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Preface




In 1968, Olympian John Carlos asked
Dr. Martin Luther King why he was going back to Memphis to protest
for civil rights, when his life had been threatened. Dr. King said,
“I have to go back and stand for those that won't stand for
themselves, and I have to go back for those that can't stand for
themselves.”







 Introduction - The Hanged
Man

In the tarot deck the twelfth card of the
major arcana, the Hanged Man, represents a person in a state of
suspension, contemplating sacrifice, possibly surrender. The Hanged
Man is between two worlds, two choices.



One - The
Magician

 The first card of the
major arcana. The Magician represents a person with an almost
mystical ability to solve problems and rectify karma. The person
must realize his or her full potential and act upon it.
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Friday, July 9

Buckston, New Jersey 9:07 am

 


Walking out of the small-town Jersey
police station, I’m immediately faced with a throng of reporters.
They’re waiting at the bottom of steps outside the building. A
barrage of questions hits me like I’m a pop-up target in a sideshow
booth.

“Mr. Ross, how do you feel about your
arrest?”

“Do you have anything to say to the
Church?”

“Do you know the Church is planning to
sue?”

“What do you say to the allegation you did
this for the publicity?”

“Do you regret interfering with the family’s
privacy?”

I give the reporters the evil eye and say
nothing. The videos of the incident at Teresa’s funeral yesterday
are going viral on YouTube. A couple of the Buckston cops showed
them to me while I was waiting in the squad room last night. I’m
not a narcissist so I don’t enjoy watching myself in this context.
Especially in the current fallout over what I was doing at the
time, what I was saying at the time…

Why I punched the preacher in the face.

The reporters continue their slings and
arrows, undaunted by my silence. “Do you think you’ll lose your
license?”

“Are you against free speech?”

“Are you responsible for your friend being
outed?”

I ignore them all and move down the stairs.
My friend, Sergeant Teresa McKinney, died in combat from a hidden
IED outside of Baghdad; her funeral was held yesterday in Buckston.
A so-called church group called the Fundamental Righteousness of
Baltimore protested her funeral, as they have been doing over the
last few years with dozens of other dead service members. Their
protests involve vile slogans of homophobia, anti-Semitism, and
Islamophobia. Not all the military whose funerals they protested
were gay, but some were. Teresa was. Whether gay or not, what this
group does is beyond low, beyond unethical, beyond sick.
Nevertheless, a controversial Supreme Court decision has allowed
them the legal right to do so. Nobody likes this group, its leader
Reverend Mel Bunton, or the exploitation of the First
Amendment.

I couldn’t stand Teresa’s family suffering
through the incessant chanting and screaming outside the cemetery
gates. I left the graveside service and went to the street to tell
the fundamentally righteous assholes to shut up. They gleefully got
in my face—Rev. Bunton standing so close I could feel the saliva.
He and his flock tried to provoke me by calling me faggot
and then insulting my dead friend with further obscenities. And I
lost it. One might think my loss of temper wouldn’t be publicly
vilified under the circumstances. However, judging from the
perspective the local news stories have taken—that I acted to
exploit the incident for my benefit—nothing I say now is going to
be construed in my favor.

A tall, white, fortyish man in an expensive
tailored business suit catches my eye. He stands well behind the
reporters, smiling at the goings-on. He nods to me; I realize he’s
my appointment. I had come back to the police station to pick up my
belongings following a night arraignment, and he had arranged to
meet me here. He steps away from the crowd and gets into a black
for-hire car with New York plates, parked a short distance from the
station.

Behind me my attorney and close friend
Michaela Connor stays near the steps and draws the press away from
me by making a statement. My case is Adjourned in Contemplation of
Dismissal—meaning it will be dropped if I stay out of trouble.
Michaela, a striking black woman in her early thirties, explains my
legal situation to the press and also offers a proclamation of
outrage on my behalf for them to chew on. This gives me the chance
to hustle away from the melee and over to the hire car. I duck
inside before the reporters can realize I’ve left the scene. The
car accelerates, and begins heading for the George Washington
Bridge and New York City.

The car has a tinted Plexiglas window
between the front and back seats, giving us privacy. The man in the
Brioni suit is Raymond Booth, also an attorney. He reaches to shake
my hand. “Mr. Ross.”

“Call me Gabriel. Pleased to meet you, Mr.
Booth. At least, I appreciate the ride back to the city.”

“My pleasure. This is a good opportunity to
talk. Are you okay after staying in jail overnight?”

I try to smooth the wrinkles out of my
clothes, noting the bruises on the knuckles of my right hand from
slamming against the preacher’s bony jaw. “It’s a small-town
lock-up, not so bad. The cops just didn’t like the publicity of the
whole event. I guess it hasn’t ended yet.”

Booth laughs. “No, I’m afraid not. I noticed
at first the feedback was all supportive of you. When I heard of it
and saw you in those videos, I was thinking how much you rock. But
somehow this has turned into an Inquisition of your motives.”

Raymond Booth’s dark hair is styled in an
expensive cut, framing a smooth movie-star face. We have the same
dark Irish coloring but his pricey clothes make my off-the-rack
black suit seem even more rumpled than it is. I’m acutely aware I
need to shave, take a shower. But Booth doesn’t seem to mind. And I
don’t mind being told I rock, under the circumstances.

“My motives were res ipsa loquitor.”
Meaning, the thing apparent on its face.

Booth smiles, hearing a non-lawyer quoting
legal concepts. However, I’ve worked as a paralegal and
investigator for attorneys, so I can use the terminology
properly.

“I thought so.” He pauses to open the
interior window and ask the driver to pull over for coffee before
getting on the bridge, then turns back and smiles at me. “A story
takes on the narrative of whoever tells it. I believe an ‘unnamed
source’ in your industry is spreading the word you’re prone to
exploit cases. Anyone you know?”

The car stops in a Starbucks parking lot,
and the driver goes inside. Booth is scrutinizing me, and I’m
checking him out as well. I can size up people quickly from my
experience and training.

I like Booth thus far. He had learned
Michaela represented me for the assault charge in Jersey, and when
she told him I was being released this morning, he asked if he
could pick me up to consult about a job offer. I was fine with
that. Booth is a name partner in Kline, Booth and Cheng, a firm
specializing in high-end art litigation, intellectual property
rights, and art-related tax and insurance issues. The firm has a
pristine reputation.

I consider his question though I’m 90
percent sure of the answer. “You’ve done some digging yourself to
find that out, I take it. The source is probably Gerry Doniger, I
used to work for his investigative firm. Actually, his partner
Manuel Smith was my mentor in the business. But when he died, there
was no love lost between Gerry and me. We’ve clashed before. If I
fell in the East River, he’d be out on a boat—chumming for
sharks.”

Booth smiles again and leans back. “I like
your honesty. You’re blunt.”

I shrug. “Before I left the station this
morning, I checked my messages. Four of my regular clients have
informed me that they no longer need my services. Because I
couldn’t stand hearing some bigoted prick saying my ‘dyke’ friend
was going to burn in Hell. I made the choice to do what I did; I
knew it wouldn’t end well, but he assaulted my friend’s dignity.
I’ll pay for standing up to him, but I can live with that for her
sake. So what’s to lose by being honest? Since you did some fast
work to find out where I was today, Mr. Booth, you deserve as
much.”

“Make it Raymond.” We collect our coffee
from the driver and begin the trip again. Raymond leans in a little
closer. He has a hint of good musky cologne; I’m always aware of
good and really bad colognes. Under different circumstances, I’d
ask what it is.

“I want to hire you precisely because of
that attitude. New York has plenty of good firms. Large high-tech
businesses with ex-CIA and Special Forces people and small
operations run by former cops. You don’t fit in those categories,
but you have a good reputation. You mentioned on your website you
help the LGBTQ community; I like that. I need an investigator, and
you intrigued me. Not just in taking a risk—no doubt many would be
willing to bend a law on my behalf—but your principles. I go by
instinct, and you attracted me.”

I resist smiling at the double-entendre and
put on my professional expression. “Fine by me. Tell me about your
problem—something related to sexual orientation or…?”

“No, I just liked that you mentioned it.
Personal reasons…” He holds my gaze for a beat. Although I feel
like an unkempt bum at the moment, I’m flattered. He smiles again.
“My problem, though, is business-related.”

He takes an iPad from his briefcase and
shows me an elegantly subtle website for a nonprofit organization,
the New York Foundation for Art and Culture. “I’m on the board of
directors here. I have been for five years. Something happened
recently to another board member that I found highly
disturbing.”

I search in my messenger bag for my own
iPad, which thankfully is intact and working. I can’t afford a
replacement. “Who was the other board member?”

“Eleanor Whitford. I’ll arrange for you to
speak with her.”

“Okay. What happened, exactly?”

“She overheard a conversation in the
Foundation that upset her a great deal. I’ll discuss the other
persons involved after we sign a retainer agreement. I need to
maintain confidentiality, and of course in working for an attorney
you’ll have that privilege. But the context was another
board member who apparently has been associating with a known war
criminal.” He taps the iPad for emphasis, with long expressive
fingers.

I look up, with growing interest. “Serbian?
African?”

“Nazi Germany.”

I pause in my writing. “Really. My
God, those people have mostly died off. Who’s left?” I feel a
little rush of excitement. Long ago, my mom had told me that if she
could have, she would have dedicated her life to finding Nazis and
other war criminals. Sometimes I feel I need to carry on her
idealism.

“This particular person is still alive as
far as I know, and he’s on the list at the Simon Wiesenthal Center.
Granted, I’m not well-versed in the topic of Nazi-hunting and I’ll
need you to see what you can find out. I’ve spoken with some
lawyers who know you, and they tell me that you’re a very good
researcher. I’ve also read your articles about hate groups.”

He’s referring to my part-time gig writing
for a New York-based online magazine. “Thank you.”

Raymond leans closer again. “Gabriel, you
can imagine how I feel about knowing someone connected to the
Foundation is friends or something with a Goddamned Nazi. I
can’t let that go.”

“And the conversation Ms. Whitford overheard
implied that relationship?”

“From how she described it, yes.” He shakes
his head. “Since powerful people in town are connected to the
Foundation I don’t want to deal with a larger firm. I wanted to
find a solo investigator with integrity.”

Now I have to grin. “And the public
accusation that I took a family tragedy and used it to get my name
in the news doesn’t detract from your decision?”

He raises an eyebrow. “I’m familiar with bad
press and how competitors can try to tear a person down. I’m going
with my instinct about you. It hasn’t failed me thus far. Anyway,
if you’re willing, I’m hiring you.”

I’m willing. By this time, we’ve gone back
over the George Washington Bridge into upper Manhattan, and I make
arrangements with him as the car travels downtown to my building on
Avenue A. It is across the street from Tompkins Square Park in the
part of Manhattan known as Alphabet City. Raymond is heading to his
own place, on Vestry Street in the Tribeca neighborhood.

I go up to my apartment and check on my cat
Archie. Archie is black and white, tuxedo-style markings. With
exquisite feline sensitivity, he knows something’s been up with me
and rubs against my legs for a few minutes. Then I shower off the
jail, and draft a retainer for Raymond. I send a PDF version of the
retainer to Raymond’s email. He’s supposed to return it to me by
fax or by email, with his credit card info.

As the evening wears on I catch up with some
friends on the phone, listen to many bad jokes about my behavior,
and review more messages. I call my friend Jim Pollan, who’s also
my New York attorney and a mutual friend of Michaela’s, and give
him the story of the ACD. Jim loves bad judge stories. The New
Jersey judge had actually made a condition of my sentence that I
was not to return to New Jersey—banished from the state. Which is
illegal, of course. Mikki laughed about that nonsense—once out of
the courtroom. My voicemail is clogged with calls from local and
online newspapers, bloggers, friends, my asshole father, and
ordinary citizens—with them, heavy on the nutjob element. The
messages range from fervent approval to scathing criticism to
threats on my life. Nothing I’m worrying about tonight.

On the other hand, I don’t hear back from
Raymond. Considering he went to the length of picking me up in New
Jersey today, I had thought he would respond immediately. However,
the hours begin to tick by, and I don’t hear anything from him on
the fax, email or otherwise. I call his cell under the pretense of
checking to see that he received my email, but he doesn’t
answer.

The following day, Saturday, the morning
goes by without any further word. I begin to be concerned—what if
he changed his mind? My current personal economic situation is a
microcosm of the nation’s economic crisis—bad news verging on
disaster—sort of a David Gray song in real life. People aren’t
investing as much in professional investigators these days,
although I have built myself a decent business. I can do financial
fraud investigation as well as insurance claims, missing persons,
cheating partners, and I have a good reputation in spite of what
happened in Jersey. Nevertheless, the industry’s hurting and I’ve
been doing more investigative work for assigned counsel in New York
and New Jersey, which means I wait months to see a paycheck since
they get paid by the state.

In the meantime, my bills are turning into
demand notices and I’m feeling the kind of unease that can easily
slip into desperation. Raymond’s retainer is a nice sum to take
care of having to forgo luxuries like food and electricity, and the
job will put me back on track instead of being the subject of
public scorn.

I spend the rest of the day worrying, but
also contacting my other clients who have called out of concern or
antipathy. Depending on their attitude, I either calm their fears
they hired some sort of out-of-control hothead or inform them their
final invoice will be sent with payment due.

On Sunday morning, my phone rings shortly
before ten a.m.; the caller ID says Booth. Thank God, I tell
myself. He just took a day off. Then I notice the Booth is
Antoinette, not Raymond. The number is a 347 area code—one of the
outer boroughs.

“This is Gabriel Ross.”

“I can’t find my brother.” The voice is
female, sharp and intense with emotion. “What the fuck did you do
with him?”


∞

Two - The Queen
of Swords



The Queen of Swords represents a woman
seeking the truth and emotional honesty. In her quest, one should
use caution in disagreeing with her as she wants everyone to feel
the way she does.
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“What are you talking about,” I ask
Antoinette Booth.

“My brother Raymond. What do you know
about where he is?”

I try to catch up with her words. “You’re
Raymond Booth’s sister? I don’t know where he is. What makes you
think he’s missing?”

“Because I can’t find him. What the fuck do
you think?”

“Ms. Booth, I understand you’re upset, but
please explain why you are calling

me? Why do you believe I know where Raymond
is?”

I hear her sigh. “Look, I know who you are.
He told me that he was going to hire you. About the Foundation,
right? He took you home from New Jersey on Friday. I’m a paralegal;
he had me research you after he saw you online—when you hit that
guy. I needed to see him Friday night but when I went to his place,
he wasn’t there. I haven’t seen or heard from him since.”

I take a moment to digest this. “He didn’t
mention you but yes, he did drive me home and we talked about a
job. I don’t know anything beyond that. Does he often leave without
notifying you?”

“No, he never does. And I’ll be in
deep trouble if he doesn’t come back soon. I don’t know exactly
what you told him about his problem, but maybe he had to disappear
all of a sudden on your suggestion. That’s why I wanted to talk to
you. Telling him to disappear put me in a bad way.”

“I didn’t do that, honestly. I’m sorry.”

A few seconds of silence on her end. Then
her tone changes to pleading. “Will you meet with me? Maybe you can
find him. It’s important.” She’s smoking while she talks—I hear her
inhale sharply every so often. “He just wouldn’t have stood me up.
Look, I’ll explain when we meet.”

My worry over Raymond has increased over the
course of the call, and I want to do something. “All right, I have
a job today, but I can meet with you. There’s a café on Amsterdam
between 73rd and 74th called The Beat Box. Can you be there at
eleven?”

“You don’t have an office?”

“No, I travel too much.” A regular office
costs too much in the city. I see clients at their residences,
businesses or nearby coffee shops. I also have a part-time business
office rental when needed—one of those mini-office places that
offer a mailbox, cubicle and conference room—but I do my research
at home.

“All right.” She hangs up. With her words
still buzzing in my brain, I give myself time to breathe deeply and
clear my mind—the Zen Buddhist art of zazen. I hope meeting
with her can shed light on what’s going on with Raymond.

Shortly thereafter I leave my apartment
building on Avenue A and see a young white man with tribal tattoos
up and down his arms doing a job I often do, process serving. He
looks at me. “Gabriel Ross?”

I don’t answer and move down the steps to
the sidewalk. He checks a paper in his hand. Our eyes meet again. I
feel a flash of anger upon seeing the paper is a blow-up of my
recent booking photograph. However, he doesn’t let my anger stop
him and holds out a set of blue-backed legal papers. Some people
would let them drop to the ground, but that doesn’t work. I accept
them without comment and shove them in my backpack, heading for the
subway.

At the café on Amsterdam I take an outside
table, order coffee and toast, and text my client, whose one of
those not concerned over my current notoriety. He texts back that
he’s ready to go with the program. It’s 10:30 a.m., about the right
time. Across the street I see the target arrive on foot to a
residential building, ring an apartment and get buzzed in. As all
this happens, I take pictures with a digital camera. I notify my
client that the plan is on. I relax for a few minutes and wait for
Antoinette.

However, she doesn’t show up at 11. Ten,
fifteen, thirty minutes tick by. I give up on her. Time is getting
too close for my other plan in action to begin. I remain at my
table with my coffee and watching the apartment building through my
sunglasses, occasionally texting with the client. I’m wearing khaki
shorts, sandals, a Phoenix Suns t-shirt—Grant Hill’s number, 33.
Just a regular guy relaxing at a café on a Sunday.

A woman appears in my line of sight on the
sidewalk. “Are you Gabe Ross? I’m Toni—Antoinette.”

She’s pretty; good bone structure in her
face. Nicely-styled white linen sleeveless dress. But she has
distinct circles under her eyes below heavy eyeliner. Her wavy
blonde hair hangs limply in a chignon. Her skin is pale in a way
that suggests she has some unhealthy habits.

Toni leans over the chain barrier between
the tables and the sidewalk to shake my hand, and I catch her scent
of Marlboros and Opium.

“Yes, but Gabriel if you don’t mind. I never
liked Gabe.”

Toni walks around the barrier and sits at my
table. I’m still keeping an eye on the building while I talk. “Have
you heard from Raymond?”

“No, nothing yet…funny, you’re like Raymond
that way. He hates to be called Ray. God, I haven’t had anyone to
talk to about Raymond missing; I don’t want to worry our mom, or my
son. I’m just a mess. See, Raymond controls a family trust for us,
and he was going to write a check for me on Friday night. I was
supposed to see him at six that evening. But like I said, he wasn’t
there…Are you watching for something?”

“Yes. That’s why I wanted to meet you
earlier. I’m on a job here.” I check the time on my phone; I don’t
wear a watch. A couple years ago in a fight on the subway, my watch
was smashed and left a scar on my wrist. I lost the inclination to
get another one. “Nearly 12. In about five minutes, a guy’s going
to be flying out that front door.”

“Why?”

“Because his girlfriend’s husband is calling
right now to say he’s canceled his business trip and will be home
in twenty minutes. I’m sure the boyfriend lives near here. I’m
going to see if I can trail him and find out where he lives.”

“Oh.”

“I don’t usually take people with me on a
job, but when he leaves, I have to go.” I zip up my backpack. “Is
Raymond married? Involved?”

“Not married. He’s gay; you probably know
that. He’s not in anything serious right now, just some losers here
and there. See, I really need that trust money for my son Adam.
He’s almost fourteen. I have him in a private school; Raymond pays
the tuition. It’s more attentive to letting a child express himself
and develop potential, you know?”

Across the street, the front door opens and
a blond thirtyish white man in a rumpled blue Oxford shirt and
jeans hustles out the door and turns right, toward 74th.

Toni puts a hand over her mouth. “Oh my God,
it’s just like you said!”

I’ve taken pictures of him leaving, and I
grab my bag and stand up. “If you want to go with me, we can talk
while I follow. Pretend we’re a couple.” I leave the check and
extra-generous tip on the table (generosity isn’t just the right
thing to do; one never knows when it will be reciprocated with
information) and leave with Toni following me. We cross the street
and stay a half-block behind my target.

I continue my conversation, not too loud.
“You say he’s been involved with losers—does anyone in particular
stand out, who might have hurt him?”

She laughs quietly. “Raymond doesn’t have
those types of relationships. He’s too bighearted with boyfriends,
but he wouldn’t put up with violence from anyone. Damn, we’re
actually following this guy. This is kind of fun, better than my
regular job.”

“If Raymond’s generous, he might have been
conned.” The target turns west on 74th, toward the Beacon theater.
We continue at a safe distance.

“He’s not that sentimental to fall for
someone’s line of bullshit. He’s a good attorney and awfully
cynical. I’m sure he’s scared off a few men with his demeanor. I’m
not saying he never feels but he’s very self-reliant and powerful
in his personality, you know what I mean? We’re both like that;
neither of us stays in a relationship for long.”

She takes out a pack of cigarettes, so I do
the same. We light up while walking. “Does he have any medical
problems?”

“He has a bad back. He’s had to lose time
off from work. It was starting to bother him again last week.”

“You sure he isn’t just laid up for a few
days, getting over it?”

“Yeah. When he feels bad, I go over to his
place and help him out. Sometimes I bring Adam over. He and Adam
are really tight. He’d tell me if he was home. He’s aware I worry.
He knows I need the check, too.”

In my peripheral vision, I can see her
trembling a little. Her amusement at the tail job has receded. “I
work in a law firm in Brooklyn. They’re going to lay me off next
month. The economy sucks so much. I don’t know how we’re gonna
live. I haven’t found a new job yet. Raymond thinks I’m not the
most responsible person in the world due to my history with Adam’s
father and other stuff. But he doesn’t want us to be on the street,
right? He was going to write out another check. He was even going
to see if he could get me into his firm. We’d be a hell of a
team.”

I give her some time to get herself under
control. I feel more empathy because of her mentioning about her
son. I was very close to my uncle as well. In the meantime, the
target is heading uptown on Broadway. “Are you thinking of calling
the police?”

She nods. “I actually called today. They
told me to call back Monday and file a report.”

“I take it you have a key to his place.”

“Yeah. I didn’t look around much, just to
see if he was there. Everything looked okay.”

“Was there any sign of him leaving or taking
a trip? Suitcases missing, that kind of thing?”

She shakes her head impatiently. “No,
nothing like that. Can you do anything to find him?”

“I can try. Do you know anything about the
situation in the Foundation?”

“The problem you were going to work on? Not
really.”

“What does this Foundation do, exactly?”

“Art conservation. Also, it’s supposed to
fund artists in underserved communities, and Raymond is big on
underserved communities—I think he feels guilty because he’s part
of this high-end firm, you know?” She smiles.

Our man has slowed suddenly. He looks at his
phone like he’s getting a text. The married girlfriend warning him,
perhaps. I stop to look in a store window. “He’s going to turn
around.” I reach over to hold her hand, make us look more like a
couple.

Sure enough, he puts his phone away and
turns around to survey the street behind him. I start to point to
stuff on display in the store window but then Toni reaches up to
kiss me on the mouth. I’m surprised but I go with it to keep the
cover. A few seconds later, I risk a glance down the block and see
our man has continued on towards 76th.

“I thought I’d help with the disguise.” She
lights another cigarette.

“Thanks…He seems to have bought it. You were
saying about the Foundation?”

“Well, he doesn’t discuss everything about
the place, but something serious was bugging him and he wanted a
professional investigator. Like I said, he heard of what happened
last week—what you did with that religious guy.” Toni looks up at
me, narrowing her blue eyes. “But even if he didn’t hire you yet,
there’s a chance he told someone else he had, like he did me.
Someone bad who had it out for him because he thought Raymond
had hired you.”

Finally, my target has reached his
destination. A building on 77th between Broadway and West End. I
wait for him to enter and then go over to check it out. Through the
locked glass lobby entrance, I watch the elevator numbers above the
doors light up and stop at the tenth floor. Two apartments on that
floor. I make note of the respective residents’ names for further
research, and then lead Toni another block west to the benches and
trees aligning the West Side Highway.

We sit on a bench and stare at each other.
Her attempt to incur fault by telepathy irritates me. I have no
reason to feel guilt, and yet somehow I’ve taken on a
responsibility. Part of my irritation is that I want to know what
happened to him. A decent man, an interesting case, and it seemed
to disappear in smoke.

“So you could search for him, right?”

“Do you want to hire me, Toni?”

Her mouth turns down at the word “hire.”
“You can’t just look for him? I know if he was in trouble and you
found him, Raymond would just add the cost of this to the job
you’re going to do for him.” She frowns intensely. “You’re
worried about him too, aren’t you?”

I don’t respond to that.  “I can’t work
on the hopes that he’ll pay me. Maybe he doesn’t even want to be
found.”

She’s having a hard time holding herself
together. Something else is going on with her. I guess that she is
making heavy investments in various pharmas. Probably not anything
like meth, as her teeth are still good. Not crack, because she
doesn’t have the out-of-control jitters. Maybe a combination of
prescription meds. Stress is a trigger. When she’s doing okay, she
can hold herself together, as evidenced by her ability to dress
well. When she’s under stress, she decompensates, turns into chaos.
I’ve seen it, worked with it, and lived with it before.

She’s working herself into a mode. Substance
abusers who must get their necessities out of others are very
talented at the mode of manipulation. The mode is, in order:
seduce, wheedle, beg, steal and hurt. “I understand that you don’t
do this for free, right? I mean, I know the economy is crap now and
everything. But I feel something’s happened to him; maybe he lost
his memory, temporarily?”

The hopefulness in her voice is a warning to
me. I light another cigarette, earning dirty looks from dog walkers
and stroller-pushers. “Toni, I know what you are going through,
however there is no guarantee as to what’s happening with your
brother. I would have to be hired by you, not on a
contingency basis that he might be willing to pay later. What I’m
able to do for you now is offer you a reduced fee.” I shouldn’t do
that, but I don’t want to lose the connection to the case.

“What would that be?” She pouts with
a pronounced sullenness.

“Fifteen hundred. That’s a significant
discount off an initial retainer in this type of case.”

She digs out her cigarette pack, finds it
empty, and reaches over to pluck the cigarette from my mouth to
inhale. “Don’t you feel any responsibility?” Hands the cigarette
back coated in lipstick.

“I appreciate your situation, but I have to
have a retainer from you.” I hold out my pack to offer her one for
herself.

However, she’s failed to melt my cold, cold
heart and that makes her angry. Ignoring my pack, she stands up and
glares at the street—eyes red, hair becoming disheveled, stamping
on the empty pack she dropped on the sidewalk.  She starts to
walk off. Then she looks over her shoulder past my head,
deliberately not in my eyes. “I’ll get back to you later.” She
moves on without a goodbye.

I remain on the bench a few minutes to wind
down. Toni is draining, as if producing an intoxicating mist from
her personality.

Back home, I confirm which 77th Street
resident is my cuckolded client’s rival by comparing names to
Facebook photos, and send my client the info. Then I read the legal
papers I was served—an assault suit by the Good Reverend Bunton—and
fax them to Jim. Finally, I lay down on my couch for a while
listening to U2, Matchbox Twenty, Erasure. Rest doesn’t come but a
tension headache does. I prop my iPad on my chest and search online
for whatever I can find about Raymond. I review the Foundation’s
website, but it has little to help me. I call Raymond’s number
again, fruitlessly. Archie joins me on the sofa, and settles on the
iPad when I’m too tired to keep my eyes open and drift off.

Sometime after five o’clock, a sudden
pounding on my door startles the hell out of me. I know it’s not
the Jehovah’s Witnesses—when they sneak in the building, they tap
on the doors lightly as if they are a friend, to fool the resident
into opening up.

The knocking comes again, impatient. I walk
up to the peephole. Toni is on the other side. I start to say “How
the fuck…” since I try to keep my home address private. And this is
a buzzer building—for all that security that offers. But I give up
and open the door. “What a surprise.”


∞

 


Three - The Seven
of Swords

 The Seven of
Swords represents operating in secret; events happening behind
someone’s back; finding out necessary information.

 


∞

 


She shows me a fistful of cash as she
walks in. “Here’s your money.”

I shut the door behind her. I don’t take the
cash, but gesture for her to sit on my sofa. Her hair is now
hanging wild and frizzy; her make-up has been reapplied even more
heavily.

“May I ask how you know where I live?”

“Looked you up, of course. Please—you know
it isn’t hard. What’s the point anyway—you wanted the
money—I have the money.” She slams said money on the coffee
table and the rubber band around the bills breaks, causing them to
cascade across the surface and some to land on the floor in a green
mess.

That little action gets silence from both of
us. Archie comes out and sniffs the air around Toni, then paws some
of the bills to see if they might turn out to be a good toy. Toni
looks at me, blushing slightly.

I sigh. “I’m going to make some coffee. Hold
on for a few minutes.”

As I leave for the kitchen, she lights up a
Marlboro. I have to go back to give her an ashtray before she
decides to flick ashes on the floor.

Once I bring back coffee for us, I sit in
the armchair to the right of sofa. “I thought you had trouble
raising the cash.”

Toni begins tossing in cube after cube of
sugar.  Plink, plink, plink; drops spray the table. “I got a
loan.” She exhales a cloud across the room.

“From a friend?”

“Does that matter?”

I shrug. None of my business. Maybe she
obtained the $1500 from pawning something—if that item was worth
$10,000. Or she maybe she has access to Raymond’s bankcard. Or a
boyfriend to hit up really quick. But the question is moot. The
cash is there on the table—most of it—with droplets of over-sugared
coffee soaking in. Do I want the job or not?

“I’ll write up a retainer.” I take my coffee
to my office in the second bedroom and fire up my desktop.
Meanwhile, I can see Toni getting on her knees to pick up the bills
and put them in a neat, organized pile, blotting them with a
napkin. She calls over to me in a contrite tone. “Sorry about
this.”

I fill out the retainer, then go back and
explain the terms to her. She listens carefully and then gives me
the spare keys to Raymond’s apartment. She also knows his computer
and email password, as she’s done work for him and had to use his
computer.

I collect our cups. “I’m going to go over
there now. You want to go with me?”

“No, I better get back to Adam, see about my
mom.” Having calmed down considerably, she’s now trembling a
bit.

In spite of her difficultness, I am
appreciative of her trust and hold out my hand. “I’ll call you
later on if I find anything.”

She suddenly gives me a hug. For a second I
hold her, hear her breathing and sense the whirlpool of energy and
emotion in her held briefly in check. Then she breaks away and
leaves.

The timing of Raymond’s attempt to hire me
and his disappearance is suspicious, but I don’t rule out other
possibilities. People disappear for a myriad of reasons: on the run
from the law; on the run from people who want to hurt them or have
been hurting them; con artists who’ve been caught or are leaving
before they’re caught; and the classic leaving the family to start
over. But I don’t feel Raymond fits in those categories.

At about six o’clock I’m at Raymond’s
penthouse apartment on Vestry Street. It’s in a renovated building
eight floors high with loft-style apartments. The apartment has an
alarm system, the type turned on and off through an electronic
keychain device. The place is nicely set up—polished wood floors of
deep rich oak. The walls are bright white interspersed with faux
brick. A few frameless canvasses of Expressionist art are the main
decorations. The oversized furniture is neutral rough-weave fabrics
and blond wood. He has several shelves of books and electronic
gadgets. The rooms have a faint aroma of exotic incense.

In my work, I try to search the rooms and
belongings of missing persons to pick up the personality of the
individual. My point is to get a sense of what is out of sync that
may have led to the disappearance. The first point I take in here
is that Raymond’s apartment is neat and clean. No chaos of being
tossed, or of belongings being packed in haste, just as Toni had
observed.

His desk is a teak table in the living area
pushed adjacent to a brick wall. On it, I see a checkbook from the
trust, resting on a bank statement. That backs up Toni’s claim that
he was going to write her a check on Friday.

A short list of groceries to buy is on his
marble kitchen counter alongside a bottle of wine out of a full
rack. Maybe planning dinner that night, after seeing Toni. So with
whom?

What I don’t find are his wallet, keys and
cell phone. So, let’s say he steps out after dropping me off around
noon. Toni said he was going to meet her at six, following her
work. A six-hour interval, more or less. He’s not shopping, doesn’t
have his list. Possibly went somewhere on business or had an
appointment. Maybe he’s seeing a friend, just for coffee or lunch.
Raymond’s trash tells me he eats out a good deal, and buys loads of
coffee from a place called Cafétière Maléfice.

The goldmine of anyone’s life will be in a
computer unless he or she is off the grid. I start up Raymond’s
Mac. Some of his files are law-related, some are personal items:
letters, photos, music. In his browsing history I get his Gmail
account. I check the inbox, the sent folder and the trash folder. I
read emails from his colleagues, former classmates, and friends. I
record the email addresses in my notes. As always, I’m of two minds
about this. On one hand, it’s a terrible invasion of privacy. On
the other, better the invader be someone like me who appreciates
the gravity of the situation, respects what’s there, and is doing
it for the benefit of the person involved.

Despite Toni’s assertion about Raymond not
being involved with anyone, Raymond has nine months of intimate
emails with a man named John Harrison, whose email is
NurseRatchedNY. But no other recent email, IM log, or Facebook
message of a romantic or sexual nature outside of
John/NurseRatched. So Toni’s not entirely truthful. That tells me
something of her attitude toward John Harrison.

I see my own professional website in his
browser history, as well as the infamous YouTube videos. One
interesting item in the searches besides my name is the term
“Odessa.” Odessa was the name of an organization assisting
famous Nazi figures in escaping after the war and settling into
luxury lives in South America. It was at best a loosely organized
group of people (including priests and politicians) who helped some
German, Italian, and Croatian war criminals escape. A true
well-funded network as depicted in the movies didn’t exist.
However, it did help Nazis on the run calling in favors and taking
advantage of some incompetence, indifference and confusion after
WWII. They were also helped by the focus on new enemies in the
oncoming Cold War. But the search tells me Raymond was trying to
find out more about the alleged Nazi war criminal.

After searching his computer, I flip through
the papers on his desk, and find an envelope on his desk from
GPSXtra. It’s a tracking service for the GPS system in smart phones
and Blackberries. Phones now hold so much personal information that
losing one is a serious problem for professionals in sensitive
positions. I pull out the bill, realizing the service could tell me
where he is right now. I go back online to the GPSXtra website. A
map loads on the screen with the location of the phone.

At first, I wonder if some mistake was
made—according to the map, the phone is in the neighborhood. On
impulse I get up and walk around the apartment to make sure he
isn’t really in the apartment and I just don’t see him: checking
the closets, the shower, and under the bed. No, he’s not here. I go
back and zoom in on the map—the GPS is accurate as to a block
location, and the phone actually turns out to be on Desbrosses, one
street up from Vestry. The date of the last reading was today.

Feeling some excitement, I get myself out of
the loft and on the street, walking up to Desbrosses. I see the
coffee shop Cafétière Maléfice on the corner. It’s still open.

On a hunch, I go in and wave the counter
person over. “Do you have a lost and found?”

The young man at the counter has long black
hair brushed straight back in a ponytail, horn-rimmed glasses and a
trace of an accent. He leans his arms on the counter, tilting
towards me and frowning quizzically.  “Yes, did you lose
something?”

“My friend did—his Blackberry. He might’ve
left it here Friday.”

“Oh, you mean Raymond’s?” He pulls out a box
from under the counter and takes out a dark red Blackberry.

“That’s it.” I call Raymond’s number on my
phone, and the Blackberry in the man’s hand rings. “May I have it?
I’m working on his behalf.”

“Hmm.” The young man continues to gaze at
me, then his eyes widen. “Oh, I know who you are. You were in the
video, weren't you? The one in New Jersey.” He smiles at the
recognition. “I don’t understand why people are upset with you. I
would gladly shove those picket signs right up that preacher’s
ass.”

As much as I don’t wish to discuss the
videos ever again, I smile modestly out of tact—and work it in my
favor. “Well, thank you. Raymond thought I did the right thing as
well.”

Having verified my credentials based on
fame, he hands over the phone. I examine it while thinking of the
implications. A Crackberry would be inseparable to Raymond; he’d
have been here to get it by now if he was still in town and
functioning okay.

The young man behind the counter continues
watching me. He tries to cover this by taking off his glasses and
polishing them quickly.

I smile at him. “Hey, are you from France,
or Quebec?”

“From Quebec, yes.”

“I like your accent. Thanks again for the
phone. What is your name?”

“Nicolas. He’s a nice man, Raymond.” He
blushes slightly.

I hand Nicolas a $20 bill. “This is for
keeping the phone safe. Did he meet anyone here on Friday, by any
chance?”

Now Nicolas shows a trace of discomfort. He
holds the twenty but doesn’t put it away, as if he’s not sure he
should. Time to level with him. “Raymond’s sister and I can’t find
him, and we’re worried.”

“Oh, you and Toni? What happened?”

“We aren’t sure. That’s why I’m asking; I
want to make sure he’s all right.”

Nicolas nods. “Sit down; we’re closing in a
minute. Let me get you something so we can talk.”

I sit at a long, cushioned bench stretching
against the window side of the shop, facing to the counter. Nicolas
changes the satellite station from classical to rock. I look over
the place as Coldplay starts. Six small tables are in front of the
bench and brick-faced wall, and one or two chairs are on the
opposite side of each table. Nicolas comes over gives me a cup of
espresso, and sits next to me.

“He did meet a man here.”

“Expected or a surprise?”

“Expected, I believe. I don’t know this man.
He wore black sunglasses. Like the Blues Brothers, or the Men in
Black. And a black cap on his head, no logo.”

“How long were they here?”

“Ah, about 20 minutes. I was curious, I
admit. This was not his usual guy.”

“You mean John, his boyfriend.”

“Yes. But Raymond, he wasn’t talking to this
man to pick him up. I don’t think he liked this man.”

“Why so? You were watching his body
language?”

“Yes, when I could. Busy on Fridays, always.
But yes, I pay extra attention to Raymond. He’s séduisant,
you know? Attractive. Hot, for an older guy.”

I raise my eyebrow, and realize I’m
unconsciously imitating Raymond doing so. “So Raymond wasn’t
attracted to him. Maybe they were talking business.”

Nicolas shrugs. He moves closer to me. “I
was a little worried. He became sick, Raymond.”

“Really? What exactly happened,
Nicolas?”

“He was sitting there…” he points to the
next table closest to the door. “On the bench side. The other man
had his back to me, to the counter. This other man buys them both
coffees. Then they are talking for a while. After a few minutes,
Raymond just doubles over. I’m taking care of customers but I was
going to go over and see if I could help. The other man gets up and
says something like, “I’ll take care of this.” He walks Raymond
outside. I didn’t see where they went or anything, though. I
couldn’t leave.”

I consider that for a minute. “Did Raymond
look afraid?”

“Just sick; he seemed about to fall down.
Later I went to get the coffee cups and found the Blackberry on the
bench.”

“How old was this other guy? Was he white?
American?”

“Yes. Sounded American, what little I heard.
He was over 30 I’d say, and under 50. Five-nine, five-ten.”

I feel a surge of adrenaline in having a
target. Well, well Mr. Sunglasses-and-Cap. Who are you? You get the
coffee—and slip something in it. Even serious knockout drugs like
Rohypnol take at least 15-20 minutes to work by ingestion. So you
talk to Raymond until it takes effect and then hustle him
outside—to what? I look at the street—cars driving by, people
walking, as if a ghostly image of Raymond and the man who made him
disappear might show.

“I don’t suppose he paid for the coffee by
credit card. Or that this place has a security camera?”

“He paid in cash. But yes, we have a camera.
We keep the videos for five days. Come on. I’m the manager here, so
I can show you.”

He leads me back to an office, then digs
through a box on a shelf and comes up with a CD. He loads it into a
computer on a cluttered desk and plays it, scanning ahead. The
camera focuses on the register from a fairly high angle. The
register is perpendicular to the front door facing the corner of
Desbrosses. I put on my own John Lennon-style reading glasses to
examine the video closely.

I recognize Raymond walking in the door at
12:57 p.m. Not long after he returned home. He’s changed into a
short-sleeve chambray shirt and khakis, sandals. He waits in a line
of three people.

The man in the black cap and sunglasses
comes in the shop. He’s wearing a black button-down shirt and
jeans. He does not raise his head when he approaches Raymond. His
face isn’t clear. All other customers look straight ahead and their
faces can be discerned. This man seems to deliberately keep his
head low, as if he knows a camera’s in the shop. They have a few
seconds of discussion and Raymond goes to sit at the second
table—I’m guessing the man offered to buy Raymond’s drink. The man
with the cap waits on line to order, and moves to pick it up at the
far end. He dips his hands in his pockets and puts change in a tip
jar. His right hand has the fingers slightly curved and held
together in a stiff way. To my eyes, holding something to slip into
Raymond’s coffee with the tip as cover. A pill or packet. He puts
sugar in his and Raymond’s and stirs thoroughly. Then he goes back
to the table with the two cups and sits, facing away from us.

We watch them talking, or at least Raymond
talking and the other man appearing to. Raymond looks at some
papers the man gives him. While he’s reading, he slumps a little.
He jerks back as if trying to struggle against passing out. He
pushes at the table to stay upright, but then slumps again. The man
in the cap picks up his papers, stands, and quickly walks around
the table to Raymond. Nicolas starts to walk toward the table. The
other man gets an arm under Raymond’s shoulder and supports him
while moving them both out the front door. He seems to turn right
on Vestry with Raymond, but no way to be sure.

Nicolas turns away from the screen. “The man
did something to him. That makes me feel awful.” I agree, thinking
how soon this happened after he left me. I have Nicolas rewind the
video and freeze on the best shot of the man in the cap, when he
approaches Raymond at the counter. A sideways angle of his face,
hardly anything useful. Even his mouth is indistinct. Nonetheless,
the frame is printed. It could be any light-skinned man over 30 or
so, really. But it’s a start.

I grip Nicolas’ shoulder. “Don’t feel bad.
You were an enormous help to me. Please take care of the video,
don’t let it be erased. Do you think I can have a copy?”

Nicolas finds a blank CD and makes a copy. I
give him one of my cards in return. “If you see the other man,
please call me.”

I don’t want to go home yet, having found
this lead. I go back to Raymond’s apartment and use his computer to
copy the CD file to a flash drive I have on hand and print out more
stills from the CD. I call Toni. The video is too large to send by
email, but she has a webcam and I have webcam device to hook to my
iPad. I use that to show her the first part of the video. “Does
this look like anyone you know?”

“God. So hard to tell with that stupid cap.
Who is he? What was he doing with Raymond?”

“I don’t know. But we should tell the police
about it, now.”

She meets me at the precinct in Raymond’s
neighborhood in an hour. The detective she spoke to on the phone
earlier isn’t in, but we talk to a desk sergeant and I leave the CD
with her. The sergeant calls the detective, who says he’ll meet us
first thing Monday.

A little disappointing, but maybe we can get
more police action tomorrow morning. Toni and I agree to meet at
the precinct again at 9 a.m.
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Monday, July 12

 


Before meeting with Toni, I follow my
instinct to stop at the apartment to check and see if Raymond has
returned by any chance.

As soon as I open the door, I know something
is wrong. The air is extremely cold, like walking into a freezer.
The warm scent in the apartment of yesterday is replaced with the
dull odor of recycled air.

I feel a flush of apprehension. “Hello…?” No
response. I try again: “Raymond? It’s Gabriel—Gabriel
Ross.”

Nothing. I go forward and quickly search the
living room, kitchen, bath, and open the bedroom door.

I see him curled on the bed, back to me,
naked. I begin to apologize. “Oh my God, I’m sorry…”

But he doesn’t hear me. I realize his body
is frozen still. For a brief, absurd moment, I think he’s frozen to
death from the A.C. My mind in shock.

My heart pounds, making me sweat in the
cold. I slowly walk up to the bed. He is not just still; he’s bound
around his neck, feet and hands. I check for a pulse in his neck
and confirm that he is dead.

I think of meeting him two days ago, sitting
beside me in the car and telling me about his important case.
Flirting, confident, powerful, alive. The song playing in the
coffee shop, The Scientist, pops in my head, and its video
with the reverse narrative. I see myself like Chris Martin in the
video, walking backwards…out of the apartment and not discovering
this tableau, not having to face up to his death. On Friday,
Raymond tried to hire me. On Monday, he’s dead.



∞

Four - The Nine
of Swords

 The Nine of
Swords represents a martyr; someone sacrificed to deception,
violence, scandal, and misery.
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The absolute stillness of dead bodies
is disturbing, but they are harmless; only the living cause
trouble. Yet I feel like I’ve descended into a frozen underworld
alone, with a dead man who’s also alone. I’m actually sweating, and
it feels like blisters bursting. I know I will have to call the
police. But I make myself calm down and consider the situation
before I call. I want to think this through. I want to know what
happened. I have to do this; I have to be in the underworld.

The first question is how he died. The bed
is made; Raymond lies on top of the blue comforter, which makes his
skin look blue. A slipknot loop circling his neck is connected to
his wrists. The rope around his wrists is in turn connected to his
ankles, tied in lark’s head knots. His head is partly drawn forward
and somewhat mottled—probably from asphyxiation. Bruises lay under
the rope around his neck. Being careful to avoid actually touching
Raymond, I examine his body, since after I call the police I won’t
have a chance to do so. By appearances the slipknot around his neck
was drawn too tight, cutting off airflow while also compressing the
major arteries and causing him to black out. The continued loss of
oxygen would cause his death. From these observations, the tempo in
my mind gets faster, pushing me forward. Something about the entire
scene bothers me. I walk around the bed.

A few objects are piled on the floor on the
other side of the bed—stuff that wasn’t there yesterday. A stack of
magazines, DVDs and sexual devices—a whip, a hood, handcuffs and
other devices. Some of the magazines are lying open. All of the
magazines concern BDSM topics. I crouch next to them without
touching and observe. I had learned to break things down visually
when working at Manny’s firm just out of college. God rest his
soul, he had shared his wisdom and given me one of my greatest
trained talents. Because I’ve always carried a lot of anger, my
biggest drawback at that time was charging ahead without taking
time to survey a scene for the details, then the overall
picture—the gestalt. Manny taught me to slow down, to parcel
each part of an area into components, to ask myself questions about
those components, especially about what should and should
not be there.

As part of focusing on my training, I also
remember the words of the pioneering French forensic scientist
Alexandre Lacassange: “One must know how to doubt.” The scene gives
the impression that Raymond was indulging in the dangerous
sexual practice of autoerotic asphyxiation and went too far, as
sometimes happens. The draw of the act is that cutting off oxygen
causes euphoria, and can also supposedly bring on erection and
ejaculation. Someone seeing Raymond this way would conclude that he
was both into bondage—which for many is sexually satisfying in
itself—and autoerotic asphyxia. But for me, it raises doubt. It
more seems set up by someone with knowledge of BDSM garnered out of
bad TV shows.

The tempo of my thoughts continues, building
upon this premise hypnotically, like trip hop music. For one thing,
too much stuff is stacked up here. My former boyfriend Joel was a
sometime male escort, including BDSM activities. I was curious to
learn what was involved in the acts and the psychology. Joel had
told me some of what people into BDSM and fetishes liked. He even
took me places to meet others who were into it.

From what I know, I would expect here a more
ritualistic set-up and not so much sexual paraphernalia for
different activities jumbled up haphazardly next to the bed. None
of the devices other than the whip can inflict pain, but he has no
marks on his body of any past masochistic behavior. No preparation
like towels and lubricant. Also, he has no padding around his
neck—hence the bruises. The lack of any kind of escape mechanism
really bothers me.

And the magazines are another
problem—they’re in mint condition. BDSM magazines basically aren’t
in print anymore—the Internet takes care of that need. The magazine
publication dates here include 2000, 2002, and 2005—at least the
ones I can see without touching. But they haven’t been opened,
well- thumbed, or propped up during masturbation. They’re
pristine.

I look at the knots on Raymond’s body again.
He has no safety measures. A person engaged in self-bondage needs
to have a self-release mechanism or risk death. If using manacles,
a key can be frozen in ice, or salt can block the lock mechanism
until water is poured on it. For ropes and cords, the knot has to
have a trick release or a blade nearby to cut. But I don’t see a
blade or EMT shears near Raymond’s bed or anywhere he could
conceivably reach from the bed.

I use my phone camera to take pictures of
the room, the paraphernalia, and his body with the knots. I see no
other indicator of sex like semen stains, although autoerotic
asphyxiation victims sometimes ejaculate after death.

So according to the narrative the scene is
trying to present Raymond blows off both me and his sister, meets a
stranger in a coffee shop and gets sick, leaves with the stranger
and disappears for two days, and comes back in the middle of the
night or very early morning to play self-bondage in a room as cold
as an ice truck. No, I don’t think so.

I go back to my car and call the police. I
also call Jim for protection. I sometimes work for both Jim and
Michaela, but they don’t usually have to represent me as Mikki just
did with the assault charge. The charge that should be
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