved away. And everything was different after that.“


  „How so?“


  „Well, it was just Timmy and Dennis then. After a bit, they went their separate ways. Dennis met some new boys in school and started hanging out with them. He spent a lot of time away from home. Tim was by himself a lot or away from the house, too. But when they were home, they didn't have much to say about where they'd been.“


  „That was the time of your father's accident, wasn't it?“


  „It was. That happened right before the Connors moved to Pennsylvania. It's not that far away, but they might as well have moved to the moon, the way things turned out.“


  „You never saw them?“


  She shook her head. „Not after my father's funeral. That was the last. My mother and Aunt


  Margaret kept in touch, mostly letters, but then long periods would go by when neither one of them wrote. I was named after Margaret. She's my mother's older sister and my mother really loved her. I think she was heartbroken when the letters stopped coming. But then, near the end, they would talk on the phone. When Margaret called her, my mother would brighten up. She'd seem content for hours afterward. I was glad of that, glad they got to talking again at the end.“


  „Did they come to the wake after she died?“


  „Oh, no. They couldn't. Uncle Jim is in a wheelchair and Margaret's frail as well. But I spoke to them. They knew, of course. They sent some lovely flowers.“


  „What about Francis? Did he come to the wake?“


  „Francis? Oh, no. With Liam gone, it was Francis who gave his life to God.“


  „He became a priest?“


  She shook her head. „A monk. Perhaps a silent order, I don't know for sure. After they moved, I never saw him or heard from him again. Well, teenage boys don't write letters to their cousins, do they? And now he has a monastic family. Now he has more important things on his mind. Anyway, people lose touch, what with this and that. You know how it is.“


  I did, too. I'd barely spoken to my own sister in the last year. In fact, her house was five minutes from Maggie's. I could have arranged to visit her the morning I was up there, but I hadn't.


  „But at the end, after my mother had asked me to call Aunt Margaret for her, well, that was good, that they were back in touch. They talked for a long time, that day, and a few other times. But I don't know what they talked about. I don't know if my aunt mentioned Francis. My mother didn't say and I didn't ask. We all had something more pressing to think about, and anyway, that was all so long ago,“ she said, „when we used to play together and I had that silly crush on him.“


  The water was boiling. I asked Maggie if she wanted another cup of tea or if we should get back to work. „Both,“ she said. I said I'd go out and get some boxes while she looked through Tim's books and gathered the rest of the photographs. She said that would be helpful.


  „I can't remember what he looked like,“ she said when I handed her the mug of hot tea.


  „Francis?“ I asked.


  She shook her head. „No, my father. Unless I'm looking at his picture, I can't remember his face.“ She looked at me and took a deep breath, as if she'd just remembered why we were here and who this was about. „We all grew up too fast. Tim didn't have much of a childhood,“ she said. „None of us did.“


  I took Dashiell with me, glad for the chance to get out, to get away from the very stories I had encouraged Maggie to tell me. Outside, the sun was shining. There were people going about their lives—kids on skateboards, traffic passing, dog walkers walking other people's dogs, nannies with babies in strollers, pathologically skinny young women with designer shopping bags looking for a place to pick at lunch. We headed to the little deli across Washington Street, where I picked up three smallish boxes and a couple of muffins to go with the tea, wishing I could take a long walk instead of going back inside to deal with all that grief. Standing on the corner, waiting for the chance to cross the street, I glanced downtown. I was no longer sure exactly where the Twin Towers had stood. I didn't know which of the smaller buildings that I could see now had been visible before the attack and which had been hidden by the World Trade Center. Like Maggie, I would have needed a photograph to remind me. I turned away, back toward the traffic heading our way from the meat market, waiting for the chance to cross.


  


  


  CHAPTER 20


  Where'd you get the bone?“ I whispered.


  I could see a reflection of the garden in his sunglasses—the two tables pushed together, the bottles of wine, a pyramid of glasses on either side of them. I could see Jin Mei's feast, distorted on Brody7 s dark lenses: small dumplings and dipping sauces, tiny bite-sized egg rolls, a cold chicken salad with water chestnuts and snow peas, and little round fish cakes with swirls of red bean paste on top.


  „How is Mary Margaret doing?“


  Even in all this heat, he had his jacket on, an ugly print tie, maybe a Christmas present from a brother or a cousin who'd received it the year before, a blue shirt that had been washed a few dozen times too many.


  „Typical,“ I said.


  „What?“


  „You expect me to answer your questions but you never answer mine.“


  „I called to tell you about Elizabeth Bowles, didn't I?“


  „You did,“ I said. „Now tell me something else. Confession is good for the soul.“


  „That's if you confess to a priest.“


  „Don't get technical,“ I told him, the line my mother had used when she was caught in a mistake.


  He shifted his weight and cleared his throat.


  „Anything?“


  „Anything.“


  „Okay. The keys Parker claimed he lost—“


  „The keys to Tim's apartment?“


  He nodded. „They were there, at Ms. Bowles's place.“


  „Then why did he enter by the window?“


  „Probably forgot to bring them with him. If criminals were smart, we'd never close a case.“


  He might have left them in the apartment when Tim caught him partying with his buddies, I thought, but I didn't share what I was thinking with Brody. Maybe after he got in through the window, he picked them up from the little table near the front door or from Tim's desk, wherever he'd dropped them after letting his friends in. Maybe he'd made a point to find them for a possible return visit.


  Maggie was on the west side of the garden, talking to Jin Mei, both of them animated, as if this were a garden party instead of a memorial. I saw Maggie check her watch and frown. It was twenty minutes after four, but Dennis hadn't yet arrived and we were waiting. Netty was sitting in O'Fallon's kitchen so that someone would be there to buzz him in, but there was still no sign of him. As for the others, Irwin and his weird assortment of unsavories, no one knew if they were actually coming at all, so once Dennis showed up, the proceedings would begin.


  „Maggie arrived when we were on the phone,“ I said to Brody. „I turned my back, hoping she wouldn't hear me, and when I turned around, she was gone.“


  „The bathroom?“


  I nodded. „That's when I hung up on you. I figured for sure she was going to blow, that it was going to be Mount Etna at last. But it wasn't. She started to pack up the things she wants to keep, mostly family photographs and some of the books, and telling family stories.“


  „That's good. You're doing a good job.“


  „How so?“


  „You make people comfortable. You're easy to talk to.“


  „Yeah? So talk to me, Brody. Tell me about the bone.“


  „Would you like a glass of wine? Something to eat?“


  I shook my head. Half the people were eating, the other half waiting. Helene Castle was feeding her husband tiny egg rolls while baby Emma slept on his shoulder, her face red and crunched with concern. When I'd first come outside, Helene had introduced herself and David to me and Maggie, then asked if she could have her keys back. She said Tim had a set, in case Netty got herself locked out. Kevin, drink in hand, had introduced me to Rob and we'd talked about Tim for a minute and then about Rob's plans for fall plantings, how he wanted to keep things blooming in the garden until it was covered with snow, and about the pergola he wanted to build next year. He was thinking he'd put in a grapevine. Jin Mei had said she knew how to make grape jelly. Kevin thought it wouldn't be too hard to make wine if they had a good crop. Rob asked if I'd found his keys, by any chance. I said I had found some keys and I'd bring them out later on.


  I checked my watch, worried that Brody would have to leave before the memorial got started. He shook his head, as if he knew what I was thinking.


  „Let it go. These things never start on time.“


  The door opened and Irwin appeared in the doorway. I had the sudden image of him on stage, tossing back one side of a long silk cape, taking off a top hat and pulling a rabbit out, then letting it hop about the garden. I guess it was the way he stood there, not entering the garden until he had everyone's attention. But it wasn't that at all. There was a step down into the garden and that step made the garden not inaccessible but difficult for him. I watched as he held on to the doorframe, steeled himself and jumped, losing his footing for just a moment, regaining that and his dignity a moment later.


  „Good to see you, doll.“ He bowed from the waist, one hand behind his back, the other covering his belt. „And Sergeant Brody, good to see you as well.“


  Brody smiled, excused himself and went over to talk to Maggie. I saw her look up, her brow wrinkled as he explained who he was. Then she was nodding, taking his hand, leaning closer to say something.


  I took a step closer to Irwin. „I doubt one of your friends will be attending today,“ I said.


  He looked up. „I read the paper, doll. He always did have poor impulse control. I tried to tell Tim that, but he wouldn't listen to me.“


  „What was it, a Messiah complex?“ I asked. „He had to save—“


  Irwin gave me a look that made me shut my mouth. But not for long.


  „What?“


  „Just something he felt compelled to do. We all have our little compulsions, don't we? What would you say yours were? You can tell me anything, doll, anything at all.“


  „So have you heard from him lately?“


  „Who are we talking about, doll?“


  „Parker.“


  Irwin smiled. „You mean they don't have him tinder lock and key?“ He began to laugh. „New York's finest,“ he said. „Some joke.“


  „They'll get him,“ I said, not so sure of it myself. Like any other predator, Parker studied his prey. When he found someone weak, he knew just how to play it. He might already be using another name, living with another sympathetic citizen with an overpowering need to save the world one drifter at a time, or with some lonely man or woman who thought Parker was not only willing but actually capable of offering them whatever it was they so sorely needed. Of course, he'd failed to get what he wanted from me, but he hadn't selected me. He'd gotten stuck with me, and despite the fact that I was a poor candidate, he'd given it a try. He wanted his stuff and I was the key.


  I wondered about Tim again, about Tim and Parker. I still didn't know what that was all about. I wondered if I ever would.


  „We'll miss Parker at the game,“ Irwin said. „He was a steady loser. By the way, did you happen to find—“


  „Your keys? Yeah. I'll bring them out later.“


  Irwin frowned.


  „It was...“


  „I know. For emergencies. And who better to trust with your keys than a cop?“


  He lifted one hand and I noticed again how short his arms were. Unless he used a step stool, reaching the light switches without some sort of extension stick would be impossible.


  „So, did you have his keys?“ I asked. „Was it a swap?“


  But before he had the chance to answer me, I heard the buzzer that opened the front door. I wondered if I'd know Dennis when I saw him, if he'd look faded and worn, the way his brother had, or too carefully put together, like his sister. But it wasn't a stranger at the door this time. It was Ape and Bill. They'd taken Irwin seriously and come to pay their respects. Or have a drink on O'Fallon, one last time. Ricky wasn't with them. Nor was Andy. Nor Parker. But no one was expecting Parker to show.


  „I see you got the mutt with you again,“ Ape said to me. „He's going to say a few words about the dearly departed, too?“


  „I doubt it,“ I told him. „He tends to play it pretty close to the vest. It's a pit-bull thing,“ I said, „not telegraphing what's on your mind.“


  „Yeah,“ he said. „Whatever.“


  Irwin snapped his fingers and pointed toward the table. „And don't forget one for the lady.“ Without another word, Bill went to get the wine. „He'll probably trip and spill the first round, that clown.“


  Bill was coming toward us with three cups of wine. For a moment, when he was stepping onto the flagstone path, I thought Irwin's prediction might come true. Bill took a step that seemed too big, his hands with the cups of wine flying up, about to spill, but he quickly righted himself. He looked puzzled as he continued heading our way. But when he handed me the plastic cup he was grinning, and once I had the cup in my hand and Irwin had his, Bill, too, took a bow. I wondered if all of Irwin's friends were circus people, drifters before, perhaps, drifters again now.


  „Rachel says our pal Parker is a suspected felon now,“ Irwin said, gesturing toward me with his cup of wine.


  „Say what?“ Bill asked.


  „They think he solved the New York housing shortage by offing his aunt.“


  „He wouldn't do that,“ Ape said, his hands awkwardly at his sides.


  I could see him as the strong man, gone to seed of late. He was wearing a jacket and tie, but I noticed some food stains on his shirt, and his shoes hadn't been polished since he'd bought them. Bill just had a sweater on, red at that. Perhaps he'd done that so that the wine he spilled on himself would be less likely to show. Had Irwin meant he'd actually been a clown?


  „He wouldn't hurt a fly,“ Ape said, glaring across the yard at Brody. „He'd say he was your best buddy while he was robbing you blind, but he wouldn't never lay a hand on you. Cops,“ he said, indicating Brody with his chin, „they never think you're telling the truth, even when you are. I ain't paying respects to no cop, even if he is dead.“ He turned and headed for the door.


  „We'll get started now,“ Jin Mei announced.


  I looked at Maggie, who was looking down, not at the door. Perhaps she knew all along that Dennis wouldn't come. I went back inside and asked Netty to come out and join us, but she said she was going home, that Helene and David had said that would be okay. I thanked her, locked O'Fallon's door, glanced once more down the hall, toward the front door, before stepping back outside.


  People had shifted around, everyone with a drink of wine, all facing Jin Mei. Brody was standing near the door with Dashiell at his side. I stood next to them and waited.


  „We're here today because we all cared for Timothy O'Fallon,“ Jin Mei began. „He suffered many hardships, but he always treated his neighbors and friends with kindness. Today, we've come together to talk about this. I'll go first. When I first moved here, Tim was already living here. If I'd been here first, I would have brought him long-cooked rice, oranges, shrimp dumplings. I would have welcomed him with food. Tim didn't do that. He knocked on the door but he didn't come in. He said he was my next-door neighbor, that there was only a wall between us. He said if I needed anything, I could come to him and he would help me. This was a better gift than long-cooked rice, oranges, even than shrimp dumplings. He was always kind. He was a sad man, but always kind.“


  When Jin Mei stopped, Kevin started, as if it had been scripted. But it wasn't. I could see that some of the mourners looked uncomfortable. Perhaps they were wondering what they could say about this man they barely knew.


  „He was a stand-up guy. There was never a better listener. He was okay by me.“ He swiped at his eyes and backed away, closer to Rob.


  „He didn't have a lot of time, but he always supported the garden,“ Rob said. „One year he said he remembered the tomatoes a neighbor of his used to grow and I bought some tomato plants. They're a lot of work, but we had a fantastic crop. Remember?“ He looked at Kevin, at David and Helene, at Jin Mei. „But he never took any. I don't think he cooked.“ There was some laughter then. „I saw a lot of pizza boxes in the trash.“ More laughter. „But he thanked me anyway. He said just seeing the tomatoes reminded him of home.“


  „We live across the hall from Tim, as most of you know.“ David was bouncing Emma on his shoulder as he spoke. „Helene and I both work and we're very busy. We didn't know Tim well, but we'd see him in the hall and he always said hello, and after Emma was born, he'd always ask about her. He seemed like a very nice man.“


  „He chased me out of his house a few times,“ Bill said. There was an uncomfortable silence this time. „Hell, he had every right. You could never say he wasn't fair. He could've done worse.“


  There were three people there I hadn't seen before. The way they'd nodded when Rob talked about the tomatoes, I assumed they lived on the upper floors of the two buildings that shared the garden. Only one of them spoke, a mousy woman in her late forties. Even when she was talking, she didn't look at anyone.


  „He had my keys, in case I got locked out. I was hoping he'd use them one day. I was hoping he'd come up and visit me.“ With that, her face turned the color of the clematis climbing up the back wall of the garden. „I thought he was very good-looking. Sometimes I'd sit in the garden, hoping he'd come out. But that never happened.“ She covered her face with a handkerchief and began to cry.


  I looked down at Dashiell and found he wasn't where I'd last seen him. When I looked around, the mousy lady was kneeling next to him, her face against his back. He stood steady for her, his tail wagging.


  „I always looked up to my brother. And I loved him very much.“ Maggie took a deep breath, gathering her strength. „But I'm sure I didn't tell him that nearly often enough, and I'll always regret that.“


  „He knew you loved him,“ Jin Mei said, her arm around Maggie's shoulders. „He knew we all loved him. Now let's eat some food, drink some wine and celebrate his life.“


  I went inside and brought out the little pot with all the keys, letting everyone pick their own. Jin Mei hesitated. „Now if I'm locked out, I'll have to call a locksmith.“


  „I know a good one,“ I told her. „I'll give you his number.“


  „It's not that,“ she said.


  I nodded. „I know.“


  „It's the end of something good.“


  I nodded again, out of words for the moment.


  „Did you keep his keys as well?“


  „He didn't need keys to get in.“ She mimed picking a lock.


  I started to smile at her joke, but Jin Mei was dead serious. I thanked her for all the work she'd done and went to join Maggie.


  „I'm so glad you came today.“


  „So am I.“


  „Can you stay a while longer? I thought I'd run out now and get some more boxes and then we can have some supper before you drive home.“


  „I'd like that, Rachel. Do you want to ask Tim's partner to join us?“


  I turned around too quickly so that she wouldn't see the expression on my face. Someone had put a box in front of the tables for Irwin, who was filling a plastic plate with Jin Mei's treats. Kevin and Rob appeared to be arguing at the far end of the garden. Bill was talking to Helene, who was now holding Emma. Jin Mei was standing all by herself, looking very small and lost. I looked for Brody, but he was gone.


  


  


  CHAPTER 21


  I borrowed a stepladder from Irwin so that Maggie could take down the books from the top shelves. I put out two rolls of paper towels so that she could dust the books she wanted to take and handed her the extra set of keys, but that made her shake her head, as if I'd handed her something too hot to hold. She put them on Tim's desk and I was pretty sure they'd be there after she left for home.


  I remembered the pretty beaded purse then, wondering why it had been on the floor of Parker's closet. Had he been about to steal it when Tim had come home earlier than expected, or when the cops arrived? I took it out of the drawer and put it on the daybed with the things Maggie had gathered to pack and take home. There wasn't much there—a dozen or so framed photos that had been hung around the room. With the walls empty and the rectangles of paler paint exposed, the room looked really depressing. No wonder Maggie didn't want a key. I was starting to wish I didn't have to come back again either.


  She was up on the ladder when I was ready to leave. I thought I'd head the other way, toward Greenwich Street, then over to D'Agostino's. Large grocery stores that delivered orders to their customers always had boxes lying around and they usually let people take a few if they needed them. I thought three more would do the trick, and three would be all I could manage with Dashiell along. I grabbed the leash and told Maggie I'd be back soon. Up on the ladder, a book open in one hand, she was reading something. She didn't turn around. She only waved her free hand.


  The moment we were out of the house, Dashiell began searching the tree pits again. I was about to tell him to knock it off when I realized how bored he must have been, spending the day surrounded by grief with no way to work it off. After a pet-therapy session, I'd always take him for a long hike or play ball with him. I weighed the disappointment he might feel at not making a find against the search itself and let him continue. It wasn't a bad idea for him to understand that not every search would be successful. It was one of the many realities he'd have to deal with eventually.


  He checked each pit, putting his nose between the plants and sniffing the earth below deeply. Each time he decided there was nothing there to warrant his attention, he went quickly to the next one, on and on toward the sidewalk bridge surrounding the comer town house. There was a hole cut into the bridge for the tree next to the house, but the tree pit had been covered with plastic. Someone probably thought they were being kind, protecting the tree from construction dust, but they were also protecting it from getting water. It was anyone's guess whether or not the tree would survive the amount of construction dirt on top of the bridge and the lack of sunlight below.


  It was still light out. It wouldn't get dark until after eight this time of the year. The air had started to cool off a little, but the temperature must have still been in the high eighties. Under the bridge, it was permanently evening. The opaque plastic meant to protect the lower-floor windows made the house look haunted instead of temporarily vacated, and the plastic sheets that hung down from the sidewalk bridge made the sidewalk into a gritty tunnel for the length of the house.


  Dashiell was finishing the last planted tree pit before the construction. I waited, wishing I had those teeth in my pocket so that I could give him a successful find for his trouble. But when we walked under the bridge, everything changed.


  Dashiell stopped at the side of the huge Dumpster and froze, his head up, his tail out and rigid like a rudder, the muscles in his back tense beneath his short white fur. There was a sound next, not the single bark he used to signal a find. This was something Dashiell did when he felt it was imperative to get my attention, something he did when my mind was elsewhere, when I wasn't getting it. It was a song of sorts from deep in his chest, halfway between a moan and a bark. When I looked at him, he held my eyes, then turned to look at the top of the Dumpster, then back at me again.


  It might have been anything, I thought. After all, I hadn't asked him to search. I'd only assumed he was doing what we'd just done the other day on this very block. There might have been the remains of the workers' lunches in the Dumpster—leftover pizza, chicken bones. People tossed all kinds of things into the Dumpsters, sometimes trash that was too big to put out for normal collection, furniture they no longer wanted or an old shopping cart with a missing wheel. People parked and cleaned up their cars, tossing everything in with the construction debris. Or they tossed in the dirty diaper they had been carrying in the pocket of their stroller since leaving the playground, having waited for just such a golden opportunity.


  There might have been, in fact, rodents in the huge bin. It was a construction site and this was New York City. I listened for their sound but heard nothing. Still Dashiell was insistent. He approached the Dumpster now, smelling along the seam nearest us, then along the side, the sound of his breathing audible and strong. When he sneezed, he was so close to the Dumpster I could see dust blossom out in front of him. He stood on his hind legs, his front paws against the Dumpster, head up, mouth open, eating the air. He was totally absorbed, but I had left Maggie alone, promising I wouldn't be long. I was just about to ask him to move along when he sat, turned to look at me and barked.


  I know I shouldn't have, but I tugged the leash and called him to come along. Dashiell wouldn't budge. Again, he looked at the Dumpster, his nose in the air, pointing toward the top of it and he barked once more, his front legs coming off the ground, the sound thundering down the deserted street.


  The last thing I wanted to do was to climb up on something and peer inside. And then what? If there were rodents in there, or sandwiches, they wouldn't be sitting neatly on top. In order to be a good trainer, would I have to go Dumpster-diving, the way the homeless did? On the other hand, I didn't want to mess up Dash's training. I looked around, wanting to make sure no one was nearby, figuring I could stand on the bumper of the car parked behind the Dumpster and take a look inside. But Dashiell moved first. From a standstill, he landed on the hood of the car, but he didn't stay there. He barely glanced it and then he was in the Dumpster. I could see his back rounded, his shoulders moving. He was digging. Then he looked over the edge, his brow crushed with concern, and he began to whine, not stopping until I'd grabbed the end of the Dumpster and stood on the bumper of the car behind it so that I, too, could see what had gotten him so excited.


  And a moment later I did. Dashiell's digging had bunched up a piece of the plastic sheeting, pulling it from what it had been covering. He was sitting close to the feet of a well-dressed man in his forties whose head was at an unfortunate angle and whose chest was no longer moving. I was about to hoist myself up to the Dumpster to see if there was any identification in his pockets when that became no longer necessary. As I reached for the edge of the Dumpster, I noticed something across the street that made me change my mind.


  Then I noticed something else. Lying next to the body, there was a key ring. That was odd, I thought, because there were only three keys on it, none of them a car key.


  I stepped back down to the sidewalk and called Dashiell. He put his front paws on the edge of the Dumpster and jumped down to the sidewalk. I took his face in my hands and looked into his eyes. „You're the greatest,“ I wanted to tell him, but when I tried to speak, the words wouldn't come. I sat on the curb, my arm around my dog, until I was able to swallow again. Then I stood, pulled out my cell phone and dialed Brody's.


  „Where are you?“ I asked.


  „Rachel?“


  „Where are you?“


  „I'm at the house,“ he said. „What's wrong?“


  „I'm on the comer of Horatio and Greenwich Street,“ I said. „Dashiell just found a body in the Dumpster next to the comer building.“


  „I'll be right there.“


  „Michael.“


  „Yes?“


  I looked back at the car parked directly across the street. It was hard to miss, a brand-new, shiny gold Lexus with dealer's plates.


  „It's Dennis O'Fallon.“


  


  


  CHAPTER 22


  Is that you, Rachel?“ she called from the kitchen.


  „Yes, it's me.“ I unhooked Dashiell's leash and dropped it onto the little table right near the door.


  „Did you have trouble? You were gone a long time.“


  I walked back to where the voice and the smell of Soft Scrub were coming from. The cabinet doors were all ajar to let their spotless shelves dry. You could have eaten off the counters. Maggie was on the floor, on her hands and knees, a small bucket with soapy water next to her. She was wearing a pair of rubber gloves and working on a particularly stubborn scuff mark.


  „Almost finished,“ she said. „I didn't want to leave all this hard work to you. You said you hardly knew Tim. It just doesn't seem fair.“


  Dashiell started toward Maggie. Anything, or anyone, on the floor belongs to the dog, and having just worked his heart out, he was ready to press his cheek against Maggie's and get a little ear scratch for his troubles. I stopped him with a hand signal, watching Maggie trying to scrub away her grief, thinking about how we all did that, one way or another, thinking mostly of what I was about to tell her.


  „There,“ she said, looking up for the first time, her face damp and flushed with pleasure. „That's much better now.“ She sat back on her heels. There was a dish towel tucked into her waistband, another under her knees to keep her slacks clean. „Did you get the boxes?“


  „No, I didn't, Maggie. I never got to the store.“


  She pulled off the gloves and stood, picking up the pail as she got up. She turned and walked into the bathroom, dumped the rest of the water in the toilet and flushed. Then she put the pail down and came back out, pushing some tendrils of wet hair off one cheek.


  „I don't understand.“


  But looking at her face, watching her watch me, I had the sinking feeling she did.


  „Let's go in the living room and sit down,“ I said, holding out a hand for her to take.


  „No,“ she said. „I don't care to sit down. There's work to do here.“ She turned toward the sink now, hoping for a miracle, a pile of dirty dishes to wash, a pot to scour, some way she could exchange her sweat for the truth to come.


  „It's Dermis,“ I told her. „He did come for the memorial. We found his car across the street.“


  She faced me now. „What do you mean, you found his car?“


  „Dashiell alerted near the comer. There's construction going on there and—“


  „Alerted? What does that mean?“


  „It means he indicated that he'd found something.“ I bit my lip, unable to deliver the next blow.


  „He found Dennis? You mean he's hurt? Something fell on him?“ Maggie pulled the dish towel from her waistband and without looking tossed it onto the counter, wiping both cheeks with her hand as soon as it was free. „Where is he? Is he in the hospital?“


  I shook my head. „I'm so sorry, Maggie. He's dead. It wasn't an accident. Someone killed him.“


  She opened her mouth and roared, not a human sound at all. Her hands flew into her hair, tearing at it. I closed the distance between us with one step, putting my arms around her, squeezing her close, feeling her body shudder and convulse. „No,“ she cried, „it can't be. It can't be.“


  I got Maggie into the living room and sat her on the couch, going back to the kitchen to get her a glass of water. But when I offered her the water, she knocked my hand away, the water spewing out onto the carpet, the glass flying from my hand and bouncing twice before it hit the daybed. I sat with my arms around her while she sobbed. I don't know that I'd ever seen a person cry like that, decades of grief and pain pouring out of her, her body trembling, hot at first, then cold, then hot again.


  After a long time, her head on my lap as if she were a child, my hand stroking her back, Maggie fell asleep. I sat there without moving. Night was coming in the windows now, blue-gray light, and I could hear the sounds changing, too. The birds were no longer singing and traffic had picked up, people coming to the Village for dinner or to go to a club were cruising around looking for a place to park. I heard a motorcycle pass and then, for a long while, the only sound was Maggie's ragged breathing.


  She awakened and sat up nearly an hour later, her face swollen, her eyes red and puffy. I got up to make some tea. When I got back to the couch, Maggie hadn't moved. I offered her the cup of tea but she didn't seem to see it. Or me. I put it on the desk and sat down on the other side of the couch, not quite sure what to do.


  „It was the push,“ she said, staring toward the windows, „it's been killing off the lot of us.“


  „What are you saying?“


  She took a deep breath and let it back out and then she turned to face me. „I lied to you. I've been lying all my life. It's the way my family functioned. Lying wasn't only encouraged. It was the only thing allowed.“


  There was a softness in her eyes, beyond what you see after people sob their hearts out. Without the false smile, the stiff upper lip, the squared shoulders, without her mind rewriting history even as it happened so that her real feelings would be buried and only pleasantries would emerge, she looked naked. She looked, in fact, as if she'd just been bom. Mary Margaret O'Fallon was here in the world, at last.


  „I did follow the boys up to the top of Claus-land Mountain that day. That part is true.“


  „Twenty-nine years ago?“


  She nodded. „And I did hide my bike behind some bushes, farther up the road from the boys' bikes. Then I went into the woods and wandered around until I heard their voices. I bent low, following the sound. It got louder and louder— shouts, jeers, catcalls, the most cutting comments a boy could hear. 'Come on, you little pussy,' Dennis was shouting, hands at the sides of his cruel mouth. 'Jump, faggot.' He turned to Tim and whispered something I couldn't hear. Then they all started to shout. It was like that horrifying crowd mentality when people see some poor soul up on a ledge and those below start shouting the same thing, 'Jump, jump, jump.' I don't understand the human race. Honestly, I don't. I know they were only boys, but still, they should have known better.“


  I waited for the rest. I might have thought it was the teasing that sent Joey off those jagged rocks to meet his maker at the green age of twelve, except for what Maggie had said earlier. „It was the push,“ she'd said. And I didn't think, not now, that she meant the push of words, the push of contempt, the push of thoughtless cruelty. I had the awful feeling, the insistent feeling, that she meant a literal push.


  „Who did it?“ I asked. But as soon as I did, I no longer needed Maggie to answer me. I knew.


  „I could have stopped it. I could have shown myself. I could have said I'd tell on them. I could have ...“ She buried her face in her hands and wept again, but there was no sound this time, just the shaking of her shoulders and the tears falling onto her slacks. I moved closer and put my arm around her shoulders. She looked up, shook her


  head, wiped her eyes with her fingers. „They were all still shouting up at Joey when he left. He went around the back way, through the trees. And then we could all see him, coming out on top of the rocks, right behind Joey. 'Give him a hand,' Liam shouted and then he began to laugh. And they all did. They were laughing when it happened.“


  „When Tim pushed him off?“


  She nodded.


  „Say it.“ I took her hand.


  „When Tim pushed Joey off.“


  „Have you ever said it before?“


  „Not until last week.“


  „What happened last week?“


  „After the wake, I went to the priest. I told him what I saw. I told him that no one knew I'd been there, that I crouched there frozen while they waited for Joey to come up from the dark well. They were laughing at first, then silent, then terrified. I watched it, the fear coming over them like the shadow of the mountain when the sun drops behind it. It was gradual at first, just a little shadow spoiling their fun. And then it covered them, made their world pitch-black, made their souls ache. Was it too much time already? No one had a watch. No one knew. Tim came back down and he and Liam jumped in. I was there each time they came up, gasping for air, blue with cold, but without Joey. I saw them huddle together and whisper. They hadn't saved Joey. Now they had to save themselves. They needed a story. We always needed a story back then. We couldn't have survived without our stories.


  „I waited, flat on the ground, until Francis ran for help. After he'd gone, I ran, too. I ran back to my bike and went home the long way, through Nyack, just in case any of them might be back out on the road, just to make sure no one saw me or knew what I'd seen. It took me an hour and a half to get home. And another hour and a half for everyone else to get back to the house with the news that they hadn't been able to find Joey, that he'd disappeared in that cold, black pit, that he was gone forever. That's when I heard the story, again and again and again, of how they'd begged him not to jump, of how he'd gone and done it anyway, that he'd been a foolhardy boy and that he'd paid the ultimate price. That he'd done it, he'd gone ahead and jumped off that high place with them begging him not to all along. That's what they all said. That's what my parents believed. And I never said a word to the contrary, nor told a soul what I had seen, not until I told Father Jack last week.“


  „Why now, after all these years?“


  Maggie got up and walked over to the windows. She stood there for a while, not answering my question. I thought about the note she'd written Tim that night. After she'd spoken to the priest.


  „I knew that if I confessed my sin to Father Jack, he'd tell me I should tell my mother what I'd seen, what really happened. I couldn't do that. I wouldn't have done that, so there was no point. But once she'd died, I had a burden I wanted to put down. Once she was gone, I thought it would be safe to do that. Now look at what I've gone and done.“


  I was behind her in a moment, turning her to face me. „No, don't say that. Don't do that to yourself. This wasn't your fault, not any of it.“


  „I could have stopped them.“


  „Maybe. Maybe you could have, that time. But that only would have postponed it. It would have happened another time at another place, somewhere you wouldn't know anything about.“


  „That's what he said.“


  „Father Jack?“


  „He said it wasn't my fault.“ Maggie's lips turned into a thin line.


  „And what else did he say?“


  „That I had to tell Timothy that I'd been there, that I knew.“


  „Is that why you wrote him that note?“


  Maggie nodded. „He said I had to tell him.“


  „Yes?“


  „And that I had to forgive him.“ Her fists were clenched now, her face flushed. „He said he understood why I hadn't come to confession.“


  „Because you didn't want to tell your mother, because the truth would be so painful for her?“


  She nodded, her face lined with concern.


  „And because I didn't want God to forgive Tim. I was that angry at him.“


  „And when you wrote the note?“


  She waved a hand in the air, dropping it limply back to her side.


  „You'd worked it all out. You let it all go.“


  „I did. You have to believe me, Rachel, I only wanted my brother back. I only wanted to say how sorry I was for the anger I'd held in my heart all these years.“ The tears were streaming down


  her face as she spoke and she reached for my hand, holding it tightly in both of hers. „I was that cold to him at the wake that he didn't ask for anything of our mother's. He didn't feel at home in his own house.“


  „But you gave him the photograph of your mother, didn't you? You didn't send him away empty-handed.“


  „I did give him the photograph, but not out of generosity. I wanted to remind him of what he'd failed to do.“


  „Meaning?“


  „Never being there for her, leaving it all to me. He should have helped me. He was her son. He should have been there, too.“


  Except that he no longer felt at home, I thought. He didn't feel welcome there.


  „I barely spoke to him. But Father Jack made me see that Timothy didn't mean the harm he caused. He didn't know what would happen then. Or after.“


  „After? You mean Liam's suicide?“


  „And my father's.“


  „You're saying both were related to Joey's death?“


  She nodded. „They were.“


  „Tell me, Maggie.“


  „Liam was going to become a priest. That was his wish, since he was a small boy. And his parents' wish, to give their oldest son to God. But that day, he'd been part of it, not just a bystander, the jeering first of all, and the lying afterward. How could he have become a priest after that, with all that blackness staining his soul?“


  „And you think that's why he killed himself?“


  „I do.“


  „And your father? You think his death had to do with grief over Joey's accident? Because you said he believed it was an accident, that he never knew the truth.“


  She got up and walked over to the daybed, looking down at the pictures. „What's this?“ she asked, picking up the beaded purse.


  „I found that here. I thought it had belonged to your mother and that you might want it.“


  She weighed the purse in her hand and walked back to give it to me. „Why would Tim have a purse of my mother's?“


  I shrugged. „People keep all kinds of mementos. I just thought...“


  „No, it wasn't hers. I've never seen this before.“


  I watched her walk around the room now, looking at books, at the pictures she'd put aside, then coming back to Tim's desk and picking up the statue of the horse.


  „This was my father's,“ she said. „I didn't know Tim had it.“ She moved the horse from hand to hand.


  „You'll want that then?“


  But Maggie put it back on the desk. „No,“ she said, shaking her head. „There's too much there already.“


  „At home?“


  She nodded, then turned away. I thought she must be exhausted. I hadn't seen her eat anything at the memorial and she hadn't had a bite of food before or since then either.


  „Shall we order in something to eat? You're looking pale. You must be starving.“


  „I dream about it a lot,“ she said, „about what happened at Breyer's Landing. We're all there at the top of the mountain, at the swimming hole, my brothers, my cousins and me. It's so clear, as if it were real, Joey still alive. And then it all happens, just the way it did back then, except for one thing.“ She faced me now. She walked right up to me, took my hands in hers. „In the dream, it's me. It's not Tim, it's me. My hands are flat against Joey's narrow back, against his white skin. I can feel the wings of his shoulders, his ribs. And suddenly, I push him—hard—and he goes over the edge. He disappears. In the dream, I'm the one who steals his life, not my brother.“


  She pulled her hands away and rubbed them against each other before tucking one in each armpit.


  „It's me,“ she said, tears falling again.


  I shook my head and wiped her cheeks with my hands. „Come on,“ I said, „we're going to my house. We'll have some dinner and you can stay over. In the morning, after you've rested, we'll come back here and finish up.“


  She began to shake her head. „I don't want to be any trouble to you, Rachel. You've been so kind already.“


  „It's no trouble,“ I told her, picking up Dash's leash, wanting to get her fed and to bed as soon as I could. She would have had to get up early to have gotten here by ten. She'd gone through a dead brother's possessions, gone to a memorial for him and lost a second brother. On top of that, she'd told her family history, secrets that had been kept under cover at a too high price since she'd been a little girl. I had no idea how she was still standing.


  I picked up the briefcase, then hesitated. If the purse hadn't belonged to Tim's mother, then whose was it? I hadn't opened it. The stiff beads made it feel empty, but now I wanted to look inside, to see if there was a price tag, to see if this was just something else Parker had boosted. I opened it and found it wasn't empty. There were two slim gold bangle bracelets inside. And a ring. I emptied the purse into my hand and that's when I saw it, engraving inside the ring: „For EB, love AQ.“ Yet another reason Parker needed to get back into Tim's apartment, to rescue his aunt's purse, her ring, get rid of more incriminating evidence. I put the bracelets and the ring back into the purse and put the purse into my briefcase, opening the door for Maggie and Dashiell, locking it behind us.


  We left her car wherever she'd parked it and walked to Tenth Street. The air seemed to wake her up a bit. We decided to stop at Pepe Verde and pick up some pasta to go but when we got to my house and sat down to eat, Maggie barely touched her food before putting down her fork and pushing the plate away. I took her upstairs to my bedroom and went to run a hot bath for her. But when I went back to tell her the bath was ready, I could hear her even breathing as I approached the open door. She'd taken off her shoes, her knee-highs and her slacks and was lying on her side, on top of the covers, fast asleep. I looked at her legs, the skin tight and shiny, even though the scars were nearly as old as she was. Then I turned what was left of the light blanket back onto her, shut off the light and closed the door behind me.


  


  


  CHAPTER 23


  Sitting outside in the garden, Dashiell rooting around in the ivy, I couldn't get the vision of those terrible scars out of my mind. According to the story Maggie had told me, and story is without a doubt the operative word, Freddy Baker had been the poor little kid whose legs were burned. But that couldn't have been the story they all told their parents, the cover story, not with Maggie's legs burned so badly.


  In that story, the one invented to deflect parental rage, Freddy Baker couldn't have been the victim. He had to have been the culprit, the kid with the matches. Freddy Baker, a kid who didn't exist, had been invented to take the fall. A brilliant ploy, I had to admit. Since there was no Freddy Baker, he could never be found to confirm or deny, not even when the irate father looking for him was a cop, ready, I'd bet, to break both his legs for the harm he'd caused to his only daughter.


  Not only that, instead of getting punished, the perpetrators became the heroes. With Freddy as the bad guy, they were the good guys. They drove him off and saved Maggie from even worse harm.


  I wondered if they had omitted the last name, saying it was a kid named Freddy from Nyack, that that was all they knew. Or was Freddy Baker a name they only used among themselves, telling their parents that they didn't even know the first name of the kid who'd been so malicious, or so careless, whichever way they'd played it? Whatever the specific details of the original story were, clearly Freddy Baker was their code name for the bushy-haired stranger.


  But why was Maggie still lying about the incident now, thirty years later, and to someone not a member of her family, someone whose opinions shouldn't even matter? Or was the question not why, but who? Whom was she covering for this time? Was it Tim again? Had it been his bright idea to capture Maggie, tie her to the tree and set the leaves on fire? She would have jumped at the chance to play with the boys. She would have agreed to anything. Anything, of course, short of the fire. Is that why she still told the story, to mask her own complicity, to hide her brother's guilt?


  Something was nagging at me. Suppose it was Tim who had set the fire, even accidentally, carelessly tossing a cigarette too near the dried leaves. And a year later, it was Tim who had pushed Joey off the rocky cliff. That might explain why he had devoted himself to locking up the bad guys at work but trying to save them from themselves, one at a time, on his own. He spends his life trying to make up for his own mistakes by trying to set other people right. And then, at a low point in his life, overwhelmed by grief and disappointment, he kills himself. Given his family history, the recent circumstances and his easy access to a means, this shouldn't be difficult to buy.


  The police bought it, didn't they? His own partner bought it.


  And then, unrelated to the suicide, Parker, suddenly without someone to supply him with a home, food, money and even a little unwanted advice now and then, kills his aunt so that he can live at her apartment, if only until the next rent bill comes due.


  And Dennis? He parks his Lexus across the street from his late brother's apartment and then what? A mugging gone wrong? Fine. Then why not take the car?


  But the car was still there. I had the feeling that when the cops had shown up, a sea of blue around the faded Dumpster, Dennis's wallet was still in his back pant pocket, his watch still on his wrist.


  I could stretch my imagination around the first two deaths, but not around the third. Things just didn't fit together properly. Something was still very wrong.


  Not a mugging. Something else.


  I could hear the cell phone ringing where I'd left it on the kitchen counter after feeding Dash. I could have sent him for it but I didn't. I waited. But it didn't beep afterward to let me know there was a message waiting. Then I heard the house phone ring. Someone was anxious to get me.


  I walked inside and stood on the stairs, listening. The office door was open. I heard Dashiell's recorded bark, then the incoming message as the answering machine was recording it. It was Brody, back at the house, still working but checking in to see how things were going. He wanted to know how Maggie had taken the news that her last remaining brother was dead. He wanted to tell me, he said into the machine, that the keys I'd found next to Dennis weren't his, that they fit the lock to Elizabeth Bowles's apartment door.


  I grabbed the downstairs phone, told him I was here and walked back into the garden, the lights off so as not to attract bugs. I stood under the night sky, the air cool now, listening to his voice.


  „Maggie's here,“ I told him. „She's upstairs, asleep in my bed.“


  „How did it go?“


  „It was pretty awful.“


  „Yeah,“ he said, „it would be. How are you?“


  „Pretty awful.“


  „Sounds about right.“


  „I was going to call. I have something for you.“


  „What's that, Rachel?“


  I told him about the beaded purse, the mistake I'd made thinking it had belonged to Tim's mother, and then what I'd found inside it.


  „Is it okay if I stop by for it in about ten minutes?“


  „Sure,“ I told him, „I'm not going anywhere.“


  I went inside and put up coffee. Then I went upstairs and washed my face. Maggie and Brody weren't the only ones who were tired, but weary as I was, I was wide-awake. Even with Brody's news, I couldn't write a story I was willing to buy. I couldn't get that tickle out of my mind, the feeling that something was terrifically off.


  I heard the bell and Dash and I ran out to the gate before it rang again. I was hoping to let Maggie sleep.


  „Have they found him yet?“ I asked when he stepped into the tunnel between the town houses.


  „Parker?“ He shook his head, his eyes hooded, his mouth tight.


  „Come on in.“


  He stopped at the stairs again and sat.


  „Coffee?“


  He looked surprised, then nodded.


  „Black?“


  He nodded again.


  I went inside, poured the coffee and retrieved the beaded purse from O'Fallon's briefcase. When I closed the door behind me, we were in the dark. Brody reached for the cup. I sat next to him, the purse in my hand, thinking about what Maggie had told me, about the push, deciding to keep it where it belonged, to myself. I thought about the fire, too, but didn't think that was my story to tell either. So I just sat there, not knowing what to say, not saying anything.


  Brody put down the coffee and took the purse, opening the latch and looking inside. He reached in and took out the gold ring, an antique piece with an oval of jade. He held it close to see the initials but it was too dark. I reached into his jacket pocket, took out his matches and lit one.


  „I always heard that some criminals seem to want to be caught,“ I said, my voice heavy with sadness.


  „You'd think so, the things they leave behind.“


  I looked over at the purse.


  „He'd probably confess, too,“ Brody said.


  Probably. „You mean if you caught him.“


  Looking at me, not smiling. „Yeah. If.“ He sounded cautiously pessimistic. It was a big city, an even bigger country. Parker could be anywhere.


  „I wonder if Tim knew.“


  „Knew what?“


  „That he was failing with Parker. That it was too late for him, that he was never going to be...“ I could feel the tears coming, and though I tried to stop them, I felt first one, then another roll down my cheek. „I never saw anyone cry the way Maggie did,“ I told him.


  „I know,“ he said. „It's the worst job on earth, what you were stuck with. I'm sorry I couldn't do it for you. I had to—“


  „Don't. It's just the way it was. I didn't expect you to take care of it. It's just a lot of loss, all at once. A lot of death.“ Dashiell got up then, walking over to the stairs, lying down against the bottom step, leaning on my feet, his chin on one of Brody's thick-soled cop shoes. Two sad birds with a single stone.


  „She'll have to identify the body.“


  I nodded, squeezing my eyes shut.


  „I'm sorry. You never should have been involved in all this.“


  „Why is that?“


  He reached for my arm, put his hand there, thought again and took it away. It's not easy comforting a stranger, but it was part of the job. I wonder how many of them thought about that before entering the academy.


  „Because he wasn't my friend, my brother, my partner?“


  Brody's expression didn't change.


  „That doesn't matter now, does it? For whatever reason, I'm in it. It's too late to change that, way too late.“


  „And you'll see it through.“


  „I will.“ Thinking that I, too, was a product of my family history, like Timothy O'Fallon, like Maggie. „I can't believe what some people live through,“ I said, „what they live with. The whole family, every last one of them, it's been ...“


  That's when it happened, an oceanic force pulling at me, taking me where I didn't want to go, where it was too damn dangerous to go. I reached for him, putting my hands on his shoulders, leaning toward him until I was kissing his mouth, tasting the coffee he'd been drinking, taking in the heat of his body, the scent of his skin. He reached around me with both arms and pulled me closer, kissing me back. For a moment, everything else disappeared, all those people, all those questions. For a moment, death disappeared. Then I let go, pushed myself back, the sadness rushing back at me.


  A cop. A secretive workaholic with an aversion to showing emotions. What the hell was I thinking?


  But, of course, I hadn't been thinking. That had been the point. Hadn't it?


  Brody slipped his foot out from beneath Dashiell's head so that he could get up. „I'm going to go now,“ he said.


  I stood, too. „Because if you stay, we'll both regret it in the morning.“ More a statement to myself than a question directed at him.


  „No,“ he said, surprised. „Not that.“ He reached for my face, gently wiping my eyes with his fingers. „Because someone's in your bed.“


  I thought he might start to laugh, but he didn't. He was dead serious.


  What the hell was he thinking?


  I began shaking my head. „Just like that? No dinner, no movie, no flowers?“


  Brody smiled. We followed him to the gate. I unlocked it and held it open. But he didn't leave. He just stood there looking at me as if I were the hunk of cake I'd neglected to give him with his coffee. Then he put his warm hand on my cheek, bent to ruffle one of Dashiell's ears, turned and headed back toward Tim's house.


  


  


  CHAPTER 24


  After Brody left, I let the cold water out of the tub and ran another bath. Soaking in the hot water, I closed my eyes and must have fallen asleep because when I opened them again, the water was as cold as the water I'd let out of the tub what seemed like moments before. I opened the drain and turned on the hot water, sinking back into the tub as it got hot again, thinking about Brody, about the warmth of his hand against my face, the taste of his mouth. But just as quickly as that image came, it disappeared. Now I was thinking about someone else in a bathtub, the hot water running.


  Only that time it was the shower running.


  And that time the drain had been obstructed.


  I was thinking about Timothy O'Fallon falling into the tub, the gun dropping from his hand, the washcloth and his foot stopping up enough of the drain so that the tub begins to fill. I thought about the gun lying on the bottom of the tub, soaking, as I was, in hot soapy water, and then I opened my eyes and looked at my hands, the fingertips puffy and wrinkled from being in the water so long, not even looking like my own hands anymore.


  What would have happened to the trace evidence on O'Fallon's hand?


  Gone.


  And the prints on the gun?


  Also gone.


  Parker had messed with the scene as well, turning off the water, letting the tub drain. And there'd been that rookie cop who threw up in the bathroom, then scoured it in an attempt to cover up his weakness.


  The scene was a mess. Had it all been an accident, the work of a bumbling fool and a raw beginner? Or not?


  Suddenly, lying in all that hot, soapy water, I was no longer tired. I was wide-awake. I was feeling the cold stab of truth.


  What if the washcloth hadn't stopped up the drain by accident? What if O'Fallon's foot had landed somewhere else, to the side of the drain, for example, or in front of it? What if the drain had been stopped up on purpose, to destroy the trace evidence? What if someone knew O'Fallon's patterns, his habits, the way a dog knows his master's? What if that person had waited for Tim to take his morning shower, waited, in fact, for him to be shampooing his hair, his eyes closed? What if he had picked that exact time to ease the shower curtain aside, place the gun against O'Fallon's temple and pull the trigger?


  What if?


  Timothy O'Fallon had been a survivor. That was why he'd gone to the post-traumatic-stress group where I'd met him. My guess is he had been doing things like that for much of his life, any support group in a storm, including that one, including AA, anything he could find that would help him live with his own history, not die because of it. Because if that was what he was going to do, die because of it, he would have done it decades earlier, after he'd pushed his brother to his death or seen his cousin tumble so far into depression that he killed himself, or after the suicide of his father. Not all these years later. Not when he'd spent his life atoning for that one terrible mistake.


  Timothy O'Fallon hadn't killed himself. Someone had committed an almost perfect murder, someone who had been studying O'Fallon for a long time. Had he shot him and then left the house, gone to meet someone who inconveniently never showed? Had he started a conversation with someone else in order to have an alibi?


  If not for that alibi, if not for that one thing, everything pointed to Parker. But he did have one. Jin Mei, out in the garden, near the bathroom window, had heard Tim crying. And that was during the time that Parker was seen waiting for a friend, then settling for a stranger, quintessential Parker.


  Of course, Parker didn't really need an alibi, did he? There had been more than enough reason for the cops to close the case quickly: O'Fallon's grief at his mother's death, the stress of the job, the photograph on his desk, not to mention the lack of trace evidence to prove otherwise. The photograph. A nice touch. A flair for the dramatic. That sounded like Parker.


  The real evidence, the hard evidence, that which would nail it one way or another, all washed away. But more than enough of the circumstantial kind.


  That was what was getting to me, eating away at me just beneath the surface of my consciousness. There was too much evidence, too many fingers pointing at Parker. The one thing that didn't fit, the one thing that stood out like a sore thumb was that alibi.


  But suppose he didn't have one.


  Jin Mei knew Tim had been to his mother's wake the day before. Standing in the garden near his closed bathroom window, she thought she heard him crying. But Jin Mei was hard of hearing. Perhaps what she'd really heard had been the shower running, nothing more.


  Suppose there was no alibi. Suppose instead of rushing to close the case, the police had investigated further, suspecting that Tim's death had not been a suicide. In that case, there might as well be a neon sign pointing to Parker. Discounting his fingerprints, because he had been living there, there was still ample reason to look at Parker. He'd had a fight with Tim the day before and Tim had kicked him out of the apartment. He'd been stealing from Tim, lying to him. Suppose all these things had finally caught up with him. Suppose Tim wasn't just throwing him out, but threatening to send him to jail.


  And then Parker's aunt goes missing, just when he needs her to. He moves into her apart-merit, fills the closets with his things, gets rid of everything of hers he can't use. He claims there was a note inviting him to stay, but he doesn't save it, a document, as far as the cops were concerned, that would be considered more valuable than a lease.


  But there was that cell phone message, the one that told him he couldn't live at his aunt's house, not then, not ever again. There was Elizabeth Bowles, an actress's actress, disappearing in the middle of the run of a play. Then found dead.


  Who, if not Parker, had a motive? It had to be Parker. Anyone would have come to that conclusion.


  And then Dennis turns up dead, the keys to the place where Parker is living, his aunt's apartment, found lying next to the body. Who could have dropped them there but Parker? Who might have left the little purse, his aunt's purse, hidden in Parker's closet. Who indeed? There was no end of evidence against Parker.


  All his life he'd been a liar, a thief, a con artist. Why not assume he'd finally escalated to murder? I went over the list again—evidence everywhere, nothing ambiguous. A rookie could make the case against Parker.


  That's when I sat bolt upright. Nobody could be that careless. Not even Parker. Especially not Parker.


  Parker wasn't a careless man. He was thoughtful, meticulous in the way he figured out exactly how to reinvent himself whenever he had the need. His survival depended on his skill. No way was it Parker who killed the O'Fallon brothers and his aunt, leaving enough clues around that anyone at all, hearing the so-called facts, would finger him as the killer.


  The keys next to the body. That was the last straw. I know it happened sometimes, a killer would drop his keys, even his wallet, at the crime scene. But not Parker. He made mistakes, for sure. But not that many of them. Not with something so important, so dangerous. Because like Tim, Parker was a survivor.


  Someone else had dropped the keys near Dennis, left them there on purpose. Someone else had left the beaded purse in Parker's closet. Someone wanted to be sure that if the cops figured out that O'Fallon's death had not been a suicide, there'd be someone lined up to take the fall. There'd be a Freddy Baker in the wings. Only this time the bushy-haired stranger was a real person. This time his name was Parker Bowling.


  


  


  CHAPTER 25


  I didn't think I'd sleep, but I did. Sometime before dawn, thinking about the O'Fallon family with all their secrets, Dashiell lying tight against me on the office daybed, using my legs as a pillow, I fell asleep and stayed that way until I heard Maggie in the hall, coming back from the bathroom. The office door was open and I saw she'd put her slacks back on, that she'd covered her legs.


  „Why?“ I asked her. „After all these years, why tell me that ridiculous story about the kid from Nyack whose legs got burned?“


  She came into the office and sat on the end of the daybed, not looking at me. „I was that ashamed,“ she said, her voice barely a whisper.


  „That you let them tie you up?“


  She shook her head. „No. Not that.“


  „Then what?“


  She sat on the very edge of the bed, as far away from me as she could get. „When I look at my legs, I think: There it is, Mary Margaret, there's the proof.“


  „Of what?“ I sat up, leaning toward her, too tired to be patient or diplomatic, just fed up and wanting to know. „The proof of what?“ I said when she hesitated.


  Maggie turned to look at me then. „That God doesn't love me.“


  „Oh, Maggie.“


  „Last week Father Jack told me it's not true, but I don't believe it. How could He love me?“ she asked, tears tracking their way silently down her pale, swollen cheeks. When I reached for her, she put up one hand to stop me. „Father Jack says God loves us all, that he loved my harsh, unloving father, my timid, alcoholic mother, my brother Dennis, who worked such long hours that there was no time left for his wife, his children, his mother, his brother or his sister. He said that God loved Timothy, even though he murdered his kid brother.“ She was sobbing now, and talking too loud. „And that he loves me, who instead of honoring my parents, my flawed, human parents, dishonored them with a lifetime of lies. That's why I told you that a boy named Freddy Baker got burned, because I didn't want you to know. I didn't want you to hate me, too. You've been so kind. I didn't want ...“ She stopped, one hand momentarily in the air, then falling to her lap.


  „But you did want me to know.“


  „What do you mean?“ Eyes as round as a child's.


  „Maggie, you took your slacks off.“


  Her mouth opened but no sound came out.


  „You've carried the secrets long enough, haven't you?“


  Maggie nodded. „I have. Too long. But it's all I know.“ She got up and took the box of tissues off the desk, sat on the bed again, blew her nose. „When I look in the mirror, Rachel, there's no one there. There is no Maggie O'Fallon. She doesn't exist.“


  „Like Freddie Baker?“


  „Worse than that. He never had the chance. He wasn't real. But I was. And I've let a pack of lies destroy my life and keep me from the people I loved.“


  „In the story you told your parents about that day...“


  „Freddy Baker was the boy who set the fire. We didn't call him by name in front of our parents, of course. That was just for ourselves. Somehow that was supposed to make it less tragic, that we were fooling them. In front of them, he was 'that boy.' And when my father pressed us, we said his name was Freddy, Freddy something, that he'd never said his last name. But among ourselves, he was always Freddy Baker. We joked about him all that year. For the five months my legs were healing, they'd come and tell me Freddy Baker stories, how he 'borrowed' Tim's bike and got it stolen, how he took ten dollars from my mother's purse or a bottle of gin from the liquor cabinet, then how he got drunk in the woods, how he let the air out of old Mrs. Wilderson's tires, whatever mischief any of them made, they'd tell me Freddy Baker had done it. Until Joey died. That was the end of it, of joking, of just about everything.“


  „No more good times?“


  She shook her head. „Not a one.“ She wiped


  her eyes with her fingers and stood. „And it only got worse.“


  „Liam?“


  She nodded.


  „And then your father?“


  „Yes.“


  „Was that right after Liam's death?“


  „No. It was about two months afterward.“


  „And what happened during those two months, Maggie? Did he seem depressed? What was it like at home?“


  „I was just a kid,“ she said.


  „And like any other kid, a sharp observer of your parents.“


  She hung her head, not speaking.


  „Was he sullen, angry? Was it more difficult to talk to him?“


  Maggie looked up and laughed. But it wasn't a funny laugh. Not at all.


  „Talk to him? Did you have a father you could talk to, Rachel? I never did. Everything was the same. It was the same, do you understand? It was as if Joey had never lived, as if Liam had never lived. It wasn't the same for us, for the kids. But when my father came home from work, he still expected to hear good news about school and about friends and about everything. You couldn't say...“


  She stopped and covered her face with both hands.


  „That you were grieving?“


  Maggie nodded. Then she put her hands back into her lap. „You couldn't say you missed your brother or your cousin. You couldn't say that you were scared. Not that you thought...“


  „What did you think?“


  „That I'd be next. That I deserved to be next. Even when I'd wake up screaming, and my mother would come to my room, even then. I'd say, 'Bad dream.' She'd say, 'Don't be silly. There's nothing to be afraid of. You're safe at home.' I remember how the light made her face shine, all that cream she'd slather on every night and the rollers in her hair, everything about appearances, nothing about...“


  „Feelings?“


  „She never asked what the dream had been about. She never wanted to know. That's how they were, both of them.“


  Dashiell turned around and put his head on Maggie's lap. For a while, she held her hands up, then gently lay one on his neck, the other on his broad, warm back.


  „She never sat on the bed, but sometimes she'd sit on the rocking chair. She'd shut off the light and I'd see her face again just for a second when she lit her cigarette. I'd see the shine of that night cream, the kerchief on her head to cover the rollers. Then I'd smell her cigarette and long after she had left, thinking I was asleep, or not thinking about me at all, I'd smell the ashes in the ashtray, a kind of cold comfort telling me my mother had been there, not exactly there, but there in a way.“


  „Did your parents show any emotion about the death of your brother or your cousin?“


  „My mother cried at the funerals.“


  „But not at home?“


  „Not that I saw.“


  „And your father?“


  „If anything, he became harder than he'd been before, more closed, more demanding.“


  „Do you remember right before he died?“


  She nodded. „Locked up in his den all day long.“


  „He'd been home that day?“


  She nodded, then stood. „I'd like to take a bath before we finish up at Tim's, if that's okay, Rachel.“


  „Of course it is.“


  I went to put up coffee while Maggie took a bath, thinking about Freddy Baker all the while. Freddy Baker, the fictitious bad guy. I wondered if Maggie's father had tried to find him, a boy without a last name, a boy who didn't exist.


  I could hear the water running again, Maggie rinsing her hair. I opened the door and walked outside, sitting on the steps where, last night, I had kissed Detective Brody. Last night. It seemed so long ago.


  The phone rang. It was Brody.


  „Don't you ever go home?“ I asked him.


  „Once in a while. Is Maggie awake?“


  „She's taking a bath.“


  „I want to pick her up and drive her uptown, for the identification. Have you mentioned it to her?“


  „Not yet. But I will. Can you give us forty-five minutes?“


  „Sure. That's fine.“


  „And, Michael?“


  „Yes?“


  „When you bring her back, would you bring her to Tim's apartment? That's where I'll be, getting the things she wants packed up so that she can go home.“


  He didn't say anything else. Neither did I. I held the phone a moment too long, waiting for him to hang up, then I hung up first.


  I wondered what I should be doing next. I wondered if I should be telling Brody the things I'd learned. And the things I'd surmised. But then I thought, if O'Fallon had wanted Brody to know his family's secrets, he would have made him his executor instead of me. He hadn't done that. He'd chosen me. He must have known I wouldn't stop until I'd dug up everything. He must have wanted that, to shield Maggie. He didn't know what she knew. She hadn't told anyone. He wanted to keep things from Dennis, too. And to keep the truth from Brody. I could understand that. It wasn't pretty, what I'd heard.


  But why me? What did he want me to do with what I'd found out? Because if I was right and he hadn't killed himself, it had nothing to do with his murder, his death. It had to do with his life.


  Maggie came downstairs dressed, her hair still damp. She accepted a mug of coffee, but she said she didn't want any food. I didn't think what I had to tell her would increase her appetite either. We sat outside at the table. I told her that Brody Would come for her in half an hour, that he'd drop her off at Tim's. I said I'd pick up boxes on my way there and pack up the rest of the things she was taking.


  She reached for my hand.


  „I can see why my brother liked you so much,“ she said.


  I didn't have the heart to tell her again that I hadn't known her brother, that we'd been strangers. Besides, Dashiell was barking and running toward the gate. It was time for her to go.


  I sat in the garden for a while longer after Brody and Maggie left, thinking about Timothy O'Fallon, wondering if I'd ever have the answers I was looking for. I thought back to the beginning, to that day at Breyer's Landing—Joey standing on top of the rocks, the cruel faces of his brothers and his cousins below. But the goading hadn't been enough. Suddenly, from behind, his big brother gave him the push that sent him from this world down into the next, a pitch-black world of ice-cold water and unforgiving rocks. And then the other boys waited, jeering and laughing. And then they waited quietly. They waited for Joey to come up from where he'd gone down, his fair skin blue from the cold. But the water was still where it had closed around Joey, closed as fast as it had opened to accept him.


  How long had it taken for the panic to set in? How long before the horrible realization? How long to make up the story, the story that would become part of their family history?


  At day's end, only one truth is known: that Joey is dead. And even when his limp body is brought out of that cold, black place, none of them break. No one confesses. And so they are believed. There is no punishment from without. But the punishment from within is relentless. Not only for Tim, for every last one of them.


  


  


  CHAPTER 26


  I stopped at the Golden Rabbit on the way to Horatio Street. They had two small boxes they said I could take. I dropped those off at Tim's and went back to the little deli on the corner of Horatio and Washington streets. They had two more boxes for me. I wanted to be sure I could get everything packed before Maggie came and have an extra box or two in case she decided at the last minute to take something else.


  Taking things after someone died often had little to do with the intrinsic value of the items. People often want things they don't need, even things they'll never touch or look at again. The stuff becomes a substitute for love, and because of that, I thought that at the last minute Maggie might have trouble letting her brother's things go, that she might need things to make up for the love she hadn't gotten. And didn't we all fall into that trap at one time or another?


  After I'd packed the pictures and the books that Maggie had set aside, I continued to work. I wouldn't have trouble letting go of the things in


  Tim's apartment. I wanted to be finished, to go on to something I could understand better.


  I decided to empty the desk, take the rest of the papers and records home and look at them there. I slipped the files into shopping bags, taking everything, even things I knew I'd toss later. Then I went back to the bookshelves and saw the little pot that had held everyone's keys. I turned it over into my hand: three sets left. Spreading them out on the desk, I could see right away that one of the sets was Tim's, spare keys to the apartment and the car. I put the car key with Maggie's things and tossed the now useless apartment keys. But then I reached into the wastebasket and held them in my hand. The little pot of keys hadn't been hidden. Anyone coming in here might have seen it. Parker certainly knew those keys were here. He could, in fact, have entered any of the other people's apartments and stolen from them, too.


  As could any of the drifters he called his friends.


  What else did they know, the men Parker hung out with, the men I had played poker with? If they hung out with Parker, they might have heard, at one time or another, big and little details about Tim's life, his schedule, his habits. They surely knew his work schedule because it was when he was at work that Parker would let them in, feed them Tim's food, offer them free access to the contents of his liquor cabinet.


  They'd know about Parker's Aunt Elizabeth. Perhaps they'd been in her apartment, too.


  Had they met her? Was there any way one of them could have called her and arranged a meeting? I tried to imagine this, one of Parker's friends calling Elizabeth and saying he was hurt. She was sick of him, fed up with him. But he was still family. She wouldn't have gone somewhere if he was broke. Broke? That was his middle name. But if he were hurt? Hurt was a different story. Hurt might have gotten her to the waterfront, to one more chance to bail out her nephew. Only it wasn't her nephew who was there waiting for her. It was someone else. A bushy-haired stranger. Freddy Baker. Was that when the purse was nabbed? Had good old reliable Freddy taken her money? Had he taken her keys, thinking they'd be worth having, all the easier to implicate Parker in yet another crime, should that become necessary? Had he left the jewelry she'd forgotten to put back on after the show, something to indicate whose purse it was? Was that how it had happened?


  And did Parker's buddies know about Tim's family as well, pictures of them all around the room until yesterday? Did Parker ask who those kids were? And once he knew, did he tell his friends, „This is Dennis, Tim's brother. He's a Lexus dealer but his brother drives a piece of crap Toyota. This one's Maggie, his kid sister, the one who got stuck nursing his sick mother.


  And if O'Fallon had been miserable enough to leak the truth one night, or if Parker had found the articles I'd found and, shrewd observer of human nature that he was, had put two and two together and figured out exactly what his benefactor was atoning for and why he'd gotten the leeway he did from a cop, of all people, if this had happened, might Parker have also said, „This little one here, this one's Joey, the one Tim pushed off the cliff“? Did anyone ask what the hell he was doing telling Parker how to live his life when all Parker had done was rob a few people who had more than they needed and would never miss it anyway and Tim had killed someone? Did anyone see the irony of that?


  I dumped the keys back into the wastebasket and started to clean out the cabinets below the bookshelves, stacking the things for Housing Works on one side, the things I planned to take home on the other, a couple of books on crime detection and Tim's notebooks. I thought Brody might want them, but I planned on reading them first.


  I'd only emptied one of the cabinets when I began to think about the poker game again and the motley crew that met at Irwin's every week. What did they talk about?


  Because if Tim hadn't killed himself and if whoever did kill him was doing a hell of a job of framing Parker, that would mean that that person not only knew enough about Tim to know his habits, but that he knew Parker well enough, too.


  I checked the time. Brody had said they'd be at least two hours. I decided to be rude instead of calling first. I motioned to Dashiell, clipped on his leash at the door and we headed upstairs.


  „Doll,“ he said. „To what do I owe the pleasure?“


  „Nothing special,“ I told him. „I have to wait around for Tim's sister to show. I thought it might be more fun to wait around with you, if that's okay. It's kind of creepy down there, what with what happened last week.“ I shrugged. He stepped back. I stepped in.


  There were cards on the poker table, a game of solitaire set out. I pulled out a chair and sat. Irwin stood near the door for a moment, then closed it and took the seat next to me, the one with the pillow on it. I noticed that he didn't look at me when he was struggling to do something I could take for granted. But once he was seated, he was all eyes.


  „You think about Tim much?“ I asked.


  „I think about lots of things,“ he said. He leaned forward and pushed the cards away with enough force that some of them went all the way across the table. „What makes you ask?“


  „I don't know, Irwin, but going through his things, I just don't get the impression of a man who would ...“


  „You never heard of surprises, doll? You never had a man you loved insanely walk out on you? You never got slapped by Fate, hit with bad luck, dealt a bad hand?“


  „I have. And Tim had, too. Hell, anyone over five years old has had his share of bad luck.“


  „Some even before they get to be five.“ He was holding his hands apart, as if he were about to catch a ball. „Crap happens. Crap abounds.“


  „And some people seem to be able to function anyway. I remember this old lady I used to visit with Dashiell. We do pet-assisted therapy.“


  He nodded, either because he knew what I was talking about or he didn't but wanted me to get on with it.


  „She was ninety-one and senile. That's why she was living in a home.“


  He raised his eyebrows, tilted his head.


  „An institution. She didn't remember who I was from week to week, but since she was stuck somewhere in her own childhood and she enjoyed my visits, she figured me for a cousin, someone she liked and played with when she was a kid. She called me Viola.“


  „There's a point to this, doll?“


  „Yeah, there is. Even in that shape, the woman ate like a horse. She was in a wheelchair, a tiny little bird of a woman, and she'd pack away her meals like there was no tomorrow. Survival. Some people just have the knack. No matter what hits them from behind, they find a way to go on. I think Tim was one of those people. I'm not saying adversity didn't touch him, didn't hurt him. But he got around it. Or he carried it with him and went forward.“


  „You're saying?“


  What I had come to say to this man should have been obvious by now; it's where the conversation had been heading all along. But since it wasn't and I didn't have all day, I decided to spell it out.


  „I don't think he killed himself,“ I said.


  Irwin blinked. He bent his head and scratched his red hair. Then he looked back at me. „Me neither,“ he said. „I never did.“


  I nodded. Irwin bit his lower lip. For a moment, his eyes looked shinier than usual, not as hard as they often did, even when he was joking.


  „So what's the plan, doll?“


  I shrugged my shoulder, lifted one hand, let it fall back into my lap. „Hey, I'm only the executor. I'm not the cops. I didn't even know the man.“


  „So, what? This is just between you and me?“


  „I just wanted to know I'm not crazy, that's all. But if you think the same thing ...“


  „We could both be crazy, doll. Did that ever occur to you?“


  „It did,“ I said. „That's another possibility.“


  I thought he'd smile then, show me his choppers, make a little joke. But he didn't. He drummed his fingers on the table. Then he pulled over the ashtray and the little dish next to it that was full of matchbooks, picking one of them up, then hesitating. He didn't take out his smokes. He just sat there, turning that book of matches over and over in his hand.


  „It's Parker, right?“


  „Who did it?“


  „Nah.“ He shook his head. „What I'm asking you, is it because of Parker you came to your conclusion?“


  I didn't answer right away and Irwin went on.


  „I'm thinking you figure that if Tim had this mission, this calling, that he'd stick around and keep going. That he wouldn't quit in the middle.“


  I nodded, interested to see where he'd go with this.


  „Yeah, that's what I think, too. Of course, he'd failed with Parker. Parker doesn't believe in the Work ethic.“


  „What does he believe in?“


  „Miracles.“ He tossed the matches back into the little dish, „Parker's hopeless. Well, if not hopeless, he's surely not the best example of Tim's work. There was this guy Harold, two years back. I took my keys back while Harold was living downstairs. That was a piece of work if I ever saw one. But Tim got him squared away, got him a job. It wasn't brain surgery, but it did something for him, for Harold. He changed. It's hard to explain it, what happened to him, but the point is Tim, right? When you get a success, even if the next one doesn't work out, you don't quit. You keep trying to get another success. You know it can be done. You know you can do it. It hooks you.“


  „Random reinforcement,“ I said.


  „Say what, doll?“


  „If you feed a dog from the table, say, but just once in a while, not every meal, he'll beg even harder than the dog who always gets a taste of your dinner. He'll...“


  „He'll know it's possible. That's a powerful narcotic, knowing that.“


  „Exactly.“


  „Still, people get depressed.'


  „They do.“


  „Then what makes you think Tim just didn't get depressed?“


  „The way I met him.“


  „Which was?“


  „After 9/11. There was a post-traumatic-stress group for men at the church on West Eleventh Street. I was there with Dashiell, to help the men loosen up.“


  „And Tim?“


  „Was there. But didn't.“


  „And you conclude what from this?“


  „He wasn't there because of 9/11. He hadn't lost anyone, had he?“


  „Not that I know of.“


  „That's what I thought. Of course, you didn't have to. There were other reasons to be there. Lots of people were scared and stressed and needed some kind of help after the attack—counseling, or anti-anxiety medication. He had every right to be there.“


  „And?“


  „I think he was there, I think he did things like this, whatever he could, to help himself ...“ I stopped to search for the right word.


  „Survive,“ he said. „That's your theory?“


  I nodded.


  He banged the table with one hand. „It's a good one, doll. I like the way you think.“


  I checked my watch. There was still plenty of time, and time with Irwin was what I wanted. It was what I believed would get me what I was after.


  „Let's suppose you're right,“ he said. „And let's suppose I'm right.“


  „Meaning?“


  „Meaning Tim didn't kill himself. Someone else did. But not Parker. Then the question is who?“


  „A better question might be why.“


  „Because if we knew why ...“


  „We'd know who.“


  Irwin scooted back on his chair, reaching into his shirt pocket for a cigarette.


  „Allow me,“ I said, sliding the dish with the matchbooks closer. I remembered all the match-books I'd pulled out of Parker's pockets, one from every place he'd been, I thought. If something was free, why not take it. If it wasn't free, why not steal it. I looked down at the dish, at the matchbooks. One from Hell. One from the White Horse. Matches from the Cubby Hole, the Blind Tiger, Hogs and Heifers. Six or seven others. One more interesting than the rest. I picked that one up, bent back the cover, took a match and lit it. I leaned toward Irwin, holding the flame to the tip of his cigarette.


  „You're not going to tell me I'll stunt my growth, are you?“


  Holding the matchbook in my hand, I smiled at him, the big one, the toothy one, the one I hoped would keep him talking. He smiled back, inhaling deeply, blowing the smoke up toward the ceiling.


  „Could have been anyone, you know,“ he said. „You make the mistake of talking to Parker in a bar, you're going to hear his life story.“


  „You're saying he's friendly?“


  „I'm saying he never knows when to shut up. He has no idea what's appropriate and what isn't. He has no sense of other people's privacy. That's what I'm saying. If anyone would listen, he'd tell them everything he knew about Tim. He'd invite them over for free drinks. It made him a hero, a big shot. He liked that.“


  „Where do you think he is now?“


  „With the cops looking for him? Not anywhere near here. He's gone. He had some money. Whatever his aunt had lying around, pfft.“


  „Cash?“


  „That's a no-brainer.“


  „Jewelry?“


  „Gone. She had a lot of jewelry, too. Some really good stuff. He could be in California now. Or Florida. It's off-season, cheap fares. He could be snorkeling in the Keys, looking for a sucker in that bar where Hemingway supposedly hung out.“


  „Wouldn't the cops be checking with the airlines?“


  „The cops!“ He snorted. „Under what name? These guys“—he swirled one hand in a circle, indicating the seats around his poker table— „they've got no end of names, ID to go with them. They change names like other people change underwear.“


  „Why do you hang out with them, Irwin?“


  It was a rude question. I knew it as I asked. There was so much more to him than to someone like Parker. So much less, too. Before he spoke, I had the feeling I knew just what he was going to say, not the details, maybe, but the crux of it. I could have said it for him.


  He pushed himself away from the table and jumped down to the floor. The pillow slid off the chair and landed somewhere next to him.


  „There's a convention once a year,“ he said, „the Little People of America. If that was my thing, I could go, hang around with people my own height, maybe meet a nice short girl who wouldn't mind going out with me.“ He shook his head. „The circus was good that way. We were all freaks in our own way. Ella used to say that.“ He began to walk around the table. „She was a good egg. A terrific cook. You cook, doll?“


  I figured it was rhetorical. I didn't respond.


  „Nah. You get taken out to dinner. You don't have to cook. People like Ella, they can't go out to dinner. They get a night off, they're on the road. They get a break, they wouldn't fit in the chairs at most restaurants. Maybe a booth would do it. She could have done that, taken a seat meant for two people. Or three. But then everyone would have been staring at her. That's no way to eat.“ He tapped his stomach. „Bad for the digestion. People like Ella have to cook. People like me...“ He stopped at the side of my chair now, the side opposite the one where Dashiell lay, the matchbook I'd dropped between his paws. „People like me, we take what we can get.“


  „What about people like Tim?“


  „Now here's the interesting thing, doll. Someone like Tim, you'd think he'd have a wife, a bunch of cute kids, Thanksgiving dinner with his family, all the nieces and nephews around. But that wasn't his life.“


  „Because?“ But once again, I already knew the truth.


  „Because he did the same as everyone, Rachel. He did the best he could. And it didn't include the wife and the kids. He couldn't go that route. So he...“


  „Took what he could get?“


  He nodded.


  „Parker.“


  „That's right, doll. Same as I do. How about you?“ he asked, the cigarette in his mouth, squinting past the smoke. He didn't wait for an answer. „Same, doll, am I right? And it's not always enough.“ He held his hands out, as if he were showing me the size of a fish he'd caught. „That's life, doll. Lonely people can't afford to be fussy. They get someone's ear, they blab too much. They never know when they're going to get another chance. You know what I'm saying, doll?“


  „I do.“


  „And if you're lonely, if no one looks at you when you're out, as if you weren't even there, as if you didn't exist, and some bums want to hang out with you because you've got beer in the refrigerator and air-conditioning, what are you going to say? No? Most of the time, doll, you're not even aware you're settling for second- or third-best. After a while, your expectations adjust. Am I right?“


  I thought about Colin O'Fallon, Tim's father, expecting nothing but sorrow from his life, getting exactly what he expected.


  „I've got to go,“ I told him. „Maggie will be here soon.“


  I bent to pick up Dashiell's leash. Irwin headed for the door.


  „Don't forget. I'm counting on you.“ I tapped my head with one finger.


  Irwin nodded. „Sane,“ he said. „Both of us. I'm sure of it.“


  I bent down and kissed him on the cheek, then headed quickly down the stairs. I was counting on him, but not for confirmation of my sanity. I was counting on something else, on a lonely man's need to talk.


  


  


  CHAPTER 27


  I heard a car door close out front. Dashiell barked once. I waited a moment, then hit the buzzer to open the inner door. When I opened O'Fallon's door, Maggie was standing there, her face pale, her eyes red, Brody right behind her, seeing her home, in a way.


  Was he worried she might not be safe? Because I was. I would have been a fool not to be. One death, Tim's, doesn't create a pattern. And Elizabeth Bowles had nothing to do with Maggie. With Dennis's murder, everything changed. It wasn't a big leap to think that the last remaining O'Fallon could be in danger.


  Maggie didn't speak. She put a hand to her mouth. Her eyes welled up. She headed for the bathroom, half walking, half running.


  Brody waited until we heard the door close, the water running.


  „His neck was broken,“ he said.


  „Just like Elizabeth Bowles.“


  „And both times, an opportunistic hiding place. Whatever's at hand.“


  Whatever's obvious, I thought. In neither case was the body meant to remain undiscovered for long. At this point, I didn't think whoever killed Elizabeth Bowles had tied a sloppy knot. The poorly tied knot had been intentional. The Dumpster offered the same advantage—easy discovery. More evidence piling up against Parker. I looked at Brody. The more things changed, the more they remained the same. Neither of us was telling the other what we knew, each of us for his own good reasons.


  „I have to get back to the house,“ he said.


  I reached out and put my hand on his arm. „Is she safe?“ I asked him.


  „I've alerted the Piermont police. They'll drive by, look in on her, make sure she's okay.“


  A lot of good that will do, I thought. I glanced toward O'Fallon's kitchen. No sign of Maggie yet.


  „Thank you for bringing her to the door,“ I said, knowing what I had to do now, knowing I had no choice in the matter.


  My hand was still on his arm. He took it in his, held it for a moment, then turned to leave. I closed the door and stayed in the living room, giving Maggie all the privacy she might need. When she came back out, she'd washed her face and combed her hair.


  „The man who was living here with Tim...“


  „Parker Bowling.“


  „Yes. Wasn't that the way his aunt was murdered, a broken neck?“


  „Yes. That was what I was told.“


  Maggie was looking across the room, toward the windows and the half-open shutter, the light coming in over the top.


  „Do they think that this person, the man Tim was helping, might have killed them both?“


  „I don't know,“ I said.


  „But they're looking for him, aren't they?“


  „Yes, I was told they are.“


  „For questioning?“


  „Yes,“ was all I said, not knowing where she was going, where I should go with this.


  „And Tim?“


  I felt my breath catch up in my throat.


  „Do you think he killed Tim, too?“


  „Would it make a difference, Maggie, if he hadn't done it himself, if someone else...“


  Maggie took a deep breath, thinking before answering my question. „Yes. I know it seems odd. Either way, he's gone and I'll never see him again. Either way, it's a terrible tragedy. But I can't bear the thought that he was that unhappy.“ She put a hand to her lips and shook her head. „Detective Brody said they were looking for Parker for the other two murders. He didn't mention Tim. Of course, when there's been suicide in the family, it's not supposed to come as a surprise when it happens again. But it always does. It's the same with any death. Someone could be mortally wounded or terribly sick or frail and ancient, but the family always acts as if the death was the last thing on earth they expected. They act as if keeping a vigil at the ICU had nothing to do with anyone actually dying.


  „I had a patient last year who was in her nineties and fading very quickly. The family was there a lot—her children, her grandchildren, even a second cousin. They came every day for three days. When she finally died, very peacefully while they were in the cafeteria taking a break, they seemed devastated when they returned.“


  „Because they hadn't been there when she died?“


  „No. That would have made some sense. What they said to the doctor was, 'You didn't say it would be today.' „


  „As if he should know that.“


  „Do you think Parker did this, Rachel?“


  „No,“ I said. „I don't think Parker killed anyone.“


  Maggie's mouth opened, then closed again. She got up and walked over to the windows, unlatching the shutters and opening them wide. For a moment, she just stood there, her back to me, looking out at the street or lost in thought.


  „Then who?“


  „I don't know,“ I said.


  „No thoughts? No theories? Then why all those questions?“


  „What would be the point of speculating, maybe this happened, maybe that happened? It would only create more sorrow.“


  „What was the point of any of this—of Tim killing himself, of that poor Elizabeth Bowles getting murdered, and of someone killing Dennis? On top of everything else, why Dennis?“


  „I don't know. I wish I did.“


  For a while, neither of us spoke.


  „You must be so tired,“ I said at last.


  „I am, yes.“


  „I have everything ready. All the things you set aside are packed up.“


  She nodded. „You've been so kind. You've been especially good to me. What you said about my bums, about wanting you to know, I've been thinking about that.“


  „And?“


  „And about the no-talk rule, the way we grew up, about how it cripples you. The odd thing is, you take pride in what you're doing. You take pride in being a good liar, in doing the best job possible of keeping everything looking nice on the surface. And look where it leads, Rachel. Look where it leads.“


  „The day of the fire ...“


  „I know what you're going to ask, Rachel. I do. It wasn't anyone's fault. That's the truth.“


  „Then how did the fire start?“


  „They'd stolen cigarettes. They were smoking, all of them. Someone dropped a match,“ she said, „or a cigarette. It fell into the dried leaves they'd put around the base of the tree, around me.“


  „You don't know who?“


  „It doesn't matter, does it? No one did it on purpose.“


  „And once the fire got going, it was Francis Who untied you?“


  „Yes.“


  „And what did the other boys do?“


  „At first, they were sort of yelling and running around, not doing anything...“


  „Useful?“


  „Yes. But then they began to kick snow onto the burning leaves and put out the fire. I didn't get to see that. Once Francis untied me, he wrapped his , jacket around my legs, rolled me in the snow and then picked me up and began running toward home.“


  „He must have been a very brave boy”, I said. But that's not what I was thinking. I was thinking that Francis was a twelve-year-old kid. He couldn't have picked her up and carried her all the way home. That wouldn't have been possible. I looked at Maggie, over at Tim's desk now, picking up the little statue of the horse, tracing the graceful arch of its neck with one finger. She was still doing it, still trying to glue the past back together with storytelling. Whom was she trying to kid this time, I wondered, me or herself?


  „I meant to give this to Detective Brody,“ she said.


  „I can do that for you if you like.“


  „You've already done so much, Rachel.“


  „It's okay,“ I said.


  She put the horse back on the desk. „Then I guess I'm ready to go.“


  „There's one more thing I need to do for you, something urgent.''


  „What's that, Rachel?“


  „I'm sending Dashiell home with you.“


  „Why? What do you mean? I don’t understand.“


  „I don't want to alarm you, Maggie, but I have no choice.“


  „Rachel?“ She took my hands in hers, holding on for dear life. „It's because of Dennis, isn't it?“


  „Yes. I don't think you're in danger, Maggie, but you might be. Detective Brody has notified your local police and they're going to be watching your house and stopping by to make sure


  you're okay. Here's what I need you to do. Are you listening?“


  „Yes, I am.“ Her professional voice now. She had spent her adult life taking care of crises. I knew she could do this.


  „When you get home, if everything looks normal, and I'm pretty sure it will, unlock your door and send Dashiell in first. Tell him, 'Find it.' He'll check every inch of the house. If anyone's there, he'll take care of it. If you hear barking, go back to your car and drive to the police station. Do you understand?“


  „I do.“


  „If Dashiell comes back to you, wagging his tail, you're safe and you can go inside. Lock the doors.“


  „I always do.“


  „Good. No one can get in without Dashiell warning you. He'll take care of you. You're not going to work for the next few days?“


  „No, I'm not.“


  I nodded. „If everything's cool two days from now...“


  „I'll bring him home.“


  „I'll come and get him.“


  „But you need ...“


  „Shhh. This isn't up for discussion, Maggie. I’m still not sure why Tim asked me to take care of things for him, but I am sure that it had to do With you, perhaps with protecting you from the Secrets you already knew. He loved you very much, Maggie. You do know that, don't you?“


  „I didn't.“


  „But now you do.“


  She nodded.


  „So I'm just doing my job. I'm protecting you as best I can, with Dashiell's help.“


  „You're sure?“


  „I'm sure. Why don't you bring the car around. I can take the things outside and wait for you, help you put them in the trunk.“


  „But what about his food and—“


  „Feed him whatever you're eating. He'll be fine. And when you walk him, go out in front where people can see you. For his night walk, just let him out in the back. And keep him in your room when you go to bed.“


  „Where will he...“


  „Not to worry. He'll figure it out.“


  When the car was loaded, I opened the back door and told Dashiell to hop in. I took off the leash and put it on the front seat, next to Maggie. Then I leaned into the back seat and put my arms around my dog's thick neck, pushing my face into his fur. He was looking out the back window as she drove away, his forehead creased with concern, but I knew he'd take care of her. Though I felt unimaginably empty watching them leave, I knew I'd done what I had to do.


  I went back inside and closed the shutters. Then I picked up the little bronze horse, slipped it into the briefcase, locked up and left. I thought I'd head home then, but I changed my mind as soon as I was outside. I headed west, stopping for a little while in the park between Horatio and Jane Street. The waterfall was running. I sat there for a few moments watching a Border collie retrieve a ball, snorting in delight each time he'd snagged it.


  After a few minutes, I headed out on the Jane Street side, turning left toward the Hotel Riverview on the comer. I still had the matchbook I'd taken from Irwin's house in my pocket. I crossed the street and looked up at the old brick building, gone to seed twice over.


  Which one of those drifters lived there? I wondered. Which one had a tiny, depressing room with a view of the mighty Hudson, just a stone's throw from Timothy O'Fallon's apartment? It might be just a coincidence that one of Parker's buddies lived here. But coincidences always gave me a funny taste in my mouth, and one way or another, I wanted to know more. I pulled out my cell phone to dial the number on the matchbook, but then I stopped and put the phone away. Whom would I have asked for when the desk clerk answered? Except for Parker, if any of the men I'd met at Irwin's had last names, it was news to me.


  I walked over to West Twelfth Street, crossing over to walk along the river, wishing Dashiell were with me to enjoy his favorite place, thinking about the question Maggie had asked me, how angry she had looked asking it. What was the ; point? I wondered now. Was the whole thing a , Way of getting at Parker, framing him for two murders, maybe three? But that made no sense. If someone was willing and able to murder three people, why not just murder Parker instead?


  Was Tim the point? That made more sense. Suppose the crimes had been planned and executed by someone he'd sent to jail, someone Who'd carried a major grudge and stewed about it for years and years. I thought about Ape walking out on the memorial. He'd been in Tim's apartment. He knew enough about Tim's life, and Parker's, to have pulled this off. The same could be said for any of the poker players, with the exception of Irwin. He could have shot Tim. All he would have had to do was to carry a step stool into the bathroom. But no matter how strong he was, no way could he have broken Elizabeth Bowles's or Dennis O'Fallon's neck without their complete cooperation and I never knew anyone that cooperative.


  But it could have been any of the others. I wouldn't have been surprised to learn that any of them had been in jail. Is it possible that that was the connection to Tim? And if so, how would I find out who had been in jail, where they had been arrested and by whom? I wondered if I could get last names from Irwin. I wondered if he even knew them. If someone had three aliases, or four, or five, maybe they had another dozen they'd used before or might use again.


  I sat on a bench facing the river and thought it all through again, each event, each story, each of the men I'd met or seen. Then I took out the phone again. This time I called Brody. The answer to my question would be another first name. At least that's all he said he knew. But it might be a significant one. It might be the first name of the person who set Parker up for a fall, just possibly the first name of the person who murdered Elizabeth Bowles, Dennis O'-Fallon and Timothy O'Fallon, and while this was not, I was sure, why Tim had left this job in my hands, knowing the whole story, knowing the truth was the only way I could really protect Maggie. So once again, I had no choice. There was no way I could let go until I knew who and why. I was in it until the bitter end.


  


  


  CHAPTER 28


  Brody didn't answer his cell phone and when I called the precinct, I was told he was unavailable. I walked back to West Twelfth Street, crossed the highway and headed north a block, back to Jane Street. There was an outdoor parking lot across the street from the hotel's entrance, the lot where O'Fallon's car had been parked. For a moment, I was sorry Tim's car was no longer there. But even if it were, this was a lot where the attendant parked the cars. I doubt I could have asked for the car to be parked on the north side of the lot and then have sat in it without the attendant thinking I was very peculiar. Unless, of course, I gave him an obscene tip.


  I suppose I could have done that anyway, asking him to let me sit in someone else's car. But what would he say if the person came to pick up their car? There was no tip large enough to make him risk losing his job. And standing on the sidewalk at the side of the lot in broad daylight, I'd be completely exposed. Even without Dashiell, I could be easily recognized. I'd have to think of something else.


  I thought about Irwin again, wondering if he knew the last names of the men he played poker with, if the names they used were their real names in the first place. But if I asked Irwin, wouldn't he just repeat what I'd said at the next game?


  Whoever I was looking for had killed three times already. He might already be hunting for me in order to protect himself, because of what I'd told Irwin. But knowing I didn't think Tim had killed himself and knowing I was looking for him as the doer were two different things. Making him nervous was one thing. Making him feel his survival was at stake was another. Asking for names would rev up the hunt and the risk. There wasn't a doubt in the world that he would kill again if he thought his identity was about to be revealed. The question was whether or not I could find him before he found me. And in order to find him, I needed a name.


  I headed back toward Horatio Street, let myself in and walked up the flight of stairs to Irwin's door.


  „I knew it,“ he said, smiling. „You can't keep away from me.“


  „True.“


  „Like a bear to honey.“ Grinning.


  „Speaking of which ...“


  „What, doll? Name it, it's yours.“


  „A cup of tea?“


  „Yours, doll.“


  „A spoonful of honey.“


  He nodded, pleased to have the company.


  „Got lemons?“


  „I do.“


  „Real ones? Not that awful stuff that comes in a little plastic lemon-shaped container.“


  „Everything here's the real thing,“ arms out to the side, looking himself up and down as he did. „Care to check it out?“


  „Not at the moment,“ I said. „But I would like a squeeze of lemon in the tea, then drop the wedge into the cup.“


  „Aren't we the little princess,“ he said. „You figure this for a full-service joint, doll?“


  He didn't bother to wait for an answer. If he suspected it was all busywork, he didn't say so. I didn't have time to worry about that. I turned around and looked for the phone. It sat on a small cabinet near the daybed, two small drawers and an open space beneath where he kept his phone books. But I wanted the other kind, the personal kind.


  „Mallomars or sugar cookies with your tea?“ he asked, standing in the space between the rooms, a small plate in one hand. „I have both.“


  „Surprise me,“ I said. I waited until I heard him drag the step stool across the kitchen floor. Then I Walked over to the daybed and opened the top drawer. His address book was there, as I thought it would be, some condoms that looked as if they had been manufactured sometime between the great wars, a hairbrush with red hair in it, a nail clipper, pain pills, more pain pills, and more pain pills. I felt a twinge of guilt as I lifted the phone book and slid it into the back of my jeans, under my T-shirt. I turned around, half expecting to be caught, to see Irwin standing near the partition that divided the living quarters from the kitchen area, irate. But then I heard him. He was humming. The refrigerator door opened and closed. The kettle began to whistle. I smiled at my own cleverness. I'd figured out a way to keep Irwin busy long enough for me to get what I'd come for.


  I hadn't figured out how I'd return the address book. I could ask to use his bathroom, check it there, drop it anywhere in the apartment in the hope he'd think he'd left it out. Or I could take it home, worry about returning it another time.


  We sat at a small table in the kitchen, the sun streaming in the window over the sink. I took a sip of tea, told him it was delicious and tried not to lean back onto the phone book, hoping it wouldn't slip out.


  „Have you been thinking about my offer?“


  I took a sugar cookie, broke it in half, put one half into my mouth, buying time.


  „The dog,“ he said. „Even if he doesn't know that much, you could teach him. He's smart. And I'd give you a percent of whatever I got. Where is he, by the way? First time I've seen you without him.“


  „He's getting groomed,“ I said. „Bath, cream rinse, nails, the works.“


  He frowned again. „That is why you came, isn't it?“


  „What is?“


  „The dog. The deal I proposed the other day, help a little guy earn a living, make a buck for yourself at the same time.“


  I nodded, happy not to have to invent a cover story myself.


  „Or was it something else?“


  „What do you mean?“


  „Whatever you slipped into the back of your jeans, doll. My address book, is it?“


  „Shit.“


  „And the reason you took it is?“


  „I need the last names of“—tilting my head toward the poker table—“your buddies.“


  „You ever thinking of asking, doll?“


  „No, actually, I didn't.“ I pushed the cup away, teached my hand behind me, pulled out the address book and put it down on the table. „That's not true. I did think of asking.“


  „And?“


  „I was afraid you'd mention it to the wrong person.“


  „And which person would that be, doll?“ He pulled a cigarette out of the pack in his shirt pocket, began patting his pant pockets looking for matches.


  I took the Hotel Riverview matches out of my pocket and lit one, holding it near the tip of his cigarette.


  „I don't know which person that would be, Irwin. That's the problem.“


  He hopped down from the chair, walked over to where I was sitting, put his hands on the edge of the table. „But you're thinking that whoever it is..


  „I am.“


  He pointed toward the phone book. „Be my guest, doll.“


  He walked out of the kitchen. I opened his address book to the beginning and began paging


  through it. None of the names I wanted were there, not even the first names. I got up, carried the book into the living room and put it on the poker table.


  „I'm disappointed in you,“ he said. „That you'd think so little of me. I'm short, doll, not stupid.“


  „How did you know?“


  He walked back toward the kitchen, pointed up to a mirror in the comer of the room, near the ceiling, the kind you see in stores so that the clerk at the register can see who's in the aisles, and what they're doing.


  „Do you think I'd let those deadbeats into my home if I couldn't keep an eye on them?“


  „I feel so foolish,“ I said. „I should have been honest with you.“


  „Always the best policy,“ he said. „But you can make it up to me.“


  I didn't ask how. I wasn't that foolish. He decided to tell me anyway.


  „You could go to bed with me, doll. That would square things.“ Smiling now.


  „I could,“ I told him. „But the minute you were finished you'd be telling me you're out of clean socks. Next you'd tell me I could stand to lose ten pounds. You'd start telling me what I could and couldn't do, what I should think, who I should vote for, as if any of that was any of your fucking business. Makes me think it's not the best idea in the world.“


  „Too much caffeine today, doll?“ He tossed his cigarette into the sink, where it made a hissing sound. „So now what?“


  I shrugged.


  „You're giving up?“


  „Yeah, I am. I'll leave it where it belongs.“


  „With the cops?“ He snorted, shook his head from side to side. „Bull.“


  „No, really. I'll finish up with Tim's apartment in the next couple of days, sign whatever paperwork the lawyer sends me and look for some respectable work.“


  His hand came up, the palm toward me. „Don't try to kid a kidder, doll. It never works.“


  „You got mirrors somewhere else, too?“ I asked. „You think you can see into my mind now?“


  „More than that, doll, more than that.“


  For a moment we just stood there, glaring at each other. When I walked to the door, he walked back to the kitchen. I didn't say good-bye. Neither did he.


  I was tired and hungry and needed to get the sour taste of failure out of my mouth. As I passed the building on the corner, I noticed that the Dumpster was gone, hauled away, I guessed, by the police to check every piece of debris in it.


  It was one of those steamy afternoons when the air is thick and still, not enough breeze to get the sweat to evaporate off your skin. I headed for Hudson Street, trying to keep in the shade as much as possible. When I was a block from home, my cell phone rang.


  „You called?“ he said.


  „Yeah, I was wondering if there's any news about Parker.“


  „Not yet. These things take time.“


  I had always been under the impression that most of the successful work after a homicide happened within the first forty-eight hours. Time was the enemy in a case like this, but once again, I didn't say what I was thinking.


  „I was just sort of going over things in my mind,“ I said.


  „And?“


  „Well, I was thinking about that guy Parker said he was supposed to meet the morning Tim died.''


  „Fred?“


  I inhaled so loud he asked if anything was wrong. I told him no, I was crossing the street, I said, and I hadn't noticed a car coming. He told me to go home, get some rest. I said I would. I could hear someone yelling in the background, someone totally out of control.


  „Fred?“ I said. „You're sure that's the name he gave you?“


  „That's what he said. 'I went out to meet this guy Freddy, but he never showed.' That's a quote.“


  I felt a little prickle at the back of my neck and on my arms.


  „Rachel?“


  „Oh, yeah, sorry. You're right. I think it's all catching up with me. I'm on my way home to get j some sleep. I can't think straight anymore.“


  „We're taking care of this, Rachel. Do you under stand?“


  „I was just thinking, that's all,“ I said into the phone, remembering Irwin telling me, „Don't try to kid a kidder, doll.“ The line was still open. „I'll talk to you later,“ I said, taking the phone away from my ear and pressing end before Brody had the chance to respond.


  The phone still in my hand, I dialed a number I knew by heart now, waiting for the desk clerk to pick up.


  „Freddy Baker, please.“


  „Hold on,“ he said, „I'll ring him.“


  I hung up without waiting for an answer. I no longer needed the names I'd hoped to get from Irwin's address book. There was something much more urgent now. I headed home, crossing against the lights, not a minute to lose.


  


  


  CHAPTER 29


  Standing across the street from the Hotel Riverview, I waited for someone familiar to exit. I didn't know which of the men I'd met it would be, or even if the person calling himself Freddy Baker was someone I'd ever seen. Anyone in New York City might have heard any of Parker's stories, meaning any of Tim's as well.


  Even if Tim had never said a word about the incident at Breyer's Landing, why not tell the Freddy Baker stories? „Look,“ he might have said, „I used to lie and steal and do stupid, hurtful things and I straightened myself out. It can be done,“ thinking they'd be grist for the mill, that they might inspire Parker to change.


  And how might Parker have reinterpreted What he'd heard? As comedy, no doubt, how this guy he lived with and his brothers and cousins had successfully hoodwinked their parents; his father a cop, too. That must have been the best part, putting one over on a cop, making him believe a terrible accident was the work of a kid Who didn't even exist, for God's sake. It was an unbeatable story, one someone like Parker would not have been able to resist telling anytime he got the chance. And then there was the kicker: how this guy, the one he lived with, was a cop himself, and how he, Parker, kept putting one over on him. Priceless.


  And what about the rest of it? Lying in the dark, one of those terrible nights when Tim couldn't sleep for remembering, had he hinted that he'd done worse, far worse than lying and stealing? Parker might have said, „Hey, man, who didn't? I could tell you some stories of my own.“ And then what? Did Tim say, „No, you don't understand,“ thinking no one could, least of all Parker, ending the conversation right there. He might have told the Freddy Baker stories, that made sense, but he never would have told Parker what was keeping him up in the first place. He never would have told him about what really happened at Breyer's Landing.


  How often, I wondered, had Parker told the Freddy Baker stories, perhaps mixing in some details of his own invention, entertaining his fellow miscreants in bars, at the poker game, sitting and shooting the bull in Abingdon Square Park, where he'd talked to me, confiding, confessing, getting the attention he needed with someone else's pain. Didn't we all do that at one time or another? Wasn't that what we called gossip, not all of it harmless?


  The sky was overcast and it was as dark as it gets in New York City, not very. But there was light under the canopy of the Hotel Riverview and none across the street where, behind the row


  of cars parked on the south side of Jane Street, I was leaning against the chain-link fence of the parking lot, not knowing if I'd recognize anyone, hoping no one would recognize me.


  Of course, since Parker had probably told Tim's stories to dozens of people I'd never met or seen, chances were good that no one would recognize anyone. That aside, my whole damn theory could be wrongheaded. One foot behind me, slouching so that I could see under the canopy, I watched the throngs of people heading up the stone steps to see Debbie Does Dallas at the Jane Street Theater, people who wouldn't ordinarily be in the neighborhood, hanging on to each other for dear life. I switched legs and waited some more. An old black man came out, walked slowly down the stairs and sat in a little niche to the right, taking in the cool evening air. A woman with a small teddy bear sticking out of her backpack came down next, heading toward Washington Street, sipping out of a bottle that she kept in a paper bag. A golden retriever, a bottle of Poland Spring water in his mouth, passed, his owner glancing at me, then looking away quickly, as if I might be one of the hookers who hung out on street corners two blocks north of where I stood. I waited some more, not knowing if this would get me anything, wanting answers and not knowing what else to do.


  The people coming from Washington Street were in a big hurry. I checked my watch. It was nearly show time. And when I looked back at the hotel, there he was at the top of the stairs. Like nearly everyone else who had exited the hotel, he stopped partway down the steps and looked around. He stood in the light, his shoulders hunched, his hands in his pockets. I didn't think he'd recognize me, especially without Dashiell. I was just someone he'd passed on the stairs one day. Andy was looking down, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.


  I pushed off the fence, crossed the street and joined the latecomers, as if I, too, were going into the theater. When I got to where he was standing, I stopped and fished around in my pockets, as if I were looking for my ticket, so that I could get a better look. And that I did. A cigarette was dangling from his mouth now. He struck the match, holding it to the cigarette, cupping the flame with his other hand.


  The hands gave him up, raw and shiny like Maggie's legs, even after all these years. As he shook the match, he glanced over at me, and for just a moment, I saw his eyes. The fire Maggie had described was long gone. His eyes, now that he was a grown man, were as cold and black and uncaring as the swimming hole that had swallowed his closest friend, the swimming hole that had become the beginning of the end for all of them. Standing on the steps, latecomers brushing by, I didn't have a doubt in the world that I was a foot away from Francis Connor, a foot away from the man who had killed Timothy O'Fallon, Elizabeth Bowles and Dennis O'Fallon. And knowing who, I knew why.


  


  


  CHAPTER 30


  I didn't know if Francis Connor had recognized me. The first time I'd seen him, he'd never looked up. But I wasn't about to take a chance. Instead of turning around and heading home, which is what I would have liked to do, I kept on walking, following the crowd. That way, even if he realized he'd seen me before, he might assume seeing me now was mere coincidence, that, like everyone else coming up the stairs, I was going to the play. Besides, there was safety in numbers. Once inside, I looked around, found the nearest ladies' room, pulled out my cell phone and called Maggie, listening to the ringing, wondering where she was.


  Monk, my ass, I thought, leaning against the inside of the bathroom door. Why had I thought that only the children were lying, making up acceptable stories to cover homely, painful truths? Where had the children learned it from?


  And where had Francis really been all these years? Reform school? Jail? A psychiatric hospital? Or had he been with the circus? Who would notice one more freak?


  Maggie still hadn't picked up. I was about to give up when she answered. „Did I wake you?“


  „Rachel?“


  „Yes, it's me.“


  „No. I slept a little when I got home, but now I'm up. I had to feed Dashiell and take him for a walk. Rachel?“


  „Yes?“


  „I feel so safe with him here. I can't begin to thank you. I know you must miss him terribly.“


  I didn't want to think about that, about how it felt not to have Dashiell with me or waiting for me at home. But now, with what I had just seen, it wouldn't be long. If I acted quickly, if I had just a little bit of luck, it was possible I could get him back in the morning. But if I was going to tell my story to Brody, I wanted all the answers, and there was a piece missing I thought Maggie could help me with.


  „I hope I can get back to sleep. I'm really tired. But I can't stop thinking.“


  „Me, neither.“


  „What are you thinking about?“


  „Your father,“ I said. „About that last day, locked up in his study.“


  „I wish someone had known what he had been thinking that day.“


  „But no one did.“


  „No. He never said a word.“


  „He was alone all day?“


  „Yes, all day. Tim knocked once. I was two rooms away and heard my father's voice, it was that loud.“


  „Saying what?“


  She hesitated. Old habits die hard. „Telling him to go away.“


  „That's it? What exactly did he say?“


  „Get the hell away from the door.“


  „Was that all?“


  „No.“


  „What else did he say?“


  There was another silence on the line.


  „Maggie? It's important. Was there something else? Did he say something else?“


  „There was one other thing.“


  „Which was?“


  I heard her put the phone down on a counter or a table. Then I could hear her sobbing. There was a little table with a mirror over it, a chair in front of it. I pulled out the chair and sat, looking back at the door, half expecting Francis to open it, half thinking he might have figured out that seeing me here wasn't just a coincidence. But the door remained closed, no other ladies needing to use the facilities, no obsessed murderer coming in to do whatever was necessary in order to keep his secret, in order to survive.


  I heard a scrape as Maggie picked up the phone again.


  „He said, 'Haven't you done enough already?' „


  „Had he been angry at Tim the day before?“


  „No. In fact, they were working together in the front yard. My mother had gotten some shrubs and Tim was helping my father plant them.“ There was a pause again. Maggie blew her nose. „And then Francis came by.“


  I glanced at the door again, as if the mention of his name would make him appear. But the door remained closed. I was all alone.


  „And then what?“ I asked.


  „Well, they stopped planting. Tim came inside.“


  „And Francis helped your father with the shrubs?“


  „No. They went into the study. No one planted the rest of the shrubs. They'd planted one, an azalea. But it died. It was the wrong season. They’re supposed to go in the ground in the spring.“


  „So the shrubs sat on the lawn and Francis and your father went into your father's study, and what?“


  „Why, they shut the door.“


  „Wasn't that unusual, Maggie?“


  „No, I don't think so. Francis adored my parents. And he looked up to my father. In some ways, he was closer to them than to his own folks. He might have come for some advice.“


  Or to put down the secret he was carrying, to confess his lie, put the blame where it belonged, on his uncle's oldest son.


  I thought about asking Maggie for her aunt and uncle's phone number, but then I thought it was probably in Tim's address book. And what would be the point in calling them? I already knew their son had not given his life to God. Quite the opposite, as far as I could tell.


  „And after Francis left, then what?“


  „I don't know. It got very late and I'd gone to bed.“


  „And the next day?“


  „I never saw my father again after that. The next day was the day he was in his study alone, the day he shot himself.“


  „Was anyone home at the time? Did anyone hear the shot?“


  „No one was home. Tim and Dennis had things after school and they came home late. I was at a girlfriend's house. But my mother heard the shot. She was getting out of her car, just home from her rosary group. She ran inside but the study was locked. She called 911, the way we were all taught to do in case of an emergency, but she didn't wait. She went outside and smashed the study window with the shovel that had been left out on the lawn the evening before. But of course it was too late to do anything.“


  „How awful for her.“


  „I should have told her. I should have told my mother.“


  „What?“


  „That he was so angry at Tim.“


  „It can't have been the only time.“


  „No. But...“


  „He was angry often, wasn't he?“


  „Yes, but it was just because he loved us and wanted ...“ Maggie stopped.


  „Try to get some rest,“ I said. „I'll call you in the morning.“


  I sat in the ladies' room for a few more minutes, the phone still in my hand. What was his explanation for his poor burned hands, I wondered, that he'd been a cook perhaps and there'd been a grease fire? Is that where Parker got the notion to say he'd worked as a cook, from Francis? Or, if he'd been with the circus, he might have said there'd been a tent fire, fast and furious, a match dropped in straw, that he'd gotten burned saving the sword swallower or the big cats. He might have been a hero in the story. Why not? What else did he have but his stories?


  Francis Connor had come from a family of storytellers. The skill, the art of storytelling was his birthright. I bet they all told good stories, every last one of them. But the best ones, the most compelling ones might have been the ones Francis told, especially the ones he told himself.


  The lobby was empty when I left the ladies' room and headed home. All the pieces fit now. In its own horrible way, it all made sense.


  I thought of walking over to the precinct but went home instead. It would be easier to talk to Brody in the garden. I was ready, I was thinking as I unlocked the gate, to make what I'd told Irwin the truth. I had the answers I'd been looking for, even, I thought, why O'Fallon had chosen me for the job that no one wants. I was ready to put it down, to leave it to the cops. I sat on the top step, looking up at the cloudy, dark sky, and dialed Brody's cell phone. Listening to the phone ring, I wondered how I'd tell him what I knew. I wondered where to begin.


  


  


  CHAPTER 31


  Where's your better half?“ he asked, standing at the gate and looking down the tunnel toward the garden.


  „He's with Maggie.“


  Brody frowned.


  „It's just until... I thought she might be in danger. That's what I wanted to talk to you about, about Parker's friend Andy and—“


  „Andrew Chase. We know all about him,“ he said. „Parker told us that it was Andy who got him out of the house the morning Tim died, that he'd gotten one of his buddies to pretend his name was Freddy, claim they'd met before.“


  „But—“


  „Parker couldn't possibly remember every guy he got drunk with, every piece of garbage he bullshitted in the past six months.“


  „Then you have him? You have Parker?“


  Brody nodded.


  „I just saw him,“ I said, the things I had to say coming out backward, not the way I'd planned.


  „Who? Parker?“ Scowling.


  „No. Andy. At the Hotel Riverview. That's why I called you.“


  He didn't seem to be listening. He walked past me into the dark tunnel. I locked the gate and began to follow him, but he turned so suddenly, I nearly walked right into him.


  „But that's not his real name.“


  Brody frowned again.


  „Andrew Chase.“ I stopped. A chase, I thought. His life's work. Waiting for his aunt to die, then coming after Tim.


  „Not now, Rachel,“ Brody said, his voice hoarse, a man who hadn't slept in too long a time. „We know all about Andy. We're taking care of everything.“


  I wanted to tell him that Tim hadn't committed suicide, that Parker hadn't killed anyone. „You don't understand,“ I wanted to say. But I didn't. I didn't say another word. I thought he probably did understand, that that was why his eyes looked so old and sad, that that was why he was reaching out, putting his hands on my shoulders, why he was pulling me toward him, because it was all over now, because everything was okay.


  I could feel my shirt clinging to me, the evening so warm, barely a breeze anywhere. It was even hotter in the tunnel, all closed-in the way it was, no air moving at all, Brody standing so close I could feel his breath on my skin.


  So I didn't say that when I'd waited across the street from the Hotel Riverview to see who had registered there as Freddy Baker that I'd seen Francis Connor, that I'd seen his hands, that finally everything made sense. I didn't say that Tim was the point of it all, that Elizabeth was killed to set up Parker and that poor Dennis was in the wrong place at the wrong time, that Francis had seen that flash of recognition in his eyes, and that that's why he was dead now, too.


  Brody slid his hands down my arms, taking my hands in his, stepping even closer.


  They were taking care of it, he'd said. Maybe they'd been at the hotel when I was there, waiting outside or following him out, not wanting to arrest him in the middle of the theater crowd. Is that what Michael was trying to tell me, that they had him already? Surely there was nothing I could tell them they didn't already know. Or, if there was some small detail I knew that they didn't, well then, it could wait. It had waited for twenty-nine years, it could wait another few hours.


  I pushed my face into Brody's neck, breathing in the smell of his skin. When I looked up into his face, he bent to kiss me. We stood together in the tunnel a long time, holding on to each other with everything we had. Then we went inside and up the stairs. He removed the .357 magnum from his holster, emptied the cylinder into his hand, placed the unloaded gun and the bullets on top of the dresser. Without a word, we stood in the dark undressing ourselves and each other, inhabiting a world apart from the one that had obsessed us both for so long.


  For over a year, I had been sharing my bed with my dog and only with my dog, feeling wounded and unready to risk getting hurt again. Now desire changed all that. I reached for Brody and pulled him close, wanting nothing other than to lose myself completely in this man and this moment. We made love again and again, holding on to each other as if for dear life. When Brody finally fell asleep, I couldn't. My hand on his chest rising and falling with the rhythm of his breathing, my breathing in harmony with his, I felt as I did when I lay close to Dashiell—that we were separate, but we were one.


  I might have dozed off. I didn't hear the downstairs door open. I heard it close.


  I sat up, the sheet coming with me. Brody sighed, rolled over, taking the sheet as he did, now covered from head to toe.


  Another step. Another sound, the old boards groaning under the weight of a man. He was on the wooden steps now, coming slowly, trying hard not to make noise.


  I rolled off the bed, stood, grabbed Brody's gun and the bullets, crouching as low as I could at the side of the bed away from the door. There was another sound, in the hall this time. I grabbed the pillow, loaded the gun, folding the pillow around the gun to muffle the sound of the cylinder snapping into place, my breathing sounding as loud as a respirator in the quiet, dark room.


  He appeared in the doorway, standing still for a moment. Then he raised both arms, one hand cupping the gun, the other ready to pull the trigger, pointing it toward the bed, toward the figure covered by the sheet. There was no time to think, to weigh options. There were no options. I pointed Brody's gun at the intruder's chest and fired, the gun flying up, the concussion feeling like an explosion in my face, the sound seeming to crush everything else out of the small room, even the air. And then there was silence. I saw Francis Connor crumple to the floor. I saw Brody leap up. I saw his lips moving, but I couldn't hear what he was saying.


  Brody came around the bed, took the gun from my hand and wiped it on the sheet. Then he held the gun straight out in front of him and fired once into the frame of the door.


  He pulled me up. I saw his lips moving again.


  „Wash your hands,“ he was saying, „and put on a robe.“ He reached for the phone, balling up the sheet he'd used to wipe the gun as he did.


  


  


  CHAPTER 32


  Brody stayed after all the others had left, Francis carried out in a body bag, his mission over at last. We sat in the garden, on the front steps, neither of us speaking. Brody was deep in thought, not sharing what he was thinking, not a man who wasted words. He hadn't wasted words when the cops arrived, either— uniforms, detectives, the whole damn station house squeezed into my little bedroom or standing in the hallway, an explosion of blood and bone on the wall behind them.


  He'd heard a noise, he'd told them. He'd rolled out of bed, grabbed and loaded his gun. When Francis had appeared in the doorway, when he'd lifted his gun and pointed it at the sleeping figure in the bed—that would be me in this story— Brody had fired twice, missing him once, firing again and hitting him fatally in the chest.


  „It doesn't seem right, Dashiell not here,“ he said after a while.


  „No, it doesn't.“


  „He would have heard Francis when he broke the lock on your gate.“


  „He would have.“


  „He would have barked,“ he said. „We would have had some warning.“


  „Correct.“


  „Without him ...“ He stopped and looked at me. „If not for you ...“


  I waved a hand at him, telling him to stop.


  He took the hand in both of his. „You saved my life.“


  „Guys always say that after sex,“ I said. I got up and stretched my back.


  „Tell me something,“ he said, standing too.


  „What?“


  „Tell me about Tim in the group where you met him. Tell me every detail, everything he said.“


  „There isn't much to tell,“ I said, describing what had happened, and, more important, what hadn't happened, repeating what Tim had said to me that last day.


  The sky had started to lighten. It was time to go get Dashiell. Brody told me I could use his car. He said he'd take care of the lock on the gate, that it would be replaced by the time I got back, and that he'd get someone in to take care of the upstairs.


  „Michael, when this first happened, did it make any kind of sense to you? Did you think of Tim as the kind of man who would ...“


  He shook his head. „Nobody's that smart, Rachel. Nobody knows what's going on in someone else's head, in their heart.“


  „He didn't talk to you about any of this?“


  He shook his head, looking over toward the oak tree, the muscles in his cheeks jumping.


  „But you knew about it?“


  „Some of it. I knew he'd lost his kid brother.“


  „But not how.“


  „An accident.“


  We walked out onto West Tenth Street. A uniform was standing outside the gate. Brody pointed to his car and handed me the keys.


  „I'll call you when I'm on the way back,“ I said.


  When we got to the curb, I stopped and turned toward him.


  „Michael, I did what I had to do,“ I whispered. „I did what you would have done. There's no need to discuss it.“


  „Are you okay?“


  I shrugged. „I will be,“ I said, „in time.“


  He touched my arm, then headed across the street toward the station house. I stayed where I was for a moment, watching him go.


  


  


  CHAPTER 33


  I still don't understand,“ Maggie said. „How did Francis find Tim after all those years?“


  „Internet search, perhaps. I tried it. Tim's name showed up twenty-seven times in newspaper articles. There are also national phone directories. Tim had a driver's license, so the Department of Motor Vehicles had a record of his whereabouts. But my guess is that he found out from his parents.“


  „Simple as that?“


  I nodded.


  We were sitting in the backyard, Dashiell lying across my foot, not taking any chances that I might leave when he wasn't paying attention.


  „I think he stayed in touch with your aunt and uncle all along. He was too hung up on family not to have done that. But since they had said he'd become a monk, they wouldn't be telling anyone anything to the contrary—that he'd been in jail, perhaps, or that he was living as a drifter with occasional jobs washing dishes or delivering takeout.“


  „Is that what he's been doing?“


  „I don't know what he's been doing. I only know what he did.“


  „But why did he wait so long? I understand he couldn't do anything when he was twelve, but why wait twenty-nine long years, hold all that hatred in your heart and act on it after all that time?“


  „Because of what happened with your father. I don't believe his intent was to hurt your father. My guess is he was horrified at what happened.“


  „What was his intent? To get Tim into trouble? To hurt him back?“


  „That's what I thought at first. But that might not have been the case. He was still a kid, a very, very troubled kid. He'd lost the two people he was closest to in all the world, his best friend and his brother. His life had been turned upside down. Worse than that, it seemed to be destroyed. I think in talking to your father he was trying to alleviate some of the pain he was feeling.“


  „How? I don't understand the point of telling my father what really happened. Didn't he see that...“


  I shook my head. „The point was confession. No one could fix the sorrow he felt. But maybe talking to his uncle could help with the guilt.“


  „Over Joey's death?“


  I nodded. „And more. When someone you're close to commits suicide, there's always the feeling that...“


  „If only you'd known, you could have done something. You could have prevented it.“


  I nodded.


  „I know that well.“


  „I know you do, Maggie. It was a heavy burden to grow up with.“


  „So Francis was only trying to help himself to feel better. He thought my father would be able to help him live with it,“ she said. „But it didn't turn out the way he expected it to.“


  „No, it didn't.“


  „Once my father knew what had truly happened that day, he couldn't find a way to live with it, to live with himself.“


  „That's what I think, too.“


  „Because if one of his sons killed the other, what kind of a father could he have been?“


  And what kind of a man? I thought. When he learned he'd failed to protect those who needed him most, his own children, how could he have lived with himself another day?


  „And after your father's suicide,“ I said, „no way was Francis going to take the chance of being the cause of your mother's death, too.“


  „By killing Tim while she was alive.“


  „Exactly. My guess is that when his parents told him that your mother was sick, that's when he began to stalk Tim in earnest. That's when he moved close by and began watching the apartment, when he befriended Parker, when he readied himself for what he would do once your mother was gone.“


  Dashiell had gotten up and put his chin on Maggie's lap. Absentmindedly, she stroked his head.


  „And all those years, while he was waiting, the hatred he felt never diminished.“


  „No. It festered.“


  She turned away, then swiped at her cheeks with the palms of her hands. When she turned back, her face was determined, her lips tight.


  „Why didn't he just leave, after he'd killed Timothy? Why stay around? Wasn't that risky? Wasn't it stupid?“


  „Rage was the only thing that made him feel good. It was the only thing that empowered him. It was all he had by then. It was his life.“


  „So he stayed to keep the rage alive.“


  I nodded.


  „He stayed for the pleasure it gave him, the only pleasure he had. And he stayed because if he left, he'd be starting over from scratch. Perhaps he didn't have the imagination or the courage to do that, to start a whole new life.“


  „Because he'd finished the old one.“


  „Yes. He had.“


  When I got up to go, she walked me to the car. Neither of us could speak. I put my arms around her and she held me tight. Then she bent and whispered something in Dashiell's ear. She was still standing there when we drove away.


  I thought about the place where it all started, up on top of the Palisades, just a bunch of kids fooling around. And then one careless accident, one push destroyed two families.


  I thought about O'Fallon, too, about how he had hidden his grief along with a lifetime of secrets. He'd carried the weight of it alone. Until now.


  I pulled into the gas station right before the bridge to fill the gas tank and call Brody.


  „I think I know the answer to that question now,“ I said.


  „What question?“


  „What Tim wanted me to do for him, why he chose me for this.“


  He waited.


  „When it was all over, whenever that was going to be, he wanted someone to understand.“


  - „What he'd done?“


  „And how he'd tried to make up for it by taking in men who might have been his brother, had his brother lived. I think he was hoping that someone, that one other human being, would know it all and then forgive him,“ I said. „Because he was never able to do that himself.“


  They'd tried, each of them, in their own way, to find a way to live despite what had happened at Breyer's Landing, and only Maggie was left now. I wondered if she was strong enough to let it go, to decide to live in spite of it.


  Driving across the George Washington Bridge, I could see the Palisades in the rearview mirror, harsh and rocky, rising up from the Hudson. Toward my right the river, flowing toward the ocean, looked calm, the sun painting the ripples of water with quick, graceful strokes of silver. And beyond, the city, tall and strong against the bright summer sky, tapering toward downtown, where in the year that Joey O'Fallon was pushed to his death by his own brother, the World Trade Center had been completed.
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