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A good hit man has no conscience at all.
                            -Pete Diopoulis
 
 



              Dear Michael,
              
Many days have passed since we last spoke, and I fear many more will pass before we speak again. There is so much left to tell you, so many things that I have never had the words to say.
 
I have no illusions of self-importance. I have done so many things in my life that I am not proud of, but I can honestly say that I have always been proud of you. You have always been a beacon of hope for me, a clear heading through every tempest, a guidepost every step of my path. 
 
I can only hope I have been some semblance of the same for you.
 
I am not a wordsmith and have never claimed to be. I am but a simple woman and am here now asking you to give me another chance. I know I can make you proud.
 
                                                                      I love you Michael,
                                                                                    Sarah Beth
 



 
 
 
Prologue
Four.
That’s what they call me.
Who they are isn’t really that important. We’ll get to it in time. 
For right now, focus was on the why.
The name has multiple origins, depending on who you asked. The people that pay me good money for my skills called me Four because they know I operate by four ironclad rules. I apply them to every aspect of my dealings, regardless of the circumstances.
They are non-negotiable.
Again though, I fear I might be getting ahead of myself. Much like the they, set aside the rules themselves for a few minutes. We’ll get to them soon enough.
Back to the why.
The people that know me only by reputation referred to me as Four because of the services I provide. 
This might shock many, but in today’s society there is quite a demand for hit men. 
Executioners. Assassins. Trigger men.
Most of the time, these people are skilled professionals. They do what they are contracted to and cash a very nice paycheck in return. Everybody, with the exception of the target, walks away with a smile on their face.
Like most things in life though, it is far from an infallible system. Every now and again, things go wrong. 
A shot flies errant. A rope breaks. A fuse gets wet. 
Whatever the reason, things don’t go as planned. That is where I come in.
When things get messy, people call me. I am the clean-up man, just like the number four batter in baseball.
For as many hitters as there are working, there are very few that specialize in my line of work. I am the David Ortiz of the criminal underworld.
The Barry Bonds, minus the steroids scandal and the faux apology.
One does not just happen to find themselves in my particular line of work. Being a clean-up man comes with a heightened set of expectations. Not only is it my job to finish the hit, but I have to make it look like a byproduct of the original attempt.
Nobody can know a second attempt was made. 
Every once in a great while, I am even be asked to eliminate the failed hitter themselves. I don’t like to take on those cases, I avoid them if I can, but like Winston Churchill once so succinctly pointed out, we’ve already established what I’d do for money, after that we were just haggling on price.
And what a price it can bring.
Most people read this and assume I am some clandestine instrument of the mafia, an operative of back alleys and darkened streets. Truth is, I’ve worked for everyone from oil tycoons to disgruntled heiresses, government agencies to major universities. I’ve done jobs in six different countries on three separate continents.
So, why don’t people just come to me first? Why do they bother going with someone that might botch an operation and face the need for my services?
The answer to that is rather simple.
I am out of their league. 
If someone wants the best they must pay for the best. If they can get the same result for a fraction of the cost, they might as well. 
No point hiring Scorsese when a kid from the A/V department at the local high school will do.
Of course, it is that exact line of thinking that leads to most of my business. That’s how it went with my latest job. 
To set the stage, the bad blood between Theo Mavetti and I stretches back to the Atlantic City Incident of ‘95. Wanting to save a buck, he hired locals to get rid of some new muscle that was squeezing in on his turf. 
To be expected, the locals got in over their head, opened fire in a public venue, almost turned the thing into an East Coast reenactment of Beirut.
Making matters worse, the new muscle wasn’t moving in on them at all. They were nothing more than a protection detail down from the City, looking out for one of their guys on a weekend bender.
That’s when Theo decided to bring me in.
He needed the whole thing to go away. Needed the local boys to meet a quick and definitive end. Needed enough of the New York crew put down to make it look like an issue between two groups of thugs and nothing more.
In no way could anybody know he’d been involved.
I told him it was no big deal. We agreed to a price and I did what was asked of me. 
Problem was, I was a little too efficient in my work. Theo decided that since I was on hand, he’d take care of a few other lingering issues he’d been having. Decided to have me wipe out half the goons in Atlantic City. 
I was a business man, so again I did what was asked of me. When I went to collect my additional fee though, he insisted he only be charged the original price we’d agreed upon.
Big mistake.
Sparing the details, not until a few Polaroid’s of yours truly standing beside his sleeping daughter’s bed surfaced did he pay me what I had coming.
That was over ten years ago. We hadn’t spoken since. 
That’s why I was more than a little surprised to get a call from him a few days ago.
Part of me wanted to tell the bastard to eat the ass-end of a gun. The other half though, the more pragmatic, capitalistic half, decided to listen to what the man had to say.
As is often the case, the pragmatic half was right. It knew the situation must have been nothing short of hell itself for the old man to be calling me.
Turns out that was an understatement. 
Turns out it was something so bad that the son of a bitch had no choice but to utter the words, “Get Four on the phone.”
Four.
That’s what they call me.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
Rule One. 
Never do anything until the money arrives. 
Unlike some others, I was fortunate enough not to learn this lesson the hard way. It was the first and most important rule I had even before I realized I had rules. 
              In my possession are two bank accounts in Switzerland and a matching pair in the Cayman Islands. It might sound a bit cliché, but until somebody discovers a better way to hide money on this planet, it is what it is.
              All four are the end result of a routing process that sends the funds through a dozen locations, running the spectrum of countries and currencies. By the time the money gets done bouncing around and lands itself in my possession, there is no way anybody could piece together its origin.
              Only one person has ever been foolish enough to try. It didn’t end well for him.
              The process started when the call came in. An eight hundred number was picked up by an answering service in an unmarked building in an unknown town. An automated voice told the caller to leave a detailed message with all pertinent details.
              Number of people. Location. Time frame.
              The message is explicit that the caller is never to leave their name. That part comes later, if and when I decided to take a case. Until then, I maintain plausible deniability at all costs.
              After that, I wait twenty-four hours. 
Always. No exceptions.
              Part of that is to make them sweat a little, discern just how serious they were. If someone was desperate, the delay was enough to make them go elsewhere.
              Despite whatever loss of income it might represent to me, in the end it always turned out to be a good thing. I refuse to work with desperate people. They tend to be sloppy, which is the polite way of saying they always end up doing something stupid.
              The other part is to give me a little time to do my homework. Look into the caller. Research the targets, the area. 
Determine if I even want the job. When you’re in the position I am, being selective is a luxury I can afford.
              If everything checks out and I decide to do business, I respond. Again I route the call through a service, the signal bouncing all over the globe. 
I don’t even let them hear my real voice.
              The only thing my response gets them is a price and an account number. There is no negotiating. Everybody who calls me knows this.
              Per rule one, when the money arrives, I go to work.
There is no denying that conducting business in this manner gets tedious. At times, it becomes flat out bullshit. All said though, it is a necessary evil.
For one, there is never a trail of any kind back to me. My entire existence is nothing more than a phone number. Not only does it provide me with some modicum of security, it acts as an initial screening process for me.
If someone is connected enough to get their hands on that number, they are connected enough to enlist my services.
Second, all face to face contact is eliminated. 
A few of the old timers, men like Mavetti, knew me in another life, long before I got to this level. I’ve taken steps to remedy that and even my own mother, God rest her soul, wouldn’t recognize me today. 
Nobody that hires me knows anything beyond the few details I choose to give them. Even then, it is in measured amounts and often part of my cover.
Who I am is inconsequential to the services I provided. 
Sharing anything will only serve to get me killed.
The sequence was no different than any other time. A call came in detailing four hits to be made as soon as possible. I listened with my usual level of detachment, not at all fond of the truncated time table requested.
Immediate time frames smack of desperation. I’ve already made my feelings on that known before.
It wasn’t until I got to the end that my interest was piqued.
Ten years had passed since my last run-in with Mavetti. Enough time that I didn’t recognize his voice right off. 
On my second pass through I paid closer attention. There was some fatigue present, an unmistakable wheeze from his years spent sucking on cheap cigars. Under it though was the same self-conceited rasp I remembered from all those years before.
By the time I played it a third time, my skin was on fire. It was impossible to mistake the voice coming through the line. No way to push the image of him sitting behind his desk, a cheap Aloha shirt hanging open across his chest, from my mind.
There was no idle chit chat. No mention of who he was or the fact that we had done business before. Nothing more than the details requested.
Four people, all within walking distance of the finest academic institutions in the world.
Done within the week.
Nothing about the job was anything to bat an eye at. I’ve done much larger jobs in much stranger locations on more than one occasion.
Still, the simple fact that Mavetti was calling told me he was in a bind. Taken together with our already complicated history, I decided right off I wasn’t going to take the case.
Knowing all that though made it impossible for me not to respond or even worse, to call and politely decline.
Maybe it was my ego getting the better of me, but I decided to have some fun with him.
Instead of refusing the offer, I replied with an exorbitant price tag. I won’t brag about the details, but there were a lot of zeros attached to the end of it. 
Enough to let the prick know I was in charge and I didn’t appreciate being called out of the blue.
The money came in less than an hour later. Half to Switzerland, half to Cayman.
If the old man wanted my attention, he had it.
Every instinct I had told me to refuse the cash and walk away. I already knew he must have a real hard case to risk calling me. Coupled with the window he wanted the jobs done and the instantaneous turnaround, he reeked of anxiety.
None of it made for a real compelling case on my side. 
I let my instincts mull things over for an entire night, trying to convince myself to give it up and move on.
Of course, it only took my pragmatic side thirty seconds to remind me how nice those matching seven figure deposits looked in my bank accounts.
That was all it took. I was in.
There is a process to my work. Regardless of how large the job or who the client, I approach each one the same way.
The first thing, always, is to find out everything I can about the targets. 
Most people in this line of work don’t believe in writing anything down. 
Those people watch too many movies.
That adage only applies if you know you are being watched. If that is the case, a person shouldn’t be in this line of work to begin with.
Fact is, most people in the world preferred to live in a self-obsessed daze. They barely make eye contact with people they pass on the street, let alone stop to check what someone might have written down on a legal pad.
I find it better to have a few items in writing than to risk mixing something up or targeting the wrong person. Once the leg work is done, I’ll shred and burn it all anyway.
The most invaluable source of information I have ever found is the local public library. Every living person has gotten curious and ran a Google search on someone before. 
A potential mate. An ex-lover. A new employer. Maybe even themselves.
What most people don’t realize though is the breadth of information available if they know where to look. 
Social security numbers, credit reports, transcripts, addresses, children’s names. 
In my opinion, the library is the best place in the world to perform anonymous research. Any schmoe with an ID can get a library card. From there, it is easy. 
Swipe in, sign on to the internet, and search to your heart’s desire. 
The visited sites are saved under your card for the duration of the session. Once you log out, the data is erased forever.
At any given time, I am a member at seven different library branches under seven different names, though the locations and names change from time to time. 
Not once has anybody given me so much as a second glance.
On a pristine fall Friday morning, I was one of three people sitting in the library. Less than an hour before, I called in to my day job and told them I had been asked to speak at a conference. I was going out a few days early, wouldn’t be back for a week.
The information was accepted without a thought.
There were two other people seated amongst the bank of computers I found myself at, each of us evenly spread out. The other two were both middle aged women, no doubt searching for men or jobs, neither paying me any heed as I fired up a browser and went to work.
When I first started doing this years ago, it would have taken me days to put together this kind of background material on four people. Now, thanks to technological improvements and the Freedom of Information Act, it took less than two hours.
On the same legal pad I jotted down professions, addresses, bank account numbers, anything I might find useful. For the most part I just needed the home address and the place of employment, but I liked to have the other stuff on hand in case I needed it.
The sad reality was, most people spent ninety percent of their lives at home, at work, or somewhere in between. 
If you were trying to target somebody, your efforts had to start there.
Pages of notes folded tight and secured in my bag, I closed the browser I’d been searching in and opened a new one. I pulled up a travel website and just three minutes after signing in, I was the proud new owner of an overpriced plane ticket.
Roundtrip to Boston.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
Six hours.
              That was the direct flight time to Boston. Far too long to be comfortable, but short enough that no real aches set in. 
              A man that made what I did, and was under the time constraints that I was, didn’t bother with connections. Just a lot of hassle to save an extra fifty bucks. 
              No upside at all in that for me.
              Though it may seem a bit counterintuitive, I always made a point of enduring the discomfort that came with flying coach. Without fail I booked the back corner seat on the plane and was one of the first people to board and the last one off. 
              While it might be the least desirable seat on the whole aircraft, whatever bit of physical discomfort I felt was worth it.
              If I couldn’t get the seat I wanted, I’d book on the next flight out that I could. Simple as that.
              Years of being in this profession had taught me to never be anywhere that I was sitting stationary for very long. Even worse, where people could parade by and stare at me. 
              Even in my day job, my face was rarely visible for very long at a time.
              The flight into Boston was fairly quick and painless. I never bothered with heavy arms, explosives, or anything that might leave a trail, so checking baggage wasn’t a problem. Most of my necessary tools could be carried in regular shampoo or shaving cream bottles, the rest I picked up on the fly.
              My flight landed into Logan International mid-morning on Saturday, the sun dancing off the Atlantic on arrival. After deplaning I assimilated easily into the departing crowd, almost invisible as I obtained my rental car and eased away into traffic.
               This wasn’t my first time in Boston and it certainly wouldn’t be my last. Our history together went back almost a quarter century ago to my arriving as a bright eyed freshman at Harvard. For four solid years it was a pain in the ass, but as an alumnus it came in handy from time to time.
              In return for everything the school name had done for me, I still donated money on an annual basis and showed up every year for the Yale game. Even kept up with a fair number of classmates, regardless of how stuffy they could occasionally be. 
              You never knew when you were going to need a few friends in high places for a favor, or more importantly an alibi.
              There was a familiarity with the city that bordered on déjà vu as I wound my way down Storrow Drive and followed the Charles River. Crew teams rowed by as the fall sun descended in front of me. Fat leaves of gold and crimson floated to the ground as I worked past Fenway, the hulking stadium sitting silent for the afternoon.
              The traffic thickened a bit as I passed into Cambridge, Harvard looming ahead. From the road I could see scores of students trekking across the Anderson Bridge, no doubt on their way down to the stadium. 
              The football team was hosting Princeton, one of the few times students got to pretend they were living a normal college experience. 
              At any state school in the country the traffic a block from the stadium would be so thick I’d be in gridlock for hours. 
              In the Ivy League it barely cost me five minutes.
              Damn Ivies thought they were too good for something as barbaric as football. They’d rather traipse across the globe and fleece a third world country for their oil. 
Nothing barbaric in that.
The next exit past the stadium shuffled me onto Route 2A towards the outskirts of Harvard Square and Fresh Pond. Coming up on the enclave of Alewife, I checked into the Western Tria and had lunch in the steakhouse downstairs.
              The thick t-bone was a bit tough and the beer a little warm, but it didn’t really matter. Oklahoma was beating up Notre Dame on the television and for a few minutes I was just another guy enjoying a fall Saturday the way they’re supposed to be.
              Some that do what I do might criticize my choice of location for the weekend. I was at least ten miles from any of my targets and staying in a hotel that I could buy and sell with what I was making on this hit.
              Both the hotel and the location were deliberate choices.
              Someone searching for me would never look in a generic joint in the suburbs. The advent of the television era meant most people had seen so much CSI they thought that’s how business was conducted. 
              High rise penthouse suites, with deluxe meals and prostitutes hanging from the ceiling. 
              In reality, there was safety in my choice of accommodations. I was Joe Nobody, having a steak and watching football, as faceless as the other half dozen chaps doing the same thing all along the bar.
              Perhaps even more important, I was nowhere near the scenes of the impending crimes. Most of the time, those that got caught did so because they stayed too close to the action. They loved to see the police arrive and scratch their heads, got off watching the media try to make sense of what happened. 
              I knew when I left a scene that the job was done. That was all that mattered.
              I measured success in dollars and cents. Nothing more.
              Finally, and not to be undersold, I chose this spot because I liked it. I came to Harvard as a kid fresh off the farm in western Oregon, a place where there were always fresh boysenberries on the vine and the smell of dairy cattle hung in the air. 
              I found this little oasis my freshman year and it grew on me. Fresh Pond reservoir was less than a hundred yards away and offered the only fishing in the area that wasn’t the river. Mount Auburn Cemetery had the best view of the city and Jose’s around the corner was my favorite hidden gem restaurant in all of Boston.
              Call me sentimental, but I didn’t get back often. I liked to make it count.
              After my second beer I switched to lemonade and watched the rest of the Oklahoma game. After they finished off the Irish, I left a fat tip for the barmaid and headed back to my room to stretch out for awhile. 
              I’d just traveled across the country and it was going to be a late night.
              Placing my cell phone on vibrate I set the alarm on it for 9 pm. Still a little early for my schedule, but any later and somebody might find it odd should they overhear it. 
              Nobody sets an alarm to wake up at ten o’clock at night. These were the little things you started to think about when you do what I do.
              Lying down, I kicked my shoes off and stretched my legs out over the bottom edge of the king size bed. Settling back on the fluffy pillows I closed my eyes and smiled, the pillow top mattress cocooning around me.
              It was going to be a good night.
 



              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
Most people will tell you they love a good deep sleep. Falling into an abyss of darkness, their entire being shutting down for hours at a time.
Not me. 
I preferred light sleep, the kind where the body never really left the REM cycle, always just a few seconds away from rising fresh and alert. 
Maybe it was my good mood from the afternoon of red meat and football. Perhaps it was what I knew lay in the night ahead. It might have even been the thrill of being back on familiar turf. Either way, I enjoyed several hours of nice light sleep.
              The cell phone buzzed only a single time before I reached over and snapped it closed, swung my feet over the edge of the bed and went into the bathroom. In practiced movements I showered using generic shampoo and brushed my teeth with bland toothpaste.
              People remembered distinctive smells. Never did I want someone to step into an elevator after me and remember a particular scent. My goal was to be as invisible as possible.
              I dressed in the most boring ensemble I could find, a pair of plain tan slacks and a white oxford shirt. My hair I shoved to the side in a basic part and across my face I wore thin rimmed glasses. 
That’s all. No watch, no jewelry, nothing that could catch a glint of light or somebody’s attention. 
              The last task before leaving was to scroll through the local phonebook and pick out the number for the SkyLine luxury apartment complex. Using my cell phone with a scrambler I dialed, waiting out three long rings before it was picked up.
              “Good evening, SkyLine apartment homes. How may I help you?” answered a thin female voice with a slight nasal hint.
              “Good evening. I was visiting a friend this afternoon at your complex and seem to have misplaced my wallet sometime between then and now. Has anybody turned one in?”
              There was a moment of rustling on the other end of the line before she responded, “No sir, I am sorry, nothing’s come through here.”
              Using my faux concerned voice I said, “I remember taking it out in the elevator to check a phone number. Perhaps I dropped it in there? Is there any way you can check?”
              “Certainly sir, I’ll have to put you on hold while I go have a look.”
              I pushed a long sigh out before responding, “Oh you don’t have to do all that, ma’am. I was just thinking that if there was a camera there, you could look right quick and tell me if you noticed anything.”
              “I am sorry, sir; we don’t use cameras here at SkyLine. We rent to only the highest quality of people and we don’t believe in intruding on their privacy.”
              Just like that, Thin & Nasal told me everything I needed to know.
              “Would you like me to check the elevators for you?” she followed up.
              “Yes please, I am sorry to be a bother but my boarding pass for a flight in the morning is in there.”
              “Okay sir, one moment please.”
              After she put me on hold I waited a moment or two to ensure she’d stepped away from the desk before hanging up. I’d already gotten everything I need from her, no need to keep up with the charade any longer. 
If she tried to call me back she’d get nothing but an automated response anyway.
              Using the back stairwell I descended two flights of stairs and exited into the fall evening. The ambient sounds of the city filled my ears as I walked through the parking lot and up Alewife Parkway, my rental car in plain camera view the entire time. 
Every little piece only made an alibi that much stronger.
The walk to the T station took less than ten minutes, the transaction to purchase tokens another two. When I enrolled in college twenty-five years before it was fifty cents a ride, the times accounting for a one hundred and fifty percent increase in fares. 
Given that everything around me looked exactly the same as it did back then, my only guess was there must have been some happy politicians somewhere in Boston tonight.
The T ride took fifteen minutes along the semi-familiar route, past Davis, Porter and Harvard Squares, past Central and on into Kendall, home of MIT. Falling in behind a gaggle of college students out for the evening, or as is more likely given my location, returning home, I emerged from the station into the night air. 
Three leisurely blocks along the river took me close to my destination, hooking a left back into the city for the last two. At five minutes after eleven I strolled into the lobby of the SkyLine as natural as if I owned the top-floor penthouse.
Removing my cell phone from my pocket I pressed it to my ear with my left hand, concealing most of my face from the front desk as I walked by. I glanced over to see a frail young woman with red hair flipping through a newspaper, barely looking up as I walked by.
Definitely Thin & Nasal.
Entering into the elevators, I used the phone as a pointer and pressed the button for the top floor. In some buildings, with cameras or full-time bellmen, I might have had to take the stairs or be creative. 
These guys made it almost too easy. 
When the doors opened on the top floor, I paused a moment and listened. Hearing nothing, I emerged into one of the most generic hallways I had ever seen.
White walls. Beige carpeting. Long cylindrical lights overhead.
My footfalls were silent as I exited into the hallway and headed for the only door on the entire floor.
The first person on my list was Dr. Ambrosia Brockler, a chemist that split her time floating between Harvard and MIT. She earned her PhD from Stanford and her fame working with botanical growth hormones in the eighties and early nineties. In the time since she’d ridden her reputation to a tenured teaching position and a lot of time as visiting consultant or expert witness.
Hence the entire top floor at the SkyLine.
What she could have done to deserve a visit from me, I can only feign to guess.
Odds were it didn’t have anything to do with plants though.
Making sure I was in direct line of the peephole, I knocked three times and took a step back. I stood with my hands clasped in front of me, my entire body pulled in as small and unassuming as possible.
A few moments passed before the sound of bare feet on wooden floors grew closer. There was a pause as she stopped to see who was knocking, shadows dancing beneath the door.
The door swung open to reveal a striking woman in her late forties with glossy black hair and reading glasses perched on her nose. A black silk nightgown conformed to her lithe body, a white linen robe over it, open and hanging by her sides.
“May I help you?” she asked, her visage devoid of concern.
“I am sorry,” I replied, my shoulders still hunched inward. “I am looking for a Faith Heathrow. Do you know where I can find her?”
Shaking her head slightly, Ambrosia said, “No, I am sorry. I don’t know anybody by that name and I live here alone.”
Forcing a flush of blood to my face, I stammered a moment as if to appear embarrassed. “I am very sorry to have disturbed you, Miss...” 
As the words leave my mouth, I extended my right hand towards her, a simple and unobtrusive gesture.
“Brockler. Ambrosia Brockler,” she replied, returning the handshake, never knowing it would be the last thing she ever did.
I pressed the transparent patch flat palmed in my hand against hers, holding it a full moment to make sure it was absorbed. 
“Harold Spires, pleasure to meet you. Have a good evening.”
She mumbled something close to the same back to me, already the strength seeping from her voice. Without another word I turned to leave, her door closing behind me. Using the cell phone both as a pointer and a disguise again, I called the elevator and rode it down, pressed the phone to my face and exited the building.
On the way out I scanned the wall of mailboxes in the foyer and saw “C. Mecklin” in apartment 6C, the apartment I guessed to be right under Brockler’s. 
Despite the hour, there was still a fair bit of life out in the city as I departed the SkyLine. The sound of the subway could be heard rumbling nearby as I turned right and strolled three blocks, careful to control my pace.
I tossed a glance over my shoulder, nothing more than a quick check, and seeing nobody I pulled up beside a corner trash can. The thin and permeable wax lining peeled clean away from my palms, coming lose in two full pieces. Both of them went right to the middle of the can, instantly becoming unrecognizable amongst the heap of garbage inside.
Five minutes had passed since leaving Brockler, the patch no doubt finished with what it was designed to do. 
I knew this for a fact, because I designed it. 
When doing what I do for a living, it’s impossible not to develop a deep understanding of chemicals. After months of trial and error, I was able to develop a solid state patch from a mixture of compounds I liked to refer to as the Baer.
Some may think the spelling incorrect, but the name had nothing to do with the animal. Rather, it was homage to 1920’s heavyweight champion Max Baer, a man whose punch was so fierce it had been known to kill with a single punch. 
That’s what my concoction did, killed with a single punch.
Formulated to pass through the skin without resistance, my victims never saw it coming.
From something as simple as a handshake, I could deliver a fatal punch and be miles away before they knew what happened. The mixture entered the bloodstream within seconds. A few minutes later the neurotransmitters in the brain began to deaden, causing the person to feel sleepy and start to nod off.
Shortly thereafter, they fall asleep for good.
By that point not only was I miles away, but enough time had passed to allow for a person to lie down. Once they were found, they appear to have just fallen asleep, no signs of struggle at all.
I caught a cab to Davis Square and hopped out in front of the old Somerville Theater, the overhead marquee advertising a second run movie above me. A short walk took me over to the T, where I caught a ride back to Alewife. On my way out of the station I grabbed a couple of sandwiches I never intended to eat from Burger King and walked back to the Tria in the dark.
Again, an alibi is always made in the details.
Using the lobby entrance I slid into the Tria without using my keycard, waved the bag at the prepubescent kid with heavy eyelids at the front counter and walked to my room. Once there I tossed the bag into the trash, peeled the Oxford shirt off and went to the bathroom.
From my pants pocket I removed the pages of notes on Brockler and burned them in the shower, running water over them and rinsing the ashes down the drain. 
Without thinking twice of the beautiful woman whose life I just ended I went to my bag and pulled out my next stack of notes.
Keller Wilbanks. First time United States Congressman for the state of Massachusetts.
Middle aged family man with perfect teeth, good hair, and charisma bred from a life in front of the cameras.
Christ I hated politicians. This one might even be fun.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
“It is days like this that make me wonder why the hell I ever became a cop,” Dern Beckett said as he climbed from the passenger seat of the standard police issue Crown Victoria. He placed his coffee on the hood and reached back inside, extracting a rumpled brown blazer. In practiced movement he shrugged it back on, hiding the shoulder holster he was wearing.
Swinging the door shut, he picked the coffee back up and took a long pull.
              “Don’t give me that horseshit. You love this stuff,” Devin Meeks said as he pulled himself out from behind the wheel. “You’re a cowboy through and through. If this was the old days, you’d be out on a damn horse chasing down Geronimo or some shit.”
              Beckett paused a moment, considering the statement. “Point being?”
              “You live for this. Don’t tell me otherwise.”
              Beckett smirked at his partner’s candor, unable to disagree. He was a bit of a cowboy, at least in the conventional manner of thinking. He wore jeans and cowboy boots everywhere he went. Always had a five o’clock shadow and spoke with a bit of a drawl.
              Most of the men on the force called him Lockjaw for the way he set his mouth when he was deep in an investigation, a face that gave him an omnipresent snarl.
              “Jesus, what a mess,” Beckett muttered as he and Meeks walked from the car to the swarm of people surrounding the SkyLine luxury apartment complex. 
A team of police clad in black had barricaded off a large swath of ground outside the front doors, the entire area crisscrossed with yellow police tape. A large throng of cameras and reporters had gathered around them.
This in turn had attracted an even larger crowd of onlookers.
Beckett forced his way through and flashed his shield to the cop working the gate. The cop, a rookie that looked like he was barely old enough to shave, swung back a corner of a barricade, his jaw agape.
“Come right on in Mr. Beckett, they’re expecting you upstairs.”
At the sound of his name a dozen reporters began shouting questions at him, all addressing him like they were lifelong pals. With a sideways glare, Beckett pushed his way through the large glass doors of the lobby.
The commotion of outside fell away as the doors swung closed behind them. A team of officers were at the front desk speaking to the man behind the counter. A couple sat beside the fountain reading a newspaper.
Otherwise the lobby was deserted.
Beckett walked to the front desk, drawing the attention of the two officers. The one on the right, a tall red head Beckett recognized nodded. “They’re expecting you upstairs detective.”
Beckett ignored the statement, his attention on the man behind the counter. “How many ways are there upstairs?”
The man extended his hand, a half smile on his face. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” her purred in a faux French accent. “I am Jack Hodges, manager here at the SkyLine.”
Beckett shook the man’s hand and mumbled his own name and credentials. As he did, it was impossible not to notice the shake was weak and feminine, lacking any strength whatsoever. 
It made him squeeze a little harder, just for spite.
Hodges pulled a map from behind the counter and outlined four different routes to the penthouse suite. There was a single elevator bank, the emergency stairwell, an old service elevator, and an outside fire escape that ran to the adjacent apartment.
Once Hodges was done, Beckett snatched up the map and left the three men standing by the front desk. He could hear Meeks running to try and catch up as he studied the four possible routes, already moving for the first one.
“We’ll start with the service elevator. The main bank would be too obvious, same with the stairs. Fire escape is something out of bad television, so it’s obvious for the same reasons.”
“And we give a damn what route the killer took in getting up here why?” Meeks asked.
“A lot of times a killer’s route of entry says a lot about the crime itself,” Beckett said, face still down towards the map. “If they used the main elevators, it can be reasoned they carried a small and easily concealed weapon. Service elevator’s often have weight limitations so we can get an idea of a maximum size. 
“Can also get a little insight into the mind of our killers. Someone that uses the main elevators is brazen, does this as much for the thrill as for the act itself. Someone using the stairwell is a little more paranoid, but within reason.”
Meeks shook his head. “Or there’s always the fact that someone could be a whack job regardless of how they got up there.”
Beckett smirked. “Yeah, there’s always that.”
The two made their way through the lobby and past the main bank of elevators. They passed through the first floor of apartments and came out on the far side of the building, exiting out of the main corridor and into the parking garage.
The service elevator was easy enough to find, tucked away beside the loading docks.
The garage smelled of used oil and car exhaust as Beckett pulled a pair of latex gloves from the jacket pocket of his blazer and snapped them on. He pushed the call button to open the elevator and motioned for Meeks to wait outside while he did a quick scan for any useful information.
There was none.
Pulling the gloves off he signaled for Meeks to join him and pushed the button marked P to take them to the top floor. 
“Anything we can use?” Meeks asked, glancing around the space.
“Yeah,” Beckett said. “Place doesn’t use cameras on the elevators. Could have been anybody coming up and down this thing.”
Meeks snapped his head in all directions to inspect for himself as the doors parted and Beckett emerged onto the top floor. It was large and open, everything in light colors, scrubbed clean. 
Halfway down the corridor a team of crime scene examiners walked in and out of the only visible door, making direct routes between it and the main elevator. 
Beckett strode down the corridor towards them, Meeks catching up beside him.
“What else have we noticed so far?” Meeks asked.
“No other neighbors,” Beckett replied. “There’s not a single other door on this entire floor.”
As they approached, a large man with close cropped hair and thick framed glasses emerged into the hallway. His tie was loose about his neck and shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbows. He saw Beckett walking towards him and said, “Boy am I glad to see your ass.”
Beckett shook his hand and said, “Meeks, this is Chief Medical Examiner Hank Pickerell. Hank, this is my new partner Devin Meeks.
“The only time you’re ever glad to see me is when something’s really good or really bad. Please tell me it’s the former.”
Pickerell opened his mouth to respond, but closed it a few seconds later. He raised his hand and ran it over his chin several times, a half-smirk tugging the corner of his mouth upward. “You better come in here and take a look at this for yourself.”
Beckett didn’t try to decipher the statement. He shrugged at Meeks and followed the ME into the room. 
It took a single look for Beckett to ascertain that Pickerell was right. 
This was bad. Very bad.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
In his years on the force, Beckett had seen blood spattered walls. Mutilated corpses. Bodies left for dead days on end in the summer heat.
Of all of them, this was the crime scene he detested the most. 
The non-existent one.
Beckett stood in the middle of the living room and watched the crime scene techs around him. They should have been scurrying about gathering evidence. Instead they were subdued, pouring over the two inches in front of their face.
“Talk to me Hank.”
Pickerell stood beside him, his arms folded across his chest. “Far as we can tell, not a single thing in the place is out of order. Not so much as an overturned chair.”
“Where’s the body?”
Pickerell motioned Beckett towards the bedroom and together they made their way through the large open door, Meeks behind them. 
“Dr. Ambrosia Brockler,” Pickerell said. “PhD from Stanford in ’95, came here soon thereafter. Started as an assistant professor, fast became a tenured professor in the chemistry department. Did some brilliant work with botanicals to earn her doctorate, kind of been lying low ever since.”
As he listened to the brief synopsis, Beckett surveyed the room in front of him. A pair of techs scrubbed away at the dresser and desk, two more combed the floors for any errant fibers.
In the middle of the room was a large four post bed, Brockler lying atop it. Beckett left Pickerell and Meeks, approaching from the side to examine her.
She was a beautiful woman, with thick dark hair and well defined cheekbones. Beckett imagined she had deep green eyes beneath her closed lids, not that he would ever have the chance to find out.
She lay atop the covers of her lavish bed, a black silk nightgown clinging to her motionless form.
“What have you found so far?” he asked.
“Not a lot,” Pickerell responded. “I wanted you to see the scene before I did a full workup, but I gave her a quick once over and found she wasn’t a victim of any of the S’s.”
“The S’s?” Meeks asked, the first time he spoke since entering the apartment.
“Shot, stabbed or strangled,” Beckett said, letting a bit of agitation show in his voice. “What else you got?”
“No bruising, nothing under her fingernails, no obvious sign of a struggle.”
Beckett looked around the room and shook his head. “Looks like she died in her sleep last night. Who found the body? Why exactly are we here?”
Pickerell held two fingers up, the beefy digits looking like a misshapen peace symbol. “Two reasons. First, because Brockler had her university physical last week and came back in perfect health. 
“Second, we got a call.”
Beckett twisted his head at the neck to stare at Pickerell. “When? From who?”
“This morning a call was made to the front desk from a Carl Mecklin in apartment 6C. Told them he was hearing noises coming from up here and thought he heard a woman scream. Front desk sent a security guard to check and they found this.”
Beckett processed the information, chewing at the inside of his cheek. “Okay, so again I ask, why are we here?”
Pickerell held his palms towards the ceiling and shrugged. “When the security guard found the body, he contacted the police. They got here and called me, I called you.”
“And?”
“For one, look at this place. She’s been dead since at least midnight. There’s no way anybody this morning heard noises or a woman scream. 
“Two, there is no Carl Mecklin in apartment 6C. It’s Carol Mecklin, an eighty year old widower that could barely hear a fog horn in bed beside her. 
“She swears she didn’t hear anything and hasn’t called anybody in over a week.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
Beckett led Meeks out in the hallway, rattling off directions as he went.
“Go downstairs and tell Jacky boy that we need to see whoever was working last night between 6pm and 6am. Also tell him we need to speak to whoever took the call this morning.”
“Where you off to?” Meeks asked, standing by the elevators as Beckett moved towards the stairs.
“6C,” Beckett said before disappearing into the stairwell. 
He took the stairs two at a time and swung on to the sixth floor. It was an identical copy of the one above it, the only difference being a few more wooden doors lining the hall.
Walking to the middle of the floor Beckett found 6C and wrapped on it with the back of his knuckles. When several seconds passed without a response he remembered Pickerell’s earlier comment and pounded again, this time shaking the door on its hinges.
A diminutive woman with white hair and a blue robe came to the door, an empty coffee pot in her hand. “May I help you young man?”
Beckett smirked at anyone calling him, pushing his forty-second birthday, a young man, but let it pass. 
He flashed his badge and said, “Good morning Ms. Mecklin, my name is Dern Beckett and I am a detective with the Boston Police Department. Do you mind if I come in for a moment?”
Mecklin paused for a second before stepping back. “Yes of course, come right on in. I was about to put on a pot of coffee, can I interest you in some?”
“No, thank you ma’am, I won’t be but a minute here, I just had a few questions for you about this morning.”
Mecklin sighed and turned to the sink, running water into the empty pot. “You’re more than welcome to ask, but like I told those nice gentlemen earlier I really don’t know anything.”
“I understand ma’am, I was just hoping you might be able to clear up a few things for me. 
“First of all, do you know or are you related to anybody that uses the name Carl Mecklin? A name, a nickname, anything?”
Mecklin turned the faucet off and placed the pot on the sink. “No, not that I know of. My husband’s name was Henry and both of our children were girls. He had a brother named Bruce and his father was named Heath. Those are about the only Mecklin’s I know.”
“I see,” Beckett said. He hadn’t expected it to be that easy, but it was worth a shot.
“You made mention of your husband ma’am, is he around?”
Mecklin lowered her voice and said, “No, I am afraid he isn’t. My Henry died six years ago. Since then it’s just been me and Scruffy, the cat.”
“I am very sorry ma’am. If I may ask, how did he pass?” 
“No need to be sorry,” Mecklin replied. “Cancer got him. He fought it for years; we all knew the end was coming.”
“So no form of foul play of any kind? Nobody would have any reason to try and pull you folks into something? No residual ill will?”
Mecklin’s eyes grew large and she said, “Oh no, nothing like that. Henry and I owned a floral shop a few blocks from here, ran it for almost fifty years. 
“Don’t really come across ill will when you’re selling roses for a living.”
Beckett smiled. “No ma’am, I suppose you don’t. 
“Can you tell me about what happened this morning? Did you hear anything? Maybe mention it to someone? Would there be any reason for someone to call and gave this name?”
“You know, I’ve been sitting here trying to think of something all morning and I honestly can’t think of a single thing. I awoke at six like I always do and took a shower. I walked out into the hall and got the morning paper, was sitting here checking the weather report when two officers knocked on my door and asked if I had placed a call this morning.
“I wish I could be of more assistance detective, I really do, but I just don’t know anything.”
Beckett paused for a moment and surveyed the woman. 
Without a doubt, she was telling the truth. 
Beckett stood and extended his card to her. “I am very sorry to have bothered you ma’am. If you remember anything at all, please feel free to give me a call directly.”
Mecklin took the card and escorted him to the door. She waved him farewell as he turned back the way he had came and took the stairs back to the lobby.
He found Meeks there sitting on a bench, yelling into a cell phone. 
“Dammit! Well where the heck is she?” Meeks demanded, pausing just a moment as the other side responded. Whatever they said only seemed to incense him even more.
“She gets in, you call this number! You don’t wait for her to remove her coat or take a piss!”
Meeks snapped the phone shut and scowled at it. 
“I am guessing that didn’t go well?” Beckett said.
Meeks shook his head. “Not even close. 
“Your boy Hodges over there took the call this morning, says it came in just after six. Some guy with a very clear voice, not even a Boston accent. Said his name was Carl Mecklin and he was concerned about whoever lived above him. Claimed to have heard several loud noises that woke him up. Wasn’t until he heard a woman scream that he decided to call.”
Beckett looked over at Hodges, who was pretending not to glance over at them every few seconds. “Anything else?”
“Nothing. No background noise, no distinctive accent in the voice, nothing.”
“Dammit,” Beckett muttered, pulling his phone from his pocket. He pressed the first speed dial button and waited for the precinct to pick up.
It did after three rings.
“Hey Suzy, it’s Dern. Can I get you to call Cambridge Power and Phone and get a trace log for the front desk of the SkyLine apartment complex for this morning, five to seven a.m.?” He paused a moment before adding, “Thank you Suzy, I appreciate it.”
Turning to Meeks he said, “Odds are this guy was too smart to use a traceable number and if he did, I’m guessing it was a pay phone at a bus stop somewhere. Just the same, we can pull the records.”
Meeks stood and together they walked towards the front entrance. “What makes you so sure this was a murder?”
Beckett snorted. “You serious?”
“Well, think about it. This guy went to a hell of a lot of trouble to make this as clean as possible. For Christ’s sake the victim’s lying in her nightgown in her bed without a mark on her.”
As they walked through the front door Beckett stopped, motioning for Meeks to do the same. He tapped the bank of mailboxes lining the foyer between the outside door and the door to the lobby. “Look at this. 6C – C. Mecklin.”
Meeks nodded. “So Mecklin was just a name this guy grabbed on the way out. If I lived in that apartment he’d have called and said his name was Dave Meeks.”
“Looks like it. Chalk the Mecklin thing up to a dead end.” 
They stepped out the front doors and past the throng of encroaching reporters still jockeying for position. No effort was made to answer any questions as they climbed back into the Crown Vic and pulled away from the scene.
“I don’t get it,” Meeks said, staring out over the steering wheel. “Why go to all that trouble making it look like she passed in her sleep, then call and tell us to go get the body?”
Beckett let the question sit for a moment, mulling a response.
“Could be one of two things. Either somebody wanted this particular woman dead and wanted everyone to know it, or they’re just damn good and wanted us to know it.”
 



 
Dear Michael,
              
Together, you and I used to go to church on Sundays and listen to the gospel of forgiveness. We would sit shoulder to shoulder and hear the preacher speak of how a person was to issue it time after time and thus will be granted the same treatment by our Lord in Heaven. That if a person were to withhold, were to harbor ill will in their heart, God Almighty would do the same to them. Do you remember?
 
I ask you now Michael, what have I done that is so wicked you cannot find it in your heart to forgive me? I would have never thought there was a sin large enough to come between us and despite my best efforts I cannot think of one yet. I am sorry for whatever I have done, for whatever evil has caused you to do this to me.
 
                                                                      Please come home,
                                                                                    Sarah Beth
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
“I am here at the SkyLine luxury apartment complex where early this morning a call came in notifying hotel officials that a woman’s scream had been heard. Upon going upstairs to check into the matter the hotel staff discovered the body of one Dr. Ambrosia Brockler, tenured professor of chemistry at MIT...”
The pretty blonde news reporter rattled off the information, obviously reading it straight from a teleprompter. Her smile was plastic, her grip white-knuckled on the microphone in her hand.
Still, it was the message she was delivering that I was interested in, not the way she was doing it.
You have got to love the American media. All I had to do was make one phone call in the early morning hours. I fell straight back asleep and woke three hours later to this.
I bet Mavetti’s doing back flips right now, assuming the fat bastard can get his ass off the ground.
This brings me to rule two: never question my methods. 
Whoever hires me knows that if at any point they do try to scrutinize my approach, I can and will walk away from a project. I will keep every dime I’ve been paid, wash my hands of it and never be seen again.
The people that hire me do so because I handle things delicately, as opposed to just handling them. 
Anybody can go in with a gun and start whacking people. It’s the planning, the operational knowhow, that they pay for when they enlist my services.
It’s like the old expression, you don’t pay the hooker for sex, you pay her to leave.
They’re not paying me to off someone. They’re paying me not to leave a trail.
They also know up front that if anything gets to the police or the press, it’s because I want it there. No matter how much they want to call and find out what the heck’s going on, like I am sure Mavetti’s doing now, they are not to do so.
Not unless they like the idea of my walking away with a pot full of their money anyway.
I watched the television reporter go on for a few more moments rehashing what she’d already said and showing bland pictures of the apartment before flipping it to ESPN and tossing the remote on the bed. Stuart Scott immediately replaced the woman with a report on how the Red Sox roughed up the Yankees last night. 
I couldn’t help but smile at how well the day was already turning out.
Dressed only in a pair of boxer shorts I opened up my bag and removed the two pages of handwritten notes I had on my second target. I could have gone on for days and days, Google pulling up several million hits, but I really only needed the basics. 
The target was a United States Congressman from the eighth congressional district. To the locals, that consisted of Dorchester and the surrounding areas. 
Everybody else probably knew it best as Southie. 
It was fitting, in an ironic sort of way, that the JFK Presidential Library and Museum sat on Dorchester Bay as the center of the district, because this guy would have the media believe he’s the second coming of Jack himself. 
              Keller Wilbanks, a name that alone oozed posh and entitlement. 
              Wilbanks was born a third generation heir to one of the largest banking centers in the country, rode his family’s name and fortune through Exeter, Harvard, and then Yale Law. 
              My time at Harvard taught me there are three distinct types of people in the Ivy League. About a quarter of the students are from suburban Middle America, play sports or work, wouldn’t know what a silver spoon looked like if it was on their tray in the dining hall. 
              About a quarter of the students were so rich or so smart, they were on another level. Utterly unrelatable.
              The third group, comprising about half the student body, was made up of students that just thought they were really smart or really rich. Also unrelatable, not because of any discernible features, but because they are infuriating in every sense of the word.
              Without ever having met the man, I could tell within minutes of reading about him that Wilbanks was a combination of the latter two. A man that clearly had the wealth to fit into category two, but the ignorance and arrogance to plant him firmly in category three. 
              Not the best of combinations to say the least.
              Fresh out of Yale Law he took a corporate counsel job sheltered within the family company for two years. At the age of twenty-seven he ran for a spot as a United States Representative. He won the primary when both of his much older and better qualified candidates backed out. Won the general when the incumbent suddenly decided he no longer wanted to be in politics.
              His sudden epiphany probably had something to do with a handsome payment he received, not that we’ll ever know. 
              Such things tend to have a pretty strong gag order attached.
              Wilbanks was now in his third term in office, fast approaching his mid-thirties. He married well and had two small children. Successful career, beautiful wife, fabulous wealth, two-point-five kids and a well manicured home out near Newton.
              For all intents and purposes, he was a man living the dream.
              Unlike Mr. Kennedy though, Wilbanks was nothing but a sham. Everybody knew he was a puppet of big business. In his three terms he had successfully introduced not a single bill and was ranked dead last on the congressional power list. He barely spent eight weeks a year in Washington and preferred to spend his time at home in Massachusetts.
              That might be well and good if his time was spent improving life for his constituents, but that wasn’t the case either.
              On the front end of his palatial property, he had built a lake a couple hundred acres large. Even named the thing Lake Keller. Most days when he was supposed to be legislating, he was out on the water, casting a line. 
              About the only positive thing I could say about the man was at least he was a fisherman.
              Placing the notes aside I went to my suitcase and removed two matching toiletry bags from it. Whenever traveling, I always carry both with me, each holding the same exact items. 
              The only difference between the two is their color. 
              In a gray bag I packed the things I will need for the trip. Toothpaste, shampoo, general items.
              In the other, I carried those containers filled with something slightly more volatile than Crest or Suave. This bag was black, for obvious reasons. 
              In lieu of scrawling ‘toxic’ across it in block letters, it was the best I could do.
              In a small Colgate shaving cream can I kept a sleeve of Baer’s I used the night before. The metal bottom screwed out from below and the patches were piled one upon another in a tiny steel sleeve. 
              Plastic would have been easier, but the compound may have eaten through.
              Having already used the Baer, I removed the can from the bag and set it off to the side. They were there if I needed them, but no longer really an option. Anybody that used the same method more than once was asking to be caught. 
              That, and they had no creativity. 
              A man like Wilbanks thinks he’s untouchable. He doesn’t bother with the kind of security his situation requires because he doesn’t realize he needs it. 
              With Brockler, chemicals made for the cleanest method of dispatching her. With Wilbanks, the most obvious choice was already gift wrapped and waiting for me.
              Sifting through the bottles of lotions and creams, I selected a large can of spray-on deodorant and unscrewed the top from it. I peeled back the label from it, leaving only a plain black can and set it atop my dresser.
              Returning to my suitcase I removed a simple black plastic lever and a pair of underwater goggles. I attached the lever to the top of the can and gave it a gentle squeeze, the compressed air inside hissing out at me.
              This was something I’d only done a couple of times before. If I was prone to bouts of nervous energy, I would be giggling like a child on Christmas Eve at the moment.
              I dressed myself in a pair of gym shorts and a dri-fit t-shirt with running shoes before placing the air and goggles into a fanny pack. Alongside them I tossed in deodorant and a comb before securing it around my waist. 
              On the way out I was sure to put up the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door, again using the back stairwell as I walked to my car and climbed inside.
              I’ve been here almost a full day now and my rental has remained motionless. 
              A car that doesn’t move can be just as conspicuous as one that does.
              Swinging out past Alewife I turned onto Route 2 West and moved past Arlington and Waltham. Just outside of Burlington I stopped at a K-Mart and purchased a cheap duffel bag along with a Swiss Army knife, a pair of stonewashed jeans, a plain black t-shirt, and some hair gel. At the register I grabbed a pair of flimsy black sunglasses from the rack.
              I put all the items on a credit card made out to a man that died in my hometown twenty-five years ago.
              The girl behind the counter didn’t even look up at me as she checked me out, the items all going into the duffel bag. Three minutes later I was back in the rental headed north on 95 towards Newton.              
              Next stop, Lake Keller.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
              Lake Keller was big enough to appear on most maps of Eastern Massachusetts. Most Congressmen would never broadcast to the world the exact location of their home and family, but not Wilbanks. 
              Like I alluded to before, a man that has been handed his kind of life tends to carry an air of invincibility.
              That, or an extreme lack of common sense.
              The Sunday afternoon traffic was thin and it didn’t take long for me to cover the twenty miles to Newton. After leaving K-Mart I jumped back on Route 2 and took it to 95 South, swung around and picked up the Turnpike headed back West. 
              The exit for Newton wrapped me off the highway and through wooded corridors until it opened into a quaint little town. A bona fide tourist trap, it still possessed many of the colonial aspects that made it famous.
              Small shops all done in red brick. Signs with words like Ye and Olde.
              The kind of thing out-of-towners pay through the nose for. 
              With a disdainful shake of the head, I drove through the narrow streets of town before circling out into a less congested area. I wound past thick clumps of restaurants and gas stations before reaching my destination.
              The Newton Mall.
              I swung the rental around back and parked near the cinema, alone but not isolated. The lot had good lighting in all directions, but as far as I could tell no cameras. 
              No need to chance it though.
              Digging through the duffel bag I removed the Swiss Army knife and placed it in the fanny pack, checked to make sure the air and goggles are okay and zipped it up. Emerging from the car I fastened the nylon strap around my waist and clasped it tight, positioning the pack so it sat just above my butt.
              The idea of running in public and letting people see that damn thing bobbing along is deplorable, but this is the kind of thing I get paid the big bucks for. 
              Making myself look like an ass in public, a cross between a soccer man and a fat man in an amusement park, serves a purpose. If anybody is later asked they’ll always remember the fanny pack, very rarely the man wearing it.
              Stepping away from the car I stretched my arms up high and shook my legs out several times before breaking into a brisk jog across the parking lot. Within seconds I was on the opposite side of the street, circling further away from the mall with each measured stride.
              The Newton Mall sat a little over two miles from Lake Keller, an easy jog consisting mostly of back roads. Six blocks down 26 before a series of sharp turns took me through thick woods, all completely void of traffic. 
              As I jogged I passed an occasional gated driveway, though didn’t see a soul. Every house sat on an enormous plot of land, which is all the better for me.
              Very few homes, most of them owned by people that would never be working on the outside of them. People like Wilbanks. Bankers, lawyers, people that love saying they have huge houses with lots of ground but have no idea what to do with them. 
              Such a waste.
Sweat dripped down my back and off my nose as I wound through the peaceful streets, the only sounds the soles of my shoes slapping against the pavement. 
Within twenty minutes of leaving the car, Lake Keller rounded into view.
The Wilbanks compound was the last house on the block, the road transitioning from black pavement to white concrete as it crossed from public to private. I stopped at the edge of it and made a show of bending over, panting as I surveyed my surroundings. 
I haven’t noticed a soul over my entire run. The woods stood quiet as I pretended to huff in gasps of air. There were no cameras or sensors of any kind along the driveway as I walked backwards a few steps before slipping into the woods lining the road.
Swinging out in a loose arc I found the edge of Lake Keller. Crouched low behind an ash tree, I swept my gaze along the shoreline before me, searching for the optimal place to put in. 
Across the way I could make out the edge of the boathouse, its bright white paint gleaming. Behind it I knew stood the main home, though from my vantage it was completely blocked.
Putting my back against the trunk of the tree, I slid to the ground. The cool forest floor seeped up through my shorts as I sat and watched, a few low growing shrubs providing me with cover. 
For over an hour, I remained motionless. 
Wilbanks did an interview last year telling some local reporter that his favorite thing in the whole world was to sit on his lake and watch the sun set. I also knew he was in Massachusetts, claiming to be working on some new health initiative, and that the late afternoon sun was beginning to slide lower in the sky.
All I had to do was sit and wait.
I used the time to sit and map out every inch of the surroundings in my mind, scouring the shore lines for details. 
The boathouse had two boats docked to it, both presenting very different plans of attack. On one side of the dock was a wooden john boat. A little older in age, but in pristine condition and no doubt hand crafted from a local artisan. 
The kind of thing that was just as beautiful mounted on a wall as it was sitting on the water.
The Swiss Army Knife was obtained in case he decided to go this route. Despite the greatest amount of care taken by the craftsman, there was no way to make a boat water tight. Wood can be butted up tight against itself, but there was no way to keep the seams from seeping water.
To remedy that, a veneer was used that gives a glossy sheen to the rich wood and make every crack impermeable. If he opted to go for a row on the water, I would come up beneath him and carve away the veneer from several of the seams. 
After steering him towards the middle of the lake, he’d have no choice but to swim for shore.
The odds were he wouldn’t make it. 
There were admittedly holes in the plan, though a good many factors were on my side. We were on a lake a good mile from anybody. Darkness was fast approaching. Nobody would even know he’s gone until I was well on my way back to Newton Mall.
Content with the plan for the john boat, I shifted my attention to the opposite side of the dock as a golf cart slides into view. Wilbanks was perched behind the wheel, his foot propped on the seat beside him, his hand draped over the steering wheel.
He didn’t have a care in the world.
Soldiers were dying by the handful in the Middle East, gas was at three and a half dollars a gallon and this guy was going fishing like the second coming of Captain Ahab. 
Self-important prick.
I slid my body a little further down the base of the tree and pulled my feet up under me to a crouching position. 
Across the way, Wilbanks pulled the golf cart up on the far side of the boathouse, disappearing from sight for several minutes. 
Using the opportunity, I skirted around the tree and lowered myself into the water, using submerged brush to hide me from view. I was in the water clear to my chin before I so much as heard a sound from the boathouse.
The water was chilly but not unbearable, sending a surge of adrenaline through my body. Every nerve tingled as I crouched in the water, poised for my next move, uncertain what it would even be. 
The answer came to me in the form of a diesel engine revving to life across the water.
He’d opted for the bass boat. 
It was time to go fishing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
              Taking a handful of mud from the lake bottom beneath my feet, I smeared it across my forehead and slid into the water up to my eyes. I sat and waited as I heard the engine grunt to life and begin to pick up speed. 
              Every few seconds I raised my nose above the water and filled my lungs before dipping back down. It was still too early to be using the air tank, a precious resource I’d no doubt need later.
              The sun sat just a few inches above the horizon as Wilbanks pulled the boat out onto the lake and into view. Sitting motionless, he drove straight past me without so much as a glance, headed for the opposite shore. 
              A full two minutes after he passed me the sound of the engine cut away and I could see him stand and move about on the boat. Another couple minutes passed before he began tossing his line towards the opposite shore, his back to me at an angle.
              Using the woods behind me as camouflage, I began to work my way down towards his position. I needed to cut down the distance between us much as possible in case anything should happen between here and there.
              Idiot or not, even this guy could tell the difference between a bass and a human surfacing for air.
              By staying on the shoreline, I remained well concealed. The sun was setting in the west, the trees above me throwing long shadows over the water. With the glare in his eyes, there was no way Wilbanks could see half of my head bobbing along on the opposite shore.
              Minutes ticked by as I followed the bank, remaining five feet from the shore. I stayed in water just shallow enough that I could walk and not have to swim. 
My entire focus as I went was on the opposite bank, Wilbanks trolling along, casting every few minutes and reeling it back in. His movement meant I had to go a little bit further down the shore line to draw even, but it also meant his attention was split between the casting and steering. 
              This guy had no idea what was about to hit him.
              I pulled a little bit past his position just to be sure, letting the natural contours of the lake draw us closer. Each second that passed pulled us deeper into the bottleneck end of the lake, the sides drawing in together. 
Another five minutes and the banks pulled apart again. If he got out into the wider part of the lake, the odds were good it would be too far for me to swim with any kind of reliability. 
It was time to make my move.
Reaching into the pack still secured to my waist, I slid the goggles out, dipping my head beneath the water. With my free hand I scrubbed the mud away from my forehead before rising and securing them down over my eyes. 
Keeping just my eyes above the waterline, I doggy paddled out a few feet, until the bottom fell away beneath me. Raising my face above the water, I drew in one last deep breath of air before submerging myself for good.
Any further movement above the water and I risked him seeing ripples on the surface.
The evening light penetrated no more than a few feet into the water. Even with the goggles I could barely see anything beyond the murky orange in front of me.
Fortunately for me, Wilbanks was directing me where to go. The purring of the trolling motor on his boat sounded like a foghorn in the deafening silence of the lake, giving me an easy heading to follow.
Pulling in long even strokes I drove towards it, swinging my arms in front of me and frog kicking hard with each pass. On every third stroke I drew my right arm in to take a small hit off the air tank before moving forward.
Several hard minutes of swimming brought me close enough that it sounded like the trolling motor was right next to my ear. Diving a bit deeper, I inched forward, waiting for him to give me my final directions. 
Part of me wanted to bring my eyes above the surface and check his position. The remainder knew to stay in position and wait for the motor.
It didn’t disappoint.
Once more it kicked on, this time so close I could feel the bubbles in its wake wash over me. Kicking out to the side, I allowed my body to ascend, the shadow of the boat taking shape above me.
My body rose almost to the surface, my hands grabbing hold of the back corner.
Rising just inches from the water, I slid my eyes above the surface and heard Wilbanks whistling as he reeled in his line. Working my way down the opposite side, I drew even with his position in the boat before dropping back down beneath the surface. 
Using the bottom of the boat as a guide, I crossed over to the opposite side, one hand positioned on the bottom edge. With the other I extended the air tank out a few feet from my body and depressed the lever, sending up a stream of air bubbles to the surface.
Basic human reaction to seeing a serious amount of air bursting through the surface would dictate a person to lean out and try to see what it is. 
I was banking on him having the basic human reaction.
Waiting three full seconds I sent up another burst of air. Before it had even reached the surface, I propelled myself to the surface, breaking free from the water and straight into the shocked gaze of Keller Wilbanks.
Keeping the air tight in my right hand, I exploded upward and wrapped my left arm around his neck. With gravity providing me leverage, I jerked him down over the edge of the boat. The move caught him by complete surprise, his body offering no resistance as we both went tumbling down into the water.
Once we were beneath the surface I wrapped my legs around his torso and held him away from my body. By the time he realized what was happening, I already had him in position. 
With my arms I swam upward a few feet and anchored myself against the bottom of the boat. I clamped the air tank between my lips as he fought against me, both of my hands bracing us beneath the hull. 
Every so often I would squeeze down on the lever, giving myself a jolt of fresh air. Otherwise, I remained immobile.
The fighting lasted no more than a minute. Another one passed before the last of his air slid out of his lungs and his body fell limp.
There might have been more fun ways to dispatch the man, but this way there wasn’t a mark left on him.
Keeping my arms braced against the bottom of the boat, I swung my legs towards the surface and released Wilbanks from my grasp. I waited until his body floated away, the white of his t-shirt beyond sight, before turning and swimming hard for the opposite shore.
Time was now of the essence.
I swam as hard as I could until feeling gravel crunch beneath my feet. I slid my head above the water to make sure I was out of sight of the house before climbing out of the lake and ducking into the cover of the woods.
I peeled the dri-fit t-shirt from my back and wrung it out once, then tied it around my head in a makeshift bandana. It would have been dry in minutes, but I needed it more to cover my wet hair than my upper body. 
If anybody was paying close attention, they would notice sopping wet hair more than a bare torso. 
No jogger gets that sweaty, especially not this time of year.
Picking my way through the woods, I angled away from the lake to avoid emerging right beside the driveway. Several hundred yards down the road I broke into a full runner’s stride, merging onto the road at a brisk but believable pace. 
I passed not a single person on Wilbank’s road, or on the one after that. Not until I swung back onto 26 did I encounter another living soul, by that point just another nobody out for a jog.
The car was a little more secluded than when I left it, but still entirely isolated. Removing the keys from the pack I unlocked the door and jumped inside, pulling the strap from my waist and the shirt from my head as I did so.
Instead of driving back towards Boston, I moved away from the highway and turned into a state park outside of town. Just as I remembered, there was a small park there with picnic facilities.
No more than a few sparse cars dotted the lot.
Taking up the bag from the back seat I walked into the bathroom and shut myself into the extra large handicapped stall. I started by pulling off the now dry running gear and replacing it with the jeans and black t-shirt. 
I smeared on some deodorant and ran a bit of gel back through my hair, plastering it down hard against my skull in the old Pat Riley look. The finishing touches were the sunglasses and sandals.
For a moment, I paused to look at the transformation in the polished silver mirror above the handicap stall sink.
Not too bad.
Tossing everything back into the gym bag I strolled back out to the car, fired it up and headed back through Newton. 
As I drove I listened hard, but not a single siren rang out in the evening air.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
              “Jesus man, you look like shit on a stick. You been here all day?” Meeks asked as he walked through the deserted police station. The only light in the cavernous room was the desk lamp on Beckett’s desk, the only person the owner himself.
              Beckett leaned back in his chair far enough that the springs gave an angry groan and placed the toe of his right boot on the corner of the desktop. “I assume your coming here has a purpose?”
              Meeks smiled with the right side of his mouth, white teeth peeking out against his caramel skin. “Gee, it’s good to see you too.”
              Beckett snorted. “Fine, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”
              “That’s better,” Meeks said and pulled a long package wrapped in white from the brown paper bag at his side. “I’ve got steak-and-cheese and an Italian sub. Which one you want?”
              A dozen sarcastic remarks ran through Beckett’s head, but he refrained from issuing any of them. “Steak. I could use a little protein right now.”
              Meeks tossed the sandwich across the desk and the two both began to eat. 
“You been here all day?”
              “Went home for a couple of hours, changed clothes,” Beckett said. He took a large bite out of the sandwich and added, “Too much swirling through my mind, had to get back here and get on this.”
              With a smirk, Meeks shook his head. “They don’t call you Lockjaw for nothing. All this time here do any good?”
              Beckett slapped shut a large manila file and tossed it onto the chair beside Meeks. “Crime scene is clean. Spotless.”
              “As in somebody scrubbed the place before they left?”
              “No, I didn’t say it’s sterile, I said it’s clean. Place is loaded with fingerprints, hairs, fibers, but they’re all hers. Only trace of another person we found was her brother Allerd, and he checks out. 
“Lives in Hartford with his wife, was up last weekend for her birthday. Is a youth soccer coach down there, has a load of witnesses saying he was with them on a weekend tournament in New Jersey last night.”
“Hmm. So the place is clean. We get anything from the girl working the desk?”
Beckett grabbed a printout from his desk and tossed it down on the chair with the file. “Said there must have been thirty people coming and going, with it being Saturday night and all.
“Only thing she said that was of any interest was that earlier in the evening an unidentified man called and said he’d been in and lost his wallet. Asked her to check the elevators and stuff for it, then just hung up on her.”
Meeks stared at nothing for a moment, trying to process the information. “And that ties into this how?”
“He specifically asked her if there were any cameras in the elevators she could check to see if his wallet was lying around.”
Meeks’ jaw dropped open as he stared at Beckett. “And she bought that? Gave him exactly what he wanted?”
Beckett took another large bite of sandwich and nodded, a scowl across his face. 
“Let me guess, nothing on the call logs from last night either?”
Beckett picked at a bit of melted cheese stuck to the wrapper of his sandwich. 
“There are fifty-seven phone calls on that list, most of them from tenants. Of those fifty-seven there are exactly two originating from numbers unknown. 
“Care to guess which two?”
“Son of a bitch...” Meeks muttered. “What about the front door?”
Beckett finished his sandwich, wadded the paper up and threw it away. He brushed the crumbs off his desk and into his hand, depositing them in the trash as well.
“Nothing yet. It’s a public lobby and the cleaning staff only works Monday through Friday. By Sunday morning there were over a hundred different prints on there to sort through. They’re still looking, but I’m not holding my breath.”
Meeks leaned back and laced his hands behind his head, chewing the information. “Alright, let’s start over here. I will give you that there are a lot of coincidences piling up, but somebody good enough to get in and out without leaving so much as a hair behind? Come on.
“What makes you so sure this is a murder?”
Beckett held a hand up, the calloused palm facing Meeks. “Slow down. You’re forgetting one very important thing.”
Meeks pulled his hands down from behind his head and leaned forward onto his elbows. He furrowed his brow and thought hard for a moment. “What’s that?”
Beckett held up another file and said, “Medical report.”
“Jesus, that’s back already?”
“I told you this morning something wasn’t right. Asked Hank to speed things up. He got back to me an hour or two ago.”
“And?”
“I don’t think it was as clean as the scene would suggest.”
Meeks leaned forward further, his elbows resting on his knees. “I’m listening.”
Beckett snatched up a page from the top of the file and read, “Victim’s blood contain trace amounts of cyanide and arsenic. Individual amounts are low enough to be toxic but non-fatal. If paired together with proper delivery technique, could certainly be a cause of death.”
“Hmm. And no signs of heart failure, stroke, anything like that?”
“Woman was healthier than you or I. You know the academic kinds—vegan, worked out all the time, etc. Six months ago she ran the Marathon in under four hours.”
Silence fell in the room for several seconds. Meeks steepled his fingers and thought while Beckett leaned his head back and ran a hand over his day old beard.
“This guy is good. He did this knowing there was no way we could track him, but left us just enough to know he’d been there,” Meeks said.
Beckett nodded. “It’s going to take some serious work and a lot of luck to crack this one.”
Meeks picked up the file beside him and rifled through it as Beckett went back to reading the medical report. The better part of a half hour passed without a word between them when the telephone on Beckett’s desk shattered the silence.
He picked it up without glancing away from the report.
“Beckett.”
A voice on the other end barked loud and hard. Beckett pulled the receiver away from his ear, wincing.
“Yes, sir. We’re on our way sir.”
More angry yelling caused Beckett to jerk it away again.
“We’re on our way sir,” Beckett repeated, hanging up despite the voice still pouring out of the receiver.
“What the hell was that all about?” Meeks asked, glancing between Beckett and the phone.
“We’re headed to Newton,” Beckett said as he stood. He grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair and headed straight towards the door.
“What the hell’s in Newton? Don’t they have their own police?”
“That was the Chief,” Beckett said, tossing a set of car keys to Meeks and climbing into the same Crown Vic they’d used that morning. “We’ve got a floater.”
“A floater? In Newton? That’s nowhere near the ocean.”
“That’s not the only body of water in New England you know.”
“Hell, the only thing over there is...”
“Lake Keller,” Beckett finished for him.
Meeks shook his head from side to side, his face twisted up in frustration. “That dumb bastard shoot somebody and throw them in his own lake?”
“No,” Beckett replied. “That dumb bastard’s the one floating in his own lake.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
              “So where the hell are we going?” Meeks asked as he drove. “I know where Newton is, but the Meeks clan never exactly had family picnics at Lake Keller growing up.”
              “Just get to Newton,” Beckett said. “From there I’m betting we can just head towards the circus.”
              He was right. 
              As they rolled into Newton the flashing lights of squad cars and ambulances could be seen dancing in the evening sky. Meeks angled the car through town towards the lights, took a series of turns, then angled some more. Within minutes they were rolling up on a scene that would have made Hollywood envious.
              “Jesus, did the President die out here or something?” Meeks muttered.
              Beckett shook his head, pushing out a small grunt. “Damn near. United States Congressman is one of the highest offices in the land. Figure on there being FBI crawling all over this place.”
              Meeks parked on the shoulder of the road almost a quarter mile away from the hub of activity. Without speaking they swung free of the car and walked down the street at a brisk pace, cars lined solid on either side.
              As they grew closer the cell phone in Beckett’s pocket sprang to life. He flipped it open without slowing.
              “Yeah?” A few seconds later he added, “We’re on our way Chief.”
              A moment passed. Meeks could hear yelling coming from the phone.
              “I mean, look down the damn road,” Beckett snapped. “We’re literally on our way.” 
              For the second time that night he snapped the phone shut without another word.
              As they approached, the breadth of the scene before them continued to grow. Their view had been enclosed by the thick timber lining the road, but as they emerged they could see cars and ambulances and fire trucks extended in both directions. 
              Cumulatively they covered every square inch of available parking space, all mashed together in a haphazard pile. 
              Off to the left moonlight could be seen dancing on the water as a half dozen boats circled, large search lights throwing out yellow cones in front of them.
              “How the hell you think they got all those boats in here?” Meeks asked in a half whisper. “I doubt Wilbanks had them sitting around ‘just in case.’”
              Beckett’s scanned the horizon before them, taking in the scene. “Somewhere in that sea of neon light and darkness are a bunch of trailers. Whoever’s handling this probably called over to the Coast Guard, had them brought in.”
              “And they got here before we did?”
              Beckett began to answer, but stopped himself as a tall silhouette loped towards them. Recognizing the knocked-kneed gait and thick tufts of hair billowing out from around a smooth head, he said, “This can’t be good.”
              Boston Police Chief Perry Royal emerged from the darkness and stepped towards them with long strides. “What the hell took you so long?” 
              “We got here in seventeen minutes Chief. That’s twenty-three miles by car and a half mile on foot in seventeen minutes. 
              “Mind filling me in on what all this is?”
              That fast, the Chief forgot his annoyance with their tardiness and turned towards the scene with a sigh. “Congressman Wilbanks, as worthless a politician as ever lived, and that’s by politician standards mind you. Bastard should have been in Washington deliberating on something, but instead was here fishing. Somehow the dumbass ended up in the water, found himself the newest victim of a drowning accident.
“Our taxpayer dollars working to the fullest of their capabilities.”
              Beckett nodded. “Then why am I here? If it’s that easy, shouldn’t we call a coroner and go home to watch the Patriots game?”
              The bitterness returned to the Chief’s face and he scowled hard at Beckett. “You’re here because I called and told you to get your ass here.” 
              He paused and let the sentence hang in the air, the heavy lines around his eyes bunched tight as he glared at Beckett.
              “You’re here, hell we’re all here, because Wilbanks was a United States Congressman. That makes this a federal matter. FBI field agents are already with the family and out on the water, a whole bunch more will be in from Washington in the morning.
              “They are asking for complete cooperation from the local authorities and they requested you by name. Apparently one of them was familiar with your history in narcotics, thought you might be a useful man to have around.”
              Beckett nodded again. He had figured as much. “Is there any reason to think this is linked to narc?”
              “Not at all, they just wanted the biggest name working the case.”
              Beckett hoped his eye roll was at least partially hidden by the darkness. “Alright, what do we know right now?”
              “More or less just what I told you. Wilbanks was here instead of in Washington doing his job, messed around and fell in a lake.”
              “Who phoned it in?”
              “His wife called the local Sheriff around ten when he hadn’t returned and she couldn’t get him on his cell phone. Said he never stays out after dark and is always good about keeping in touch. 
              “I guess he keeps a spotlight on his boat in case anything happens so he can send up a signal for her. When she couldn’t reach him and didn’t see a signal, she got worried.”
              “What time did he disappear?”
              The Chief shook his head and said, “Right now, I have no idea. She’s been with the FBI all evening. All I know is the little bit I just gave you as it was leaked down to me.”
              Beckett grunted. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to deal with turf issues before.
              “Should I go nose around a little bit, see what I can find?”
              “I’ll do you one better. Guy that requested you is a local guy by the name of Chester Riley. He’s not the SAC, but he’s close. He’ll be able to point you in the right direction.”
              Again Beckett nodded. “What are you going to do?”
              The Chief glanced at him and slapped a hat down atop his head. “I’m going home to watch the Patriots.”
              “What about the SkyLine murder?”
              “Consider yourself off of it until this is resolved,” the Chief said, already walking away from them.
              Meeks watched him go until he was no longer visible and said, “Damn Lockjaw, you been ordered special request by the FBI.”
              “Yeah, well that could be because they want us here or because they need somebody to blame in case they don’t find anything,” Beckett said, turning and moving towards the boathouse illuminated in red and white light.
              “Just like that? Things don’t go to plan and we’re the scapegoat?”
              “Welcome to inner-agency politics,” Beckett said. 
              He pushed forward and found a group of men standing shoulder to shoulder along the bank of the lake. Three of them wore blue windbreakers with FBI emblazoned in bright yellow on the back.
              Beckett could tell they were talking amongst each other, their voices too low to be heard. As they approached Beckett scraped the toe of his cowboy boot along the ground, making sure they were heard. 
              The men on either end turned to see who was coming. One of them sneered and said, “FBI, we’re working here son.”
              The man couldn’t have been more than a month or two out of the academy and the comment irked Beckett immediately. He flashed his detective’s badge and said, “Boston police department. I’ve been doing this sort of thing since you were shitting yellow, so don’t call me son, boy.”
              The rest of the men turned and a short man with dark hair asked, “What can we do for you Detective?”
              “Detective Dern Beckett, this is my partner Devin Meeks. I was told to find a guy named Riley over here.”
              The man turned to the pack, excused himself and walked to Beckett and Meeks. He shook each of their hands in turn and said, “Special Agent Chester Riley, call me Chet.”
              He hooked a thumb back at the group and said, “Please forgive the new guys. This is the closest they’ve ever been to a crime scene and they’re dripping in their jeans as we speak.”
              Beckett contemplated making a similar reference to his partner, but decided against it. 
              Right now Meeks was the only known ally he had.
              “So what do we know here?” Beckett asked.
              Riley sighed and said, “Right now, details are thin. Needless to say Mrs. Wilbanks is a wreck. Special-Agent-in-Charge Logan Winston escorted her back to our field office where she’ll be questioned in the morning.”
              The word choice raised Beckett’s eyebrows. “Is she a suspect?”
              Riley shook his head. “Not right now, though we’re not ruling out the possibility. By all accounts the two were happily married and she seems to be devastated. Our guess is if somebody wanted this guy dead, there are people with a little more clout out there than his wife.”
              “Did she call it in?”
              “Yeah, made the call shortly after ten. Said he left right after dinner for the lake, maybe six-thirty. Apparently it wasn’t all that uncommon for him to be gone hours at a time down here, but when it got dark and she couldn’t get hold of him she called the Sheriff.
              “He got out here about ten-thirty and threw a spotlight on the lake, saw Wilbanks’ boat sitting just a short piece down the way here. Called over a few times and shined the light, but when he couldn’t get a response he decided to walk down and see if everything was alright.
              “When he got down there he saw Wilbanks’ white long sleeve t-shirt bobbing in the water and went straight in after him. Pulled him from the water and called 911, tried reviving him as the ambulance was on its way.
              “By that point, looks like Wilbanks had been under for quite some time. He was already cold and bloated, his face and hands dark where the blood had started to settle.”
              Beckett cast his gaze out over the lake. “I’m guessing the Sheriff is at the field office as well?”
              “He is,” Riley said. “Depending on the state of Mrs. Wilbanks tomorrow, we’ll be speaking with him in the morning or in the early afternoon.”
              “What else have we got right now?”
              Riley motioned towards the lake and said, “Unfortunately, not a whole hell of a lot. We’ve got the Coast Guard dragging the place right now, but with it being dark we won’t really know much until morning. We’re actually wrapping things up for the night.”
              Beckett motioned to Meeks and said, “Mind if the two of us sit in on those chats in the morning? I know this is your shindig, I would just like to be around to hear the stories.”
              “By all means,” Riley said and removed a business card from his wallet. “Our address is on the bottom, we’ll probably begin around nine o’clock tomorrow.”
              “Thank you,” Beckett said and took the card, then turned on his heel and motioned for Meeks to follow.
              “That’s it? That’s all we’re doing here tonight?” Meeks asked as soon as they cleared the commotion of the scene.
              “All we can do tonight,” Beckett said.
              “All we can do? Hell, we didn’t do anything.”
              “Yeah we did,” Beckett said without breaking stride. “We established that right now the FBI is willing to let us be involved, which is why they agreed to let us sit in tomorrow.”
              “And this is good?”
              Beckett ignored the question. “We also established that right now the FBI doesn’t know dick.”
              Meeks furrowed his brow and said, “What makes you so sure? Maybe they were playing dumb to keep us off their turf.”
              “Definitely not. Right now they still have Mrs. Wilbanks listed as a possible suspect, which means they’re clutching at straws. 
“That woman had way too much to lose from the death of her husband to pull something like this. Besides, if it was her it would have been a stabbing or a gunshot in the house. There’s no way she would have lured him down here to try and drown him.”
“She could have hired somebody to do it.”
Beckett shook his head again. “Remote possibility, but very unlikely. If a woman in her position was going to kill her husband, it would have to be spontaneous. An act of passion.
“The kind of thing you’re talking about would take cold blooded precision and planning.”
Meeks nodded and walked on, mulling the information. “I suppose you’ve got some ideas about what happened here then?”
“Yeah, I’ve got some theories...”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
              “Man, I really expected better than this. I mean you guys are the FBI, this is the best you can do?” Meeks said.
              “It’s coffee and it’s free, what more do you want?” Riley said as he and Beckett stood three across in the observation room and watched Logan Winston speak with Marcia Wilbanks.
              “Couldn’t y’all have called in some Dunkin Donuts or something?” Meeks asked, swirling heavy coffee grinds in the bottom of a Styrofoam cup before tossing them back.
              This time Riley didn’t bother to reply and silence fell over the group as they watched Winston with Marcia.
              The two couldn’t have been a more mismatched pair. Winston was large and thick with broad shoulders, a square jaw and short brown hair that was combed straight across his head. 
Marcia was small and delicate, with thin wrists and a fair complexion. Her blonde hair was tussled and her face was still puffy and void of makeup.
She was also clearly intimidated by the larger Winston.
              “So what do you think?” Riley asked, half cocking his head in Beckett’s direction.
              “If she’s making this up, she deserves an Oscar,” Beckett said.
              Riley nodded as they continued to watch from behind the two-way mirror. The microphone was turned as loud as it would go to pick up the tiny voice of Marcia and the sound of Winston’s deep baritone reverberated in the room.
              “So you yourself didn’t go down to the lake at all?” Winston asked in a voice that wasn’t openly hostile, but not far off.
              Marcia shook her head. “No, I didn’t. When Kelly didn’t come home, I got worried and called Davey.”
              “Davey, ma’am?”
              “Sheriff Ames. We went to elementary school in the area together. He’s always been Davey to me.”
              Winston nodded. “I see, and what made you worried? Worried enough to involve the law?”
              A blank expression crossed Marcia’s face. “At the time I didn’t think of it as calling the law. Sheriff Ames lives only a few miles away and he and Kelly are good friends. It was more like asking a neighbor for help.”
              Beckett shook his head, disgust apparent on his face. “We should wrap this up and let this poor woman grieve. Right now we’re doing nothing but badgering her.”
              Riley arched an eyebrow in his direction. “Anything you can think of we should ask before we cut her loose?”
              Beckett pondered the question before shaking his head. “Not right now. If we need anything we can just come ask her, she’s not going anywhere. She’s a fallen Congressman’s wife, she’ll be easier to find than the First Lady.”
              A few minutes later Winston concluded his questioning and bid Marcia the condolences of himself and the FBI. He sent her on her way and stepped into the viewing room with the others.
“That Sheriff here yet? I’d like to go ahead and take a crack at him.”
His voice was still on the edge of hostility.
              Riley shook his head and jerked a thumb towards Beckett and Meeks. “This is Detectives Beckett and Meeks from the Boston Police Department. They’re here at my request to observe, point out anything they notice.”
              Winston gave each of them an once-over that dripped with contempt, stopping for an extra second on Beckett’s boots and jeans. “Glad to have you on board. You boys let me know if there’s anything we can be doing better.”
              Winston let the comment resonate in the air for a second before turning back to Riley. “Bring me the Sheriff.” 
He turned on his heel and went back into the interrogation room, closing the door behind him. 
              “What a prick,” Meeks muttered under his breath. 
              An almost imperceptible nod from Beckett was the only reply.
              Riley left the room as Winston’s door closed and returned a moment later with a man Beckett assumed to be Sheriff Ames. He nodded at Beckett and Meeks as he went through, a small smile crossing his face.
Whatever Beckett was expecting Ames to be, this wasn’t it.
              Marcia Wilbanks had said she went to grade school with Ames, but he looked to be at least ten years her senior. Thin blonde hair had bits of grey in it and his face was lined like that of a man that spent his days squinting into harsh sunlight.
              Ames entered the interrogation room and greeted Winston, shaking his hand and helping himself to a seat across the table. He glanced a few times at his own reflection in the glass, fighting the urge to wave at the men he knew were behind it.
              Winston for his part started out cordial enough. “So how did it come to be that you found yourself at Lake Keller last night?”
              Ames gave a half twist of his head. “Marcy called and told me she was worried something might be wrong with Kelly. Said he had gone fishing several hours before but she hadn’t heard from him. 
“Asked if I would stop by and have a look.”
              “Marcy? Kelly?” Winston asked.
              “Mr. and Mrs. Wilbanks. They are old friends of mine, that’s how I am used to thinking of and referring to them, not as the subject of an investigation. My apologies.”
              Winston waved the apology off with a beefy hand. “No need to be sorry. So you are familiar with the Wilbanks family?”
              The moment the question was out, Beckett could sense where it was going.
“That son of a bitch.”
              Riley leaned towards him without taking his gaze from the room. “What?”
              “Winston’s insinuating the Sheriff had something to do with this.”
              Riley shifted his attention to Beckett and said, “Aw, he wouldn’t do that. If he did, it would be because he had a concrete reason to.”
              Beckett narrowed his eyes and shook his head from side to side, waiting for Winston to continue.
              Inside the room, Ames nodded. “Like I said, we all go way back. I’ve known Mar, er, Mrs. Wilbanks since we were kids, grew up not far from here together. I met Mr. Wilbanks when the two of them started dating, was an usher at their wedding.”
              “I see,” Winston said. “And during your years as a friend of the Wilbanks, was it common for Mrs. Wilbanks to call and ask you over? Ask favors of you from time to time?”
              Ames scratched his head and said, “Not uncommon, if that’s what you mean. She and my wife are friends and they speak quite often, but most of the time Mr. Wilbanks calls me if he needs a favor or anything.”
              “So you and Mr. Wilbanks were quite close as well?”
              Ames opened his mouth to answer the question, then closed it. “You know, just because I am only a town Sheriff and not the FBI doesn’t make me an idiot. I chose this profession so I could do what I love and stay near the people and places that I love.”
              Winston sat back from the table and raised his hands by his sides. “Sheriff Ames, I’m quite certain I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
              The jovial nature was gone from Ames as he leaned forward and placed a balled fist on the table. 
“I know exactly where you’re going with this and I can tell you now you’re a bastard for even thinking such a thing. 
              “Last night my friend called me because she was worried about her husband. People around here know they can call me when something’s not right. It’s my job as a Sheriff and as their friend.
              “I went over to check out the scene and noticed Kelly’s boat floating off the shore a short ways down. When I couldn’t get him on his cell phone I tried flagging him down with a spotlight. When that didn’t work, I took off walking.
              “I spotted Kelly’s white shirt floating in the water as I approached and without thinking jumped in after him. I drug him to shore and tried to revive him.
              “When he didn’t come to I tried using my cell to call for help, but it was ruined from jumping in the water. I ran to my truck and called for help using the police radio, then sprinted back and continued trying to resuscitate him.
              “The second the ambulance arrived I gave him over to them and they tried for a few minutes, but it was no use. He had been dead for several hours already, his body already starting to bloat from floating in the water.
              “I went to my car and called the station, told them to contact you guys and every other law enforcement agency in the area and have them send the hounds of hell themselves. As soon as one of my deputies arrived, I went to the house to deliver the news to Marcy.
              “She didn’t deserve to hear what had happened to her husband in her own backyard on television.”
              Anger dripped from every word Ames said and as soon as he was finished he stood and snatched his hat from the table. “A few minutes later you boys arrived, you know the rest from there.”
              Winston tried calming Ames, but he shrugged him off and strode for the door. He pushed it open and stopped for a second in the doorway, glaring back at his interrogator.
“I hope to hell you didn’t pull that kind of stunt with Marcy. Poor woman deserves better than this shit.”
              He scowled at the men watching as he stomped by, his footfalls loud against the tile floor. As he departed, Beckett flashed his detective’s badge, giving a tiny jerk of his head towards the parking lot.
              Ames nodded his head less than an inch upward before continuing on outside.
              The door behind them creaked in protest as Winston stepped from the room, his face a tinge pink. “Well now, that could have gone better.”
              Beckett shook his head and said, “You basically called the widow of a United States Congressman a whore and an upstanding protector of the law an adulterer. How did you expect it to go?”
              Winston’s face grew two shades darker. “Mr. Riley, I do believe the time has come for you to be showing our guests to the door.”
              Meeks snorted as Beckett said, “Don’t worry about it, we’ll show ourselves out. Some of us actually know how to find what we’re looking for.”
              Winston grew even darker and Riley’s jaw dropped open as Beckett left the room, Meeks on his heels. They stayed quiet as they passed through the halls and as they reached the main lobby Meeks whispered, “Was that such a good idea? Pissing off the FBI like that?”
              Beckett shook his head as he pushed open the front door. “Doesn’t matter, we don’t need those guys anyway. All they were going to do is bog down my investigation.”
              “The eff-bee-eye,” Meeks said, drawing each letter out to a full syllable, “was going to bog down your investigation?”
              “Did I stutter?”
              Meeks smirked again. “Mr. Lockjaw, you may not have brains but you’ve got some brass balls. So what the hell do we do now?”
              Beckett glanced at him and pointed towards the parking lot. “I’m thinking we go talk to him.”
              Meeks started to ask who, but stopped as he noticed what Beckett was pointing at.
              Sheriff Ames leaning against the hood of their Crown Vic.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
“You have someplace nearby we can go and talk? Probably not a good idea if we’re seen in the parking lot like this.”
              Ames nodded. “Your car door was unlocked so I wrote down the directions to my office and left them on the front seat.”
              “That car door wasn’t unlocked,” Meeks said, letting his voice trail off.
              Ames shot a glance at Meeks and said, “It was unlocked, the directions are on the seat. Meet me there in half an hour, I think I’ve got something you boys might want to see.”
              “We’ll be there,” Beckett said and the two exchanged a nod as Ames pushed himself away from the car and hopped into his Ranger. On the side was painted a yellow star with his name and title. A row of blue and red lights lined the top.
              Meeks opened his car door, picked up a sheet of paper from his seat and looked at it. “How you think he got this thing in here like that?”
              Beckett ignored the question. “What’s it say?”
              Meeks studied it for a moment and said, “Looks like we’re going back over to Newton.”
              “That’s fifteen minutes from here. That’s good, means we can stop and get some real coffee on the way.”
              The two men climbed into the Crown Vic and Meeks followed the directions back to Newton, Beckett reading aloud from the script. Halfway there they stopped off at a Dunkin Donuts for some coffee, Meeks a soy milk mocha and a straight black for Beckett.
              Ten minutes later they pulled up to the Newton Sheriff’s department. It was small and quaint, just like everything else in the town, made of red brick and surrounded by plush green grass. A gleaming flagpole stood on the front lawn with an oversized flag at half mast.
Two immaculately clean patrol cars were parked on either side of it.
              “We at a police station or a damn Norman Rockwell painting?” Meeks asked as he parked beside the two cruisers and climbed out.
              “This is the suburbs,” Beckett said. “People out here not only have the money but are willing to spend it on the things they find important.”
              “And a nice big flagpole is important?”
              “I’m sure it was to whoever paid to have it erected.”
              Together they pushed through the front doors to find an open and airy lobby with floors of white marble and dark woodwork everywhere. A pretty young blonde sat behind a desk of the same wood and said, “Good morning Detectives Beckett and Meeks, Sheriff Ames is expecting you in the conference room. Can I you get you two anything?”
              Beckett held up the full cup of coffee in his hand and said, “Just directions to the conference room please?”
              The blonde stood and pointed past them to an open door. Ames could be seen sitting at the desk and motioned for them as they looked his way.
              “How the hell did that girl know our names?” Meeks whispered as they walked over.
              “Man’s a hell of a lot better than you give him credit for,” Beckett said and stepped inside. 
Ames was sitting at one end of the table with a file spread before him. Another man in a lab coat was standing with his back to the room, staring out the window. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back and his shoulder length sandy blonde hair was pulled into a loose pony-tail at the base of his neck. 
Ames stood as they entered and shook their hands. “Thanks for coming over so soon, I’m sure you’ve got a lot on your plate right now. I appreciate it.”
“Appreciate you having us,” Beckett said. “We’re more than happy to help a fellow agency out in any way we can, even happier when they can help us.”
Ames chuckled at the comment.
“Also,” Beckett added, “we wanted you to know we had nothing to do with that scene at the FBI earlier. I told Winston he was ass for attacking you guys like that, but he let it be known that he didn’t need my help on the matter.”
“Us guys huh?” Ames said, eyes narrowing a bit. “So he pulled that shit on Marcy too huh?”
Beckett’s eyebrows and shoulders rose a bit in unison. “In as many words. He didn’t out and out call her a whore like he did you, but he let it be known what he thought.”
The men took seats around the table and Ames again balled his fist up. He held it a few inches above the table and stared at it for a few seconds, then released and looked up at them.
“As I’m sure you both heard earlier, the Wilbanks’ are very good friends of mine. I have been a friend of Marcy’s since we were kids and have known Kelly longer than my own wife. 
“I know the reputation the man has, but the truth of the matter is he’s a good man and an even better friend. Only knock the man has against him is he was born into wealth and expectations and had no desire for either. He’s told me more than once that if his parents didn’t own a fair chunk of the Northeast, he’d probably be one of my deputies here.”
He looked from Beckett to Meeks and back again. “I am telling you this to let you know this is personal, especially after what Winston pulled this morning. I happen to know Chief Royal put you two on this case for the Boston Police and I am not about to walk away and let this thing go away when it happened in my own backyard. 
“I figure we work together on this, we might be able to bring this guy’s killer to justice and serve Winston a steaming pile of shit all at the same time.”
He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table, staring hard at each of them. Not a word was spoken, but he seemed to be waiting for them to say they were in before he went on.
Beckett matched the lean and said, “Killer? Everything about this thing so far says accidental drowning. What makes you think there’s a killer involved?”
Ames stared hard at Beckett for several seconds before blinking once and nodding just slightly. He leaned back in his chair and motioned towards the end of the table. “This here is Richard Craig, assistant medical examiner for the city of Newton.”
Craig turned from the window and joined the men at the table, pulling up a chair beside Ames. He had a long face and hooked nose with watery blue eyes framed by heavy wrinkles. 
He extended his hand to each of them and said, “Please, call me Ricky. I apologize if I seem a little dazed. We received Mr. Wilbanks’ body last night and have been in the morgue with it ever since.”
Meeks furrowed his brow and asked, “All night? Wasn’t this a case of drowning? Shouldn’t that have taken like ten minutes to determine?”
Craig reached across Ames to the file sitting before him and rifled through a set of papers. “This is a copy of the file as it currently stands. My boss, Scott Schulman, is over at FBI headquarters right now with the original.”
He continued digging through the papers until he found what he was looking for, extracting it from the pile and sliding it across the table. “Mr. Meeks, was it?”
“Devin,” Meeks said.
Craig nodded. “Devin, you are correct, Mr. Wilbanks official cause of death was drowning. 
“In instances of freshwater drowning water fills the lungs. The body’s natural reaction is to try and seal them from taking on new fluid and clear them of any already there, often by pushing it from the lungs into the blood stream. 
“This pushing of the excess water in the lung tissue causes the cells to explode, or as I’m sure you’ve heard it referred to, the lungs to burst.”
“And that’s what happened here?” Beckett asked.
Craig nodded. “It is. However, if you turn that sheet over...” he let the last words hang in the air as Beckett did so, “you’ll see we found some things that were inconsistent with drowning.”
Beckett scanned the list, motioning with a hand to Craig. “Go ahead.”
“By all accounts, Mr. Wilbanks was an excellent swimmer. He was a champion in the breast stroke in high school and still took part in the Massachusetts Swim for Diabetes every year. The odds of him falling in and being unable to pull himself back up are very slim.
“As such, it needs to be reasoned that he was either incapacitated before entering the water or was in some way forced and/or held under. 
“With regards to the first, we covered every inch of his body and can find no signs of anything that would have rendered him unconscious. He has no history of seizures, dizziness, or fainting. His wife told us last night that to her knowledge he has never lost consciousness, even for a few minutes.
“There are no bruises on his head, no wounds, and no indications of blunt force trauma. Nothing that would signal he was unconscious before entering the water.
“It therefore stands to reason that unconsciousness was obtained after entering the water. There’s no way of knowing exactly where Mr. Wilbanks entered the water, but Davey here told us he found both Mr. Wilbanks and his boat at a depth of over fifteen feet. 
“There’s no way to determine why he might have entered the water, but it can safely be said that at that depth he probably didn’t hit his head on the bottom, or any submerged brush.”
“And you just said there were no injuries to his head of any kind, right?” Beckett interjected.
Craig pointed to Beckett and said, “Correct. Furthermore, a fall from the boat would not have been enough to render him unconscious. Maximum of a couple feet, most likely with his arms or legs hitting first.”
Beckett stared at the paper, sweeping his gaze over the findings. 
“How bout he went into the water, got himself trapped under the boat and couldn’t get out? It’s not terribly common, but it’s not impossible.”
Craig sifted through some more papers in the file and pulled out two photographs, laying them side by side in front of Beckett and Meeks. “These photographs were taken this morning less than an hour after we received the body. They are of Mr. Wilbanks’ hands.”
He motioned to the fingers in each photograph and said, “As you can see here, there’s not a scratch or mark on either one. Not so much as a speck of dirt in the fingernails and not a single chip in any of them.”
Beckett leaned back and nodded as Ames said, “Don’t you think a man trapped under a boat would be pounding like hell to get out? Clawing at that thing? Doing anything he could to reach the surface?”
“Was the boat anchored at all?” Beckett asked. “Was there a tow-rope of some sort he could have been caught in?”
Ames shook his head. “When I found his body it was floating free. The trolling motor was down, meaning he wouldn’t have had an anchor out.”
“How large a boat we talking?” Meeks asked.
“That’s the thing,” Ames said, “it’s a fishing boat. Maximum of seven feet across and very lightweight. Any man, even if they were panicking underwater, would have easily been able to get out from underneath there.”
Beckett took a long pull on the cooling coffee and ran a hand over his chin. He stared at the pictures for a few seconds and looked up at Craig and Ames.
“Go ahead and hit me with it.”
A sad smile grew across Craig’s face. “How’d you know it was coming?”
Beckett tapped the pages before him and said, “Because so far you’ve made a pretty compelling argument, but given us nothing concrete enough to use the word killer. There must be another piece.”
Craig cast a sideways glance at Ames and said, “Mr. Wilbanks had three broken ribs when he came into us this morning.”
Beckett’s eyes snapped up from the photograph and he leaned forward a bit. “Come again?”
Ames matched his lean and said, “Now you know why I used that word.”
“Three broken ribs? Where?” 
Without looking at the sheet Craig said, “Two on the right, one on the left. Fracture pattern consistent with being squeezed horizontally. Only bruising on the whole body is found around the break points.”
Ames raised his eyebrows a bit. “So what do you think?”
Beckett blew out a long breath, his gaze focused on the table beneath him. He took an extra moment to let his thoughts sort themselves into a semi-coherent structure before answering.
“This man is a United States Congressman. I am sure he’s voted for things that weren’t popular and I am sure he’s made plenty of enemies along the way. 
“Thing about most of those enemies, even more so if you include potential terrorists and things of that nature, is they would want to make a statement with a hit like this.
“What reason would they have for killing a Congressman that would be better served by keeping it quiet?”
Silence fell over the room for several long moments. All four men exchanged glances before focusing on the plain white walls around them.
Ames was the first to speak.
“You know, I had been trying so hard to convince myself there was a killer I hadn’t even thought of that. Whoever did this, damn sure didn’t want us knowing he was ever there.”
 



 
Dear Michael,
              
Pride is a luxury of those that live without want. It is something that can be pointed to and called on, it can keep a person from doing what they know in their heart is right.
 
I stand before you today a woman free of pride. Rather I am a woman of tremendous want, and that want is you. My life has been a life not worth living since you left. Every morning I spring from bed in hopes it is finally the day you’ll come home to me and each night I go to bed in agony knowing you are not near.
 
Pride has led me to do a lot of foolish things in my life and it has prevented me from doing things I knew were right. Not this time. Every bit of my pride is gone. I live only for the chance to prove it to you.
 
                                                                      Waiting for you,
                                                                                    Sarah Beth
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
              The best thing about the hit on Wilbanks was I got a workout in as well. A man like me needs to always be in shape, but needs to do so in a way that doesn’t draw attention. I have the same abs now in my early forties as I had when I was in my mid-twenties, veins still run down the front of my biceps and cross my forearms. 
              The key though is to keep it as unassuming as possible. Giant arms or grotesque vasculature tends to draw stares, which tend to be remembered. By staying in shape yet maintaining an average build, it is that much easier for me to blend in. 
              Since stumbling upon this profession years ago, I have found it behooves me to cultivate my current appearance. Not overly large. Short brown hair I wear parted to the side. Never too tan or too pale. No distinctive scars or tattoos.
              With a good workout complete, I had no real reason to arise early today. My next target was a creature of the night and there was nothing I can do until well past sundown anyway.
              Last night as I left the park I thought of trying to turn the night into a two-for-one, but decided against it. I was without supplies and the sun had already been down for over an hour, the makings of a sloppy hit. 
              Sloppy tends to lead to complications, a hassle I can ill afford to have on my record.
               I awoke this morning at well past ten o’clock, the West Coast proclivities in me snapping me awake at ten the same as if it were seven back home. 
Too late for breakfast I rolled out and showered, the smell of lake water still on my skin despite the lengthy scrubbing I gave myself last night.
              I dressed in baggy jeans and a plain charcoal gray hooded sweatshirt and went for a walk, down Concord and onto Garden towards Harvard Square. There are few things in the world as invigorating as a New England fall and for a few minutes it was almost as if I had never left.
              The bright afternoon still shined bright off all the buildings, the brick sidewalks still piled high with leaves of gold and red. Students still strolled through Harvard Yard and pretended their classes were the most important thing in the world and the panhandlers still jingled their cups to every person that roamed by.
              I rolled into Au Bon Pain and grabbed a chicken Caesar salad and a fruit dish. I chose a seat in the outdoor café for a couple of hours, enjoying my food and watching the people go by. I couldn’t help but smile as I watched men hawking Spare Change newspapers on the corner and the Chessmaster schooling students for two dollars a game. 
For a few minutes, it was almost like I was one of them again.
              At just after three I rose from my table and disappeared into the T station, catching an outbound train to Alewife, my brush with nostalgia now past. 
Normally I would never waste the kind of time I did today, but normally I wouldn’t have it to waste.
              When the list came in from Mavetti I analyzed each of the people on it and decided on the optimal order they were to be taken out in. This is a habit of mine that I developed early, something I picked up to make it almost impossible for anybody to be able to string together a connection between the victims. 
By keeping people always looking in different directions, I ensure they’re never looking at me.
              Unless of course I want them to.
              Exiting the Alewife train station I swung south down Fresh Pond Parkway and into a CVS. Using cash I purchased a small bottle of bleach and a vial of ammonia. I added to the pile some Drano and a bottle of Armour-All, then tossed in a Gatorade and a Snickers bar. 
              In my non-descript clothes with my generic CVS sack I looked as normal as the next guy and made a point of walking through the lobby of the Tria, even nodding at the young girl behind the desk. The odds of anybody picking up my scent and tracking me here are non-existent, but it’s the little things that have kept me in business for so long.
              Safely back in my room I flipped on the TV and checked the scores, opening the Gatorade and the Snickers. I still wasn’t really hungry from the late lunch, but I would need it later.
              Once I finished eating I took the sack into the bathroom and piled everything up beside the bathtub, then rinsed the Gatorade bottle out and dried it as much possible. I opened the lid on the Armour-All bottle and poured it down the drain before rinsing and drying it as well.
              Flipping on the overhead exhaust fan, I turned the water on, letting it run warm into the empty tub. I had to be careful not get the water too hot, as any steam could prove fatal.
I opened the bleach and filled the Gatorade bottle halfway up before pouring the rest down the drain and waiting for the shower to carry it away. When the tub was clear I added two inches of ammonia to the bleach and again poured the rest out and waited for the drain to clear. 
Last, I added in a bit of Drano before washing the rest away and sealing the Gatorade lid tight.
              Going to my suitcase, I removed a large binder clip and affixed it to my nose. It hurt like hell, but there was no way anything could get into my nostrils.
              Closing my mouth tight I shook the Gatorade bottle vigorously for several seconds. The mixture inside turned grainy white and grew hot against my hand, a certain sign that the desired effect was well on its way.
              Stepping out of the bathroom I took several deep breaths, then returned and transferred the mixture into the Armour-All bottle and screwed the lid down tight. 
There was no real difference between the two except that the Armour-All bottle had a spray top, and that’s what I was after. I didn’t mix everything in it originally because the shaking can lead to combustion and the thicker Gatorade plastic would hold up better until I got the concoction transferred over. 
I let the water run in the shower for several more minutes to keep the fumes down and to wash away any remaining residue, holding the Armour-All bottle under it until the label easily peeled away. I wiped the bare white bottle clean with a towel and with a Sharpie wrote FLOWER FOOD down the side in plain block letters.
Perfect. 
I sat the bottle down on the bathroom counter and walked to the window, parting the curtains just a few inches. Darkness had begun to fall and the glow of city lights could be seen starting to rise above the horizon.
Moving to the bed I picked up my cell phone and dialed the number I’ve written across the top of my third set of notes. 
It rang three times before a tired voice picked up and said, “Pickard.” 
              “Hello, Miss Pickard, my name is Julius with the Dying For You Floral Shop. I have a delivery here in your name and was wondering if you’ll be there to sign for it?”
              A few seconds passed. “You have a delivery? For me?”
              Complete surprise. This was going to be easy.
              “Why, yes ma’am. Very beautiful arrangement too. Young man came in and picked it out himself.”
              The voice brightened a bit and replied, “Oh, okay then. Yeah, I’ll be here until midnight or so. I’ll call down to the front gate and tell them I was expecting someone. They might hassle you a little, but they mean well.”
              “Thank you for the heads up, Miss Pickard. My delivery man is currently out making somebody else a very happy lady, but as soon as he gets back I’ll send him your way.”
              “Okay, I’ll be here. Thanks!” 
              “Alright then, good-bye now.”
              I hung the phone up, unable to hold back the smile tugging at my lips.
It was time.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
              My appearance tonight was a combination of the previous two. I started with the slacks and white oxford shirt from two nights ago, but accentuated it by combing my hair straight back with heavy gel and wearing a pair of non-prescription glasses. Over the white shirt I pulled on a lightweight navy blue jacket and zipped it three-quarters of the way up.
              Using the bag from the hotel trash can, I wrapped up the bottle of homemade flower food and placed it in my pocket. 
              The night air was cooling fast as the sun disappeared behind the skyline. A small glow of daylight still remained, meaning my timing was just about perfect. 
              Again I walked down Fresh Pond Parkway, this time ducking into the Whole Foods Market and purchasing an expensive vase filled with roses from the floral department. On the small card I wrote, Thinking of you –An Admirer and attached it to the top of the bouquet. 
As I left I caught a glimpse of myself in the window reflection and couldn’t help but admire my transformation for just a second.
              Quite the delivery boy extraordinaire.
              Using the T I swung through the heart of Boston, past Harvard, MIT and Boston Common and on out to the UMass/JFK stop. The workday rush was a few hours past, the train almost empty except for me and my delivery. 
A few women saw the flowers and smiled, but nobody noticed me sitting behind them.
              At my stop I got off the train and hopped on the shuttle that swung out past UMass Boston, The Kennedy Library and the JFK Presidential Museum. I’ve been to both the Library and the Museum many times, but tonight I wasn’t going nearly that far. 
              I was here on business, not sight-seeing. 
The UMass stop was the closest, so that was the one I went with.
              The shuttle ride took only a few minutes, the accordion bus sparsely populated with a few college students and a couple of older Latinos. Nobody seemed to notice me in the back and as soon as the bus doors swung open at the first stop, I was on the ground and moving.
              It was just a little past nine, so I hooked a left and walked along Dorchester Bay to kill some time. 
In the winter large chunks of the Bay would freeze and when the tide went out great sheets of salty ice would lie on the rocks. 
For some reason, I always loved that about the place.
              I meandered the Bay walkway, nodding to a few fishermen out for the evening, waving to a few sailors untying their boats for one of the last runs of the season. It didn’t seem to bother anybody that I was strolling along with a vase full of flowers, not that I was concerned with any of them anyway.
              I took my time walking the length of the harbor and worked my way along the service road back towards the train station. The last shuttle ran at nine-thirty, the road void of traffic as I walked along.
              Within minutes, large fluorescent lights piercing the night sky alerted me that I had arrived at my destination.
              The Boston Globe.
              The third name on my list belonged to Anne Pickard, an up-and-coming journalist just on the north side of thirty. I had her pages of notes folded in my back pocket detailing her information, but I wouldn’t need them. 
Like every other I’ve ever done, all important details had been committed to memory.
              Anne Pickard was the daughter of a single mother, having grown up on the west side of Chicago. A National Merit Scholar in high school, she earned a scholarship to Northwestern where she majored in journalism. After graduation she transferred across town and spent another year earning her masters in journalism from the University of Chicago, which she parlayed into an associate writer’s position with the Minneapolis Star Tribune.
              After only six months the Tribune recognized her knack for research and reporting with a no-frills style and gave her a staff position. She spent two years there covering anything they put in front of her before the big boys came calling and she took a position and a serious pay increase from the Globe.
              That was three years ago. By all accounts she had done nothing in the time since but strengthen her reputation. 
Winter before last she did an expose on New England whaling, a piece that earned her some serious Pulitzer consideration. 
              It was almost a shame it all had to end for her, but that sort of thing happened when digging a little too deep. Eventually she stumbled across the wrong subject matter, stepped on the wrong toes, and that was all it took.
              What that something was, I’ll never know.
              Approaching the Globe, I changed into my interpretation of a delivery boy’s walk, shuffling my feet in rapid succession, my butt pinched inward and thrust forward. My nose rose skyward a bit and I twisted my shoulders ever so slightly as I walked, turning my gait into more of a prance.
              An enormous stereotyping, but if it kept anybody from remembering the real me, I was all for it.
              A large chain link fence ran the length of the front of the Globe. A single person gate stood in the center of the fence, locked tight from the outside. I followed it down towards the parking lot to a side entrance with a turnstile locked tight. Beside it, mounted on a waist-high pole, was a service phone.
Balancing the flowers in one hand, I picked it up and dialed zero.
              “Security,” a gruff voice replied.
              “Um, yes, I have a delivery here for a Miss Anne Pickard,” I replied, my voice a touch nasal.
              I could hear shuffling on the other end. “It’s almost ten-thirty pal, come back in the morning.”
              “I understand that sir, but we called a little bit ago and Miss Pickard assured us she would be here and available. She also said she would notify you that we were on our way.”
              Without another word a buzzer clicked from the turnstile. 
              I hung up the phone and pushed my way through, careful to keep the flowers in a semi-presentable state. A short concrete walkway deposited me into a small security guardhouse where the man I had just spoken to was sitting behind the desk eating a sandwich.
              His gray hair and protruding stomach both suggested he’d done of lot of sitting and eating over the years, but I bit back the comment on the tip of my tongue. 
“Thank you so much, sir! I apologize for any confusion.”
              The guard waved a greasy hand at me, but said nothing.
              “Can you tell me where I can find Miss Pickard?”
              The man sighed and picked up a clipboard clearly annoyed. “Second floor. Straight down this hallway to the main stairwell, go up and she’s just off to the right. About the only person left in the building, shouldn’t be hard to find her.”
              “Thank you so much!”
The guard grunted and said, “Next time just try to get here at a reasonable hour, huh?”
              “Yes sir, we’ll try.”
              I pushed through the double doors into the hallway as behind me the guard said, “And you can exit out the front door. The front gate opens from within just fine.”
              Was planning on it anyway. No chance I’d disturb a man and his sandwich again.
              The double doors opened into a long corridor with dark green carpet and framed pictures of Globe’s gone past. 
Pearl Harbor. The Kennedy Assassination. The Berlin Wall falling. 9/11. The Sox winning the Series. 
Another time and place I might have been tempted to stop and look for awhile, but not tonight.
              The hallway dumped me onto a large tile foyer with an enormous staircase ascending to the second floor, hallways spouting in several different directions. Without looking around I took the stairs to the second floor, emerging onto a deserted expanse of desks and cubicles.
              A pale blue pallor illuminated the room, the end result of a few dozen computer screens in hibernation mode. The only real light in the place came from a single desk lamp, the sound of typing audible. 
Silently I set the flowers down on a nearby table and removed the plastic bag from my pocket. I pulled the bottle from it and replaced it in my jacket pocket, then picked up the flowers and made my way towards the lamp.
              “Miss Pickard,” I asked in the most unassuming voice I could muster.
              A young girl with pale skin and carrot orange hair jumped several inches at the sound of my voice, her fingers frozen above the keyboard. I smiled and waited as she pressed her hand to her chest and tried to slow her breathing.
              “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to startle you. Anne Pickard?”
              The girl stood and bobbed her head up, a flush of red coloring her cheeks. “Yes, that’s me. No need to apologize, I was just kind of zoned out here.”
              When she spoke a mouth full of crooked teeth displayed themselves and as she stood it revealed the figure of a ten year old boy. She wore a plain cotton dress that hung almost to the ground and an old pink sweater that was unbuttoned and lank by her sides.
              No wonder she was surprised to hear she had a flower delivery.
              “Miss Pickard, my name is Elias and I have been given the distinct pleasure of delivery these for you this fine evening.” 
I stepped forward and placed the flowers on her desk, watching as she bent down and took a long smell from the nearest rose.
              “Mmmm, that is wonderful,” she cooed. “Who are they from?”
              “Well Miss, I wasn’t in the shop when the young man came in and ordered them but I hear he was a charming young fellow. Quite a looker too as I heard it.”
              “Really?” Anne said, her eyes bulging a bit. 
              “There’s a card,” I said, pointing to the top of the arrangement. “Maybe that could help a bit?”
              “Ooh,” she said and snatched the card away. “Signed, An Admirer. Wow, I wonder who it could be.”
              I raised my hands to her and said, “My job is to deliver smiles and it looks like my work here is done.”
              “It is,” she replied. “Thank you so much.”
              I started to walk away before turning on a heel and pulling the bottle from my pocket. 
“Almost forgot. This is a little mixture we’ve worked up, helps these little guys stay beautiful an extra day or two.”
              Stepping forward I doused the flowers with the mixture, being sure to hold the bottle low and coat every one of the rose buds. I clamped my mouth tight as I did so, pushing out a slow breath through my nose.
Once completed, I nodded once and offered a closed-mouth smile before retreating. I stepped quickly from the area and into the gathering darkness, pocketing the bottle and moving down the stairs two at a time. 
Not once did I break stride as I crossed the foyer and pressed through the front door, jogging the front walk to the gate. 
              By the time I reached the street, the mixture had already done its job, of that I was certain. 
Bleach mixed with ammonia emits a highly toxic fume. A light waft could be recovered from, but a direct sniff such as a person smelling a flower was deadly within minutes. Add in some toilet bowl cleaner to up the toxicity and minutes become seconds.
              Right after I left, Anne probably noticed the funny smell in the air. The combination of ammonia and bleach can give off a foul stench, though the Drano acts to fight it somewhat. 
Not enough to get rid of it, but enough to let me get out of the area.
              Curious, she would lean in for a sniff to see what it was, inhaling one or two fatal pulls of the gas. Mixed together, these three agents formed a compound that shredded her lungs, turning them into rice paper. 
Blood would pour in through the walls of her airways, reducing her to coughing up chunks of bloody tissue as her body fought for air. 
Within a few seconds, she would have drowned in her own blood.
              I caught the train back to Harvard Square, hopped out and walked away from campus towards the Charles River. Hooking a hard right I strolled past the Newell Boathouse and along Memorial Drive, watching light dance off the water.
              Just past the Anderson Bridge I tossed the bottle of flower food into the river and a little further down I did the same with the glasses. I unzipped the jacket and mussed the gel out of my hair before turning back down Mt. Auburn Street towards the Tria.
              Twenty minutes later I arrived back in my room, another successful night’s work complete.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
              Beckett and Meeks left Ames early and spent the afternoon digging up as much as they could on Wilbanks. The crime scene was still crawling with Feds and after the events of the morning they were sure Winston had put them on a short list of people to be kept away at all costs.
              Ames was given the task of speaking to Mrs. Wilbanks, leaning on his connection to her as a friend to facilitate his position as Sheriff. Beckett and Ames both hoped being in the presence of friends might relax her enough to remember something useful, though neither was optimistic.
              By five o’clock Beckett and Meeks both sat across from each other at Beckett’s desk, a pile of new research covering it. The Brockler file had been gathered up and tossed to the side, photos of her seemingly sleeping body splashed across the top.
              “So what do we know?” Meeks asked, leaning forward and rubbing the loose skin around his eyes in circles.
              “We have a Congressman dead, potentially murdered,” Beckett said. “We have no evidence to support that claim beyond a couple of cracked ribs and we have no way of getting to the crime scene to try and collect any more.”
              “Any chance we’ll be able to get a hold of that crime scene case report?” Meeks asked.
              Beckett brought the right side of his face up into a squint. “Ames has a friend he’s trying to work on, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.”
              Meeks exhaled slowly and said, “So what else do we know?”
              Beckett lifted the top sheet of his legal pad, reading from his notes.
“We’ve got Keller Wilbanks, born and bred into Boston affluence. Harvard undergrad, Yale law. Worked two years in corporate law before running for office at the age of 27 and winning in a landslide. Been a low ranking member of Congress ever since.”
              “Gee, no way for a man to rack up enemies there.”
              “Serves on committees overseeing bills for tax reform, ocean fisherman’s rights and immigration.”
              Meeks twisted his head to the side and said, “Ocean fishing thing might be worth looking into. Group trying to make a point takes out a man while fishing.”
              Beckett nodded. “Valid, though the big problem with that idea is he was on the side of New England fisherman. The Gloucester fishing community invests all of their money with his family’s bank. Those very same banks finance most of his campaigns and hold nearly all of his assets, so it’s definitely in his best interests to keep those fishermen happy and making money.”
              Meeks frowned, his gaze focused on the desk between them. “What about the others? What were they, tax reform and immigration? Anything there?”
              “Tax reforms seems like some pretty run of the mill stuff, nothing for anybody to get too up in the air about. 
              “Immigration could be something worth looking into, though I doubt it.”
              “Heart of his district is Southie; everybody knows its Irish one generation removed from immigrants themselves. If he went against that there’s no chance he’d ever get elected again, no matter how much money his family throws around.”
              “Not to mention, it’s never wise to piss of the Irish,” Beckett added. 
              “Yeah, that too,” Meeks agreed.
              The two of them fell silent, pondering their position for a few moments. 
              “Who else can we talk to about this guy besides his wife?” Meeks asked without looking up.
Beckett shifted his gaze to Meeks, a flash of recognition behind his eyes. He glanced down at his notes again before standing and heading towards the door. “You coming?”
              “Where the hell we going?”
              “We’re going to go see August Wilbanks.”
              Meeks eyes grew a bit larger as he stood, moving to catch up. “The old man? I’m guessing the FBI has been all over him today, you think that’s smart?”
              “Probably not,” Beckett muttered, passing through the door and out into the parking lot.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
              “So do we know where this guy lives?” Meeks asked as he settled in behind the wheel.
              “We don’t give a shit where he lives. We’re going to talk to him now and that means the Wilbanks Building.”
              Meeks snorted and said, “The man just lost his son and you think he’s at work? After hours?”
              “Why wouldn’t he be?” Beckett asked.
              “Because most people would want to be home with their loved ones, some place they felt safe.”
              “This is where August Wilbanks feels safe,” Beckett said. “A man like Wilbanks doesn’t feel at home in his own house because he didn’t build that house. He might have made the money to pay for every brick of it, but he didn’t put the ideas together and create it from the ground up.
              “He’s at work right now because that’s where he feels most powerful. The death of his son has shown everyone just how vulnerable a Wilbanks can be and he’s out to prove that wrong.”
              Meeks shook his head and said, “See, now you’re going all Dr. Phil on me with this psycho-babble stuff. Bottom line, man just lost his son. I’ll bet you dinner we get there and he’s at home. We can even stop and pick it up on our way to his house.”
              A thin smile crossed Beckett’s lips, but he said nothing. The rookies always needed to have a contest, something they could use to justify their worth.
The traffic surrounding the station was typical Boston rush hour, slow and dense, growing thinner as they approached the business district. With the clock nudging six, most of the buildings were fast becoming deserted. 
Meeks pulled up to the curb outside the Wilbanks Building and set the caution lights on, the two of them climbing out together. The skyscrapers above blocked out almost all of the late afternoon sun and in the shade the air was several degrees cooler.
Pausing for a second Meeks looked straight up at the endless wall of glass and steel. “You’re still sure he’s in there?”
“Where else would he be?” Beckett asked and went straight for the door.
The two entered through a large rotating door with a gap large enough for several people to enter at a time. They both went into the same opening together and shuffled for a few steps before stepping into an atrium that extended several stories upward.
The floor was cut from white marble, four large columns seeming to box the room in. A large fountain with a single blast of water rose from the middle of the space. 
A Starbucks stood on the left of the fountain, a McDonalds on the right. A few people were in line at each of them, most looking like they were taking a break instead of calling it a day.
On the far side of the square stood a large security desk with metal detectors on either side. Beckett motioned towards it and they both moved past the fountain.
“Looks like Logan Airport over there,” Meeks whispered, nodding towards the long conveyors for scanning bags and purses and security personnel with wands nearby. “I ain’t taking my damn shoes off.”
Beckett smirked, walked to the desk and flashed his badge. A large black man with thick neck and arms and a shaved head said, “What can I do for you detective?”
“I’m here to see August Wilbanks please.”
The man’s eyes narrowed just a bit and he said, “Is he expecting you?”
“That I can’t answer, though I’m sure we’re not the first people to come by today.”
The man passed his eyes from Beckett to Meeks and back again. “Actually, you are. I called in some extra crew today and gave them all overtime because I figured there would be press and investigators all over the place.
“You’re the first ones to show.”
The information caught Beckett by surprise. “Really? No FBI or anything?”
“Nothing,” the man said and slid a clipboard over in front of them. “Please sign in, I’ll call upstairs. I can’t promise you’ll get past his secretary, but I’ll send you up just the same.”
Beckett signed the log and said, “Thank you, we appreciate it.”
The man handed Beckett a business card and said, “Bobby Brentwood. I know you probably don’t have anything to do with the hiring over there, but if you ever hear of something open up give me a call. I spent three years as an MP in Germany; I know what I’m doing.”
Taking the card, Beckett told him he’d do what he could and passed through the security monitor. The detector squawked as each of them walked by, but Brentwood waved them on.
“We already know you’re packing, just keep going. Mr. Wilbanks is on the 52nd floor.”
They thanked him and nodded at the attending security personnel, then made their way to the elevators. 
Once past the atrium the building changed styles, the floors shifting from marble to heavy carpet of reds and yellows. Dark oak lined the floors and ceilings and the walls were painted in the same rich color with artwork hanging every few feet.
They climbed into an express elevator that skipped the first thirty floors before having the option of stopping at every one thereafter. Beckett pressed the button for the fifty-second and the door snapped shut.
The ride to the top took a full three minutes, punctuated by an older woman entering on the 37th and exiting on the 41st. On each of those floors they could see lines of desks accented by the occasional cubicle and several people still working.
              On the 52nd, a secluded hallway greeted them. Heavy benches of the same oak lined either wall and large potted plants stood on either side of them. 
At the far end of the hallway gold block lettering spelled out WILBANKS TRUST INTERNATIONAL. Underneath it in slightly smaller letters was August J. Wilbanks, President & CEO.
              Beneath the lettering was a large oak desk with green ferns on either end of it hiding a computer and fax machine. An elderly woman in a business suit sat, her hands folded in front of her as she stared at them.
              As they grew closer a thin smile grew across her face. “Good evening gentlemen. Mr. Wilbanks wasn’t expecting any visitors but has asked me to tell you he is tying up some loose ends and will be with you shortly. You can have a seat on either of the benches if you’d like.”
              Meeks’ jaw dropped and a slight sound slid from his throat, but Beckett cut him off. “Thank you ma’am. We appreciate you folks seeing us on such short notice.”
              “Can I get you gentlemen anything while you wait? Coffee, tea, water?”
              “Actually, coffee would be fantastic,” Beckett said and Meeks raised two fingers in agreement.
              The woman disappeared and Beckett turned to Meeks. “What the hell was that?”
              “She just surprised me is all,” Meeks said. “I was expecting us to ride in here, all guns blazing and stuff. Instead, a little old lady let us know right off the bat who had the upper hand.”
              Beckett waved a hand around the office. “You don’t amass all this without always having the upper hand. That’s a fact of life.”
              Meeks shook his head and looked around as Beckett took a seat on the bench and waited.
              Five minutes later a large man emerged from behind the lettering and walked straight towards them, his hand extended in front of him. “Good evening gentlemen, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. August Wilbanks,” he said, shaking each of their hands.
              Wilbanks was well over six feet tall with broad shoulders that narrowed at the hip. His hair was thick and snow white, parted neatly on the side. He wore a tailored blue suit with a blue dress shirt with white collar beneath it. His tie diagonally alternated shades of blue and his cuff links and ring were of shiny gold.
              “Mr. Wilbanks, thank you for seeing us on such short notice like this,” Beckett said. “We’re very sorry for your loss and we’re sorry to be here under these terms, but we were hoping we might be able to speak with you a moment about your son.”
              “Yes of course,” Wilbanks replied. “Do come into my office and have a seat. And please, call me Augy.”
              Beckett nodded and followed Wilbanks into his office, ignoring Meeks as he mouthed, “Augy?”
              Wilbanks led them into a palatial corner office that overlooked Boston Harbor to one side and most of downtown to the other. Along the other two walls were heavy bookshelves lined with plants, awards, and photographs. At the corner of the two outer walls sat Wilbanks’ desk, in front of it two chairs. In the center of the room stood another chair, on either side of it a sofa facing a large table.
              An arrangement that reminded Beckett of the Oval Office.
              On the table sat a pewter silver coffee set with three cups. The receptionist poured coffee into each of them and dropped two sugar cubes into the nearest one with a splash of milk. 
“How do you gentleman like your coffee?”
              Beckett and Meeks said, “Black” simultaneously. 
The receptionist replaced the sugar tongs and retreated from the room.
              “Thank you Janice,” Wilbanks called after her and motioned for the men to be seated. He picked up his cup and saucer from the tray and said, “I understand Chief Royal assigned you to look into this case. What can I do to help?”
              Beckett sipped the fine coffee and said, “I guess we can start by asking, can you think of anybody that would take exception to your son in this manner? Anybody that would have an old score to settle or any reason for wanting to...?”
              Wilbanks placed his cup on its saucer and sat it down on the table. “As I am sure you gentlemen well know, Keller was my only son. A fine boy that I had hoped would take over for me here one day when he had his fill of politics.
              “I stayed awake all last night asking myself that very same thing and I honestly cannot think of a single answer to that question besides, no.”
              “Nothing from his past? No disgruntled opponents he defeated in an election or somebody that might have felt betrayed by a piece of legislation he backed?”
              Wilbanks shook his head. “Nothing like that. Keller was very paranoid of angering his constituency, to the point that he kept a team on staff that did nothing but monitor public opinion on everything he did. I know for a fact there have been certain bills he voted against because of fear of voter backlash.”
              Beckett drew his brow in and jotted down a note. “You wouldn’t happen to know what those measures were would you?”
              “Not well enough to speak definitively on the matter. I’m sure you could speak to Helen though, she would be able to give you all that information.”
              “Helen?”
              “Helen Graham, Keller’s Chief of Staff. She works out of his office here most of the time, traveling to DC with the family when they are there. I can put you in touch if you’d like.”
              Beckett raised his eyebrows a bit. “That would be great, thank you.” He glanced down at his pad and said, “I apologize in advance if I don’t word this correctly, but might I ask if you have any enemies out there sir? That is to say, anybody that might try to get to you through your son?”
              The slightest hint of resentment flashed in Wilbanks’ eyes, disappearing just as fast when a look of concern replaced it. “You don’t think? You don’t think something happened to my son to hurt me do you?”
              Beckett shook his head and said, “Honestly, no I don’t. I feel that if somebody we’re trying to make a statement against you or your son they would have done just that. Made a statement. 
              “As is, every effort was exhausted in making this look accidental.”
              Wilbanks leaned back and nodded his head. “Truthfully, I feel the same way. My son was an excellent nautical technician and even better swimmer. He’s handled sailboats on rough seas before and the idea of him falling off his boat and drowning on a calm day in his own pond just didn’t sit well with me.”
              He paused for a moment and said, “When you build a business as large as mine, you can’t help but encounter a few people with less than good intentions along the way. Especially in the banking industry, where people always seem to think they’re in the right as far as money is concerned.
              “Sitting here now though, I can’t think of a single person that would have the gumption or the basis for doing this. I really can’t.”
              Beckett studied the man before him, getting a sense if what he was saying was true. The man’s voice remained steady as did his hands, but his eyes gave away the anguish that only a father having lost his only son could feel.
              He was telling the truth.
              Beckett looked at his notepad a moment more and decided this man had been through enough. Everything else he needed he could get from Helen Graham.
              Standing up, Beckett extended a business card and said, “I am very sorry again to be here like this, even sorrier for your loss. If I could just get that contact information for Ms. Graham, I will respectfully rid you of our presence this evening.”
              Wilbanks accepted it and shook each of their hands. “Thank you, I appreciate it. Believe me there is nothing more I wish to do than see whoever did this to my son brought to justice. At the moment though, I’m too filled with sadness to even consider retribution.”
              Beckett nodded and showed himself to the door. Janice was standing there with the complete contact information for Helen Graham on a sheet of paper with Wilbanks Trust letterhead. 
Beckett accepted it and thanked her as they walked by.
              How she knew to have it ready, Beckett didn’t want to know.
              He and Meeks rode the elevator back down in silence, exiting through security and across the atrium. Most of the men were gone from the security checkpoint and they nodded at the night staff as they walked by.
              As they reached the Crown Vic still parked by the curb, Beckett’s cell phone sprang to life and he snapped it open. “Beckett.”
              He paused before saying, “We’re just leaving August Wilbanks office now.”
              Meeks looked a question at him and Beckett covered the phone and said, “Ames.”
              He listened a few moments before saying, “Alright, we’ll be there,” and flipping the phone shut.
              He swung down into the passenger seat across from Meeks and said, “I hope you’re an early riser.”
              “Why? What the heck just happened?” Meeks asked.
              “That was Ames, said he talked to Marcia Wilbanks this afternoon.”
              “And?”
              “And I guess Winston pissed her off again later today so she told them to get the hell off her property. As of tomorrow morning, it’s all ours.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
              There are few things in the world as wonderful as fall in New England. Every year the thick hillsides of maple, ash and oak turn their leaves from deep shades of green into a majestic tapestry of gold, orange and red. Thousands upon thousands of tourists flock here each autumn with their cameras and their campers, aching to take in nature’s enduring beauty.
              Dern Beckett didn’t give a damn about the color of the trees as he stood leaning against the hood of his Ford F-150. He was the first to arrive and stood in the silence of the morning taking in long pulls of coffee and staring out over the water. The morning sun was no more than an inch above the horizon, mist rising off the water.
              Beckett wasn’t paying attention to any of that either. His eyes were open and aimed at the water, clouded over by a myriad of details that told him something wasn’t right, but remained just beyond his grasp.
              The low rumble of a diesel engine carved its way through the morning air, causing Beckett to shift his view to the approaching road. A few seconds later Ames’ Ranger pulled into sight, swinging itself off the concrete driveway and into the grass beside Beckett.
              “You live in Boston and drive an F-150?” Ames asked as means of a hello.
              Nodding, Beckett said, “Which is why I let the rook do all the driving. Folks see a pickup truck and assume you belong on a ranch somewhere instead of being a detective.”
              Ames swung a boot at the mud caked around the wheel wells. “Looks like this one’s done a fair share of field time just the same.”
              Beckett smiled. “Oh, she has. Pulled more than one hay wagon in her day. For now though, we’re both living the city life.”
              “You ever want a chance to get outside the city...” Ames said, letting his voice trail off.
              “With all due respect Sheriff, how often do you guys have a call for a detective out here?”
              Unable to do anything but agree, Ames nodded. “Right you are.”
              The sound of a third engine approaching turned them both to see Meeks pull into the driveway. He parked the Crown Vic beside Ames and climbed out. 
              “Sorry boss, train was late this morning,” he said, glancing to Ames. “Take the train to the station, then grab the car and go from there.”
              Ames nodded in understanding.
              “Nothing to apologize for, you still had two minutes to spare. Shall we?” Beckett asked, and swung an arm towards the lake. He waited for Ames to lead the way and followed close behind him, Meeks right on their heels.
              “So have we got anything from the crime scene investigation the Feds ran?” Beckett asked.
              Ames glanced over his shoulder and said, “Friend of mine over at the Coast Guard said they drug the lake and it came back negative. Said it was the cleanest damn body of water he’d ever seen. 
              “Handful of tin cans, an old Christmas tree or two, some old concrete rings used for fish cover. Nothing that could even remotely be construed as a weapon.”
              “What about the boat? Anything turn up there?”
              “I called Riley last night and gave me the quick once over on everything he knew. Said Washington got in later in the day and took over, left him and Winston on the outside looking in.
              “I guess there were three sets of prints lifted from the boat. One belonged to Kelly, one to Marcy, one to their son Bryant. That was it.”
              “Let me guess, your boy Winston got wind of this and tried to accuse Mrs. Wilbanks of having something to do with it?” Meeks asked from the back.
              Ames stopped so abruptly Beckett almost bumped into him. Meeks had to swing off the path to keep from hitting them both. 
              He raised his head towards the sky and said, “Dammit. She told me he overstepped his boundaries and started accusing her of things again. Repulsive things.
              “I assumed she meant he was alluding to something between her and me again, but I would not be surprised if that’s what happened.” 
              He turned and glanced at each of them. “In case I wasn’t clear before, I really want to beat that son of a bitch.”
               Without another word he took to walking again. He stopped after another fifty yards, raised his left arm and said, “Right here is where I found Kelly’s body, floating face down in the water. I drug him up on this grass patch and tried to revive him.”
              Beckett swept his gaze over the area. “Walk me through every detail.”
              Ames exhaled and said, “He was floating face down about fifteen yards off the shore line. About five yards behind him and maybe ten more on down was his boat.
              “I came up the bank here and dove right in, grabbed hold and drug him to shore. I got him out of the water and tried to revive him, ran to the car to call for help, then came back and tried some more.”
              “What condition was Wilbanks in when you found him?”
              Ames shook his head. “I know what I remember, but Lord only knows if that’s the truth or not. I wanted so badly for him to be okay I kept telling myself he was going to make it. Paramedics said when they arrived he’d been gone for a long time, there was nothing anybody could have done.”
              Beckett nodded and again swept his gaze over the ground around them. The area was beaten down flat from the foot traffic of countless investigators. “I’m guessing you didn’t happen to notice any tracks, anything unusual on the ground that night did you?”
              “Not in the slightest,” Ames replied. “I hope they had the good sense to take stock of this area before they went and trampled it.”
              Meeks looked down the shore line and said, “Dense woods lining the lake like this, wouldn’t be hard for a person to hide in the trees waiting for Wilbanks. Soon as he got close, make his move.”
              Beckett looked over the tree line and considered the notion for a moment. “Only problem there is he’d be on land and Wilbanks would be on a boat fifteen yards out.”
              “Somebody has a gun pointed at you, doesn’t matter what you’re on,” Meeks said.
              “Yeah, but you’re forgetting the body didn’t have a mark on it except for those broken ribs. I doubt anybody from the shore could have done that,” Ames said.
              “Or make him drown himself,” Beckett added. “And there’s no way in hell Wilbanks would have sat still and waited for someone to swim out there to him.”
              “Meaning?” Ames asked.
              “Meaning somebody would have to be in the water, lying in wait. Would have had to surprise him, pull him in before he had a chance to resist. Otherwise we would have seen some kind of defensive wounds.”
              Ames nodded. “Came up, surprised him, wrapped his legs around him and held him under.”
              Beckett looked over at Ames, then to Meeks, and nodded. He removed his blazer, kicked off his shoes, and pulled his shirt off over his head. He then took his wallet and cell phone from his pants and placed them on top of his clothes.
              “What the hell are you doing?” Ames asked.
              Meeks smiled and shook his head. “This is why we call this guy Lockjaw around the precinct. He’s notorious for doing stuff like this.”
              Without hesitation Beckett walked into the water, moving forward in measured steps. He went forward about ten feet before pulling up and balancing on one leg. “Drops off right here, feels pretty sharp. Give me a second and I’ll tell you how far.”
              Ames and Meeks waited as Beckett dropped himself into the water and out of view, then re-emerged a few seconds later. “Right about here it falls to over fifteen feet deep,” he said, walking steadily back towards them.
              He marched forward with water sluicing off of him and added, “To be this late in the season, water isn’t near as cold as I was expecting. Must not be very deep at all here in the inlet.”
              Ames shook his head and said, “I’ve fished this thing a dozen times with Kelly, but we’ve always been in the big fishing boat and gone out on the lake. Never even paid attention to this part. He always did say there was nice crappie through here though.”
              Beckett used his blazer to dry his head and arms and pulled the shirt back on over his head. “If somebody wanted to sit in the water and wait, they could have easily enough done it. Water’s plenty deep there; man in a wetsuit could stay down for a long time without worry of hypothermia.
              “Problem is though, that would be playing a lot to chance.”
              “Yeah, I mean what are the odds that on a lake this size Wilbanks would stop right above somebody lying in wait?” Meeks asked.
              Ames shook his head in a non-committal motion. “Could have been holed up beneath the boathouse and just followed him down here. Wouldn’t be that hard of a swim in scuba gear.”
              “If we’re going there, he could have even tied himself to the bottom of the boat,” Meeks said.
              Beckett shook his head and said, “Too many holes on both sides. Couldn’t have been lying in wait with scuba gear because the tanks leave an enormous trail of air bubbles behind them. Ever been by a quarry when a diver’s down? You can tell just by looking at the top of the water where they’re at.
              “Also, couldn’t have tied himself to the bottom of the boat because there would have been no way of knowing which boat he’d take. It was Sunday night and the killer would have figured that timeframe was his best shot. A Congressman would be working or on the road during the week, good chance he’d be down here on Sunday night though.”
              “You think it’s somebody local then?” Ames asked. Somebody that knew his patterns?”
              “Local? Not necessarily. Somebody that knew his patterns? Most likely. If not, it was somebody that was just damn lucky.”
              “I’d rather see prepared than lucky,” Ames said.
              “Yeah, me too,” Beckett agreed. “Prepared can be tracked. Lucky can be sporadic as hell.”
              Beckett ran a hand through his hair several times, spraying water off in all directions. “We know this guy couldn’t have hid in the woods here and we know...” he said, letting his voice trail off.
              A few more seconds passed and Meeks asked, “You guys ever seen The Italian Job?” 
              Both Ames and Beckett made faces and Ames said, “With Michael Caine?”
              “Naw, the new one with Marky Mark,” Meeks said.
              Ames turned and glanced at Beckett, who said, “Must have missed it. Why?”
              “In the beginning Wahlberg and his crew’s van gets shoved off a bridge by a band of robbers who then stand over them and fire into the water. They manage to wait them out by staying in the van and sharing these little hand held cans of air.”
              Beckett nodded. “Compressed air, not too uncommon. Alright?”
              Meeks nodded to the opposite shoreline and said, “How far you think it is over to the other side?”
              Beckett and Ames both shifted their gaze to the opposite bank. 
              “Probably sixty yards or so, eighty tops,” Ames said.
              Bobbing his head, Beckett said, “Definitely not too far for a man to swim. Plenty of tree cover to conceal himself in.”
              “I’m thinking this guy could have come up from underneath, grabbed him before he even had a chance,” Meeks said.
              “Pulls him under, put him in a leg clamp, braces himself against the boat until Wilbanks stops kicking,” Beckett finished. “Guy takes his compressed air, swims to the other side, walks away.”
              Without pause Beckett began striding back down the bank. Ames and Meeks followed behind him as he said over his shoulder, “It’s a hell of a theory, but right now all we’ve got are theories. 
              “Until we find something concrete out here, we still don’t even know for sure that this was a murder.”
              Ames and Meeks stayed on his heels as he circled the end of the lake, moved around the boathouse and started up the other side. A few yards down he stopped.
              “Let’s fan out. Keep some space between each other. We’ll sweep this as clean as we can with as little disturbance as possible.”
              Ames moved a few yards to Beckett’s left, Meeks a few more beyond that. When each of them was in position, Beckett motioned and they began moving forward.
              “My guess is he stayed in the woods until straight across from Wilbanks,” Beckett said. “He would have wanted to swim as short a distance as possible.”
              “Yeah, but Wilbanks had his trolling motor down so there would have been no way for him to get a steady bead on where he’d stop,” Ames replied.
              “From this side, there probably wouldn’t have been any need for him to wait in the water. He would have picked a place that was well concealed and slid into the water there,” Beckett said. 
              Ames pointed on ahead and said, “There’s a small point jutting out up there. It’s not real big, but would be plenty to conceal a single man that didn’t want to be seen.”
              Beckett started to reply, but stopped as he realized Meeks was no longer with them. He turned and saw him squatted down, peering at the ground.
              “You find something?” Beckett asked.
              Meeks stood, raising a finger in a path that cut from where he was standing towards the bank. “Why don’t we just follow these tracks and let him show us where he went in?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
              “Hot damn, now we’re getting somewhere,” Ames said and started towards Meeks. 
              Beckett raised a hand towards his back and said, “Don’t. We’ll stay fanned out and see if we can pick up anything else. We’ve been assuming this guy was working alone, but we don’t know that for sure.”
              Ames paused for a second and looked up to the sky. “You’re right. That was stupid, just got a little excited there.”
              Beckett considered responding with something to say it wasn’t a big deal, but elected to remain quiet. 
              Sometimes what a man’s ego needs is just to be left alone.
              When Ames was back in position Beckett said, “Devin, keep an eye on those tracks. They start moving in on Ames or disappear, you let us know.”
              “Aye aye, boss,” Meeks said as the three moved forward. They continued marching on through the woods for another fifty yards or so, every now and again Beckett asking to make sure the tracks were still there. 
              “Looks like he turned here,” Meeks said after a while, their position matching where they previously were on the opposite bank. 
              Ames floated to his left and picked up the tracks pinching inward. “Right up here’s that point I was telling you about. I bet anything that’s where he went in.”
              Beckett spotted the outcropping and grunted his agreement, the group moving forward as Ames drifted over with the trail. 
              Just shy of the point, he passed the trail off to Beckett.
              The trail was thin at best, the path of a man that was traveling quick and light. The steps were far apart and looked as if the person were running and in some places disappeared for ten feet or more at a time before another indentation could be spotted.
              Taking a hard turn, the trail seemed to stop just short of the point. Beckett called the others over and squatted down to decipher the tracks. 
              “Looks like he stopped here to do some surveillance.”
              “Stopped right there, sat down and waited Kelly out,” Ames said, motioning with his chin towards a spot of flattened leaves. “Sat with his back against the tree like he was on a damned picnic and waited for my friend to walk into his trap.”
              Beckett’s gaze followed the trail from the base of the oak on ahead.
              “When he saw his target, he moved on down to the point and entered the water.”
              They stood three across where the tracks seemed to disappear, each of them replaying what had happened in their heads. The sound of a cicada passed through the trees as the morning sun danced off the water, pulling sweat from their faces.
              “Come on, let’s see where he came out,” Beckett said. He and Ames walked side by side with Meeks behind them, scanning the ground.
              Forty yards up the bank they found what they were looking for. Two perfect shoe imprints with a long slice of earth stripped bare behind one of them. A handprint was pressed into the ground beside it as the trail moved on into the woods.
              Beckett knelt beside it and shook his head. “Devin, what does this tell us here?”
              “Um, that he slipped coming out of the water?”
              Glancing up, Beckett said, “Alright, let me try again. What does this tell us that we can use?”
              Meeks opened his mouth to speak, but ended by raising his eyebrows and shaking his head.
              Beckett removed his wallet from his jeans and opened it. It was still damp from riding in the back of his wet jeans and he had to wrench two bills free and peel them apart. 
              Placing a one dollar bill on the ground beside the foot and hand prints he said, “We now have a general size of the killer. Judging by this, he wears a size eleven shoe and has hands that are about proportionate. Not a large man, but not a tiny one either.”
              Meeks nodded his head and looked at the prints. “How dense is the ground there? Any chance he left a fingerprint in the mud?”
              Beckett shook his head. “Nothing with that kind of detail.”
              Ames looked at Meeks and said, “How would we have gotten it out of here anyway? Mud’s not exactly a stable medium to be taking prints from?”
              “I’ve read before that we could take a digital photo of the print and then feed that into the database and run it. I guess one time they were able to lift a print from a wet bar of soap,” Meeks replied.
              Unable to tell if he was being told the truth or fed a lie Ames looked at Beckett, who nodded in agreement.
              The three stood and surveyed the area for a moment longer before Beckett said, “Nothing more to be seen here. Let’s follow these tracks and see where they take us.”
              He stood on one side of the tracks with Ames on the other, Meeks behind them, and wound their way back through the woods. The return trip swung wide from the lake through heavy brush, the tracks harder to follow as a thick layer of leaves covered most of the ground.
              It took them almost half an hour to cover the quarter-mile trail. Twice they nearly lost it altogether, each time lucky they were able to pick it up again. The first time a ball of mud lying on a bed of leaves told them they were going in the right direction, the second time nothing more than a smudge of moss on a felled tree.
              The trail ran through the woods and exited onto the property of Wilbanks’ closest neighbor. It disappeared into the thick green of the yard, the road only fifty yards on ahead.
              “You know anything about the owners of this house?” Beckett asked.
              Ames shook his head. “No, not really. These houses out here turn over a fair amount. High priced businessmen, attorneys, doctors come to Boston and stay a few years.
              “Most of them buy these places, do little more with them than mow the place once a week and move on.”
              Meeks looked from the trail to the road and said, “You think the house has anything to do with it or he was just trying to get to the road?”
              Surveying the house, Beckett said, “Probably just looking to get out of here, but since we’re here we might as well go ask.”
              He started to walk towards the front door, but Ames reached out a hand and said, “Hold on. Right now none of us are in uniform and we’re here on foot having just emerged from the woods. Let’s walk back, I’ll get my truck and pull up so they can see me coming. No point in scaring them off us before we have a chance to ask anything.”
              Beckett looked from Ames to the door and nodded. “Alright. We’ll stay by the boathouse with our cars, wait for you there.”
              Ames nodded and jogged on ahead as Meeks and Beckett stayed along the edge of the woods and walked towards the road. When they got there they turned towards the Wilbanks’ as Ames drove by them in his pickup. 
              He threw them a wave as he passed and a moment later turned into the driveway of the stately brick home.
              By the time Beckett and Meeks reached their car, Ames was already back and pulling in beside them. “Not a soul around,” he said, rolling down the window and looping his elbow out over the door. “I called down to the courthouse and asked them to contact records and get back to us with who owns the place. Said the records girls just left for lunch, but they’ll get back to us as soon as they know anything.”
              The mention of lunch jarred Beckett, who lifted his gaze to see the sun now high overhead. 
“What say Devin and I run back into town and see what we can dig up in our files on Wilbanks? You get a name or an employer, you call us. If he’s out here we’ll come back and pay him a visit together, if he works in the city we’ll stop by and say hello ourselves.”
              Ames nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I am going up to the house to check on Marcy and the kids, I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”
              Beckett bade him goodbye, told Meeks to follow him and fired up his truck. The old diesel engine rumbled to life as he pulled out of the yard and onto the road.
              He had just reached 26 when his phone rang, Ames’ number appearing on the caller ID. 
“We don’t have to wait for records,” he said without preamble. “Marcy just told me the guy that owns the house is Milton Hughes. He’s a CPA for Webster & Webster down on State Street.”
              “I know the place,” Beckett said. “We’ll swing by the station to drop off my truck and head right over.”
 



 
 
Dear Michael,
              
Last night I had a dream. I had a dream that I awoke and watched the moonlight hold you as you slept so sound. For the briefest of moments I was happy, thinking you were finally back where you belong.
 
This morning the sun burst through my windows and brought with it the harsh reality that you are still gone and I fear you will continue to remain so. Worse yet, I fear that my pleas are falling on deaf ears, a fear that only grows with your silence.
 
Please, don’t make me continue to pay for what has transpired in the past. I don’t know how much longer I can go on like this.
 
                                                                      I am truly, truly sorry,
                                                                                    Sarah Beth 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
              Tuesday.
              I never set out to establish a one-a-day schedule, it just seemed to have worked out that way. In some locations it was easy for me to slip in and out unnoticed, to work quickly from one target to another and be gone before much time had passed.
              Sometimes the job called for me to be as quick as possible. If the link between the victims was blatant enough I had to pick a time when I knew all the targets were within striking range. 
If three people were involved in something together and the first two turned up dead, odds were the third one would catch on and hit the door running. 
When they did, I needed to make sure that door was locked or I was standing on the other side.
              There are people that would make the mistake of thinking what I do would be simpler in a big city. They would argue that scores of people make it easier to slip in and out undetected, but they would be overlooking one key point.
              People have eyes.
              Sure, it was easy for a man to muddle his way to work and home every day and go unnoticed, but the odds were that man’s job didn’t involve ending another person’s life. I would love nothing more than to work in small towns across the Midwest, but that’s not where the jobs are.
              This morning I rose around eight and went for another run. I started by circling out around the Fresh Pond reservoir, heading out to Mt. Auburn and up through the cemetery. By nine I was standing atop the lookout tower therein, surveying the sky line, the autumn wind drying my sweaty clothes. 
              When I got back to the hotel I went to the exercise room and did several sets of push-ups, intertwined with military presses, kickbacks and bicep curls using dumbbells from the rack. 
Not the greatest hotel gym I’ve ever seen, but certainly not the worst.
              Sweaty and refreshed I returned to my room and showered, pulled on the jeans and hoodie again and drove past the t-station to Mass Ave. Six blocks east of there I stopped at Andy’s Diner, an old haunt of mine from college.
              There was a time when I was such a frequent customer everybody on staff knew what I liked without even having to ask me. When I got into this business I made certain to avoid places like this where I thought I might be recognized, but by now I feel like enough time has passed. 
It’s been almost twenty years since I was a regular here and the odds of any of the old staff remaining are non-existent. 
Not that it would matter anyway. I am but a shadow of my former self. I see old pictures and sometimes even I can barely believe it’s the same person.
Choosing a corner booth I put my back to the room and opted for a garden omelet with wheat toast and skim milk. Fifteen years ago I would have scoffed and called myself a woman for ordering such a thing, but my lifestyle forced me to become more conscientious.
Nowadays, I don’t think anything of it.
Andy’s was always a favorite of mine because the service was fast and the people were friendly without being intrusive. Today proved no exception and twenty minutes after walking in, I left with a full stomach that only cost me six bucks.
Try finding that on the West Coast.
Climbing back into my car I went a couple of blocks back down Mass Ave and turned into the Porter Square shopping center. I parked in front of the new Star Market and swung into the store to its left, Tags Hardware.
Using another phony credit card I purchased a utility belt, some wire cutters, a pair of needle nose pliers, a hammer and a cord of rope. The Pakistani man behind the counter didn’t even lift an eye towards me as he rang up the items and sent me on my way.
Twelve minutes after stopping, I was back in my car and on the move again.
Turning left out the back of the shopping center I headed towards Davis Square before picking up Vine Street and letting it carry me back across Mass Ave. 
It was well after one o’clock by the time I got back to the Tria, the midday sun warming me in my sweatshirt and jeans. I left the purchased items in the car and used the front entrance again, nodding in greeting to the front desk girl as I passed through.
Once back in my room, I opened the black bag again and took from it a small vial of pills. I peeled off the jeans and hoodie and tugged on a pair of dark blue Dockers and the white Oxford shirt, followed by the blue jacket.
Standing in front of the mirror I zipped the jacket up most of the way and smiled back at my reflection. 
From delivery man to maintenance man, just like that.
I stuffed a small wad of cotton into the vial of pills to keep them from rattling around, then put them deep in my pocket and headed for the door. 
I had a date with Liz Gerkin.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
              Liz Gerkin was far and away the hardest person I’d ever had to research. 
Most of the people that come across my desk did so for a reason. Somebody that became high profile and got into some stuff they shouldn’t. A person that tried to take a stand against the wrong person and got leveled for their efforts. 
Most people had some aspect of themselves that was easily recognizable. For some, it was celebrity status. For others, it might have been a well-known occupation.
              People like a Congressman. Or a research chemist. Or a journalist. 
Nothing of the sort applied to Liz Gerkin. 
I was able to build an overview. Her age, height, weight, address, social security number, all the things most people think are ironclad and locked from the world.
Beyond that, there was hardly anything. 
No known job listings. No property ownership. Not a thing of note on her credit report. 
Someone that clean barely evens qualified as a normal person. A normal person had a spouse and a home and a car and owes boatloads of money on mortgages, charge cards, student loans.
She had nothing.
The problem with coming across someone as non-existent as Gerkin was her absentee life meant one of two things. Either she was a woman hanging on by a thread, floating through life like a ghost, or she was a woman that chose the path of non-disclosure. 
She was worried about something, had something to hide.
For the briefest of periods I got a bit excited about the prospect of matching up against Gerkin, allowing myself to entertain the idea of a worthy adversary. After all of my contacts and deep digging though, something as simple as a Google search told me I was wrong.
What did it was a website for a mental health clinic in upstate New York, the kind families send members to when they’re concerned for their well-being but sick of dealing with the problem themselves. Places they could ship loved ones and still sleep at night because “they were in good hands.”
On the home page of the site was an image of a woman in her early thirties, smiling for the camera. Her hair was light brown and arrow straight, hanging to her shoulders, and her skin was pale white. She stood on a grassy lawn in front of a large brick home and beneath her picture read the caption: “Spring Meadow has really changed my life. They’ve been instrumental in helping me turn the corner and retake control!” – Liz Gerkin, former resident.
Spring Meadow could print whatever they wanted, but as someone that had seen this kind of thing before I knew on sight that this woman had turned no such corners. 
The truth was in her eyes. Large, empty, red-rimmed, they had the look of a woman that hadn’t known happiness in years.
It was by far the saddest smile I’ve ever seen.
I didn’t get paid to investigate into people’s lives and make them better though. Truth is it was almost refreshing for me to see someone that miserable, helping me feel like I was liberating her in some small way.
The vial I had in my pocket was filled with anti-depressants. They’re fairly common and easy to attain, over eight percent of the general population are on prescriptions for them at any given time in America.
What made these pills different though is they were loaded with a combination of Zoloft, Prozac and Paxil. Each of the three represented a different class of medication, the mixing of which made them very volatile. 
Not fatal, but volatile.
I always kept a vial of these on stand-by and when I got the call to come out here I tossed them into the black bag with Ms. Gerkin in mind. 
The pills were homemade, the result of taking several of each and grinding them into powder. I then emptied some anti-histamine, the largest capsules available today, and refilled them with the mixture.
By formulating them as such, I had the option of how to best administer. I could unscrew the top and deposit the contents into food, drink or a sleeping mouth. If the case permits and I had the access, I could even switch the capsules out with their real medications.
The mixing of anti-depressants had been proven to alter neurotransmitters so far that suicide often became a byproduct. Not because it altered any mood, it just helped to raise the inhibitions already felt by a person facing depression.
Knowing that Gerkin was already on medications, it was an easy play for me. 
Mixed in with the capsules was a light sedative, enough to knock someone cold for at least an hour. After they took the medication, I then moved in to finish the job.
If an investigation ever occurred, it was written off as a simple suicide. 
If somebody got curious and ran a tox screen, the anti-depressant cocktail would tell any medical examiner that the person had been self-medicating and took their own life.
A little more involved than I liked, but again it left no chance of a trace back to me.
Ms. Gerkin lived in Billerica, north of 95 and east of Route 3. The drive took me almost forty minutes, the mid-day traffic light going away from the city.
Before making the trip I pulled up directions online and jotted them down with my notes. Pages of printed directions can look suspicious if a bag gets searched by security, but pages of handwritten notes in a legal pad get rifled through and tossed aside without a glance.
Billerica was barely more than a suburb, a small burg a good ways outside the city. By the time I reached my destination the landscape was leaning towards rural. Large open lots dotted the streets and heavy pine and ash trees towering above the buildings, blocking sunlight and casting long shadows.
Liz Gerken lived in a small housing community, well out of the way of any conventional traffic. As I turned onto her street a large sign reading “Welcome to Peaceful Glen” greeted me.
I drove by the sign and past a few small and dilapidated homes, fast becoming apparent that the sign was the nicest thing in the community.
It looked like somebody had started the place with the idea of building one bedroom homes for seniors and retirees, but lost interest somewhere along the way. The first half of the street had houses side by side on small plots, but as I drove on they became further apart.
For Sale signs stood in most of the lots.
The number belonging to Gerkin sat off the right side of the road about fifty yards, heavy trees lining the front and driveway. It was a simple structure, painted white with water stains running along the windows and at the corners. Black trim outlined the door and the shingles were green with thick swaths of orange where algae had set in.
I considered parking the car on the street so she couldn’t see it, but decided to pull on up instead. 
Part of me was worried she might think it odd for a repairman to arrive in a Sedan, but a larger part was concerned about neighbors seeing it and getting a license plate number.
I eased the car into the driveway and parked before pulling the sack from Tags onto the front seat and assembling my gear. I placed the pliers, wire strippers and hammer into the belt and swung myself out of the car. Cinching it tight around my waist, I made a show of looking at the wires running overhead and even pointed a couple of times for good measure.
The front sidewalk was made from old brick that hadn’t been touched since it was laid fifty years ago. Many were missing and the rest laid at odd angles as grass poked up between them.
Picking my way through, I made it to the front of the house.
The screen door was peeling white paint and rattled as I raised my hand and knocked three times. I stood back so I seemed smaller and less threatening, assuming a pose similar to the one I used outside of Brockler’s door, waiting for a reply.
Several seconds passed before the door wrenched itself open. It took two or three good pulls to get it free and when it finally swung back the same haunted eyes from the website stared back at me.
The brown hair was shorter and ragged, giving the appearance that she took a pair of scissors and was hacking at it as I approached. She wore a plain sundress that was threadbare and hung lank from her shoulders.
Large dark stains dotted the front of it.
Stains that looked like dried blood.
I flashed the most assuring smile I could manage and said, “Good afternoon, I’m here on behalf of the electric company. With the high winds the other night we’ve had some homes in the area reporting sporadic loss of electricity and we’re out checking to make sure that doesn’t happen to anybody else.”
Gerkin stared at me with an expression so dazed I couldn’t tell if she heard what I said or not. 
“You’re here to help me aren’t you?”
The question caught me off guard, filling me with the impression that she was not referring to electricity. 
“Yes ma’am, I’m here to help,” I replied.
Without a word she turned and walked away from the door, leaving it standing open behind her. I took it as an invitation to enter and stepped inside, pulling it closed behind me. 
I allowed a moment to pass standing in the doorway, waiting for my eyes adjust to the darkened room. As they did so, my surroundings took shape around me.
An ancient brown print sofa stood against the back wall with a matching arm chair beside it. A coffee table stacked high with newspapers and magazines rested in the middle of the room. 
Old clothes and blankets were piled on the chair and sofa.
Without turning to look at me Gerkin trudged through the room and on into the kitchen. I could hear her feet scraping along the sticky linoleum and followed her in to find a sight even worse than the living room. Dishes were piled high in the sink and stains of every imaginable color were splashed across the floor.
The only clean thing in the entire house was the kitchen table, void of everything save a parchment pad, a quill, and a bottle of ink. 
I had no idea people still used such implements.
Gerkin, using the same stiff and slow walk, moved to the other side of the table and sat down. She pulled the items over close to her and motioned for me to sit. 
I grabbed the chair closest to me and pulled it out, grabbing a handful of napkins from the seat and setting them on the floor as I did so. 
Something told me she didn’t want them on the table.
Staring across at her I saw a woman that was maybe thirty-five in age, but decades beyond that in experience. Her temples already bore large swaths of gray and thick wrinkles lined her face.
Most surprising though, were the cuts lining her arms. Sitting beside her, I could see they were not the shallow nicks of a woman needing to feel alive, but the deep wrist gouges of a woman wanting to be dead.
I swallowed hard as my gaze traced the cuts. Most of the people I came across had no idea death was approaching.
They certainly didn’t ask for it. 
Hell, those that did see me cried and begged for the exact opposite.
Gerkin noticed my eyes passing over her arms and held them out for me to get a better look. “I’ve tried and I’ve tried,” she said.
I looked them over a moment longer and met her eyes, nodding my head.
“You said you’re here to help me,” she whispered.
“I am.”
Gerkin let out a full body sigh of relief, her shoulders slumping a little as the air pushed from her lungs. “Thank you. I have been like this for so long now. I can’t do it any longer.”
I waited for her to explain, but no more words escaped her.
“Is there anything I can do to help? Any way to ease your pain?”
Gerkin stared past me for several seconds, her eyes focused on nothing in particular. 
“Make it stop.” 
She shifted her gaze back to mine, as earnestness etched in her features that told me the only thing this woman wanted was out. 
Out of this house. Out of this world. Out of her life.
Out.
Again I nodded. “How can I do that?”
“He was never supposed to be there you know. We were only staying for a few nights until our place was done.”
Tears welled in her eyes and her breath came in ragged wheezes. Her frail body wrenched so hard it rose from the chair and after a moment she looked up at me. Tears ran down her cheeks and hung from her jaw before falling towards the floor.
“Why couldn’t it have been me? Why?”
“I don’t know,” I replied, and did something I had never done before.
I reached out and touched her hand. Surprised as I was by my own movement, she didn’t seem to be at all. Instead she grabbed it with both of hers, clutching and holding it tight as tears continued to fall.
“Please,” she said, her voice cracking, “help me. Make it stop.”
She slowly raised her head and looked into my eyes, lank brown hair framing her face as it stared into mine. “Please.”
I nodded and started to reach into my pocket for the pills, but decided against it. I released her hands and rose as she laid her head down atop her folded arms, her sniffles still audible. 
I stood in the empty space behind her and waited until she stopped crying and pushed herself upright. She slid a sealed envelope from the hem of her dress and laid it on the table, her hands folded atop it. 
“Are you ready?” I whispered.
She sniffed and nodded her head as I placed one hand atop her scalp and the other beneath her chin. 
“Tell Michael I love him,” she whispered just before I jerked my hands away from each other in one fluid motion. Her head spun to the left and for a moment she remained suspended in the air before gravity took over, her frail form dropping back onto the table.
Standing above her, it looked like she was sleeping, lying with her head atop her arms, resting on a pillow of brown hair. 
It was probably the first peace she’d known in a very long time.
I allowed her a moment of dignity before picking her body up and carrying her out the backdoor and into the yard. I placed her on the ground and went to the car, grabbing up the coil of rope and returning to the rear of the house.
Without paying much attention to my surroundings, I fashioned a noose and slid it around her neck, tossing the loose end over a low hanging branch. I considered hoisting her up, but instead took up a thick stick from the ground and drove it into the earth beside her.
I pulled the stake back out, making sure there was a large hole in its wake, before wrapping the loose end of the rope around it and placing it on the ground beside her. 
For whatever reason, I just couldn’t bring myself to pull her up. 
Something told me she’d been through enough.
The last thing I did before leaving was return to the kitchen and retrieve the envelope. It was already sealed and stamped, the addressed on it written in faded pencil.
The Boston Globe -- Letters to the Editor Dept.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
              It took Beckett three years on the force as a ranking detective before he was given his own parking space in the tiny Boston Police Department lot. It took two more years and a major bust that earned a commendation from the Governor to get a spot with his own name on it.
              There were plenty of people in the department with more years and seniority that would never see their own spot, left car pooling and riding the train to work every day. It had rubbed a few of the old timers the wrong way and they had given him a hard time about it for awhile, but only until they realized it really didn’t matter to him either way. 
              That, and most of the time if someone asked he was more than willing to let them use his space.
              The week before Tommy O’Rourke had made such a request. Fresh off of knee surgery and just returning to work, he was just trying to ease himself back into things while staying off of it as much as possible.
              Beckett hadn’t thought twice about sharing, a gesture that had earned him a marker from O’Rourke and a cherry pie from his wife. 
He hadn’t bothered to share that with anyone.
              Returning from Newton, Beckett turned into the lot behind the station and swung past the first row of cars. He spotted O’Rourke’s navy blue Sedona sitting in his spot and wrapped on around to the far end of the lot and backed in. Without passing through the precinct, he circled around the building to the front sidewalk, moving fast.
              Beckett spotted the Crown Vic slowing to turn into the station and held a hand up to stop it. Meeks slowed along the curb and rolled down his window, leaning across the front seat. “What’s up?”
              Grabbing the latch on the door, Beckett slid inside. “Head over to State Street. Wilbanks’ neighbor’s a guy named Hughes, works at Webster & Webster.”
              “Damn, that was fast.”
              “Ames gave me a call right after we left. He went back up to talk to Marcia Wilbanks, she told him who it was and where we could find the guy.”
              Meeks nodded and steered them towards the financial district, past Faneuil Hall and along the Freedom Trail. They wrapped around by the Wang Auditorium and ducked down into an underground parking structure.
              They caught the elevator up three floors to the ground level and exited into the afternoon sun. Meeks slid on a pair of sunglasses as they walked, Beckett squinting, accentuating the beginning of crow’s feet around his eyes.
Together they walked two blocks down State Street and into the Wilkes Building. 
Beckett still wore the jeans he had on that morning and though they were now dry they were a bit stiff and smelled of lake water. His hair fell straight forward, lank from air drying, and he had yet to reapply deodorant.
Didn’t matter though.
Together they walked through the main lobby and checked the directory on the wall. Webster & Webster owned six floors in the middle of the building, so they chose the bottom one and decided they could work their way up.
The elevator door sprang open on the fourteenth floor to reveal a set of glass double doors and nothing else. Written on the doors in cursive script was “Webster & Webster, Inc.”
“What does this place do exactly?” Meeks asked, pulling the door open and walking through.
“Ames said it’s a CPA firm,” Beckett replied. “Which probably means everything from basic accounting to tax evasion.”
Meeks smirked as a young receptionist with short dark hair greeted them. “Good afternoon, welcome to Webster & Webster, can I help you?”
Beckett elected not to flash the badge just yet and said, “We’re here to see Milton Hughes please.”
As Beckett leaned close the receptionist caught a whiff of him and made a face. “Is Mr. Hughes expecting you gentlemen?”
“No ma’am, but if at all possible we’d like to have a quick word with him.”
The receptionist picked the phone up from her desk and pressed a few buttons. “Milton, there a couple of gentlemen here to see you. They don’t have an appointment but were hoping for any time you might be able to give them.”
She paused for a moment and placed the receiver against her shoulder and said, “May I ask what the nature of this visit is?”
Beckett flipped the badge from the inside pocket of his jacket. “Professional.”
The girl’s face went pale. 
“Extremely urgent,” she said into the receiver. She listened for a moment before hanging up and putting the smile back in place. “Now then, if you gentlemen will please just follow me.”
She led them through a myriad of cubicles and desks, a veritable sea of paper and ringing phones and electronic calculators. It took them several minutes to reach their destination, a large office on the back wall of the building.
The receptionist knocked twice on the door and opened it, then motioned for them to enter and excused herself from the scene. Meeks went in first, followed by Beckett, the two of them standing just inside the door.
Behind the desk sat a man in his early fifties, bent low and running his finger along a printout string of numbers. His head was bald except for a horseshoe of light brown hair around the base of his head that stuck out in all directions. He wore a bad suit of brown tweed and his tie was loosened from his neck with the collar open.
Three sides of the office were bound tight by drywall painted plain white and left bare. The four was entirely windows, blinds pulled shut the entire length. The only light in the room was dingy yellow from the overhead bulbs and the air was stale, like the place hadn’t been aired out in months.
Beckett and Meeks waited as Hughes finished his calculations and circled something in red, then sprang up from the desk, slapping his hands together.
“Forgive me, you guys kind of came at the tail end of something.” He motioned for them to sit. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”
Beckett pulled out his badge and motioned for Meeks to do the same. “Mr. Hughes, I am Detective Beckett and this is Detective Meeks, we’re here investigating the death of Congressman Wilbanks.”
Hughes’ eyes grew large. “What happened to Mr. Wilbanks?”
Beckett furrowed his brow and cast a glance at Meeks. “Mr. Wilbanks died in an accident on his lake night before last.”
Hughes sat back in his chair and said, “That’s awful, those poor people. What happened?”
Beckett twisted his head at the neck, staring at Hughes. “He was found drowned in Lake Keller Sunday night. Do you mean to tell me you were unaware of this? It’s been all over the news for three days now.”
“I had no idea. I’ve been here since last Friday non-stop. We were recently acquired to handle the Rickon-Boone merger and I haven’t left the office.”
Meeks tilted his head to the side and said, “Mr. Hughes, it’s now Tuesday. You mean to tell us you have been here for going on five days now?”
Hughes pointed to the office door. “The company offers dry cleaning, so my suits are all hanging right there. We have a room with cots on the seventeenth floor known as the on-call room. Most nights I grab a few hours sleep up there.” 
He flipped a thumb over his shoulder and said, “My bathroom here has a shower in it and I’ve been ordering in all my meals. We have cameras on the premises that can confirm everything I’m saying.”
Beckett raised a hand. “Nobody’s accusing you of lying Mr. Hughes, we just need to ask you some questions.”
A thin film of sweat appeared on Hughes’ head as he nodded. “Okay, go ahead.”
Flipping open his notebook, Beckett asked, “How long have you and the Wilbanks been neighbors?”
“We’re not neighbors. Haven’t been in quite some time.”
“Mrs. Wilbanks informed us that you were the owner of the home beside theirs,” Beckett said.
Hughes leaned back and shook his head from side to side. “I guess I am still technically the owner of the house, but like I said, we haven’t been neighbors in some time.”
Meeks glanced at Beckett and said, “Mind if we ask what you mean by that?”
“My wife and I were at one point living in the home beside the Wilbanks. We split up eight months ago and divorced in June. She moved back to Tennessee to be near her family and I got a small place in the city that was closer to the office and would allow me to pay the outrageous alimony the judge handed her.
“House has been on the market ever since, but real estate being what it is, it’s been tough. I’ve cut the price three times but can’t get anyone to touch the thing.”
He paused and shook his head bitterly, then returned his gaze to them.
“But to answer your question, nobody’s lived in that house for several months.”
Beckett jotted something down in his notebook. “Have you let anybody stay there? A friend or relative?”
Hughes motioned at himself. “Do you I look a man that has many friends? My family all lives in the area, they have their own places to stay.”
“Then why is the yard mowed and the gutters cleaned?” Meeks asked.
“Part of the housing agreement you have to sign when you move in over there. That kind of money and power, they can’t have a dump pulling down their property values. I’m still paying some college kids through the nose to keep the place taken care of.”
Deciding to switch gears, Beckett asked, “So how long were you and the Wilbanks neighbors?”
“We lived beside each other for almost a year.”
Beckett nodded and took down the information. “Neighbors for about a year.”
Hughes leaned across the desk and extended a hand towards him. “I said we lived beside each other for a year. We were never neighbors.”
“That’s the second time you’ve said that,” Beckett said. “Care to explain?”
Falling back in the chair, Hughes exhaled and shook his head. “No.”
Silence hung in the air for a moment and Beckett said, “Mr. Hughes, I understand you’re a busy man, and I appreciate you seeing us like this. Now you need to appreciate that this is an open investigation and if we don’t talk here, we will talk down at the station.”
Hughes stared hard at the wall for a moment, his eyes narrowed. “Marcia Wilbanks, well, she always went out of her way to make us feel like we were beneath her.”
Beckett and Meeks exchanged a glance and Beckett said, “By all accounts, Mrs. Wilbanks is a beloved woman. What makes you think she went out of her way to belittle you?”
There was a long pause before Hughes said, “Because she knew I knew.”
The pen in Beckett’s hand stopped an inch above the paper. “She knew you knew what?”
Hughes leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “Look, I am not trying to spread rumors here, especially not about the wife of a dead Senator.”
“He was a Representative, not a Senator. And you’re not spreading rumors, you’re aiding in police business.”
A few moments passed as Hughes glanced from Beckett to Meeks, fighting an internal battle. He laced his fingers together on the table in front of him and said, “The first week we were there, my wife made her famous blackberry pie for the neighbors on either side of us. At that point, the two of us still got along and enjoyed the company of other couples. It was our way of reaching out, a reverse house warming gift if you will.
“The pies were finished around midday on a Sunday and she took one and went to the neighbors on our right, the Kellermans. I took the other and went to the left, the Wilbanks. It was a nice day and I walked over with the pie and knocked on the door.
“It was standing open and I could hear voices in the house so I stepped inside to see if anybody was around.”
He paused and looked at the wall, causing Meeks to prompt, “And?”
“And I saw Mrs. Wilbanks on the living room floor in the throes of passion with a man that wasn’t her husband. They didn’t see me, so I backed out the door and ran the whole way home.”
Beckett pushed out a long breath and looked over at Meeks. “Any idea who the man was?”
Hughes chewed at the inside of his jaw for moment, staring back at Beckett.
“We had just moved in and didn’t know a single person in the area. All I can tell you is there was a black truck in the driveway with the Sheriff’s emblem on the door.”
Both sides fell silent a moment, nothing left to say.
Beckett was the first to speak.
“Mr. Hughes, we are very sorry to have bothered you. Thank you for your time.”
Hughes nodded, remaining silent as they filed past.
They left without another word, through the office and down the elevator. When they reached the street Beckett pulled out his cell phone and started to dial Ames, then stopped.
He squeezed it until his knuckles showed white beneath the skin, his face twisted up in anger. “What the fuck just happened in there?”
Meeks shook his head, his arms folded across his torso. 
“Now we know why Ames got so pissed at Winston, why he’s taking such a personal interest in this thing. He’s afraid his ass is going to fry.”
“Good friends since childhood my ass,” Beckett muttered. His pager chirped to life on his hip and he snapped it off his belt and looked at it.
“Let me guess, Ames,” Meeks said.
Beckett shook his head. “Nope, worse. It’s the precinct. Chief wants to see us.”
“When?”
“Yesterday.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
              The precinct was almost deserted by the time Beckett and Meeks got back, the sun having slid beneath the skyline and the air beginning to cool. Most of the offices were empty, nearly all of the desk lights off.
              Upon arriving, they walked straight through the place and into Royal’s office. He was seated behind his desk staring straight ahead, very much giving the impression that the only reason he was still there was to talk to them.
              Two days had done nothing to ease the scowl on Chief Royal’s face. Bags hung under his eyes like the jowls on a bulldog and his mouth was pursed so tight his lips were barely visible.
              “What’s going on Chief?” Beckett asked.
              The Chief rocked back and forth in his old leather desk chair and said, “What’s going on with Wilbanks?”
              Beckett cast a sideways glance at Meeks and said, “What a mess.”
              Laying his head back against the chair, the Chief closed his eyes. “That’s not what I’m looking for here Dern.”
              “I’m sorry Chief, we just had a bombshell dropped on our ass and we’re reeling a little bit here.”
              The Chief raised his head up, his eyes popping open. “What the hell happened?”
              “We went to the lake this morning, scoured that damn thing up one side and down the other. Managed to figure out how we think it went down, even found a set of tracks through the woods.
              “Trail heads out of the brush towards the road, but disappears in the neighbor’s yard before we can know for sure. Sheriff goes over and asks Wilbank’s wife, who gave us the neighbor’s name and place of employment.”
              “Is there a point to all this?”
              Beckett ignored the comment and said, “So we went to visit the guy and it turns out he and the Wilbanks’ weren’t the best of friends. 
              “Reason being? Less than a year ago he walked up and saw Mrs. Wilbanks fucking the very same Sheriff.”
              The scowl on the Chief’s face grew even deeper. “You have got to be shitting me.”
              “Worst part is, he’s been our main point of contact. Guy is after this thing in a big way. So much so, now I can’t help but think he just flew up the suspect list.”
              The Chief laid his head back on the chair and shook his head. “Now tell me some good news.”
              “I just did. We know the incident out at the lake was no accidental drowning. Someone was there, it was a murder.”
              “That’s not what I wanted to hear,” the Chief said. He paused and for a moment the only sound in the room was the ticking of the clock on the wall. 
              “On average, how many murders per year does the city of Boston see?” the Chief asked.
              The question caught Beckett by surprise and he leaned back and raised his eyebrows a bit. “I don’t know, somewhere between fifty-five and sixty.”
              “About sixty a year, about five a month, on average. Right?”
              “Yeah?”
              “And of sixty per year, how many would you say are pretty cut and dried? Jilted lover goes off? Parent starts shooting over a custody battle? Vehicular homicide? Drug related, gang related?”
              “Got to be damn near all of them I would think. Maybe five times a year we have a body show up and we have no idea how it got there.”
              The Chief took three files from atop his desk and tossed them in front of Beckett. “We’ve had three in the last three days. Brockler, Wilbanks, and last night we added Pickard to the list.”
              Beckett reached out and slid the top folder from the stack. “Pickard? Should I know who that is?”
              “Up and coming young reporter over at The Globe. Her body was found by cleaning personnel early this morning.”
              Beckett thumbed through the crime scene photos, wincing. “These look like she bled out. What’d they do, inject her with Ebola?”
              “All we know is sometime around ten o’clock she received a flower delivery. That was all anybody knew until she was found dead this morning.”
              “This is The Boston Globe,” Meeks said. “Don’t they have cameras, security, something, around there?”
              The Chief shook his head. “No cameras, it’s an office not a prison.
“They have a night guardsman, but he doesn’t remember much of anything. Said the delivery man came in, asked where he could find her, and went on his way.”
“Guy must have gotten a good look at him though, right?” Beckett asked.
“Mahorn and Haney are working the case, their notes are right there. Said all the guy could give them was average height, average weight, average hair and face, seemed like a bit of a fruit cake.”
“A fruit cake?” Beckett asked.
“Said he talked real high and walked like a princess. Otherwise, he had nothing.”
Beckett flipped through the folder again and looked up at the Chief. “So what does this have to do with us? Why’d you call us down here?”
A thin, humorless smile grew across the Chief’s face. “I know I told you to work the Wilbanks case, but I want you working these too. Three murders in as many days, all without a single clue left behind. No witnesses, no motive, no nothing.
“Three perfect murders.”
Beckett leaned back, crossed his right ankle to his left knee and pondered the notion for a minute. 
“Right now we’re looking at a chemist, a Congressman, and a reporter. Three different locations, three different vocations, three different age ranges,” Meeks said. “I’m not seeing the connection Chief.”
“The perfect crimes are the connection,” Beckett said. “The victims may not all be linked, but it sure looks like the killer’s are.”
The Chief stood from behind his desk and walked around behind Meeks and Beckett. He grabbed his coat from the hook on the back of the door and said, “And that’s why you’ve got your own parking spot. I’ll see you two tomorrow.”
Beckett and Meeks sat in silence as the Chief’s footsteps grew fainter in the empty building. When no longer audible, they heard the door to the parking lot open and a few moments later swing shut.
“What you thinking?” Meeks asked
Beckett kept his gaze focused on nothing in particular, trying to formulate what he knew into a working hypothesis. “We’ve got a chemist, a reporter and a Congressman.”
“And?”
“And I’m thinking if there is a common thread, it’s got to start with the Congressman.”
“Why’s that? He wasn’t the first one killed, shouldn’t we start by looking at Brockler?”
Beckett shook his head side to side, the movement slow and methodical. “We should start with the biggest one. Odds are if there’s a thread between them, it’s there.”
Meeks considered the notion for a moment. “Yeah, but how we going to do that? We just found out our biggest connection there is nailing his wife.”
“That might not be our biggest connection,” Beckett said. “At least not for what we need.”
Meeks leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “What are you thinking?”
“I think it’s time we go talk to Helen Graham.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
              Beckett and Meeks stood outside the Congressional office of Keller Wilbanks and finished the last of their morning coffee. The building was just feet away from the Charles River, a few blocks from the Esplanade. It was made entirely of dark brick, with wrought iron cages over most of the windows, and held an ominous feeling about it.
              “Not exactly what I was expecting. You?” Meeks asked, tilting back his Dunkin Donuts cup before tossing it into a garbage can along the street.
              “Didn’t have any expectations on the matter,” Beckett replied. “This isn’t his actual office, just his field office when he’s here in Boston.”
              “Which from the sound of it, is pretty much all the time.”
              “Which makes it even more important that he has a less ostentatious home base. If he has a palace here, people will know he’s neglecting Washington and taking advantage. He keeps a low profile in a joint like this, people assume he’s off doing what’s expected of him.”
              Beckett finished his coffee and tossed it into the can. “Well, let’s do this.”
              The both of them walked up the front steps and pulled the doors open, expecting to find a subdued scene before them. 
              Instead, as soon as the doors parted a torrent of noise and activity burst out at them. Phones rang from several desks and people ran back and forth. Piles of posters and billboards were printed and standing everywhere along with stacks of clipboards and papers.
              A young girl ran by the front door and Beckett called, “Excuse me, can you tell me where to find Helen Graham?”
              The girl continued moving and said, “Who?” while holding a hand to her ear.
              “Helen Graham!” Beckett shouted.
              The girl turned so she was facing them, but continued moving away. She shot a hand to the second story railing and turned to continue on her way.
              “What the hell is this?” Meeks asked as they navigated the melee and ascended the old wooden stairwell bisecting the space. “Don’t they know the guy is dead?”
              Beckett shook his head, but said nothing. 
              They reached the landing for the second floor and turned in the direction the young girl had pointed. 
              It was apparent within seconds who she had been pointing at.
              A middle aged woman stood in the middle of several younger workers, giving directions and motioning with her hands. She wore a black business suit with the jacket unbuttoned and an ivory blouse underneath. Her hair was pinned back in an expensive coif and her makeup was flawless. 
              A very striking woman, especially while standing in the group of young folks all dressed in jeans and looking fresh out of bed.
              As they approached the group departed and the woman turned to face them. “You must be detective Beckett and Meeks.”
              “Yes, ma’am,” Beckett said, flashing his badge.
“Helen Graham, and please, no ma’am,” she said, holding up a hand for effect. “I am already ten-to-fifteen years older than most of the people in this building. I don’t need it from you too.”
“Apologies,” Beckett said.
Once more she waved her hand, brushing off the comment. “I was actually expecting you yesterday. Please, come in.”
She led them into a large and airy office, with a large mahogany desk and several chairs sitting around it. Bookshelves lined the walls and were piled high with stacks of books and papers.
Graham took a seat behind the desk with Meeks and Beckett across from her and said, “So, how can I help you gentlemen?”
Beckett cast a glance out the open door and said, “For starters, what is all this?”
Graham raised her eyebrows and tilted her head to the side to see past him and into the hallway.
“Keller’s passing left an open seat in Congress. Because this was only the first year in his term, a special election must be held to fill the seat. We’ve kind of become the unofficial campaign headquarters for the candidate the Democrats would like to see take his place.”
Beckett removed his wire bound notebook and said, “Is there a definitive hierarchy on this kind of thing? Everybody knows that if one person goes down who the next in line will be?”
Smiling, Graham shook her head. “No Mr. Beckett, nothing of the sort. I know you see an opening for something of a conspiracy theory, but that’s not the case.
“Keller was a young man and showed no signs of leaving any time soon. The Democrats wanted him to wield more power from his position, but they were by no means looking to replace him.”
“I see.”
“Besides, they practically had to beg, borrow and steal to get another candidate to step up behind him. Everybody suspects that incident at the lake was less sincere than the papers have spun it. There’s more than a little concern with jumping into that post right now.”
“Why do you think that is? Does somebody know something? Are there rumors of foul play circulating?”
“Not that I know of, though little things like your being here now kind of puts the writing on the wall. An accidental drowning doesn’t usually call for teams of detective to still be pounding the pavement days later.”
“Touché,” Beckett agreed. He paused for a moment and said, “I guess we’ve gotten ahead of ourselves here. Can you start by explaining to me your role, both individually and as an office?”
“Certainly,” Graham said. “I served as Chief of Staff for Keller, which most of the time was more or less a glorified secretary. All appointments went through me, I was in charge of his date book, appearances, making sure he was fully briefed on items of importance. It was my job to remember every name, date and issue that this office saw.
“We as an office here basically monitored the home front, so to speak. We were perpetually canvassing constituents seeing what they felt was important, what they felt needed more attention, their general levels of satisfaction with the office, everything.
“Of course, as you can see, those days are now past.”
Beckett nodded. “I see. What can you tell me about Mr. Wilbanks personally? What kind of man was he? Did he have many enemies?”
A wistful smile crossed Graham’s face.
“Keller Wilbanks is someone I always jokingly referred to as Ox, short for oxymoron. He was born into wealth and polish, but was simple minded and down to earth. He held a position of extreme power, yet was as humble as a beggar on the street. Very gifted painter and pianist, yet preferred to spend his free time fishing.
“In all the time I knew him, never have I heard a bad thing said about him. Not by anybody that actually knew him anyway. The media always wanted to vilify him, paint him as a poor Congressman, but that wasn’t the case.”
“Can you tell me where this reputation as being a poor Congressman stemmed from?” Beckett asked. “He was perpetually ranked near the bottom of the Congressional power rankings, there has to be some grain of truth to it.”
“There is and there isn’t. Keller served on several committees and was a loyal member of the Democratic Party. At the same time though, he refused to play the pandering game of Washington politics. That’s part of the reason he spent so much time here.
“Keller was a man of principal and he didn’t believe in voting for things he was opposed to just to win favors. Instead, he would simply stay away from the voting altogether. He felt that was the best strategy because it didn’t compromise his morals and it didn’t create enemies.”
Beckett made another note and glanced over at Meeks. He pondered his next question for several moments before plunging straight ahead.
“This may seem a little out-of-left-field, but can I ask you about Mr. Wilbanks personal life?”
Graham raised her head back slightly and smirked. “So you found out his wife’s a tramp, huh?”
The words snapped Beckett’s head back an inch in surprise. “That well known, huh?”
“Another way Keller was an oxymoron,” Graham said. “He loved that woman very much, despite the fact that she didn’t feel the same for him. I guess I can’t honestly say she was a tramp though. 
“As far as I know, in all that time it was only the one man.”
Beckett ran his tongue over his lips and said, “The one man? And you suspect Mr. Wilbanks knew? This wasn’t a case of his just finding out and Ames taking him down because of it?”
“I wouldn’t think so. She and the Sheriff grew up together, were high school sweethearts. I think everyone knew they were sweet on each other and got together quite often.
“Besides, I can’t ever see Keller making a scene about it to the point that it would require action on her part.”
The air was gone from Beckett’s lungs as he cast another glance at Meeks. He had been so certain that angle was going to lead him somewhere, but it had served as nothing more than a mirage. 
A glimmer of hope in the distance that held no real substance.
Wilbanks knew his wife was cheating and didn’t care.
The pager buzzed to life and Beckett pulled it from his belt. He read the words twice over and said without looking up, “Ms. Graham, we appreciate you meeting with us.”
“My pleasure,” she said, stood and shook both their hands. “Judging by your reaction though, I fear I didn’t have the answers you were looking for.”
“Not necessarily. You told us we’ve been looking in the wrong place, and sometimes that can be just as important.”
“Very true,” Graham said. “Good luck gentlemen.”
Beckett and Meeks turned to leave and as they reached the door, Beckett turned, “Did Keller, I mean did Mr. Wilbanks, ever have transgressions of his own?”
Graham responded with a sad smile. “No, none at all. Keller Wilbanks was too good a man for that.”
Beckett nodded and left the building without another word.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
              Meeks was already getting into the car as Beckett burst out the front door and took the steps two at a time. He jogged down the sidewalk to the car and said, “Storrow to 93 North to 225 West as fast as you can get us there.”
              “What the hell did that page say?” Meeks asked as he slid behind the wheel and started the car. He turned the headlight flashers on high and sped through the mid-morning traffic.
              Beckett shook his head and flipped open his cell phone. He hit the first speed dial and muttered, “Come on, come on,” as it rang.
              “It’s Beckett, can I get the Chief please?” he asked, then turned to Meeks. “We’ve got another body, this one’s in Billerica.”
              “Billerica? That’s twenty miles from here, how do we know this is one of ours?” 
              Beckett started to answer but changed gears mid-sentence and said, “Chief! What’s going on over there?”
              He flipped the phone to speaker and the Chief’s graveled voice spilled into the car. “Another body was found this morning out in Billerica. Call just came in a few minutes ago, as yet no definitive ID.”
              “Who made the call?” Beckett asked.
              “Victim was part of a grocery delivery service through WIC. This morning they arrived to deliver groceries and when nobody came to the door, they went around back to try the kitchen. Found the body out back with a rope around her neck. 
              “From the sound of things, she’d been there for some time.”
              “Shit, shit, shit,” Beckett muttered. “We know anything else yet?”
              “Nothing.”
              “You’re certain it’s one of ours though?”
              “How could it not be? They say the body’s been dead a good while, probably puts time of death at some time yesterday. That’s four consecutive days with a mysterious death. You do the math.”
              Beckett exhaled through his nose. “We’re on 93 now, should be there in fifteen minutes or so.”
              “I’ve asked the Billerica police to hold off on touching anything until you arrive. This is probably another non-existent crime scene, but you can at least take a look.”
              Beckett flipped the phone shut and stared at it for a moment, then balled his hand into a fist and slammed it into the dashboard. “We were so damn worried about Wilbanks wife, we let another one get by us!”
He pulled his notebook from his pocket and stared down at his notes, flipping through everything he had written. He kept his head down for fifteen minutes, pouring over every word he’d written.
“This must be it,” Meeks said, jerking Beckett’s attention up as they rounded into the Peaceful Glen community. A police cruiser sat on the corner where they turned and several more were clustered at the end of the street. 
Meeks eased the Crown Vic up behind the mass of black-and-whites and the two men hit the ground moving quick. They ignored the stares of the officers at the front of the house and walked around to the back yard.
It was a scene free of activity, the only sign of any recent presence being a brown bag of groceries lying on its side with contents spilling out onto the ground. 
In the middle of the yard lay a small white woman with thick brown hair. Across her frail body she wore a light sundress that was badly stained and her eyes stared up at nothing.
Her body was void of color and rigid. Judging by the damage to her limbs and face, some smaller creatures had already been by to feast.
Around her neck was a noose, the end of it looped up over the nearest branch. The end of it was attached to a stake that had pulled itself from the earth and swung free a few feet off the ground.
“Sweet Jesus,” Meeks muttered, taking a step forward. 
Beckett extended a hand to stop him and said, “Just give me a minute first.” 
One foot at a time he stepped out into the yard and circled the body, taking in everything around him. He remained silent for ten long minutes as Meeks stood by, a few of the Billerica police wandering in to watch.
When Beckett was through with the area he leaned over the body and examined it as well. He remained knelt over her for several minutes then whispered, “I am so sorry,” before reaching out and sliding her eyelids closed.
The men on the edge of the yard waited in anxious silence as finally Beckett stood and turned to them. 
“This woman was murdered,” he said, turning back to the yard. He pointed to the branch the rope was flung across and said, “This is course grit rope. Even a woman as slight as her would weigh enough to chew into the flesh of the branch. There’s not a mark on the tree and not a single shred of bark or pulp on the rope.”
He turned and motioned to the body. “Her neck is broken, but there’s no rope burn whatsoever. Again, course grit rope. It would have chewed right through her.”
Remaining fixed in place, he pointed to the grass around them. “This broad blade grass has been bent in several places by footprints that shouldn’t be here. If the delivery man only made it as far as that sack of groceries, or even if he came clear over to the body, there are still unexplained tracks.”
A short man with a large stomach and beefy arms stepped up beside Meeks. “Jimmy Warren, Sheriff of Billerica. You’re sure this was a murder?”
“Let’s forget everything I just told you,” Beckett said. He spread his arms and turned from side to side. “Look at the layout of this yard. For this woman to have done this is impossible.
“There is nothing back here high enough for her to jump, and there’s no way she stood and hoisted herself up and then pounded a stake into the ground by her feet.”
Beckett stood a moment longer and ran a hand over his chin. “Sheriff, I’m done back here. Thank you for holding the scene, it’s all yours.”
Warren nodded and circled a hand overhead as several crime scene techs scrambled into the yard. Beckett swung his gaze around one last time before heading to the back door and going on into the house.
Meeks followed him in and said, “It’s for sure a murder, but do you think it’s one of ours?”
Beckett stood in the kitchen and panned the room. “Why wouldn’t it be?”
“It’s a lot sloppier than what we’ve been seeing. So far this guy has left us nothing to work with and all of a sudden he does something this crude? 
“Almost seems like a copycat at work or something.”
              Without responding, Beckett pointed around the kitchen and into the living room. “I don’t think so. Anything strike you as funny about this place?”
Meeks sighed at having his question ignored and said, “Yeah, it’s a complete dump.”
“Not entirely. Look in the living room, in the sink, on the floor. Stuff piled everywhere. Stacks of shit that should have been tossed out years ago.”
“Everywhere except the table,” Meeks said, and crossed over to it. Against the wall was a stack of clean linen paper, beside it a quill and ink. There was nothing else on it, not even a spot or stain.
Meeks made a face and looked up at Beckett. “So, what exactly does it mean?”
Beckett walked up on the other side of the table. He knelt low, his eyes level with the top of it. “Something about this table was special to her.” 
“Yeah, but what? And what’s with the paper and ink?”
Beckett flicked his gaze over to the materials. “You have to look hard out there to find it, but you can tell that her body is covered with self mutilation. Those stains on her dress are blood.”
“You sure? Looked to me like some raccoon had a field day on her, could have been from that.”
Shaking his head, Beckett said, “Those stains are old and crusted. They’ve been there a while. Besides, dead people don’t bleed.”
“How do we know the perp didn’t do it? A day in the sun could dry blood out right quick.”
“I don’t think so. There aren’t any new wounds that the blood could have come from and this guy might have been sloppy, but he wouldn’t have been dumb enough to leave his own blood at the scene.”
“So she’s been mutilated?” Meeks asked.
“Arms look like a set of railroad tracks. Thick slices up her forearms, down her thighs. I didn’t remove her dress, but I’m guessing she’s covered.”
Meeks turned back to the table. “So she was a cutter. What’s that have to do with this table?”
Beckett swept his hand out over the table and said, “This woman didn’t respect the most fundamental thing in the world, her own body. Yet, she treated this table like an altar and these supplies like an offering. Why?”
The heavy hum of the refrigerator filled the room as Meeks started to respond, but closed his mouth. 
There was no answering that.
Beckett glanced at the table again and turned into the living room. A pair of crime scene techs were rifling through the stacks of things piled everywhere, another was taking pictures.
He watched a moment before exiting the front door and out into the yard. He found Warren standing in the side yard, watching his team process the scene.
“Sheriff, we’re going to be on our way now. I appreciate you holding the scene for me.”
Warren shook his hand and said, “You seem pre-occupied, like you’ve already got an idea what all this means.”
Beckett nodded. “I need to go speak with someone, but I have a pretty good hunch that this is all connected to a few cases we’ve been working with.”
“You don’t mean the Congressman Wilbanks murder do you?”
“Yeah, I do. I don’t know exactly how just yet, but I think they’re connected.”
“Damn,” the Sheriff muttered and shook his head. “Liz Gerkin and Keller Wilbanks, connected. Who would have thought it?”
“Right?” Beckett asked before excusing himself and turning on his heel to leave. 
Meeks was waiting for him in the driver’s seat when he arrived, the engine already running. “Where to?”
“Back to Graham.”
“Graham?”
Beckett shook his head and stared out the window. “Back to ask her something I should have before. I was so damn certain the wife angle played into this I forgot what I was really there for.”
“Which was?”
Beckett continued slowly shaking his head and staring out the window. “We’ll see.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
              The office of Keller Wilbanks was slightly less abuzz as Beckett crossed the open foyer floor and went straight up the staircase. Most of the piles of posters and billboards were gone, as was the mob of young people.
              Beckett took the stairs two and three at a time and swung around the balcony to Graham’s office. The door was closed and he wrapped twice on it with the back of his hand, a bit harder than he intended to.
              “Come in,” Graham answered and Beckett stepped into the room. He had hopped out of the car as soon as they were within sight of the building, leaving Meeks to park and catch up later.
              “I’m sorry if I startled you, I didn’t mean to knock that hard,” Beckett said, entering the room.
              Graham sat up a little higher at her desk and pressed her hand to her chest. “Woo. Not a problem, I understand I suppose. 
              “I wasn’t expecting to see you back so soon. What can I help you with?”
              Beckett looked at her and then looked away. “I apologize for leaving in such a rush this morning. I was so certain that the cheating wife thing was going to pan out...”
              “Yeah, I could tell I took a little wind from your sails. I apologize for that, by the way.”
              “No need,” Beckett said, raising his hand. “Better for us to find out up front than to be operating under false assumptions. However, that was just a piece of what happened this morning.”
              He paused and leaned back for a moment. “We had another murder this morning, out in Billerica.”
              Graham furrowed her brow. “Another Congressman?”
              “No, couldn’t be further from it,” Beckett said. “A shut-in living in squalor on a deserted street.”
              “Mr. Beckett, I am more than willing to help but I am quite certain I don’t know of anybody fitting that description.”
              “How about the name Liz Gerkin? Ever come across anything like that before?”
              Graham muttered the name aloud a couple of times, her eyes narrowing. “No, never.” 
She turned to her computer and entered a long string of key commands. “Nothing on any of Keller’s schedules about a Gerkin either.”
              Beckett leaned forward a bit as Meeks entered the room. He took the same seat he’d used that morning, but said nothing.
              “What is on Keller’s schedules?” Beckett asked, completely ignoring victim decorum.
              “Come again?”
              “Ms. Graham, we have a list of victims that is growing by the day. Most of these people are average citizens, but not Keller. 
“If there’s a link between these murders, it has to lie with him.”
              Graham’s eyes clouded and she shook her head, “But, he was a good man. He wasn’t involved in any killings or anything.”
              Beckett shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying. There has to be something tying these people together, and I think the biggest player in that tying is Keller. He may not have been the first victim, but he’s certainly the most famous.”
              Open surprise and confusion spread across Graham’s face for a moment, then she drew herself together. “What, um, what kind of things are you looking for?”
              “We already know what committees he served on, his penchant for avoiding inflammatory subject matter, his cheating wife, all that. Was there anything new, professional or personal, about him recently? Anything at all?”
              Graham swung back to the desk and hit a few more keystrokes and a printer buzzed to life beside her. The purring of the machine continued for several seconds and when it was done, she handed each of them a printout.
              “This is an overview of Keller’s activities for the past month. Every person he met with, issue they discussed, everything.
              “I trust you know this is highly confidential.”
              Beckett nodded. “Don’t worry, I have no intention of removing it from this room.” 
He took his pen and went down through the list, scratching out everything they already knew. Several meetings with Graham, committee hearings, two luncheons with his father.
Beckett scanned through three pages and was about to give up when a name caught his eye. He circled it in black ink and said, “Bill Richards? As in part owner of Gillette and minority owner of the Red Sox Bill Richards?”
Graham nodded. “Very same.”
“Any idea what they were talking about?”
Graham returned to her screen and scanned through some documents. “Here it is,” she said, her eyes squinting at the screen. “Now that’s odd.”
Rising from his seat, Beckett placed both palms on the desk and leaned out over it. 
Graham shifted the monitor a few inches for him and scrolled back up to the top. “This is a database where we keep everything. All meeting information, etc.”
She clicked on a single cell. “This is an example of a meeting he had with a young man seeking a commendation letter to West Point. Detailed opinions, list of things to follow up on, an order for me to draft a preliminary letter.”
She scrolled back down and clicked on a second cell. “This is the Bill Richards meeting.”
An empty white box stared back at both of them.
“I take it this is kind of out of the ordinary?”
“Extremely. I’ve been his Chief of Staff since he established this office. This is the first one I’ve ever seen.”
Beckett slid back into his seat. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what that meeting was about do you?”
Graham shook her head. “It’s wasn’t uncommon for Keller to take his major donors to dinner in the time following an election, but this was a daytime meeting and the last election was almost a year ago. I have no idea what this could have been about.”
“So Mr. Richards was a major donor?” Meeks asked, Beckett turning towards the voice he’d forgotten was there.
Leaning forward, Graham placed her elbows on the table and nodded in the affirmative. “With the exception of his father, Bill Richards was the best friend this office had.”
Beckett matched her lean and said, “From what I’ve gathered, this wasn’t an office in need of any financial backing. Wilbanks’ old man could buy most of Boston. Everybody knows that’s how Keller got the post in the first place.
“What reason could there possibly be for Bill Richards to be donating that kind of money?”
Graham parted her hands and said, “I have no idea. Hoping for favors on down the line?”
“I thought you said Keller was a man that didn’t want any part of pandering politics?”
“He was, but to men with as much wealth as Bill Richards, that doesn’t mean a thing.”
Beckett nodded in agreement. “Have you ever known Richards to be sniffing around before?”
Returning to the computer Graham entered some more keystrokes. “First time the two men have been in the same room since Keller’s Thank-You dinner last January.”
“You have any contact information on Richards?” Beckett asked.
              Graham stared at him for several seconds before flipping over one of the printouts in front of them. She pulled up a new screen on the computer, scrawled out an address and phone number and slid it back towards them.
              “Do remember, I have no idea what this was concerning. They could have been negotiating Red Sox season tickets for all I know.
              “I trust you’ll use discretion in involving this office, particularly this office.”
              Beckett took the paper and folded into his jacket pocket. “No worries Ms. Graham, your name won’t be mentioned.”
              “He is a powerful man, he could bring a lot of trouble down on this office and the police department too if he wanted to. I’d be careful of making any pointed accusations.”
              Turning towards the door, Beckett said, “I don’t plan on making any accusations, pointed or otherwise. They had a meeting. I’m going to go ask him what it was about.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
              Thick skinned. Most people think that to be able to do what I do, they need a thick skin.
              To those people I laugh.
              A thick skin is needed to play a ballgame on the road or if someone’s boss is an ass. To do what I do, you need to have the ability to completely separate from your active conscience.
              Leave it in the hotel, do what you need to, reunite with it at the end of the day when the job is complete.
              I don’t know why, but for some reason Liz Gerkin got to me. The people I dealt with weren’t supposed to be begging me for death, they are supposed to be clinging to life with every last breath in their body.
              No, check that. 
They are supposed to not even know I was there, to claw at everything around them as life slipped through their helpless fingers.
              Liz Gerkin didn’t do that. She knew why I was there when she came to the door. There wasn’t surprise in her face, not an ounce of bargaining in her body. 
She was relieved. 
              Last night after I left Gerkin’s house, I didn’t go right back to the Tria. Hell, I didn’t go back at all.
              I ended up back on 95 and instead of going south through Waltham and into Alewife, I went north. Up the coast, past Salem and the witch museums, past Manchester and Singing Beach. 
              By early evening I was in Gloucester. I parked just off the docks and walked by the memorial honoring the fishermen that never made it back, on around to Bass Rocks where I sat and sat.
              I watched as the tide came in for the evening and I watched as the sun set for the night. Well past dark I sat on the point and stared out at the water. The cool ocean mist rose and washed over me and the stars came out, but still I sat.
              It was well after midnight by the time I rose from my perch. When I did, the spot where I was sitting was dry, surrounded by a thick layer of salt water. I had barely noticed it though, I had decisions to make and I had made them.
              I was done.
              I stayed in Gloucester for the night and called Mavetti from the road this morning. I told him we needed to meet and it needed to be today.
              He knew better than to argue.
              We agreed on the Barking Crab restaurant off of Atlantic Avenue at noon. He wanted me to come to him and I told him to piss up a rope. He offered to come to me and I told him the same. 
Neutral or nothing.
              The Barking Crab opened at eleven on weekdays for lunch. I was seated there at one minute past. 
The place was nearly deserted and nobody seemed to mind that I was sitting for an hour, nursing a cup of coffee and waiting for Mavetti.
              The old maxim about arriving someplace fashionably late is for the birds, something that might work well for a dinner date but not in this line of work. I arrived as early as possible, put my back in the safest corner, and waited.
              I chose the Barking Crab because it sat on stilts above the Harbor. By sitting in the corner booth I ensured nobody could come up behind me. I watched every person that came and went for a good hour before Mavetti arrived.
I would stay for at least that long after he left.
              From where I sat I had clear sight to every exit in the place, not to mention I was right beneath a screen window. If things got ugly, I was through it and in the water in four seconds flat.
              We agreed that neither one would bring a weapon to the meeting, though the first thing I did upon arriving was grab two crab crushing stones from the neighboring tables and slide one beneath each of my thighs. Rudimentary as hell, but they’d buy me the four seconds I needed if it came to that.
              At exactly noon, I saw Mavetti walk past the front row of windows and enter the restaurant. Two men entered with him, both wearing cargo shirts and tank tops. They looked ridiculous, though the uniforms were so I could see they weren’t carrying guns.
One of them though was carrying a briefcase. 
Mavetti approached as the men took seats in plain sight, well over fifty feet away.
              I hadn’t seen Mavetti in ten years, and the time had not been good to him. He’d added another forty pounds to his bulbous body and his face was etched with more lines. His hairline had slipped back about an inch, much of the remainder changed from black to grey. 
              He walked to the table and nodded his chin upward, no effort at a handshake or formal salutation. 
              “Theo,” I said, nodding my head with a slight twist of the neck and extending a hand to the chair across from me.
              He slid into the chair with a groan and said, “Looks like you’ve been doing well.”
              “Same to you,” I lied.
              Mavetti made a face and leaned back in his seat. “I look like shit and we both know it, so why don’t we cut the crap. What am I doing here?”
              I reached into the inside pocket of my jacket and removed two cigars. Mavetti’s men stood and edged a little closer, fighting to see what I’d come out with.
Theo raised his right hand to wave them off without turning to look.
              They retreated into their chairs as I clipped the ends of the cigars and offered one to Mavetti. He took it and smelled it once. “I want that one.”
              “What?”
              “I want the one in your hand, that way I know it isn’t laced with something.”
              “You’ve got two goons sitting in here and several more sitting outside. I’d be stupid to try something. Besides, you just saw me remove these from the wrappers.”
              Mavetti made a ‘so’ gesture with the cigar in his hand and I traded him the smokes. I would have done the same thing, but I let him see my annoyance just the same.
              I struck a match and lit mine, then slid the pack across and watched as he did the same. 
“Honduran?”
              I shook my head and said, “Best damn thing about Cuba right here.”
              Mavetti smirked, a crease forming in his fleshy cheeks. “Say what you want about Castro, but those bastards make a hell of a cigar.”
              A thin smile traced my lips. “That they do. Can I get you anything? Coffee, beer? Bucket of steamers?”
              Mavetti shook his head and leaned forward, the cigar in his hand just inches from his face. “What the hell are we doing here?”
              “I am done.”
              Mavetti smiled. “It’s done, huh? All four of them? Just like that?”
              I take another drag on the cigar. “I am done.”
              Mavetti pursed his lips together and nodded his head, my words sinking in to him. “So why are we here? If they’re all four dead, then that’s that. You’ve already been paid.”
              “I came to tell you I’m out.”
              Raising his eyebrows and turning his head, Mavetti asked, “Oh yeah? Just up and walking away from the business, huh?”
              “Yup, just like that. Out of respect, I came to tell you in person.”
              “Respect,” Mavetti muttered, followed by a chuckle. “We’ve never liked each other, don’t give me that respect bullshit.”
              “I didn’t say it was respect for you. It’s respect for my reputation.”
              I fell silent and continued working on the cigar as Mavetti leaned back, his elbow resting on the arm of his chair as a steady stream of smoke ascended into the air. He looked at me for several seconds, the wheels clearly turning in his head.
              “I don’t suppose I could interest you in a curtain call could I? One last hurrah for the road?”
              “I don’t know that there’s much of anything you could interest me in Teddy.”
              Mavetti pondered the response for a moment and said, “I didn’t think so. But how about a million dollars? Could that grab your attention?”
              My heart rate spiked a tiny bit, though I kept my face impassive before him. I took another powerful drag on the cigar and asked, “Who’s the hit?”
              “Just like that, huh?” Mavetti asked, a smile spreading across his face. “See, I knew it. You love this shit too much to ever walk away from it.”
              “Don’t ever think you know a damn thing about me. And like I said, this is it for me. Once I go home, I am done.”
              “Alright,” Mavetti said and motioned over his shoulder towards his goons at the table. The man with the briefcase rose and walked over, handed the case off to Mavetti and quickly retreated. He walked the whole way back facing us, his gaze never wavering.
              Typical meathead crap.
              Mavetti sat the briefcase on the table and unclasped it, revealing a laptop computer inside and nothing more. A Sprint card with a small antenna emerged from the right side, the lights on it blinking active.
              Mavetti opened the screen up to reveal a wire transfer ready to be completed. He turned the laptop to me and said, “As you can see, this is a wire transfer for one million dollars. All you have to do is enter your account number and it will be yours within seconds.”
              I glanced down at the screen and then back to Mavetti. “Who’s the hit?”
              Smiling with one side of his mouth Mavetti replied, “Your account number and the money is yours.”
              Leaning forward, I rested my upper body on my elbows, staring at the screen before me.
              “So you know, that thing will time out in about a minute,” Mavetti said. “At that point I’ll close my case, take my cigar, and you’ll never hear from us again.”
              I slid my gaze from the screen to the fat excuse of a man seated across from me. For a moment I could feel the rocks beneath my thighs and thought about how nice it would be to smash Mavetti and his damn computer.
              Instead, I did the next best thing. 
I took his money.
              Using my index and middle finger I entered the number to my Swiss account and pressed enter. The counter before me dropped to zero as the money was wired and the program disintegrated before my eyes.
              In its place was a picture. 
A single photo with a name beneath it.
              I stared at it for several seconds, then pushed myself back from the table and resumed my place resting against the back of my chair, cigar still in hand.
              “So I assume there won’t be any problem?” Mavetti asked, pulling the case back to himself and clasping it shut.
              “Why would there be?”
              Mavetti nodded. “Good. Have a safe trip you son of a bitch, wherever you’re going next.”
              “Hell, same as you,” I replied as he and his crew left the room.
              As soon as they were gone I called a waitress over and ordered some peel-n-eat shrimp and lemonade. When the food arrived I took my time and ate slow, watching the clock pass as much to make sure Mavetti was gone as to plan my next move.
              This one could be interesting.
              Might even be fun.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
              Rule number three – I always work alone.
              Unlike the first rule, this wasn’t something I learned the hard way. I didn’t stand by and watch somebody I cared about go down tragically or have to call somebody’s family to tell them they weren’t coming home. 
              Fact is, I got in the habit of working alone for just those reasons. I know what I do is a very dangerous game and I knew well enough not to drag somebody else into it. The only people I ever trusted enough to call on were the same ones I would never put in harm’s way.
              Not to mention I didn’t want them knowing what it was I was really doing on all these ‘business’ trips.
              Over time, I developed an affinity for working alone. There was another cliché about people working better alone, but there was a certain truth to it. 
              I’d honed my skills and my patterns of doing things based on my own capabilities. Every escape clause I’d had and every plan I’d formulated relied on the very precise movements of one person and one person only.
              Me.
              Why mention this? Because this was an instance where it would be easier for a lesser hitter, a person that didn’t adhere by such a strict set of rules, to get sloppy. To go outside themself and seek assistance.
              This one was going to be tougher and I was going to have to rely on some unknowing outside assistance, but it had to be done.
              A target like this one required some pretty extensive measures. Special care would be taken, meaning I had to go to extreme lengths to make my presence known as little as possible.
              My initial thought when Mavetti left was to go with electrocution. 
It was quick, it was authentic, it was easy as hell to pull off. 
Hide in their room, wait for them to take a shower, drop a curling iron in the bath tub. Couple of hundred Amps later the person was lying in the tub, I was walking away. 
Only signs left on the body were burns on the foot and the neck where the current passed.
The running water even went the extra mile of eliminating any trace evidence. By the time anybody found the body it was so bloated and washed clean, the fried curling iron was about the only definitive way of knowing what happened.
Problem with electrocution though was it was an inexact science. Depending on the wiring of the building, a surge could black out the entire place. 
Worse than that, it was impossible to control all the variables.
If a person had a bath tub full of water, that current could flare up, leaving me open to some serious electrical burns. 
If the person was taking a shower in a stand-up stall, everything would be wet, but there wasn’t likely to be any standing water. Water would always conduct electricity, but with such little water available you ran the risk of shocking the hell out of someone, but not killing them.
Risks I couldn’t afford to take.
I could try a hanging again, but I might be pushing my luck there. If investigators happened to notice two within a day of each other, they might start looking for connections.
Connections that would never lead them to me, but depending on how close they were, might lead them to Mavetti. He and I already hated each other, no need to give him a reason to shove me at some investigation to get his own ass out of a sling.
That only left me with one option. 
The pills I didn’t use on Gerkin.
The problem with the pills was how to use them and make it look legit. This guy wouldn’t be begging for the end the way Gerkin was.
Even worse, I definitely couldn’t let anybody know that I’d been near this one. This target would be paranoid, watching for any sign of my passing.
Using my cell phone with the call scrambler I called downtown to the Ritz and reserved a room under a pseudonym. I gave her a credit card number that matched the fake identity and waited for my confirmation code before thanking her and hanging up.
I dressed in a pair of black slacks and a white button down with a silver and black design tie. I parted my hair crisply using some more of the gel and finished the look with polished black wingtips and a pair of silver cufflinks.
I tossed a couple random articles of clothing in an overnight bag and threw the strap over my shoulder, heading down to the rental in the lot. Darkness had descended on the city and the air was cool, the traffic light as I wound down Storrow Drive and exited on to Beacon Street. 
The streets of downtown were still alive with window shoppers and panhandlers as I passed by the Bull & Finch and Emerson College. From my car I could see people walking their dogs through the Public Gardens and folks lining up to buy tickets at the cinema on the corner.
I turned off of Commonwealth and into the Ritz, handing the car off to a valet. I took my bag from the backseat and gave him a fifty, making my way to the front desk.
A middle-aged woman with glossy black hair assisted me with my reservation, flirting mildly and earning herself a fifty as well. A bellhop appeared to take my bag to my room, but instead of following him up I retired to the lounge and order a shrimp cocktail and a ginger ale.
Not quite the drink I had in mind, but I didn’t want to take a chance with anything harder. 
Not just yet anyway.
The Sox were on the plasma above the bar and I passed the time by making idle conversation with a man named Terry Schiff from upstate New York. Several innings went by as we sat and talked, grumbling about the Sox middle relievers and discussing the strictures of work.
I waited until after nine o’clock for the shift change, then peered across the lobby as the dark haired lady was replaced by a woman at least ten years older with silver flecking her short brown mane.
With one last pull I finished my ginger-ale and excused myself from Schiff, clearing both our tabs and leaving a twenty in the tip jar for the barkeep. I shook Schiff’s hand and told him it was good meeting him, that he should look me up the next night to watch the game again, and headed out into the lobby. 
Ducking down behind a thick pillar and two large feicus trees I made sure I was out of view from the front desk, then picked up one of the phones and dialed the front desk.
It was answered on the second ring.
“Hi, I was wondering if you could tell me the room number for a Dr. Aaron Birchwood, please?”
A second passed before the woman replied, “I am sorry sir, we can’t give out that information to non-guests here at the Ritz.”
“Oh, of course ma’am, and I actually am staying here at the Ritz. I am here in the lobby and Aaron was supposed to have met me in the bar an hour ago, I just want to call up and make sure everything’s alright.”
“And your name sir?”
“Terry Schiff.”
Another moment passed. “Dr. Birchwood is located in room 302, Mr. Schiff.”
“Why thank you! Is there any way I can get a bottle of champagne sent up to his room? I’d like it to include a note that says, ‘If you’re going to be too good to have a drink with me, at least have a drink on me,’” I said, chuckling.
“Very well sir, I’ll have that sent right up. Would you like to charge that to your room?”
“Oh, yes please.”
I had just bought the guy’s dinner. We were even.
“Very well Mr. Schiff, that is on its way.”
“Thank you Miss, you have a good evening!” I said and hung up the phone. I swung out around the far side of the lobby and entered into the stairwell before racing to the third floor.
I arrived to find an empty corridor, rooms lining either side. Walking slow, I followed the hall as numbers descend, forcing my breathing to remain even.
I was almost ten feet from the elevators before they chimed and the door swung open. A young man in a red jacket backed out of it with a silver cart, a bucket of ice and a bottle of champagne atop it.
“Excuse me sir,” I called after him, jogging a few steps to catch up. “Is that the champagne I ordered for Dr. Birchwood?”
The young man pulled up and turned to me, giving me a once over before asking, “And you are?”
“Terry Schiff.”
“Yes sir, it is.”
“Would you mind terribly if I took that down to him? Kind of a running joke we have going,” I said with a smile. 
The kid started to protest, but a well-placed fifty stopped him before the words reached his mouth. “Please?”
“Just leave the cart in the room, we’ll come get it tomorrow.”
He was halfway back to the elevators before I even realized the money was out of my hand.
“Thank you so much,” I replied, gripping the cart and waiting for the elevator bell behind me before moving on.
As the numbers on the rooms grew smaller, I reached down and felt the vial of pills in my pants pocket. 
I pulled the cart up in front of room 302, knocked three times and stood back from the door.
It was time.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
              “You think we should call Ames? Let him know we’re making some headway here?” Meeks asked, angling the car through the afternoon traffic.
              “We don’t know that we’re making headway here,” Beckett responded, watching the glossy white brick of the Callahan Tunnel whiz by. “It’s been two days and we haven’t heard a word from him. I’m guessing he knows we know, so he’s staying away.”
              “I thought this was personal?”
              “It was when he thought his ass was going to get pinched. Like I said, it’s been two days. Guy probably figures if we haven’t called yet, we ain’t gonna.”
              Meeks bobbed his head in agreement as the Crown Vic left the Callahan and emerged into daylight. Traffic was already beginning to thicken up on the freeway, another couple of hours and it would be gridlock in both directions. 
They exited off of 93 onto Purchase, then wound their way down Congress and onto Gillette Way. The day shift was just finishing up as a steady torrent of cars flowed out of the place. Going in the opposite direction, the road was clear as they bypassed the employee lot and took a spot on visitor’s row.
They hopped from the car and walked to the front door with Beckett leading the way. He stepped through the front door, walked up to the reception desk and said, “Can you tell me where Bill Richards’s office is please?”
A young woman with streaked blonde hair and neon white teeth smiled and asked, “Do you have an appointment with Mr. Richards?”
“No,” Beckett responded in a flat monotone.
“Is he expecting you?” she asked, her brow furrowing inward just a bit.
“Nope.”
“Then I am sorry sir, but Mr. Richards is a very busy man. He doesn’t see people like this, though there is an open shareholders meeting next month if you would like to come and be heard then.”
Beckett pulled the badge from his jacket and wagged it at her. “Miss, I’m not here about shares. I am investigating a series of murders in the Boston area and while Mr. Richards isn’t a suspect, we believe he has information that could help us.”
The badge had the same effect on her it had on the receptionist outside Webster & Webster.
“One moment please,” she said and picked up the phone. She held it close to her face and turned her back to them, whispering so they couldn’t hear a word.
While she talked, Beckett stepped back for a moment and looked around. The welcome desk was a few feet in front of a glass railing that ran waist high. Beyond it he could see two floors down into an atrium that featured enormous palm trees and fountains. The atrium rose through the middle of the building six or seven floors high, each lined with offices.
“I bet those folks we passed on the way in here don’t work in this building,” Meeks whispered.
Beckett smirked. “I bet most of those folks have never even been in this building.”
The young woman turned and hung up the phone. “Mr. Richards is in a meeting, but should be out shortly. His secretary said as long as it’s brief, there is no problem seeing you.”
“Brief?” Meeks asked, surprise and disgust intermingled in his voice.
The woman opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and shook her head as if to relay the decision wasn’t hers to make. 
“You gentlemen can take those elevators up to the eighth floor. Mr. Richards’s office is on the right.”
They thanked her and took the elevator up to eight, the entirety of which was sectioned into three offices. 
One for each of the tri-owners.
Two of the offices stood dark and silent. The third, belonging to Richards, was well lit with two young secretaries sitting at a large desk just outside. 
Both were not yet thirty years in age, with perfect smiles and short skirts.
The corner of Beckett’s mouth twisted up in a smirk as he approached, flashing his badge. The two both rose on cue and the one closest to him said, “Mr. Richards has asked that you please go on in and make yourself comfortable. He should be with you in just a moment.”
At her shoulder, the second said, “Can we offer you anything in the meantime? Coffee, soda, water? Complimentary Gillette merchandise?”
“No, thank you, that won’t be necessary,” Beckett said.
“Well if you need anything, I am Janice and this is Kristine, please don’t hesitate to let us know,” the first said and motioned for them to head on into the office.
Together they went to the office, standing in the doorway for a moment to take in their surroundings. 
Solid black marble flooring stretched from wall to wall. A bank of windows made up the rear of the space, each with black shades pulled shut. A glass top table stood in the middle of the room with two designer black chairs on either side. An upright desk of matching black rose behind them, a laptop and little else on it.
Even with the lights on, the place oozed a cold and ruthless efficiency.
Both Beckett and Meeks opted against the tiny and uncomfortable looking chairs, preferring to pace around the room. There were no books and just a couple of pictures on the bookcases, the place void of any signs that a man worked and spent a great deal of time there.
Beckett removed the tablet from his blazer and flipped through his notes as they walked. He tried connecting dots and figuring out ways that everything added up, but there was still something missing.
His thoughts were interrupted by the sudden appearance of Bill Richards, seeming to appear from thin air. Beckett and Meeks hadn’t heard him greet his secretaries on the way in and hadn’t heard any footsteps on the marble. 
It wasn’t until he cleared his throat that they even knew he was there.
“So what can I do for you gentlemen?” he asked as way of a greeting.
Out of habit, Beckett flashed his badge. “Mr. Richards, we’re sorry to show up like this. We appreciate you seeing us on short notice.”
Richards strode to his upright desk and hit a few keystrokes on the laptop. It made a small mechanical noise in response and Richards said, “Mr. Beckett, we are both very busy men. Why don’t you just say why you’re here?”
The answer only confirmed what Beckett knew just by looking at the man. His black hair was too dark and too thick to be natural for a man pushing sixty and his skin was drawn tight from a lifetime of cosmetic surgery. 
The suit he was wearing no doubt cost more than Beckett’s truck.
“Alright. We have record that you met with Congressman Wilbanks prior to his death. What isn’t on record is what you two met to discuss.”
“I would hardly call seven days beforehand prior to his death.”
“Mr. Richards, anything before Sunday evening is considered prior to his death,” Beckett responded, steel rising in his voice. “Can you tell me what you two met about?”
Richards continued messing with the laptop and said, “I am afraid that’s a matter between me and Mr. Wilbanks.”
“We’re here representing Mr. Wilbanks.”
Richards made a small tutting noise and said, “I am afraid that’s not good enough.”
Beckett could feel the color rising up his face. He stepped over to the desk and placed his hand on the back of Richards’s computer and forced it shut, glaring at him.
“Perhaps I was not clear. We’re here with the Boston police department. We have proof that you met with Wilbanks shortly before his death. Now we have extended you the courtesy of coming here to be as small an intrusion as possible, but we can easily remedy that and all go downtown to discuss this.”
Richards stood back and crossed his arms, contempt obvious in his gaze. “Are you aware of how much money this company donates every year to the Boston police? Do you know how many high ranking public officials I am on a first name basis with in this city?”
Beckett matched the gaze. “Are you aware of the hit your company stock will take if a large scandal involving one of its owners being connected with the murder of a Congressman comes out? Do you know what the boys at county lock-up will do to a man like you?”
“Mr. Beckett, my lawyer can be here in three minutes. Any more of this and I will be calling him.”
“Mr. Richards, nobody’s here to accuse you of anything. You go lawyering up, we’re going to assume you have something to hide and treat you like a suspect. You just answer the questions and we’re gone in ten minutes.”
Richards cast an angry glance around the room and said, “You have five. Go.”
“What did you and Wilbanks discuss in this little meeting of yours?”
Richards paused again as if to weigh his words. “Mr. Wilbanks and I met over lunch to discuss his pushing forth a new initiative.”
“What kind of new initiative?”
“One to eliminate drug trafficking here in Boston.”
Beckett made a face and shook his head. “Eliminate drug trafficking here in Boston?”
Richards remained with his arms crossed over his chest, but said nothing.
“And just how were you two planning to do this?”
“The bill would push for funds to be allocated to the research and development of new ways to track drugs in the area. It also would call for much stiffer punishment for criminals with drug offenses and a much higher priority for drug related crimes with area law enforcement.”
Beckett scribbled everything down in his notepad. “Everything that goes through Wilbanks office is chronicled and catalogued with his Chief of Staff. She didn’t have one word about this. Why?”
“This was the first time he and I had met on the matter. We decided it was to be done with the utmost of delicacy.”
“And by delicacy you mean, not one mention of your name anywhere?”
Richards held his arms out to his side and said, “I am a very important man with a lot to lose.”
Beckett considered the statement. “So why do it at all?”
“I have the financial backing to make something like this happen. I provided Wilbanks the assurance to go after this without having to ever worry again about funding campaigns or getting votes.”
“Mr. Richards, I mean, what’s in it for you personally? Man like you doesn’t one day wake up and decide to fight drugs in Boston.”
Richards backed away to the windows and raised the blind on the one closest to him. Grey daylight from outside spilled into the room as he stood and looked down on the factory he owned below.
Beckett had no doubt the arrangement was not lost on Richards.
“Do the names Dr. Ambrosia Brockler, Anne Pickard, Liz Gerkin mean anything to you?”
Beckett noticed Richards visibly flinch at the last name he listed. He waited, and when no response came pressed on.
“Mr. Richards, how do you know Liz Gerkin?”
Another minute passed and Beckett began to ask again, but Richards cut him off, his voice was flat and empty. “You know, this was all supposed to be his.
“When he was a kid I’d bring him up here and we’d sit in my desk chair together and watch people come and go from the factory below. He’d laugh and yell down at them, tell them to get back to work.”
He swiveled at the waist to glance at them, any trace of malice gone from his eyes.
“My son, Michael, met Sarah Elizabeth Gerkin as a grad student at Harvard. She was from somewhere nearby, a poor family. Her father had left when she was very young and her mom died while she was in undergrad.
“I thought she was only sniffing around for money and tried my hardest to keep them apart. I forbade him from seeing her, even dangled his inheritance over his head to try and enforce it, but it wouldn’t take. He chose her over me and we never spoke again.
“Eight years ago they were married in Hawaii. I wasn’t invited and only found out about it because he called and told his mother.
“Afterwards they both took positions doing research at the McLean clinic in Belmont. They lived in a small apartment there for three years until he received a promotion and they decided to build their first home together.”
He paused for a moment and glanced to make sure they were listening before returning his gaze to the scene below. “Their lease ran out two weeks before the house was to be completed, so they moved into a cheap hotel in Waltham to bide their time.
“My son, the former track star, was obsessive about getting in his miles every day. In high school, he didn’t miss a single day for over two years.
“Late one evening he went for a run through Waltham and stumbled upon what police believed to be a drug deal gone awry. The bullet that hit him wasn’t his to take, but it killed him just the same.”
By the end his voice was no more than a whisper, a bit of a crack apparent.
“What happened to Gerkin thereafter?” Beckett asked.
Richards sighed and shook his head. “She disappeared. The last anybody seen of her she was Sarah Beth Richards, so the fact that you’re here now asking about Liz Gerkin means she changed her name. Probably didn’t want to be found.”
“And you mean to tell me that in all this time you never used your considerable resources to track her down? Your own daughter-in-law? The heir to your place here?”
Richards turned and shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t want to know that she was alright and living her life while my son lay in the ground. I didn’t need a reminder that she’s what came between us. That because of her he was staying in some shitbox hotel in Waltham instead of here running the company with me.”
The words hung heavy, weighing on all three men in the room.
“Did you have anything to do with the death of Liz Gerkin?”
Richards ran his gaze the length of Beckett and said, “No, I didn’t, but I’d be lying if I said I was sad she’s dead.”
Beckett matched the gaze and nodded. “I would expect you’re not. Just one last question, and then we’ll be out of here. God willing, our paths will never cross again.
“If this all happened five years ago, why were you just last week meeting with Wilbanks to push forth an initiative?”
Richards ran his tongue over his lips and said, “My son and I were estranged. His mother died just after he was married and from then on I didn’t hear another word from or about him.”
“So after all that time you finally went looking for your son?”
Whatever feeling Richards had, be it anger or sadness or even guilt seemed to evaporate from him. “Last Sunday my son found me.”
Beckett made a face to relay his confusion, but said nothing.
“I’d suggest finding yourself a copy of last Sunday’s Globe Mr. Beckett. I think you’ll find it an interesting read.”
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
Dear Michael: The Story Behind the Heart Wrenching Letters
Gripping a City
By Anne Pickard, Globe Staff Writer
 
Every week they arrived on Tuesday, the same handwritten envelopes addressed to the Letters to the Editor Department at the Boston Globe. For over six months they were ignored, tossed aside or cast away and never thought of again. It’s highly unlikely they were ever even opened.
 
That all changed in August when Esmerelda Pickwood became the new Editor at the Globe. Ms. Pickwood brought with her a promise that every letter sent to her would be read, and read them she did. Every Tuesday she’d receive the handwritten envelopes and every Tuesday she’d sit in her office and sob at the heartfelt words the envelopes contained.
 
After the fourth one, Esmerelda decided it was time others heard this story. She began running the letter every Wednesday. The first week there was a trickle of responses. The second there was a handful more. By Columbus Day, we were receiving hundreds of letters per week wanting to know the story behind what we called The Dear Michael Letters.
 
We call them that because every letter begins with the simple salutation, Dear Michael. Every letter is signed by a woman named Sarah Beth, but nobody seemed to know who she was or where she came from.
 
Last week I received a call from a psychologist that had worked with Sarah Beth and told me where I might be able to find her. Careful not to violate the doctor-patient code, he didn’t offer me a single detail about her story but what he gave me was even more valuable.
 
Her address.
 
I ran the address through every reverse directory on the internet looking for a phone number, but there simply wasn’t one to be had. So, nearly eight months after the first Dear Michael letter ran, I went to find the face behind the name Sarah Beth.
 
For those of you that have been writing and telling us that the letters were nothing more than the musings of an aspiring writer trying to get some attention, you couldn’t be further from the truth. She is a very real woman dealing with a very real hurt. 
 
The story I am about to outline for you is equal parts Sarah Beth and equal parts research. I wanted to believe every word she said and write it down for you all to read, but since the incident her mind has melded the worlds of fantasy and reality. In some places so much so that what she believes and what really happened are light years apart.
 
This is the story of Sarah Beth and her beloved Michael.
 
Sarah Beth Gerkin met Michael Richards as a psychology PhD student at Harvard, in every way a match that came right out of a story book. She was a poor girl whose father had left before she ever knew him and mother died while she was in college. He came from one of the most affluent families in the Northeast, a family both knew would disapprove of them together.
 
A product of instantaneous attraction, Sarah Beth and Michael latched on to one another and refused to let go. They watched his ties with his family fall by the wayside, watched better jobs pass them both by, watched the years scatter as they remained by each other’s side.
 
After earning their PhD’s, the two married and spent two years conducting clinical psychology research together, publishing a ground breaking piece on the affect of faded fame in athletes. It was the kind of piece most researchers wait a lifetime for and it earned them both permanent positions and a nice bump in salary.
 
With that salary came a new found financial independence and together they set out to build a home just outside of Waltham. They timed the construction so that the home would be ready once their apartment lease came up, but unexpected delays forced the couple to take up residence in a hotel for a couple of weeks.
 
It would be the last home they ever knew together.
 
Tragedy struck when three days before they were to move into their new place, Michael’s life was taken. Home from work late one night and unable to sleep, he went for a run. Unfamiliar with the area he entered into a region widely known for drug activity and ended up on the receiving end of a stray bullet. Whether that bullet was a case of mistaken identity or of simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time, nobody will ever know.
 
The loss sent Sarah Beth into a spiral. She blamed herself for their having been in the hotel and many times tried to take her own life. Unable to stay near the city she bounced around New England, living from hotel room to hotel room and actively trying to ruin her own life.
 
Finally, at a Value Deluxe Hotel in upstate New York, a front desk worker noticed the self-inflicted cuts on her arms and called the police. They came and took her to a psychiatric home where over time she began to heal. It was there that she began writing the letters.
 
Michael’s life was taken on a Sunday, and every Sunday since she has written a letter. Many of the letters were filtered by the home she was staying in (which has requested not to be mentioned by name) never to be seen again, but once she left there she mailed them herself, and they began appearing here.
 
Almost five years have passed since Michael’s falling, but in talking with Sarah Beth I get the feeling she still believes he is alive and will be coming home to her. She still speaks of him freely and uses the terms ‘we’ and ‘us’ often.
 
She has since changed her name to Liz Gerkin, an abbreviated form of her maiden name. She says she did this because Michael was the only one that truly knew her as Sarah Beth Richards and she couldn’t stand the thought of somebody else trying to think of her the way Michael did. 
 
The rest of us may never know her as Sarah Beth Richards the way he did, but from reading her letters we know her pain better than Michael ever will.
 
              Beckett held the left button on the mouse and slid it further down the page to make sure he had read everything, then closed the browser. He leaned back in his chair, rubbed his temples and said, “Holy shit.”
              Meeks sat with a laptop across his lap and responded, “Damn right.”
              In less than five minutes, a simple search through the Globe archives, to find the link bringing together Wilbanks, Gerkin, and Pickard.
              Beckett slid a legal pad from beneath a pile of papers and wrote out the three names. He made arrows connecting each of them and beneath it wrote out Ambrosia Brockler and circled it several times.
              She was still the outlier. The piece that didn’t fit.
              He opened the directory of files for the Boston Police, then thought better of it and closed the window. Instead he opened a Google browser and typed in “Ambrosia Brockler Keller Wilbanks.” 
              The first two full pages made mention of one or the other, but nothing definitive.
              “Christ, this is a waste of time,” he muttered and pushed himself away from the desk. Meeks put the laptop down, leaned back in his chair and cursed several times under his breath.
              “We’ve got to get out there,” Beckett said, running a hand back over his hair. “That’s the only way we’re going to figure out how she fits in. I don’t care that it’s eleven o’clock at night. We’ll wake the President of MIT if we have to. There’s a connection here somewhere, we just have to find it.”
He stood and said, “Meet me in the parking lot in two minutes.”
With that, he grabbed his jacket and took off, disappearing into the stairwell.
              Meeks nodded and ran to his desk on the main floor to grab the car keys. He picked up his cell phone and wallet and as he turned to go, the phone on his desk rang out.
Without thinking he snatched up the receiver. “Yeah?”
“Meeks! Where the hell is your partner?” barked Chief Royal. “I’ve been calling you guys for the last half hour.”
“We’ve been in the basement doing research,” Meeks said. “We think we have a break in the Wilbanks case, sir.”
“Damn right we’ve got a break! We’ve got a live one over at Mass General!”
Any drifting Meeks was doing towards the door stopped cold the moment the words registered. “What was that?”
“A Dr. Aaron Birchwood. He’s at Mass General and he’s asking for Beckett specifically. Find him and tell him to get his ass over there now!”
The Chief hung up and for a moment Meeks stood with the receiver glued to his hand. He mouthed the words out loud before snapping back to the present and slamming the phone down. He ran to the garage and found Beckett leaning against the stairs.
“Longest damn two minutes I ever seen,” Beckett said.
“Chief called. We’ve got a live one over at Mass General, asking for you by name.”
Beckett’s eyes bulged. “He’s asking for me?”
“That’s what the man said.”
Beckett paused for a moment and pulled out his wallet. He removed the business card Bobby Brentwood gave him three days before and said, “You take the Vic and go to MIT. Give this guy a call and have him meet you there. Bang on every door you have to, flash your badge like it’s your kid’s picture. Find everything you can. I’m going to Mass General.”
“Wait wait wait...” Meeks called. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this guy?”
“You see the size of him? Play good-cop, bad-cop. Two black men roll up on a half asleep academic and one of them threatens to beat an ass, I guarantee somebody’s going to talk.”
With that Beckett took off in long strides for his truck. “Call me if you find out anything! We’re getting close, I can feel it!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
              Beckett considered parking on the curb in front of Mass General, but decided to use the garage instead. There was no telling how long he’d be there and leaving an unmarked pickup outside was asking for trouble.
              He parked in the decrepit concrete structure beside the hospital and jogged across the connection walkway to the main building, then caught an elevator down to the main floor to find a half-asleep admitting nurse sitting at her desk. 
              Panting a little from the run, Beckett pulled his badge from his blazer and put it on the table. “Detective Dern Beckett. I was requested here by Dr. Aaron Birchwood.”
              The woman entered several keystrokes on her computer, frowning. “I’m sorry detective, but we don’t have anybody on staff here by that name.”
              “He’s not on staff, he’s a patient. Apparently he was a victim of some sort of crime tonight and requested that I meet him here.”
              The nurse returned her attention to the computer, entering another sequence of commands. “Yes sir, he was squaded here about an hour ago for an emergency stomach pump. He is now in room 527.”
              “A stomach pump? Does it say what for?” Beckett asked, making a face.
              “No sir, it doesn’t. If you want to know that you’ll have to find his chart or his doctor.”
              Beckett thanked her and took the elevator up to the fifth floor. It was almost deserted when he arrived, the only person in sight an older nurse sitting at a desk in front of him.
              Stepping off, Beckett cast a glance in both directions and said, “Can you tell me where room 527 is please?”
              The woman looked up with weary eyes and said, “You must be the detective.”
              “Yes ma’am,” Beckett said, flashing his shield for emphasis.
              She jerked her head to the side and said, “Fifth door on your left, only one with a light on. Doc’s in there with him now, shouldn’t be too much longer.”
              “Thank you,” Beckett said and headed down the hallway, towards the only visible light. He could hear voices inside as he approached and decided to wait outside until they were done. 
              Removing his phone from his pocket he called Meeks, who answered on the first ring. “Hey Lockjaw, I was just about to call you.”
              “Tell me it’s with good news.”
              “Well, after waking up the Dean, the President, the janitors and thoroughly scaring the shit out of just about every high ranking academic official in Cambridge, we finally struck gold.”
              “I’m listening.”
              “The Chemistry Department from MIT releases a small newsletter to their alumni at the end of each month. November’s hasn’t even officially gone to press yet, but we managed to get our hands on one of them.”
              “And?”
“And on the second page an article appears discussing the recent partnership of Brockler and Wilbanks.”
Beckett paused for a second and drew in a deep breath. “The doc’s still in there with this guy. Go ahead and read it to me.”
Meeks cleared his throat and read:
Wilbanks Decides To Take Scientific Approach to Crime
Massachusetts congressman Keller Wilbanks-D. has requested that the lab of Dr. Ambrosia Brockler and her staff assist with what is tentatively being termed as House Initiative 105. The initiative, if passed, would call for much stricter laws regarding drug related crimes as well as taking a more proactive approach in the finding and displacing of drug operations across the country, beginning here in Boston.
He has asked the lab of Brockler et al. to assist in the role of finding chemical components in most common drugs that can be enhanced for the use of training drug sniffing dogs. In addition, the lab has been asked to develop a new form of additive that can be administered in controlled doses by authorities and used in tracking the flow of drugs across a geographic region.
“Congressman Wilbanks is a very respected member of the political and professional community and I am deeply honored to be working with him,” Dr. Brockler said. “To be on the cutting edge of advanced crime fighting techniques is very satisfying as a researcher and as a citizen.” 
Work on the project is expected to begin immediately.
              Beckett waited a moment to make sure that was all the article stated.
“Son of a bitch. If the Chief hadn’t pulled us off that one so quick, we’d probably have found that out days ago.”
              “We might have found the connection between Brockler and Wilbanks, but everything else we found by poking around. We don’t end up in Richards’ office today, none of this happens.”
              Beckett nodded and said, “It says right there that the two were working together on a crime initiative. If we read this three days ago, we might have been able to backtrack and...”
              “Yeah, maybe,” Meeks conceded. “What do you want us to do boss?”
              “Stay there, try to get into that lab to see what they were working on. Maybe if we can find what drug in particular they’re targeting we can figure out who might be behind it. 
“Try everything you can, lean on every connection we got. Name drop, threaten people, I don’t care.”
“Angry black men at a white college again, huh?”
“Worked the first time didn’t it?” Beckett said and snapped the phone shut. He paced back and forth for several seconds before the doctor emerged from the room, almost bumping into him. He jumped back with a start, raising a hand to his chest.
“Excuse me doctor, I was hoping I might have a quick word with you,” Beckett began. 
The doctor remained in place with a startled expression that soon gave way to recognition. “You must be Detective Beckett. He’s been asking for you since he came in.”
“He’s been asking for me since he came in?”
The doctor nodded and said. “Won’t tell us why, just that he needs to speak with you. It’s a matter of dire emergency.”
“I understand he came in here this evening for an emergency stomach pump?”
“Yeah, and it’s a good thing he did. We removed enough anti-depressants from his system to take down a horse. If they had been in him any longer, he might have really been in trouble.”
“Anti-depressants?” Beckett asked, making a face. “Hardly a drug of choice for poisoning someone.”
The doctor swung his head in a non-committal fashion and said, “Not necessarily. It might lack the pizzazz of cyanide or arsenic, but given in this kind of dosage it can be just as lethal.”
Beckett glanced over his shoulder into the room. “What kind of shape’s he in? How long are you holding him for?”
“He’s not completely out of the woods yet, though he’s insisting on being discharged. Said he doesn’t feel safe here.”
“Doesn’t feel safe? Is he in any condition to go?” Beckett asked.
“He’s not unfit to go, but we’d prefer him stay overnight for observation. He won’t hear of it, so as soon as we get him processed, he’s free to leave.”
“And how long will that take?”
“This time of night? Less than an hour,” the doctor replied.
Beckett nodded and thanked him. He watched as the doctor departed before ducking into the room to find the man bent over tying his shoes.
“Dr. Aaron Birchwood I presume?”
The man looked up and said, “You would presume correctly. You must be Beckett.”
“I am,” Beckett said, walked over and shook Birchwood’s hand. “Doctor seems to think you should stay here for the night.”
Birchwood shook his head and said, “No chance, no how. I am a doctor, so I know how easy hospitals can be to breeze in and out of. After what happened this evening, I’d prefer to take my chances somewhere that I’m not a sitting duck.”
“You know, I can have a team of men sent here to watch your door,” Beckett said. 
Finishing his shoelaces, Birchwood stood upright and said, “I appreciate the offer, but no thank you.”
At full height Birchwood stood a few inches shorter than Beckett, a little narrower at the hip and shoulder as well. He was smooth shaven and had clear skin. His brown hair was clean, even if slightly disheveled. He wore a pair of blue scrub bottoms and a hooded sweatshirt with new looking running shoes on his feet.
Beckett noticed he was nervous and jittery, had a hard time maintaining eye contact. His breathing came in rapid bursts and his speech was a bit stammered as his eyes shifted about the room.
“So where to?” Beckett asked. “The doctor said it’ll be an hour before you’re completely discharged.”
“An hour?” Birchwood asked, worry across his face. “You think we can find someplace here to talk until then? Someplace private?”
“This time of night, shouldn’t be a problem. There’s a nurse down the hall, let’s go ask her.”
He left the room and waited outside for Birchwood to exit as well, then led him down to the nurse’s desk. He noticed that Birchwood walked with his hands in front of him and his shoulders drawn in, visibly shuddering at every sound.
They found the same tired nurse sitting at her station and Beckett asked, “Ma’am is there a conference room of some sort we can borrow for an hour or so?”
The woman looked up and nodded. “There’s a room one floor above us that we use for meetings, should be open.”
“Thank you,” Beckett replied. “Also, you know where I can get a cup of coffee?”
“There’s a machine up there too,” the nurse said. “It’s free, you just have to punch in your order.”
“Thank you very much,” Beckett said and turned back to Birchwood. 
“Let’s take the stairs, it’s only one floor.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
              The conference room was easy enough to find, more or less right above where they had been standing. It took them several minutes to walk up the single flight of stairs as every few steps Birchwood would stop and look around, each time claiming to hear something.
              Beckett never once heard a thing, thankful they were only going up one floor.
              He led Birchwood into the conference room and flipped on the lights. He pulled out a chair on one side of the table and motioned towards it before swinging around to the other side.
              “Would you mind if I sat facing the door?” Birchwood asked. 
              “Sure,” Beckett replied, removed his blazer from the back of his chair and came around to the other side. “I’m going to grab a cup of coffee, can I get you anything?”
              Birchwood’s eyes grew wide. “You’re going to leave me here while you go get coffee?”
              Beckett half smiled. “I’ll be just down the hall and I’ll be right back.” He grabbed Birchwood’s shoulder and gently led him around the table and helped him be seated. He then unsnapped his shoulder holster and laid it down on the table and said, “Here, now you have my gun. If anybody comes through that door that isn’t me, you have my permission to fire away.”
              Birchwood continued to tremble and stared down at the gun as Beckett left the room. He jogged to the end of the hall and got a tall cup of straight black from the machine, then walked back to find Birchwood just as he’d left him.
              Beckett closed the door behind him, set the coffee down and took his seat. He took his holster up from the table, hung it on the back of his chair and turned his attention to Birchwood.
              “Alright Dr. Birchwood, why don’t you start by telling me why you called for me tonight?”
              Birchwood blinked several times and slid his hands forward. He grabbed the cup of coffee and slowly drew it towards himself. 
Beckett could tell he hadn’t heard a word he said and again said, “Dr. Birchwood, can you tell me why we’re here and why you’re trying to steal my coffee?”
              This time his words found the mark, pulling Birchwood back into the present. He pushed the coffee back towards Beckett and said, “Sorry, I just can’t really focus right now.”
              Beckett picked up the coffee and took a pull. “Probably the lingering effects of the drugs. Are you sure you’re alright to leave?”
              Birchwood shook his head. “I never said I was, I just said I can’t stay here. He’s out there, I know he is.”
              “Who’s out there?”
              “I don’t know, he is,” Birchwood replied.
              “And who is he?”
              Birchwood paused for a moment, his hand trembling. “The man that came to my room.”
              “A man came to your room? Where were you staying?”
              “I’m staying at the Ritz. A couple of hours ago there was a knock on my door from room service. I told them I hadn’t ordered anything, but the guy told me it was a complimentary bottle of champagne.”
              “So you let him in?”
              Birchwood nodded. “Why wouldn’t I? 
“The man came in, then closed and locked the door behind him. I thought that was odd and asked him to leave, but instead he walked in and demanded my cell phone.
              “When I wouldn’t give it to him he pulled a gun on me and took it, then shattered it against a wall. After that he went over and pulled the room phone out of the wall.”
              Beckett took another long pull on his coffee. “What happened then?”
              “He mixed some sort of pills in with a glass of champagne and made me drink it. I had no idea what the stuff was, but you don’t have to be a doctor to know that taking anything with alcohol only makes it worse.
              “The man waited a few minutes until I started feeling dizzy, then laughed and told me to say hello to the others. The drugs were doing a number on me at that point and I tried sitting on the bed, but only managed to end up on the floor.
“He laughed some more and took off.”
              Beckett waited to see if Birchwood would continue before prompting, “So how did you end up here?”
              “I always carry two phones when I travel, a business cell and a personal cell. I managed to stay awake just long enough to dig my personal cell out and press send. 
“Next thing I remember was waking up here.”
              Beckett jotted a few things down in his pad and said, “So what made you think to call me?”
              “After they pumped my stomach, I started coming back around. I turned on the television and listened to them talking about how they found another body up north of here. Said it was the fourth one in as many days.
              “I figured that was what the guy had to have been talking about when he mentioned the others, so I gave a call.”
              “Yeah, but how’d you know to call me?”
              “The news showed a picture of you going into the SkyLine apartments, said you were working the cases for the department.”
              Beckett thought for a moment, then shook his head. He wiped sweat away from his forehead and muttered, “Damn rookie. I told him not to say my name like that.”
              Beckett turned his notepad sideways and jotted down the names of the four previous victims. “Do any of these names look familiar to you?”
              Birchwood studied them and said, “Only from the news reports. Aside from that, I wouldn’t know them if they were sitting here beside me.”
              Beckett reached out and made little pencil lines between each of them. “The way it sits right now, Liz Gerkin began writing letters to the Boston Globe. Those letters spawned this woman, Anne Pickard, to write an article about the story of Gerkin and her late husband. Gerkin’s late husband was estranged from his father, who saw the story and found out his son was murdered in what was believed to be a drug related shooting.
              “Being an affluent and pompous ass, this old guy starts leaning on Congressman Wilbanks to get some new legislation enacted. Wilbanks starts formulating the new initiative, even hires Dr. Ambrosia Brockler and her team at MIT to cover the science aspects of it.”
              Birchwood listened with large eyes and when Beckett was done he glanced from Beckett to the paper and back again. “Okay, so what does all that mean?”
              “What does that mean? That means every victim so far has had a connection. What I don’t know is where do you fit into all this?”
              Beckett coughed twice and wiped his brow again. “Did you treat Gerkin’s husband when he came in with the gunshot wound or something?”
              Birchwood’s eyes narrowed just a bit. “Oh, that’s not possible sir. I’m not from around here.”
              “What do you mean you’re not from around here?” Beckett asked, coughing again and taking a drink from the coffee.
              “I told you, I’m here on business. I’m from the West Coast.”
              Beckett looked at him for a moment and made a face. “Oh...” 
“Besides, I’m not that kind of doctor anyway.”
Beckett blinked twice, the edges of Birchwood starting to blur a bit. “Not that kind of doctor?”
“No Mr. Beckett. I am a pharmacist.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
              Christ, this guy was really going to make me spell it out for him. 
I thought he was supposed to be so damn good? This was the guy Mavetti was worried about and wanted me to take down?
              To catch up a bit, the room I entered with the champagne was my own. I registered under the name Dr. Aaron Birchwood, which isn’t far from my own real name. 
I took the cart from the room service waiter because that way nobody ever saw who was in the room of Dr. Aaron Birchwood. That way, nobody could ever dispute who it was that got rolled out on the gurney.
              I mixed the pills with the champagne and made the call, then waited ten minutes before drinking it. The medics got there a whopping minute and a half later, before the meds had a chance to affect me. 
              Sure, I had to act a little bit for them, and it wasn’t particularly enjoyable having a tube shoved down my throat and my stomach pumped, but it was worth it.
              Any remorse I might have felt about myself or my work after dealing with Gerkin was now gone, replaced with complete satisfaction at the number I had done on the detective. He was supposed to be the best around and I flew to Boston, kept him guessing for a week, then whacked him while he watched.
              Worth every penny of the million Mavetti paid for this.
              Beckett coughed again as sweat began to pour down his face. “A pharmacist?”
              I dropped the wide-eyed and fearful act, leaning back in my chair. “Yes, Mr. Beckett, a pharmacist. One that makes a living dealing with, mixing, interacting drugs.”
              A cruel smile spread across my lips as Beckett’s eyes bulged and he stared down at his paper. “But, but how do you fit with the other victims?”
              I leaned forward so my face was just inches from his. “Mr. Beckett, I am the link between these people. I’m the one that’s been pulling the strings all along.”
              He coughed again and pointed to his mouth. “This too?”
              I held out my right thumb and peeled back a flesh colored piece from the pad of it. “I call this little invention a false thumb. Not a flashy name, but you get the idea.
              “It’s essentially a band aid, but instead of a piece of gauze in the middle there’s a small liquid center, kind of like a blister. All I have to do is hold my hands over whatever you’re consuming and puncture the pocket with my fingernail. 
“The poison drops in, a few minutes later you drop out.”
              Saliva dripped from Beckett’s mouth as he reached for the holster on his chair. I smiled as he pulled the gun and fired at me again and again.
              Each time, nothing but empty clicks.
              “I have to admit, you’ve almost taken all the fun out of it this evening for me. I brought two of these thumbs along in case you brought your partner, but you didn’t. 
              “I was worried about the fact that you were carrying a gun, but you just handed it to me and let me take these from you,” I said, bringing up the ejected clip and the single bullet from my lap.
              “You even left your coffee right out there in the open for me to take, then drank it straight down without another thought. 
“I have to say, I am rather disappointed in you Mr. Beckett, this city was wrong to have thought so highly of you.”
              Beckett coughed again, starting to gag on his tongue as he desperately tried to pull his phone from his belt. 
              “Mr. Beckett, we’re in a hospital. There’s no reception in here. Radiation is bad for patients.”
              He tried again to get some response from the phone, but nothing happened. 
I sat and watched a moment longer before rising from my chair and walking past him and into the hallway, closing the door behind me.
              Entering into the restroom I peeled the hooded sweatshirt off to reveal a matching blue scrub top and ran my fingers through my hair to straighten it. 
Using a wad of paper towels, I wrapped the clip and spare round in them and push everything into the garbage. 
              I walked into the hallway and saw the conference room door still closed, so I called the elevator and took it down to the first floor. Right outside I flagged down a cab and took it back to the Ritz, going straight to the garage and handing the valet my ticket.
              My room was already reserved and paid for, but at a million bucks a job I could afford to eat a couple of hundred dollars. 
Besides, no point in returning to the scene of a perfect crime.
              As I drove away I called the front desk and told them to bill me for Terry Schiff’s room. Per rule three, I refused to work with anyone, but the few people I chose to use along the way at least got a little something in return. 
               The least I can do.
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
              I was feeling so good after the Beckett hit, I almost missed it. That was how it went in this business, let your guard down for one second, admire your work even one bit, and something like this jumped up on you.
              There was no way of knowing where they picked me up, though I assume it was coming out of the Ritz. It wasn’t until I was almost to Storrow that I noticed the black sedan that remained three car lengths back and one lane over from me.
              Most times when I suspected a tail I’d work in such a convoluted pattern that there was no way anybody could follow me. 
At least not without being obvious about it.
              There were only a small handful of exits along Storrow, places like Kendall Square or Boston University, places that left me very little room to operate. If somebody wanted to pin me down or work an ambush, it would be far too easy.
Pushing the accelerator, I went on past Central and Harvard Squares, even on out past Alewife. 
The black sedan stayed with me move for move.
I didn’t have a weapon of any kind with me, so my options were limited. The black bag was back in my hotel room and there was no way I could go back there. 
Not only would I be trapping myself, but my plane ticket home was there.
That’d be giving up way too much information.
I followed Storrow out to 95, took it South and exited again near Newton. I wound through the familiar streets and stopped at the first gas station I saw, a 24-hour Citgo. Parking as close to the front door as possible, I kept the engine running and jogged into the store.
The clerk looked like he was half asleep and barely old enough to drive as I picked up two bottles of cheap wine and a cigarette lighter with a confederate flag on it. 
What the hell that was doing all the way up here I had no idea, but at the moment it didn’t really concern me.
I flipped the kid a twenty and told him to keep the change, grabbed up the brown paper bag and headed for the car. Keeping my head down, I slid behind the wheel and threw the gear shift into drive. 
The car lunged as I swung back onto 26, heading away from Wilbanks place. The sedan was parked just down the street and as I headed out of town, I saw its headlights fall in behind me.
If the bastards wanted me, they could come and get me.
I punched the gas hard and watched the speedometer climb as I flew down 26. The car fell back a little bit, just managing to keep me in sight.
Good.
I passed a sign welcoming me to the state park I had been to just three days before and pulled up alongside the wooden restroom facility, parking at an angle beside it.
The goal was to give the impression I was panicking.
Nothing could be further from the truth.
Turning the car off, I grabbed the sack and jogged to the restrooms, stopping just long enough to flip the lights on. The sack pressed against my chest, I spun out and slipped into the trees behind it, using a thick oak for cover. 
Checking the road every few seconds, I pulled off my shoes and socks. I tied one of the socks around the mouth of each bottle and jammed my feet back into the shoes.
Two full minutes passed before the sedan pulled up behind my rental. The driver killed the engine, leaving the headlights on as two men emerge. Both were carrying automatic Uzi’s in front of them and wearing dark suits.
Walking clichés, if there ever was one.
Guys like these two were what gave the rest of us a bad name.
The two fanned out and approached the restrooms, guns positioned in front of them. There was a moment of silence before both riddled the entire structure with bullets. 
They fired until their clips were empty, the sound of their laughter drifting through the air. One at a time they disappeared inside, ready to inspect their handiwork.
Using the lighter, a set both of the socks ablaze and jogged back towards them.
Standing just off to the corner, I waited until both were outside before hurling the bottle in my right hand at the closest one. 
The cheap glass shattered on contact, the wine spreading the fire over him in less than a second.
The sound caused the first one to spin around, his momentum turning him right back into a bottle to the chest. Fire engulfed both of them as they screamed and flailed about, slapping at themselves and each other.
My weapons depleted, I retreated back into the trees and waited. With fire licking at their bodies, there was no chance they’d even think to look for me.
Not that they could see me from my hiding spot anyway.
Tucked behind the oak tree, I watched as they peeled off their jackets and continued pawing at the flames. Both disappeared into the restroom, giving me the chance to return and relieve them of their weapons.
The clip from the first guy was still empty, a complete amateur. The second had managed to reload his weapon, which I gripped in both hands and stepped inside.
Neither noticed me as they threw handfuls of water from the sink on to each other, smoke rising thick in the air, mingling with the smell of burnt cloth and flesh.
Even with the burns and the disfigurement, there was no mistaking these were the two men Mavetti had with him at the Barking Crab.
Anger welled deep within me as I placed my index finger and thumb into my mouth and whistled. The two men both turned to me, forgetting the smoldering clothes as realization sets in.
“Look, we’re only doing what we were told,” the one on the left said, his hands raised by his side.
“Yeah,” the other one agreed. “Look at us, you’ve won here. Just let us go back, we’ll tell him you’ve been taken care of, nobody will know the difference.”
“Nobody will ever know,” the first one echoed. “We’ll take it to the grave.”
I can’t help but smirk at his choice of words. “Yeah you will.”
The gun kicked a tiny bit in my hand, bullets ripping through their bodies. They jerked from side to side, suspended in the air, before toppling to the ground. 
Blood mixed with the water, pooling around them and the piles of burnt clothing.
I considered moving the bodies, but conceded that there was no point. The entire building was riddled with bullets and there was no way to remove the smell of charred flesh and blood in the air.
Stepping back, I rifled through the smoldering remains of a jacket and extracted a cell phone. Flipping through it, I found a couple of phone numbers, but not much else I could use. 
              Moving to their car, I did a quick scan of the backseat, finding it empty. A scan of the glove compartment resulted in a thick stack of papers, all of which got shoved in my pocket to be examined later. I left the keys on the dash and popped the trunk, not expecting to find much.
              I was wrong.
Tucked in the rear space was a gas can and a tire iron, both of which were coming with me. Beside them was a small black bag, which I pulled over to the center and unzipped, letting the glow of the overhead security light shine down inside.
It was all I could do to keep from laughing out loud.
Theo Mavetti had broken rule number four. 
I was going to use his own bag of guns to punish him for it.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
              It was only a matter of time before Mavetti figured out his boys weren’t coming back. From there it was just a matter of seconds before he realized I was the reason.
              Needless to say, time was of the essence.
              One of the papers in the glove box revealed the car was a registered to a Daniel Reed in Charlestown, just off of Boston Harbor. The good news was the area was almost entirely houses.
The bad news was there were a lot of them.
              Knowing the clock was ticking, I cut a path straight for Reed. I laid on the gas and swung down the turnpike, pausing just long enough to throw a couple of dollars at the toll booth clerk before heading into Charlestown.
              Taking the U.S.S. Constitution/Charlestown exit, I wound down past whatever the Boston Garden’s new name was and into the Back Bay district. I found the street I was looking for easy enough, the corresponding house number just a minute later.
Moving slow, I drove on by and parked a couple of blocks away. 
              Seated behind the wheel, I shrugged off my scrub shirt, pulling on a sweatshirt from the back seat. With the pale blue t-shirt wadded in my hand, I walked around to the trunk and poured a bit of the confiscated gas into it, creating a wet circle about the size of a softball. 
              Slamming the trunk shut, I rolled the shirt up tight and tucked it into the front pouch of my sweatshirt.
              Using a quarter from the ashtray, I placed it on the ground and pounded the screwdriver end of the tire iron into it a couple of times. It made a clean cut through about half of the quarter, the edges on it grated and razor sharp.
              Perfect.
              Taking the quarter up from the ground I slid the tire iron up my sleeve and gripped the end of it resting across my palm. In my left hand was the quarter as I headed back up the street towards my destination.
              Cars lined the streets, but there wasn’t a soul around as a moonless night had settled over the city. There were just a few street lamps in this residential neighborhood, allowing me easy concealment in my dark sweatshirt. I could barely be seen walking along the sidewalk, tucked up tight against the black wrought iron fencing that lined each house.
              Coming up on Reed’s house I passed through the metal gate, leaving it cracked open as I stole up the walk. I leapt up the front steps in two quick bounds and stood in the shadows of the porch, hidden by shadows.
              I waited several minutes to make sure I wasn’t seen before jumping down from the porch and circling around to the back door. I paused just long enough to make sure there wasn’t a dog or anyone up for a late night snack, then took the quarter and scratched a misshapen circle on the pane of glass in the door.
              Using the hex nut on the end of the tire iron, I tapped the center of it and held my breath as the glass fell to the ground. 
              There was no point in stopping now. Either they had heard it or they hadn’t.
              Reaching inside the fresh hole, I flipped the lock and eased my way inside.
Most people didn’t realize it, but home alarm systems were almost worthless on the windows. Only if someone tried to wrench them free did they ever pick up a thing. All a vandal had to do was break the glass and they were in. 
Once a door was unlocked from the inside, the alarm automatically shut off.
Granted, most vandals lacked the required skill to do it without being heard, but I was not most vandals. 
Standing in the kitchen I listened for several seconds while bending down and unlacing my shoes. While not especially fond of going barefoot, the soles were made of rubber. 
In an old home filled with wood floors, there was too great a risk of squeaking.
Walking in bare feet, I stepped into the hallway and peered into each room. The first floor had a bathroom, an empty bedroom, and what looked to be a den, but no signs of life.
Using the wall as a guide I moved past the living room to the stairwell and ascended one slow step at a time. The fourteen stairs took almost two minutes, depositing me on a landing that opened to both left and right.
Moving first to the left, I checked a bathroom, a closet, then paused at the bedroom of a sleeping child. For a moment I stood in the doorway and watched the young girl, no more than seven or eight. 
Several moments passed before I backed away from the room, pulling the door shut behind me, and set off in the other direction. 
The first door past the bathroom was the master bedroom, a man and woman asleep inside. Using my elbow I nudged the door open a bit and slid inside, going straight to the bed.
The woman was closest to me, lying on her side, facing the door. She was huddled beneath a heavy down comforter, her body in the fetal position. Three feet away I stopped and pulled the scrub shirt from my front pouch, opening it to the gasoline spot. 
In one swift movement I pressed it down over her face while holding the back of her head stationary with my other hand.
Her eyes snapped open for just a second before rolling back, her body slack. She’d be woozy in the morning and have the headache from hell, but she would live.
Who I presumed to be Daniel Reed was lying face down on the other side of the bed, not yet moving an inch. I released the woman and stepped away, dropping the shirt to the floor. 
I pulled the tire iron from my shirt sleeve and circled around the bed, pressing the hex nut to the back of Reed’s skull. Jumping off both feet, I landed in the center of his back, planting my knees on either side of him, pinning his body beneath the blankets.
“You move one fucking inch and I’ll waste you and your pretty little wife,” I hissed into his ear. 
He tried moving from side to side as I squeezed on him with my legs. “Maybe you didn’t understand me. Lay the fuck still or the bitch gets it.”
“Oh Jesus. Jenny, Jenny!” 
Using the tire iron I whacked him across the back of the head, just hard enough to draw blood. “I said lay still and shut up. You have something I want.”
“Oh, Jesus man. Don’t do anything stupid here, please. I don’t have anything of yours.”
“I didn’t say you had anything of mine, I said you have something I want.”
“Whatever you want, take it. Take it! Please, just don’t hurt my girls.”
Man referred to his wife and daughter as his girls.
How touching.
“I don’t want your wife or your daughter. If I did, rest assured I’d have already had them.”
“Oh Jesus,” Reed mutters. “Jenny! Jenny!”
“Relax Danny boy, Jenny’s fine. She’s a little incapacitated right now, but nothing she can’t sleep off. If I don’t start getting the cooperation I’m looking for here I won’t be able to say the same about you.”
“Mister, if you hurt her I swear to God I’ll...”
I whacked Reed again across the back of the head, again drawing blood. “You’ll what? You can’t even protect yourself right now. Look at you, bleeding all over your nice fancy bed.
“Now just shut the fuck up, listen to me for a second, answer my questions and I’ll be on my way. Alright?”
Beneath me Reed bobbed his head a time or two. “Yes, anything. What can I do for you? What is it I have that you want?”
I leaned down so my face was only a few inches from his ears. “Mavetti.”
For a second Reed stopped moving, his face twisted in confusion. “What? Mavetti?”
“You heard me.”
“What makes you think I have Mavetti?”
I tapped him on the back of the head with the iron again, just to let him know I wasn’t playing.
“Don’t be smart with me or it’ll be the last thing you do. I broke into your house, gassed your wife and pinned you down without you so much as moving a muscle. Don’t think I can’t do it again anytime I want.”
Reed shook his head beneath me in earnest. “No seriously, what makes you think I have Mavetti? Does this look like a place a guy like him would live?”
“The black Lincoln was registered in your name. The same black Lincoln Teddy sent after me tonight. Care to explain?”
“I’m the name and address on all of his cars. I’m his lawyer. Well, the one in charge of property for his outfit anyway.”
“What? How many lawyers does he have?”
“I don’t know. He has one for every facet of his operations, never puts us all in the same room together.”
Again I tapped the iron into the back of his head. “Where’s his base of operations?”
“I have no idea.”
I raised the iron again, ready to blast him a fatal blow. “Please! Don’t! I swear I don’t know! Mavetti never lets us come to him.”
He began to cry as I leaned forward and asked, “So where do you conduct business?”
“The very first time we met was at his house, every time since has been in my office. Every time.”
“Every time but the first,” I repeated. “So where’s his house? I can start there.”
He cried even harder, ragged sobs wrenching his body forward. “Oh Jesus, I can’t. Jesus, I can’t. He’d kill me.”
Using the iron, I poked him again. “What do you think I’m going to do if you don’t tell me? Or if you do tell me and it’s the wrong address?”
“He knows where my wife works, where my kid goes to school. Please.”
“You tell me where he lives and trust me, you won’t have to worry about him coming after you.”
The man sniffled again, weighing his options. I could tell he didn’t like either one, though at the moment I was the one with a weapon pressed to his skull. 
“He lives down south in Marshfield, off of Route 3. Get off the highway, hang a right at the light and follow it on past the school. Make another left and it’s a couple of miles down.”
I paused for a moment as his words resonated. 
Son of a bitch. 
Ten years ago I stood in his daughter’s bedroom with a silenced .9mm and took a picture of myself. In all the time since the arrogant prick hadn’t bothered to move. 
He knew all that time that I knew where he was and didn’t feel the need to relocate.
This hit was going to cost him a lot more than a million dollars.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
              Anyone that had ever driven through the night or worked the graveyard shift knew the hours between midnight and dawn, when the world settled under a cloak of darkness and nothing moved. There are no other sounds, no other headlights on the road.
              I was not sure what time it was, but it was definitely one of those hours. 
              That was a good thing.
              I followed Reed’s directions through the night, though I didn’t need them. Already my mind went back ten years before, guiding me as I cut a path for Mavetti’s.
              I abandoned the route just off the highway, opting for the back roads I used before. The fact that he hadn’t changed his location burned within me, driving me on. 
If I was in his position and knew somebody had been in my home and could do it again, there was no way in hell I’d still be there.
              Part of me debated if the home was just a decoy to lure me out, but common sense was against it. The last incident was ten years ago, there was no way he’d hang on all that time in hopes our paths would cross again.
              Two miles out I pulled the rental off the road, swinging down an old farm lane and parking behind some thick brush. I popped the trunk and circled around back, pulling the black bag to the center of the space. 
Two Uzi’s, two silenced .45’s, and a sawed off shotgun. A hell of a lot of firepower to be going after one person.
The only sign of respect the bastard had ever shown me.
              I pulled one of the Uzi’s and the shotgun from the bag and set them to the side. Too many guns in the bag and they’d rattle as I walked, which is why I could only take one Uzi. 
The shotgun was a serious weapon and left a trail of carnage in its wake, but it only fired twice before having to be reloaded.
              I wouldn’t have that kind of time or patience.
              I zipped the bag closed, tossed the shoulder strap across my chest and shut the trunk. Taking a.45 in either hand I left the car where it was, deciding against bringing along the tire iron. 
I didn’t intend to leave any survivors behind.
              I looked back just once to make sure the car was hidden from view before taking off at a brisk jog. I pulled the shoulder strap tight to keep the bag from flopping against my back, padding quietly through the night.
              I stayed close to the side in case I needed to jump into the woods and every so often I paused to listen for any sound. Sweat began to bead and run down my face as I went, bag of weapons on my back and a gun in each hand. 
              Times like these are why I trained so hard to stay in shape, so I could push forward without having to worry about conserving energy.
              The only thing I needed to worry about conserving was darkness.
              Turning off the paved road I followed an old dirt trail that ran through the woods, the same one I used the last time I was here. It sat nearly a quarter mile from Mavetti’s place, an old logging road that hadn’t been used in years.
              I slowed to a walk and picked my way through the tall grasses, avoiding the stickers and brambles that had grown up tall along the way. The air hung heavy under the canopy of the trees and streaked my body. 
              A hundred yards down the trail I turned and made my own path, cutting through several large old pines. The lane itself wrapped off to the west and continued into the deepest part of the forest, a route that was of no use to me.
              Ahead I could see the lights of Mavetti’s place, nothing between here and there to block them. 
              The last time the area was heavily wooded, making it easy for me to steal from tree to tree. I was within ten yards of the house before ever having to leave concealment.
              It seemed Teddy had made a few changes in the years since. 
Not a tree stood between where I was and the house itself. A few stumps dotted the landscape, but for the most part it looked like nothing but rolling meadow.
              In addition, a brick wall encircled the house, rising dark and ominous from the ground.
              It seemed Teddy may have been a little worried this day was coming after all.
              Setting the guns on the ground, I took up two handfuls of mud from the moist earth and smeared them into the blue scrub pants. The mud clung to the thin fabric, turning them almost as black as my shirt.
              Perfect.
              I took the guns up in either hand, laid down flat on the ground and drew the hood up over my head. One knee and elbow at a time I began to Army crawl forward, a gun in each hand and the bag strapped to my back.
              The first fifty yards passed easily, the fifty after that a little tougher. 
              Each passing step brought me closer to the wall, the thin scrubs doing little to protect my legs from the rocky ground. I could feel deep scratches forming on my knees, but I continued moving forward.
              It took me several minutes to cover the distance from the woods to the wall, sweat pouring down my face, blood oozing from my knees. I reached the enclosure and slung the bag from my back, pressing flat against the cool brick and taking deep breaths. 
              I listened hard for any sound, but heard nothing. 
After a full minute, I stood and turned to face the wall. One at a time              I kicked off my shoes, tied the laces together and slung them over my shoulder. I put the guns in the front pouch of my sweatshirt and thrust my fingers between two bricks a few feet above my head. 
Running my feet up the side of the wall, I drew my shoulders up above my fingers. 
              One hand at a time I worked my way up, swinging my ass out away from the wall to act as a counterweight to allow my feet to crawl higher.              It was slow going and I could feel blood dripping from my fingertips and toes, but upward I kept moving.
              At the top, I grabbed hold of the thick gray capstone with my left hand and slid out a .45 with my right. Hooking a foot up atop the wall, I raised my head just high enough to peer in either direction.
              A camera on a swivel rested in even intervals atop the wall, one about fifty feet away to either side of me. Their scans were staggered so that one swung in right after the other, no more than a second passing between sweeps.
              I dropped down behind the edge of the wall and waited a moment before pulling myself up. The camera to my right looked straight down the wall as I raised the silenced .45 and sent a bullet straight through it.
              Using my legs, I shifted myself atop the wall, straddling it with my upper body pressed flat. I waited just a second for the camera to my left to look my way before taking it out as well.
              Raising my upper body up to a seated position, I pushed the gun back into my pouch and started down the opposite side. Several feet of hedges line the walls and the house, but like the outside there are no trees anywhere.
              Grabbing hold of the top of the wall with both hands, I leaned as far back as possible and drew my feet up tight beneath me. Bouncing twice to get some spring going, I burst back from the wall, twisting mid-air and rolling forward on contact to break my fall. 
              Without listening for anything, I drew the .45s and retreated into the hedge, pulling a few branches in front of me for cover while I tugged on my shoes and waited.
It was only a matter of time before somebody noticed the busted cameras and came looking for me.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
              Two minutes.
              That was all the longer it took for me to know Teddy wasn’t home.
              Crouched in the bushes, I watched as it took almost seven minutes for two men to come out and inspect my handiwork. If Teddy were home it would have been more like ten seconds, if he didn’t already have people outside surrounding the place. 
              Two minutes at the very most.
              Some would have cashed in their chips right then, been pissed that the target wasn’t home, went about this from a different angle.
              Not me.
              There was still an enormous amount of information that could be found in the house. 
Namely, where he was holed up. 
Everybody wrote things down. Somewhere in there was bound to be what I was looking for.
              The two men marched from the house and out across the lawn, guns swinging by their side. They walked right towards me, stopping about twenty yards out to discuss what was going down.
              I waited to make sure no one else was following them before sliding the ends of the .45’s through the branches. Sizing up the distance I paused a moment, then pulled the triggers in unison.
              Both men fell straight back, a pair of muffled shots catching them each in the chest. I pulled the barrels back into the shrubs and waited a few more minutes before coming out of my hiding spot and crossing over to the bodies.
              I hated using guns, always had. 
Lots of blood, lots of mess. 
Worse than that though, there was no way of covering your tracks. Guns left behind bullets, residue, odor.
They left behind a trail.
              Crimson circles covered each of their chests, obvious even in the darkness against their white shirts. I put another bullet into the head of each of them to be sure, then grabbed one of them by the ankles and dragged him to the edge of the shrubs. Once he was in position, I returned and did the same with the other one.
              Both were dressed in plain black suits and I’d already destroyed the cameras for this corner of the property. 
They wouldn’t be spotted.
              I checked the men for wallets or cell phones but the search turned up empty. Crouched by the bodies, I surveyed the surrounding area, figuring that the best course of action for me was to walk straight up to the house.
              There weren’t any trees blocking my approach and if I moved in either direction I’d have additional cameras to deal with. 
As far as anyone inside knew, two men came out because a pair of cameras went out. If they happened to look out as I approached, odds were they would mistake me for one of them.
              Besides, I had two .45’s and an Uzi. Walking up was a risk I could afford to take.
              Pulling the hood back off my head I rose and strode straight for the house. I turned the guns so the barrels ran along the inside of my forearms, the handles still resting in my palms should anyone appear.
              It took me less than a minute to cover the fifty yards, nothing around me making so much as a sound. The fact that Mavetti left the place so little coverage told me he didn’t expect me to survive earlier, otherwise he’d know this was a direct insult.
              Taking me lightly could be the only thing that pissed me off more than trying to take me out in the first place.
              Reaching the house, I pressed my back to the wall and peered inside the closest window. From where I stood I had a clear view of the dining room, telling me he hadn’t changed the layout any in the last decade.
              So much for not pissing me off even more.
              I watched the dining room for several seconds to make sure nobody was around, then dropped to the ground and stared out over the grounds. I slowed my breathing and counted to one hundred, waiting for an attack that never appeared.
              Unslinging the bag, I deposited the .45’s inside and returned it to my shoulder. The idea of being left weaponless for a few minutes wasn’t one I was crazy about, but from the looks of things it wouldn’t be a problem.
              A two story wraparound porch encased the house, supported by thick columns along the entire way. Staying below the sight line of the window, I crawled over to the nearest column. Wrapping my hands around it and placing my feet flat against it, I raised my body two feet at a time, scaling it like a Native Hawaiian in a palm tree.
              I could tell I was out of practice because by the time I reached the second story, my shoulders and thighs burned like hell. Ignoring the sting, I climbed over the rail of the second floor balcony and lowered myself to the floor, body pressed against it. 
Once more I pulled the bag from my back, tugging the .45s back out. I waited a full minute for any sign of opposition before slinging the bag back on and stepping up to the closest window, exposing no more than a fraction of my face to the clear glass.
The position gave me a clear view of the hallway, two guards present on either end. Judging by their positions and my previous escapades, I could tell there was one outside the master bedroom and another outside their daughter’s bedroom.
              I waited for any sign of others, but nobody appeared. 
              Every part of my experience told me to take it slow, to creep over to either end of the balcony and make sure nobody else was around, but I opted against it. Whether it was anger or anticipation I wasn’t sure, but I went straight to the second window to my right and took a peek inside.
              Just as she had ten years prior, Cynthia Mavetti laid sleeping on her side, her knees curled up in front of her. No more than six the last time I was here, she was now a teenager, her silhouette much longer than I remembered.
              I paused another few seconds to make sure she was out before easing over to examine the window lock. 
Basic swing piece, standing wide open.
              Christ, these people didn’t learn anything.
              Tugging the sleeve of my sweatshirt over my hand, I pressed it up under the top sill of the window and pushed. It sighed a tiny bit as it released, sliding upward without resistance.
              Once it was open more than a foot, I reached down and moved the small bench covered in stuffed animals from beneath it. Leading with my left leg, I eased myself into the room and replaced the bench back to where it was.
              In three short steps I arrived at the bed of Cynthia Mavetti. A flash of Liz played before my eyes, forcing me to blink the thought away before it affected my judgment.
              I had a job to do.
              Without waiting, I pushed the heavy comforter back from the girl’s body and put a bullet into the left side of her chest. I angled the gun down to ensure the bullet passed into the mattress beneath her and cupped my left hand over her mouth in case she made a sound. 
              There was no need. Her body went limp without a noise.
              Pulling the comforter back up over her, I encircled the bed and picked up a figurine from the nightstand. .45s in hand, I seated myself out of sight on the floor and hurled the polished glass votive against the opposite wall, shattering it into a thousand iridescent slivers.
              The response took no more than twenty seconds.
              “Miss Mavetti, is everything alright in here?” a husky voice barked through the darkness.
              Obviously there was no response, drawing him further into the room.
              “Miss Mavetti? Are you alright?”
              I waited two more footsteps before extending the guns and firing. They bucked lightly against my palms as the smell of gunpowder filled my nostrils, two low pops sounding out in the room.
              Two crimson splashes extended down the man’s shirt, his body toppling back against the wall. He remained fixed there for several seconds before sliding to the ground, twin streaks of blood left behind him. 
              On the opposite side of the bed I rose, my guns at the ready, content to let him fall.
              “Yo Tony, what the hell’s going on over there?” a second voice barked, drawing my attention into the hall. I remained where I was with guns extended, waiting until his silhouette appeared in the doorway before firing twice more.
              He didn’t even have time to register a look of surprise, let alone get a shot off in return.
              I left the guard lying in the doorway, stepping over his body and heading for the master bedroom. I didn’t bother to knock or announce myself, instead kicking in the door and striding through, guns extended in either hand.
Unlike her daughter, Bianca Mavetti was upright and awake in bed. She had the same face and hair of her daughter, a look of fear and confusion in her eyes.
              “Who are you? Why are you doing this?” she asked. “Please, take anything you want.”
              “Oh, I intend to,” I replied, smiling.
              “Please,” she repeated. “My husband will be home soon.”
              “Yeah, he’ll be joining you shortly,” I agreed, sending two bullets into her chest as well.
              Beside her on the table was a cell phone, so I took it up and thumbed it on. I scrolled to the recent call logs and saw a collection of expected names.
Theo. Mommy. Cynthia. 
              Three calls, two outgoing and one incoming from a nameless number in the last few hours, all with a Boston area code. 
Unless she was ordering a late night pizza, I had found what I was looking for.
              “What the hell?” a voice said from behind me and I whirled with both guns out. Another man in a dark suit came into view in the hallway, his attention aimed on the guard laying face up on the carpet. “Oh Jesus, Marty.”
              Cocking the guns, I moved forward out of the bedroom behind him and said, “Take off the suit and step away.”
              A look of shock on his face, the man raised his hands and took a single step backward.
“No, no. Take off the suit, then back away.”
              It took a full minute for understanding to creep in. With slow and deliberate movements he started with the tie. “Okay, okay. Just take it easy. There’s no need to do anything foolish.”
              Christ, not that same old shit.
              “Should have told that to your boss.”
              The man peeled off his jacket and shirt, followed by his shoes and slacks, letting them fall to the floor.
              “Now step back,” I ordered, moving in to pick the clothes up and toss them across the banister of the staircase. “Now, where can I find Teddy?”
              The man’s eyes grew wide. “I don’t know where he is, I really don’t.”
              I extended the gun a little further, just a couple feet from his chest. “Don’t know or can’t say?”
              He shook his head a time or two, mouthing words that never came out.
              “Alright, let’s start with an easier question. How many guards are stationed here?”
              His mouth sagged for another second or two. Sick of the hassle, I put two bullets through his chest. 
              I didn’t have time for that all night. 
              Leaving the clothes on the banister I moved down to the first floor and checked the place over, stopping in the surveillance room to scour the camera feeds. After a full ten minutes of motionless monitors and a silent house, I was convinced the place was clear.
              I went back up the stairs and grabbed the clothes, bringing them down along with my bag and the cell phone. I changed into my new gear in the front parlor, then snapped a leg off a dining room chair and wrapped the scrub pants around it.
              Taking the can of gas from the bag I doused the front foyer and door, saving the last few drops for my homemade torch. I went to the surveillance room and opened the front gate, then took all the car keys they had. 
              A side door opened from the surveillance room into a large garage, several expensive cars lining it. The most indiscrete in the room was a plain black BMW 300i, so I fired it up and pulled around to the front of the house.
              I was more a fan of American muscle myself, but it would do.
              I left the engine running and climbed out, throwing the remaining keys in various directions across the yard. Taking the chair leg up from beside the front door, I lit the scrub pants and tossed the torch into the foyer. 
              The fire spread fast across the polished wood floor, the gas carried blue flame through the empty house in just seconds. I stood and watched as it began licking at the walls before returning to the car and climbing inside.
              My deference towards guns was always that they were messy, too unpredictable. Any common gangbanger could grab a gun and start mowing people down, but it took a real craftsman to kill without leaving behind a trace.
As I drove away, I glanced in the rearview mirror to see a glow of orange rising above the trees. 
Of course, sometimes I needed to leave behind a trace to prove a point.
 



              
              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
              “Hello, operator.”
              “Yeah, can I get an address for a Daniel Reed at 617-550-9173?”
              I figured if the cars were in Reed’s name, the properties probably were too. 
              “One moment, please.” 
              The line clicked over to bad elevator music as I sped back towards Boston, Mavetti’s home being reduced to rubble and growing smaller in my rearview as I went. 
              Why did I take the suit and the car? 
Places like wherever Mavetti was holed up were predicated entirely on appearance. If I showed up in muddy scrubs and a black sweatshirt, they would smell me out in no time. 
If I rolled up in one of their own BMW’s wearing sunglasses and a suit, nobody was going to look twice. 
Sometimes the best way to sneak in was right in front of them.
“Thank you sir,” the operator said, followed by an automated voice giving me an address on Atlantic, not far from where we met the other day. 
Another gangster holed up in a warehouse by the docks. 
How predictable. 
The sun was starting to peek above the horizon as I turned onto the interstate bisecting town and headed towards Atlantic. Another hour and the place would be complete gridlock, but for the time being it wasn’t too bad.
I didn’t care if it was heavy, as long as it was moving.
Fifteen minutes later I took the same Charlestown exit I had just a few hours before, knowing somewhere nearby Daniel Reed and his wife were being unwrapped by their daughter.
Pulling up to a red light, I placed one of the .45s on my lap and the other on the seat beside me. Both had fresh clips in them and a round chambered, ready to be fired.
Starting on the north end of Atlantic, I picked out a building number and start rolling forward, searching for the right address. Six blocks went by before I found what I was looking for, a decrepit warehouse looking even worse than I expected.
Looming by the river, it stood two stories high and spanned half a city block, painted a faded dark red. The windows all had chicken wire imbedded in them, the glass painted white.
The building sat a couple hundred feet back off the street, the only road in manned by a small outhouse with a single guard in it. I rolled up the driveway and on past him, throwing a perfunctory wave his direction and nothing more.
He saw the car and the clothes and did the same in return. Never even a second glance.
Don’t tell me I don’t know how these people operated.
I pushed the car on around to the back and parked beside a pair of dark sedans that matched the one I was in. A small fishing boat and a jet boat were both tied up nearby, but nobody was around.
Pushing the Uzi and a .45 into the black bag, I zipped it closed, slung the shoulder strap across my chest and stepped out into the early morning light. 
In my right hand was one of the .45s, the barrel slid inside the sleeve of my jacket with the handle resting in my palm. In the left was the tire iron, positioned in exactly the same manner.
I started with the boats, finding them loaded with unmarked boxes but void of any activity. Running right up against them is an opened roll top door, the entrance to a direct tunnel from the boats to the warehouse.
Without pause I descended to the boats and slipped inside the tunnel, slowing long enough to let my eyes adjust before moving on inside.
Two men approached as I went, neither one giving me more than a once over as we passed. I kept walking for three seconds to let them get further down the path and into the shadows, then slid the .45 from my sleeve and fired two rounds into each of their backs.
They fell without a sound.
I replaced the gun and continued towards the warehouse. The smell of gunpowder was heavy in the air, and there was no way to hide the two bodies sprawled behind me. 
There was no turning back now.
The light of the warehouse grew brighter as I approached, the opening from the tunnel almost ten feet square. Inside, I could see stacks of the same unmarked boxes from the boats, a couple of men loading them.
Pressing myself against the wall just inside the opening I did a quick scan of what I was walking into.
The room was a large open square, boxes of various sizes piled in every direction. A staircase climbed the back wall to an office overlooking the entire place. The lights were on in there and I could see a couple of shadows, but nothing definitive.
By my count there were seven men on the floor, almost all of them in suits. A couple were moving boxes around, but the majority were grouped up in idle chit-chat.
Content with the situation as it presented itself, I jogged back down the hall, careful to keep my footsteps quiet. The two men were lying face down just as I had left them, large circles of blood pooling out from their bodies. 
Using one corner of my jacket, I dipped it in the blood and smeared it across the front of my shirt. I unslung the bag and placed it between them, opened with the handles of the weapons right on top.
Back towards the warehouse I went, stopping just long enough to make sure the bag was concealed between their bodies. Unable to see anything suspicious, I turned and ran towards the warehouse, stopping just inside the door.
“Aw shit! Come quick! Ah Jesus!”
Several heads turned in my direction, all of them seeing me panting, the blood smeared across my shirt. 
“Jesus, what the hell happened?” one of them yelled.
“Hell I don’t know! I just found them in the hallway! Jesus it’s awful, get down here!” I screamed before turning and running back down the tunnel.
Sprinting as hard as I could, I reached the bodies and slid to a stop. I rolled one of the men over onto his back and began CPR as the others arrived.
“What the hell?” one muttered.
“Who did this?” another asked.
“Shit, I don’t know, get down here and help me!” I yelled, counting the men around me while pumping on the chest of a dead man.
Once all seven arrived, I grabbed the Uzi from the bag and unloaded the clip into the crowd.
The men didn’t stand a chance.
One by one I mowed them down, the sound deafening in the tunnel as they fell like dominos in order. Once all seven were on the ground, I dropped the gun into the bag and took up my .45s. 
The tire iron I left lodged inside my sleeve as I took up a gun in each hand and jogged towards the warehouse. Two men appeared at the mouth of the tunnel as I approached, their eyes unaccustomed to the darkness. 
Using both guns, I unloaded a handful of bullets into them before they even saw me. 
I paused long enough to hoist the smaller man onto my shoulder, carrying him the last twenty yards or so as a shield. Two bullets ripped into him as I emerged from the tunnel, the .45 chopping down their shooter for his effort. 
Standing just inside the room, I spun several revolutions looking for other assailants. Sure that nobody else was around, I dropped the body and headed for the stairwell.
Leaping onto the third step I took the stairs two at a time. I could feel adrenaline surging through me, and for the first time in years, I did nothing to fight it off.
I was going to enjoy this.
The door above me burst open and I barely aimed before firing two bullets from each gun into the emerging man’s chest. With a guttural moan his body goes limp and tumbles down the stairs.
I didn’t even pause while ducking out of the way. 
The door behind him started to swing shut, stopped by my foot as I kicked it open and stepped inside. Holding both guns at arm’s length I entered, staring straight at Mavetti seated behind his desk. 
It was no more than eight o’clock in the morning, but a half full scotch already sat on the antique oak. A burning Cuban rested in his fat paws.
If he was surprised to see me, he didn’t show it. 
I took two more steps into the room as Mavetti began to reach under the desk. A well placed bullet into the wooden surface threw splinters onto his shirt, stopping his movement cold.
“Keep your dick beaters where I can see them.”
Mavetti ignored the comment, rubbing the bullet hole with his greasy fingers. “You know how much this damn desk cost?”
“Probably not near as much as you paid me to be the bag man on my own hit.”
Mavetti took a pull on the cigar, looking up at me with smug righteousness. “It was the only chance I had. There was no way we could track you on our own. We figured, give you a target we could follow, then let you come to us.”
His words made sense, but his delivery was wrong. He was too smug for a man with two .45s aimed at him.
The reason why came less than a second later.
The sound of a hammer locking back behind me.
“Drop it, asshole.” 
I didn’t know the voice, but I knew the tone. He meant what he said.
I watched a smile spread across Mavetti’s face as I lowered my guns and let them drop to the floor. 
“I don’t know who you are, but I’ve got no problems with you. My problem is with this man right here. I finish him, you can take over his operation for all I care.”
I could hear him smirk as he stepped closer, tapping my skull behind the ear with his gun. “This guy’s kind of funny, huh boss?”
“Oh yeah,” Mavetti said. “Guy just mowed down most of my crew, he’s a regular riot.”
“Actually, Teddy,” I said, swinging my right hand up and slamming it into the man’s forearm. His hand shot up into the air, a shot pinging against the ceiling as I slid the tire iron from my sleeve and jammed the screw driver straight through his left eye. 
His right eye froze open, staring at nothing, as he fell back. Grabbing the Glock from his hand, I wheeled and pointed it at Mavetti. 
“That makes your whole crew.”
Reaching into my pocket, I tossed his wife’s cell phone onto the table. “And your family.”
The smug arrogance slid from his face, the cigar dropping onto the desk in front of him. “You son of a bitch...”
“No, you’re the son of a bitch here Teddy. You got greedy. I did what you wanted and was on my way out, but you thought you could come after me. 
“You forgot the fourth rule.”
For the first time ever, I saw an emotion that wasn’t arrogance on the face of Theodore Mavetti. 
“Bianca? Cynthia?”
“Don’t worry, you’ll see them both soon.”
Mavetti reached forward and grabbed the phone, sliding it over to himself and cradling it with both hands.
“Was it worth it Teddy? Was protecting your little drug business here worth taking down half a dozen people and getting yourself and your family killed in the process?”
Tears pooled on the underside of his eyes. “When you called and asked to meet that day, I knew you wanted out. I couldn’t let that happen. You knew too much, what the connections were. I couldn’t take that chance.”
“I’ve also known where your daughter slept and the layout of your house for ten years, but you didn’t bother to do anything about that.”
His eyes slid closed. “Cynthia. Oh sweet Jesus, not Cynthia.”
If I didn’t hate him so much, I would almost feel touched.
Almost.
“Don’t worry, her soul will still meet you in hell, even if her body is nothing more than a pile of ash right now.”
His eyes opened, his gaze rising from the desk to me. Color returned to his face, anger welling within him. 
“Don’t be stupid Teddy.”
Mavetti ignored the comment and sprung forth from his chair, an angry moaning cry accompanying him.
Without so much as blinking, I unloaded a dozen shots into his chest. The massive slugs of the .45 ripped chunks of flesh from him, blood spatter covering the desk as he fell back into his chair. 
I took just long enough to wipe the guns clean and arrange the bodies so it looked like Mavetti and his man had a showdown to the death before heading downstairs and out to the BMW.
There was no need to look inside the boxes as I went. I already knew they were piled high with cocaine. 
There was even less need to take any with me.
That kind of shit was not my thing.
I waved at the front guard as I exited, then hopped back on 93 and headed for the Tria. 
Part of me considered going back out to Marshfield for the rental car, but there was no point in it. It was wiped clean and the rental was under a phony name. 
It wouldn’t be a big deal to pick up another identity.
I made it back to the hotel in twenty-five minutes, holding the suit coat closed to get me up the back stairwell unnoticed. I showered and changed quickly, running down to the continental breakfast for some oatmeal and fruit before finally stretching out on the bed for some much-deserved sleep.
The night had been much longer than anticipated, but no less successful.
The last thing I did before nodding off was pick up my cell and call the Boston Police Department. After two quick transfers, I found who I was looking for.
“Meeks,” an annoyed, angry voice answered. I could hear commotion in the background.
“Mr. Meeks, I think it would benefit you a great deal to get a team of men to 127 Atlantic Ave.”
“127 Atlantic,” he repeated, no doubt writing it down. “And why do you think this would benefit me?”
“Because it’s been a rough week for you guys. It wouldn’t hurt for the department to win one.”
A moment of silence passed.
“What the hell’s at 127 Atlantic?”
“For starters, a few hundred million dollars worth of cocaine and the answer to your partner’s death.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Friday morning.
              One week before I was sitting at a non-descript library on the West Coast doing research. Now I was sitting at a non-descript gate in Logan Airport waiting for my flight back.
              In front of me was the morning’s Globe, the front page in one way or another dominated by my actions. The top half was a detailed report of the bust that went down the day before. 
 
Boston Police Take Down Known Drug Lord
Acting on an anonymous tip yesterday, the Boston Police infiltrated the operation of local kingpin Theodore Mavetti. Under heavy fire and in the face of some overwhelming numbers, the Boston Police were able to stop the operation and seize almost a hundred million dollars in cocaine.
 
              Barely a paragraph in and I had read enough of that.
              Large pictures accompanied the article, including the boats loaded with boxes and the warehouse stacked high. Police posed in most of them, holding shotguns and boxes, making the world believe this was their bust.
              Right in the middle of every one was Detective Devin Meeks and Police Chief Royal. Together they hogged a great deal of spotlight, even taking turns with their quotes. 
              A little further down was a second article, this one a little more forthright in its reporting.
 
City Bids Farewell to Fallen Hero
              On Thursday the city of Boston bid farewell to beloved Detective Dern Beckett. Beckett lost his life in the line of duty, meeting his end while investigating the death of Democratic Congressman Keller Wilbanks. It is not known if the two deaths are related.
              Beckett hailed from Wyoming, but for the better part of the last decade had called Boston home. He brought with him his rugged demeanor and hardened nose for justice, both of which served him well here in the community. He was most noted for his role in breaking up the Sarconi narcotics ring in 1998, an act that won both himself and the Boston Police a national commendation.
              “Dern Beckett was a fine public servant that believed justice was the greatest gift a city could give its people. We will work very hard to ensure whoever did this to him will be brought to justice,” Police Chief Perry Royal said while on site for Beckett’s funeral. 
              There are currently no leads in the investigation. Anybody knowing anything should contact the Boston Police.
 
              There wouldn’t be anybody contacting the Boston Police and there wouldn’t be any effort by the Boston Police to find the killer either. 
I knew how these things worked. 
All I had to do was make the call and tell Meeks the answer to Beckett’s death lay in that warehouse. Most of the time police were all too happy to stamp a completion date on an investigation. If someone called in and said here was their guy, they’d figure out a way to prove them right.
Couldn’t blame them for it, it was just how these things went.
Folding the paper under my arm, I boarded my plane and settled into the back for a six hour flight. The flight was almost full with people heading to warmer climates for a long weekend, but I still managed to have the back row all to myself.
Once we were above the ground I kicked off my shoes and opened the paper again. The Sox advanced to the Series the night before and the interest rates were showing signs of improvement. Apparently mango diets were the new thing to try and scientists thought they had found a new planet beyond Pluto.
I scanned each of these things with mild amusement, a half smile across my face, a smile that disappeared when I turned to Letters to the Editor. 
With all the activity of the last few days, I had almost forgotten dropping it in the mail. 
I guess I dominated that page as well.
 



 
 
 
Dear Michael,
              
Finally, after all this time, we are together again. I have tried, Lord knows how I have tried, to bring this day so many times before, but now it is here at last. I am so sorry for all the time that we have lost together and make it my solemn vow that never again will we spend a second apart. 
 
The Bible says that when two people find love in this life, their souls become one in the next. We have both been missing something for so long, but as of now we’re complete again. 
 
In death, I have found true life.
 
                                                                      Yours in Eternity,
                                                                                    Sarah Beth
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
              “Hello sir, welcome to Los Angeles.”
              “Thank you, it’s good to be home.”
              Yes, that is correct. Home.
              Most of what I took to Boston with me was left there, leaving me with nothing more than a light carry-on. Dressed in the same Oxford shirt and tan slacks, I bypassed Baggage Claim and headed straight to my Denali parked in the long term garage.
              This was the part that most people don’t get. They see what I do and assume I am a drifter. That I have no real home, am a truly sick and twisted individual.
              Nothing could be further from the truth.
              As I wound my way through the freeways of LA towards Malibu, I couldn’t help but think of what pushed me into this field in the first place. 
I never set out with designs of hurting people, quite the opposite in fact.
              By trade, I earn a living as a doctor. Admittedly not the pharmacist I told Beckett I was, that was more for effect. 
Rather, a plastic surgeon. To the stars.
              After Harvard, I attended Johns Hopkins for med school before coming out to California for a six year residency. While here, through pure blind luck I fell in with some very well known Hollywood plastic surgeons. When they retired a while back, the practice became mine.
              It was never my intention to do any of the things I did this past week, it was rather a lack of options. Society forced me to become what I am.
              See, there is no such thing as just being a Hollywood plastic surgeon. You have to also play the part. 
The beach house in Malibu, the fancy parties, the designer clothes.
              Everything.
              That was fine ten years ago before malpractice insurance went through the roof, HMO’s squeezed every doctor in the country, and taxes to pay for wars and immigrants became a burden on everyone.
              One day a man that shall remain nameless came in for some facial work. Said he needed a new identity and he needed it immediately. I went in on a Sunday afternoon and did the procedure, followed by a handful of others.
              We became friends. Only after the fact did I find out he was pretty high up in the West Coast syndicate. He told me how hard it was to find reliable people and I told him how difficult it was being a private practice doctor.
              Next thing I knew, we were business partners on a very lucrative level. 
I was living the life I was supposed to, he was receiving top quality work from someone he could trust.
              That was how I first met Mavetti. Fat bastard came in to get some liposuction done and the jowls removed from his face. Said he’d heard through a contact that I was a multi-talented man.
              He flashed some big money and soon I had two clients.
              As I neared home, my neighbor was out fetching the paper. I slowed the Denali and rolled down the window, idling in the middle of the street. “Hey John, how are ya?”
              John Higby waved and said, “Dr. Birk, how are you? How was the conference?”
              “It was excellent, thanks. Got a lot of good work done.”
              “How’d that Boston weather treat ya?”
              “It wasn’t so bad, though it’s always good to be home.”
              John slapped the side of the car. “Yeah, I better let you get home to the Mrs. We still on for golf Sunday?”
              “Wouldn’t miss it,” I said with smile, already rolling on towards home. 
              I wasn’t lying when I told Mavetti I wanted out. I have no real interest in the things I did in Boston, no desire to continue them.
              I pulled into my driveway and parked the car as my wife rushed from the front door, jumping into my arms. “I missed you so much.”
              “Oh honey, I missed you too. I told you, this was the last one for a long time.”
              My wife leaned back from me, hope in her face. “How long?”
              “There aren’t any more conferences for another nine months, and nothing says I have to go then.”
              The front door popped open a second time, a miniature replica of my wife running down the path to join us. “Daddy! Daddy!” 
She ran towards me and jumped, landing in my hands as I swing her high overhead.
              “I’ve missed you Daddy,” she said between giggles as I spun her around.
              “I’ve missed you too, honey.”
              I put my daughter down and grab her hand in mine, my wife’s in the other. Together we walked around to the back of the house and looked out over the ocean.
“At least nine months huh?” my wife asked.
              “Probably even longer than that,” I responded, watching the waves dance.
              And that’s the truth too. It will probably be even longer. As the encounter with Mavetti just affirmed, there is nothing more important than rule four. 
Always know when to walk away.
Standing here holding the hands of the two most important people in the world, I am walking away. 
At least for now anyway.
After all, I am Four. 
Least, that’s what they call me.
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