
[image: Cover]




Praise for No Second Chance

‘No Second Chance has a terrific opening featuring a first-person narrator ... I gobbled up the plot, finishing fat and foolish’      Will Cohu, Daily Telegraph

 


‘All the characters are skillfully introduced and go on to develop in realistic and convincing ways. The plot is just as multi-layered as in Coben’s previous books, the author’s trademark fast-paced prose and short, sharp chapters making for a swift and satisfying read’      Mark Campbell, Crime Time

 


‘No Second Chance is a consummate and thrilling piece of storytelling’      Peter Guttridge, Observer

 


‘Coben has established himself as an author of brilliantly plotted, grippingly written thrillers, and this latest is just as accomplished ... This is an outstanding thriller which balances narrative excitement with thoughtful character-drawing to create an absorbing whole’      Good Book Guide

 


‘What we really want from books of this kind is crook-craft, and Coben provides it ... The cleverest gadget on display, however, is the page-turning device which the book itself becomes. The fashionable current cliché in politics, marketing and culture expresses admiration for a product which “does what it says on the tin”. In the playing out and pulling in of tension, Coben is, in that sense, the tin man of thriller-writing’      Mark Lawson, Guardian

 


‘Coben is surely one of the best crime writers around, notable for consistently good characterization and tight plotting. A real page turner, No Second Chance will delight new readers and give old hands a familiar sense of renewed pleasure’      Waterstone’s Books Quarterly

 


‘Page-turning tension makes this one of the top thrillers of the summer’      Irish Independent

 


‘Both a white-knuckle thriller and a story about the loyalty of old friends and the love of a father, from a bestselling author’      Best US Crime Novels 2003, Deadly Pleasures
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1

When the first bullet hit my chest, I thought of my daughter.

At least, that is what I want to believe. I lost consciousness pretty fast. And, if you want to get technical about it, I don’t even remember being shot. I know that I lost a lot of blood. I know that a second bullet skimmed the top of my head, though I was probably already out by then. I know that my heart stopped. But I still like to think that as I lay dying, I thought of Tara.

FYI: I saw no bright light or tunnel. Or if I did, I don’t remember that either.

Tara, my daughter, is only six months old. She was lying in her crib. I wonder if the gunfire frightened her. It must have. She probably began to cry. I wonder if the familiar albeit grating sound of her cries somehow sliced through my haze, if on some level I actually heard her. But again I have no memory of it.

What I do remember, however, was the moment Tara was born. I remember Monica — that’s Tara’s mother — bearing down for one last push. I remember the head appearing. I was the first to see my daughter. We all know about life’s forks in the road. We all know about opening one door and closing another, life cycles, the changes in seasons. But the moment your child is born ... it’s beyond surreal. You have walked through a Star Trek-like portal, a full-fledged reality transformer. Everything is different. You are different, a simple element hit with a startling catalyst and metamorphosed into one far more complex. Your world is gone; it shrinks down to the dimensions of —  in this case, anyway — a six-pound fifteen-ounce mass.

Fatherhood confuses me. Yes, I know that with only six months on the job, I am an amateur. My best friend, Lenny, has four kids. A girl and three boys. His oldest, Marianne, is ten, his youngest just turned one. With his face permanently set on happily harried and the floor of his SUV permanently stained with congealed fast food, Lenny reminds me that I know nothing yet. I agree. But when I get seriously lost or afraid in the realm of raising a child, I look at the helpless bundle in the crib and she looks up at me and I wonder what I would not do to protect her. I would lay down my life in a second. And truth be told, if push came to shove, I would lay down yours too.

So I like to think that as the two bullets pierced my body, as I collapsed onto the linoleum of my kitchen floor with a half-eaten granola bar clutched in my hand, as I lay immobile in a spreading puddle of my own blood, and yes, even as my heart stopped beating, that I still tried to do something to protect my daughter.

 


I came to in the dark.

I had no idea where I was at first, but then I heard the beeping coming from my right. A familiar sound. I did not move. I merely listened to the beeps. My brain felt as if it’d been marinated in molasses. The first impulse to break through was a primitive one: thirst. I craved water. I had never known a throat could feel so dry. I tried to call out, but my tongue had been dry-caked to the bottom of my mouth.

A figure entered the room. When I tried to sit up, hot pain ripped like a knife down my neck. My head fell back. And again, there was darkness.

 


When I awoke again, it was daytime. Harsh streaks of sunlight slashed through the venetian blinds. I blinked through them. Part of me wanted to raise my hand and  block the rays, but exhaustion would not let the command travel. My throat was still impossibly parched.

I heard a movement and suddenly there was someone standing over me. I looked up and saw a nurse. The perspective, so different from the one I was used to, threw me. Nothing felt right. I was supposed to be the one standing looking down, not the other way around. A white hat — one of those small, harshly triangular numbers — sat like a bird’s nest on the nurse’s head. I’ve spent a great deal of my life working in a wide variety of hospitals, but I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a hat like that outside of TV or the movies. The nurse was heavyset and black.

‘Dr. Seidman?’

Her voice was warm maple syrup. I managed a very slight nod.

The nurse must have read minds because she already had a cup of water in her hand. She put the straw between my lips and I sucked greedily.

‘Slow down,’ she said gently.

I was going to ask where I was, but that seemed pretty obvious. I opened my mouth to find out what had happened, but again she was one step ahead of me.

‘I’ll go get the doctor,’ she said, heading for the door. ‘You just relax now.’

I croaked, ‘My family ...’

‘I’ll be right back. Try not to worry.’

 


I let my eyes wander about the room. My vision had that medicated, shower-curtain haze. Still, there were enough stimuli getting through to make certain deductions. I was in a typical hospital room. That much was obvious. There was a drip bag and IV pump on my left, the tube snaking down to my arm. The fluorescent bulbs buzzed almost, but not quite, imperceptibly. A small TV on a swinging arm jutted out from the upper right-hand corner.

A few feet past the foot of the bed, there was a large  glass window. I squinted but could not see through it. Still, I was probably being monitored. That meant I was in an ICU. That meant that whatever was wrong with me was something pretty bad.

The top of my skull itched, and I could feel a pull at my hair. Bandaged, I bet. I tried to check myself out, but my head really did not want to cooperate. Dull pain quietly boomed inside me, though I couldn’t tell from where it originated. My limbs felt heavy, my chest encased in lead.

‘Dr. Seidman?’

I flicked my eyes toward the door. A tiny woman in surgical scrubs complete with the shower cap stepped into the room. The top of the mask was untied and dangled down her neck. I am thirty-four years old. She looked about the same.

‘I’m Dr. Heller,’ she said, stepping closer. ‘Ruth Heller.’ Giving me her first name. Professional courtesy, no doubt. Ruth Heller gave me a probing stare. I tried to focus. My brain was still sluggish, but I could feel it sputtering to life. ‘You are at St. Elizabeth Hospital,’ she said in a properly grave voice.

The door behind her opened and a man stepped inside. It was hard to see him clearly through the shower-curtain haze, but I don’t think I knew him. The man crossed his arms and leaned against the wall with practiced casual-ness. Not a doctor, I thought. You work with them long enough, you can tell.

Dr. Heller gave the man a cursory glance and then she turned her full attention back to me.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘You were shot,’ she said. Then added: ‘Twice.’

She let that hang for a moment. I glanced toward the man against the wall. He hadn’t moved. I opened my mouth to say something, but Ruth Heller pressed on. ‘One bullet grazed the top of your head. The bullet literally scraped off your scalp, which, as you probably know, is incredibly rich with blood.’

Yes, I knew. Serious scalp wounds bled like beheadings. Okay, I thought, that explained the itch on top of my head. When Ruth Heller hesitated, I prompted her. ‘And the second bullet?’

Heller let out a breath. ‘That one was a bit more complicated.’

I waited.

‘The bullet entered your chest and nicked the pericardial sac. That caused a large supply of blood to leak into the space between your heart and the sac. The EMTs had trouble locating your vital signs. We had to crack your chest —’

‘Doc?’ the leaning man interrupted — and for a moment, I thought he was talking to me. Ruth Heller stopped, clearly annoyed. The man peeled himself off the wall. ‘Can you do the details later? Time is of the essence here.’

She gave him a scowl, but there wasn’t much behind it. ‘I’ll stay here and observe,’ she said to the man, ‘if that’s not a problem.’

Dr. Heller faded back and now the man loomed over me. His head was too big for his shoulders so that you feared his neck would collapse from the weight of it. His hair was crew cut all around, except in the front, where it hung down in a Caesar line above his eyes. A soul patch, an ugly smear of growth, sat on his chin like a burrowing insect. All in all, he looked like a member of a boy band gone to serious seed. He smiled down at me, but there was no warmth behind it. ‘I’m Detective Bob Regan of the Kasselton Police Department,’ he said. ‘I know you’re confused right now.’

‘My family — ’ I began.

‘I’ll get to that,’ he interrupted. ‘But right now, I need to ask you some questions, okay? Before we get into the details of what happened.’

He waited for a response. I tried my best to clear the cobwebs and said, ‘Okay.’

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’

I scanned my memory banks. I remembered waking up that morning, getting dressed. I remembered looking in on Tara. I remembered turning the knob on her black-n-white mobile, a gift from a colleague who insisted it would help stimulate a baby’s brain or something. The mobile hadn’t moved or bleated out its tinny song. The batteries were dead. I’d made a mental note to put in new ones. I headed downstairs after that.

‘Eating a granola bar,’ I said.

Regan nodded as if he’d expected this answer. ‘You were in the kitchen?’

‘Yes. By the sink.’

‘And then?’

I tried harder, but nothing came. I shook my head. ‘I woke up once before. At night. I was here, I think.’

‘Nothing else?’

I reached out again but to no avail. ‘No, nothing.’

Regan flipped out a pad. ‘Like the doc here told you, you were shot twice. You have no recollection of seeing a gun or hearing a shot or anything like that?’

‘No.’

‘That’s understandable, I guess. You were in a bad way, Marc. The EMTs thought you were a goner.’

My throat felt dry again. ‘Where are Tara and Monica?’

‘Stay with me, Marc.’ Regan was staring down at the pad, not at me. I felt the dread begin to press down on my chest. ‘Did you hear a window break?’

I felt groggy. I tried to read the label on the drip bag to see what they were numbing me with. No go. Pain medication, at the very least. Probably morphine in the IV pump. I tried to fight through the effects. ‘No,’ I said.

‘You’re sure? We found a broken window near the rear of the house. It may have been how the perpetrator gained entry.’

‘I don’t remember a window breaking,’ I said. ‘Do you know who — ’

Regan cut me off. ‘Not yet, no. That’s why I’m here asking these questions. To find out who did this.’ He looked up from his pad. ‘Do you have any enemies?’

Did he really just ask me that? I tried to sit up, tried to gain some sort of angle on him, but there was no way that was going to happen. I did not like being the patient, on the wrong end of the bed, if you will. They say doctors make the worst patients. This sudden role reversal is probably why.

‘I want to know about my wife and daughter.’

‘I understand that,’ Regan said, and something in his tone ran a cold finger across my heart. ‘But you can’t afford the distraction, Marc. Not right yet. You want to be helpful, right? Then you need to stay with me here.’ He went back to the pad. ‘Now, what about enemies?’

Arguing with him any further seemed futile or even harmful, so I grudgingly acquiesced. ‘Someone who would shoot me?’

‘Yes.’

‘No, no one.’

‘And your wife?’ His eyes settled hard on me. A favorite image of Monica — her face lighting up when we first saw Raymondkill Falls, the way she threw her arms around me in mock fear as the water crashed around us — rose like an apparition. ‘Did she have enemies?’

I looked at him. ‘Monica?’

Ruth Heller stepped forward. ‘I think that might be enough for now.’

‘What happened to Monica?’ I asked.

Dr. Heller met up with Detective Regan, standing shoulder to shoulder. Both looked at me. Heller started to protest again, but I stopped her.

‘Don’t give me this protect-the-patient crap,’ I tried to shout, fear and fury battling against whatever had put my  brain in this fuzz. ‘Tell me what happened to my wife.’

‘She’s dead,’ Detective Regan said. Just like that. Dead. My wife. Monica. It was as if I hadn’t heard him. The word couldn’t reach me.

‘When the police broke into your home, you had both been shot. They were able to save you. But it was too late for your wife. I’m sorry.’

There was another quick flash now — Monica at Martha’s Vineyard, on the beach, tan bathing suit, that black hair whipping across those cheekbones, giving me the razor-sharp smile. I blinked it away. ‘And Tara?’

‘Your daughter,’ Regan began with a quick throat-clear. He looked at his pad again, but I don’t think he planned on writing anything down. ‘She was home that morning, correct? I mean, at the time of the incident?’

‘Yes, of course. Where is she?’

Regan closed the pad with a snap. ‘She was not at the scene when we arrived.’

My lungs turned to stone. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘We originally hoped that maybe she was in the care of a family member or friend. A baby-sitter even, but ...’ His voice faded.

‘Are you telling me you don’t know where Tara is?’

There was no hesitation this time. ‘Yes, that’s correct.’

It felt as if a giant hand were pushing down on my chest. I squeezed my eyes shut and fell back. ‘How long?’ I asked.

‘Has she been missing?’

‘Yes.’

Dr. Heller started speaking too quickly. ‘You have to understand. You were very seriously injured. We were not optimistic you would survive. You were on a respirator. A lung collapsed. You also contracted sepsis. You’re a doctor, so I know I don’t have to explain to you how serious that is. We tried to slow down the meds, help you wake up —’

‘How long?’ I asked again.

She and Regan exchanged another glance, and then Heller said something that ripped the air out of me all over again. ‘You’ve been out for twelve days.’
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‘We’re doing all we can,’ Regan said in a voice that sounded too rehearsed, as if he’d been standing over my bed while I was unconscious, working on his delivery. ‘As I told you, we were not sure we had a missing child at first. We lost valuable time there, but we’ve recovered now. Tara’s photo has been sent out to every police station, airport, tollbooth plaza, bus and train station — anything like that within a hundred-mile radius. We’ve run background profiles on similar abduction cases, see if we can find a pattern or a suspect.’

‘Twelve days,’ I repeated.

‘We have a trace on your various phones — home, business, cell — ’

‘Why?’

‘In case someone calls in a ransom demand,’ he said.

‘Have there been any calls?’

‘Not yet, no.’

My head dropped back to the pillow. Twelve days. I’d been lying in this bed for twelve days while my baby girl was ... I pushed the thought away.

Regan scratched at his beard. ‘Do you remember what Tara was wearing that morning?’

I did. I had developed something of a morning routine — wake up early, tiptoe toward Tara’s crib, stare down. A baby is not all joy. I know that. I know that there are moments of mind-numbing boredom. I know that there are nights when her screams work on my nerve endings like a cheese grater. I don’t want to glorify life with an infant. But I liked my new morning routine. Looking  down at Tara’s tiny form fortified me somehow. More than that, this act was, I guess, a form of rapture. Some people find rapture in a house of worship. Me — and yeah, I know how corny this sounds — I found rapture in that crib.

‘A pink one-piece with black penguins,’ I said. ‘Monica got it at Baby Gap.’

He jotted it down. ‘And Monica?’

‘What about her?’

His face was back in the pad. ‘What was she wearing?’

‘Jeans,’ I said, remembering the way they slid over Monica’s hips, ‘and a red blouse.’

Regan jotted some more.

I said, ‘Are there — I mean, do you have any leads?’

‘We’re still investigating all avenues.’

‘That’s not what I asked.’

Regan just looked at me. There was too much weight in that stare.

My daughter. Out there. Alone. For twelve days. I thought of her eyes, the warm light only a parent sees, and

I said something stupid. ‘She’s alive.’

Regan tilted his head like a puppy hearing a new sound.

‘Don’t give up,’ I said.

‘We won’t.’ He continued with the curious look.

‘It’s just that ... are you a parent, Detective Regan?’

‘Two girls,’ he said.

‘It’s stupid, but I’d know.’ The same way I knew the world would never be the same when Tara was born. ‘I’d know,’ I said again.

He did not reply. I realized that what I was saying — especially coming from a man who scoffs at notions of ESP or the supernatural — was ridiculous. I knew that this ‘sense’ merely came from want. You want to believe so badly that your brain rearranges what it sees. But I clung to it anyway. Right or wrong, it felt like a lifeline.

‘We’ll need some more information from you,’ Regan  said. ‘About you, your wife, friends, finances — ’

‘Later.’ It was Dr. Heller again. She moved forward as if to block me from his gaze. Her voice was firm. ‘He needs to rest.’

‘No, now,’ I said to her, upping the firm-o-meter a notch past hers. ‘We need to find my daughter.’

 


Monica had been buried at the Portman family plot on her father’s estate. I missed her funeral, of course. I don’t know how I felt about that, but then again, my feelings for my wife, in those stark moments when I was honest with myself, have always been muddled. Monica had that beauty of privilege, what with the too-fine cheekbones, straight silk-black hair, and that country-club lockjaw that both annoyed and aroused. Our marriage was an old-fashioned one — shotgun. Okay, that’s an exaggeration. Monica was pregnant. I was fence-sitting. The upcoming arrival tilted me into the matrimonial pasture.

I heard the funeral details from Carson Portman, Monica’s uncle and the only member of her family who kept in touch with us. Monica had loved him dearly. Carson sat at my hospital bedside with his hands folded in his lap. He looked very much like your favorite college professor — the thick-lensed spectacles, the nearly shedding tweed coat, and the overgrown shock of Albert Einstein-meets-Don King hair. But his brown eyes glistened as he told me in his sad baritone that Edgar, Monica’s father, had made sure that my wife’s funeral was a ‘small, tasteful affair.’

Of that, I had no doubt. The small part, at least.

Over the next few days I had my share of visitors at the hospital. My mother — everyone called her Honey — exploded into my room every morning as if fuel propelled. She wore Reebok sneakers of pure white. Her sweatsuit was blue with gold trim, as if she coached the St. Louis Rams. Her hair, though neatly coifed, had the brittle of  too many colorings, and there was the whiff of a last cigarette about her. Mom’s makeup did little to disguise the anguish of losing her only grandchild. She had amazing energy, staying by my bedside day after day and managing to exude a steady stream of hysteria. This was good. It was as though she was, in part, being hysterical for me, and thus, in a strange way, her eruptions kept me calm.

Despite the room’s nearly supernova heat — and my constant protestations — Mom would put an extra blanket over me when I was asleep. I woke up one time — my body drenched in sweat, naturally — to hear my mother telling the black nurse with the formal hat about my previous stay at St. Elizabeth’s when I was only seven.

‘He had salmonella,’ Honey stated in a conspiratorial whisper that was only slightly louder than a bullhorn. ‘You never smelled diarrhea like that. It was just pouring out of him. His stench practically seeped into the wallpaper.’

‘He ain’t all roses now either,’ the nurse replied.

The two women shared a laugh.

On Day Two of my recovery, Mom was standing over my bed when I awoke.

‘Remember this?’ she said.

She was holding a stuffed Oscar the Grouch someone had given me during that salmonella stay. The green had faded to a light mint. She looked at the nurse. ‘This is Marc’s Oscar,’ she explained.

‘Mom,’ I said.

She turned her attention back to me. The mascara was a little too heavy today, crinkling into the wrinkle lines. ‘Oscar kept you company back then, remember? He helped you get better.’

I rolled and then closed my eyes. A memory came to me. I had gotten the salmonella from raw eggs. My father used to add them into milkshakes for the protein. I remember the way pure terror had gripped me when I’d first learned  that I would have to stay in the hospital overnight. My father, who had recently ruptured his Achilles tendon playing tennis, was in a cast and constant pain. But he saw my fear and as always, he made the sacrifice. He worked all that day at the plant and spent all night in a chair by my hospital bed. I stayed at St. Elizabeth’s for ten days. My father slept in that chair every night of them.

Mom suddenly turned away, and I could see she was remembering the same thing. The nurse quickly excused herself. I put a hand on my mother’s back. She didn’t move, but I could feel her shudder. She stared down at the faded Oscar in her hands. I slowly took it from her.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

Mom wiped her eyes. Dad, I knew, would not come to the hospital this time, and while I am sure my mother had told him what had happened, there was no way to know if he even understood. My father had had his first stroke when he was forty-one years old — one year after staying those nights with me at the hospital. I was eight at the time.

I also have a younger sister, Stacy, who is either a ‘substance abuser’ (for the more politically correct) or ‘crack-head’ (for the more accurate). I sometimes look at old pictures from before my dad’s stroke, the ones with the young, confident family of four and the shaggy dog and the well-groomed lawn and the basketball hoop and the coal-overloaded, lighter fluid-saturated barbecue. I look for hints of the future in my sister’s front-teeth-missing smile, her shadow self perhaps, a sense of foreboding. But I see none. We still have the house, but it’s like a sagging movie prop. Dad is still alive, but when he fell, everything shattered Humpty-Dumpty style. Especially Stacy.

Stacy had not visited or even called, but nothing she does surprises me anymore.

My mother finally turned to face me. I gripped the faded Oscar a little tighter as a thought struck me anew: It  was just us again. Dad was pretty much a vegetable. Stacy was hollowed out, gone. I reached out and took Mom’s hand, feeling both the warmth and the more recent thickening of her skin. We stayed like that until the door opened. The same nurse leaned into the room.

Mom straightened up and said, ‘Marc also played with dolls.’

‘Action figures,’ I said, quick on the correction. ‘They were action figures, not dolls.’

My best friend, Lenny, and his wife, Cheryl, also stopped by the hospital every day. Lenny Marcus is a big-time trial lawyer, though he also handles my small-time stuff like the time I fought a speeding ticket and the closing on our house. When he graduated and began working for the county prosecutor, friends and opponents quickly dubbed Lenny ‘the Bulldog’ because of his aggressive courtroom behavior. Somewhere along the line, it was decided that the name was too mild for Lenny, so now they called him ‘Cujo.’ I’ve known Lenny since elementary school. I’m the godfather of his son Kevin. And Lenny is Tara’s godfather.

I haven’t slept much. I lie at night and stare at the ceiling and count the beeps and listen to the hospital night sounds and try very much not to let my mind wander to my little daughter and the endless array of possibilities. I am not always successful. The mind, I have learned, is indeed a dark, snake-infested pit.

Detective Regan visited later with a possible lead.

‘Tell me about your sister,’ he began.

‘Why?’ I said too quickly. Before he could elaborate, I held up my hand to stop him. I understood. My sister was an addict. Where drugs roamed, so too did a certain criminal element. ‘Were we robbed?’ I asked.

‘We don’t think so. Nothing seems to be missing, but the place was tossed.’

‘Tossed?’

‘Someone made a mess. Any thoughts on why?’

‘No.’

‘So tell me about your sister.’

‘You have Stacy’s record?’ I asked.

‘We do.’

‘I’m not sure what I can add.’

‘You two are estranged, correct?’

Estranged. Did that apply to Stacy and me? ‘I love her,’ I said slowly.

‘And when was the last time you saw her?’

‘Six months ago.’

‘When Tara was born?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where?’

‘Where did I see her?’

‘Yes.’

‘Stacy came to the hospital,’ I said.

‘To see her niece?’

‘Yes.’

‘What happened during that visit?’

‘Stacy was high. She wanted to hold the baby.’

‘You refused?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Did she get angry?’

‘She barely reacted. My sister is pretty flat when she’s stoned.’

‘But you threw her out?’

‘I told her she couldn’t be a part of Tara’s life until she was clean.’

‘I see,’ he said. ‘You were hoping that would force her back into rehab?’

I might have chuckled. ‘No, not really.’

‘I’m not sure I understand.’

I wondered how to put this. I thought of the smile in the family photo, the one without the front teeth. ‘We’ve threatened Stacy with worse,’ I said. ‘The truth is that my  sister won’t quit. The drugs are part of her.’

‘So you hold out no hope for recovery?’

There was no way I was about to voice that. ‘I didn’t trust her with my daughter,’ I said. ‘Let’s leave it at that.’

Regan headed over to the window and looked out. ‘When did you move into your current residence?’

‘Monica and I bought the house four months ago.’

‘Not far from where you both grew up, no?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Had you two known each other long?’

I was puzzled by the line of questioning. ‘No.’

‘Even though you grew up in the same town?’

‘We traveled in different circles.’

‘I see,’ he said. ‘And just so I have it straight, you bought your house four months ago and you hadn’t seen your sister in six months, correct?’

‘Correct.’

‘So your sister has never visited you at your current residence?’

‘That’s right.’

Regan turned to me. ‘We found a set of Stacy’s fingerprints at your house.’

I said nothing.

‘You don’t seem surprised, Marc.’

‘Stacy is an addict. I don’t think she’s capable of shooting me and kidnapping my daughter, but I’ve underestimated how low she could sink before. Did you check her apartment?’

‘No one has seen her since you were shot,’ he said.

I closed my eyes.

‘We don’t think your sister could pull off something like this by herself,’ he went on. ‘She might have had an accomplice — a boyfriend, a dealer, someone who knew your wife was from a wealthy family. Do you have any thoughts?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘So, what, you think this whole thing was a kidnapping plot?’

Regan started clawing at his soul patch again. Then he gave a small shrug.

‘But they tried to kill us both,’ I went on. ‘How do you collect ransom from dead parents?’

‘They could have been so doped up that they made a mistake,’ he said. ‘Or maybe they thought they could extort money from Tara’s grandfather.’

‘So why haven’t they yet?’

Regan did not reply. But I knew the answer. The heat, especially after the shooting, would be too much for crack-heads. Crack-heads don’t handle conflict well. It is one of the reasons they snort or shoot themselves up in the first place — to escape, to fade away, to avoid, to dive down into the white. The media would be all over this case. The police would be making inquiries. Crack-heads would freak under that kind of pressure. They would flee, abandon everything.

And they would get rid of all the evidence.

 


But the ransom demand came two days later.

Now that I had regained consciousness, my recovery from the gunshot wounds was proceeding with surprising smoothness. It could be that I was focused on getting better or that lying in a quasi-catatonic state for twelve days had given my injuries time to heal. Or it could be that I was suffering from a pain way beyond what the physical could inflict. I would think of Tara and the fear of the unknown would stop my breath. I would think of Monica, of her lying dead, and steel claws would shred me from within.

I wanted out.

My body still ached, but I pressed Ruth Heller to release me. Noting that I was proving the adage about doctors making the worst patients, she reluctantly gave me the okay to go home. We agreed that a physical therapist would come by every day. A nurse would pop by  periodically, just to be on the safe side.

On the morning of my departure from St. Elizabeth, my mother was at the house — the former crime scene — getting it ‘ready’ for me, whatever that meant. Oddly enough, I wasn’t afraid to go back there. A house is mortar and brick. I didn’t think the sight of it alone would move me, but maybe I was just blocking.

Lenny helped me pack and get dressed. He is tall and wiry with a face darkened by a Homer Simpson five-o’ clock shadow that pops up six minutes after he shaves. As a child Lenny wore Coke-bottle glasses and too-thick corduroy, even in the summer. His curly hair had a habit of getting outgrown to the point where he’d start resembling a stray poodle. Now he keeps the curls religiously close cropped. He had laser eye surgery two years ago, so the glasses are gone. His suits lean toward the upscale side.

‘You sure you won’t stay with us?’ Lenny said.

‘You have four kids,’ I reminded him.

‘Oh yeah, right.’ He paused. ‘Can I stay with you?’

I tried to smile.

‘Seriously,’ Lenny said, ‘you shouldn’t be alone in that house.’

‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Cheryl cooked you some dinners. She put them in the freezer.’

‘That was nice of her.’

‘She’s still the world’s most godawful cook,’ Lenny said.

‘I didn’t say I was going to eat them.’

Lenny looked away, busying himself with the already packed bag. I watched him. We have known each other a long time, since Mrs. Roberts’s first-grade class, so it probably did not surprise him when I said, ‘You want to tell me what’s up?’

He’d been waiting for the opening and thus quickly exploited it. ‘Look, I’m your lawyer, right?’

‘Right.’

‘So I want to give you some legal advice.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘I should have said something earlier. But I knew you wouldn’t listen. Now, well, now it’s a different story, I think.’

‘Lenny?’

‘Yeah?’

‘What are you talking about?’

Despite his physical enhancements, I still saw Lenny as a kid. It made it hard to take his advice too seriously. Don’t get me wrong. I knew that he was smart. I had celebrated with him when he got his acceptance to Princeton and then Columbia Law. We took the SATs together and were in the same AP chemistry class our junior year. But the Lenny I saw was the one I desperately cruised with on muggy Friday and Saturday nights. We used his dad’s wood-paneled station wagon — not exactly a ‘babe trawler’ — and tried to hit the parties. We were always let in but never really welcome, members of that high school majority I call the Great Unseen. We would stand in corners, holding a beer, bopping our heads to the music, trying hard to be noticed. We never were. Most nights we ended up eating a grilled cheese at the Heritage Diner or, better, at the soccer field behind Benjamin Franklin Middle School, lying on our backs, checking out the stars. It was easier to talk, even with your best friend, when you were looking at the stars.

‘Okay,’ Lenny said, overgesturing as was his custom, ‘it’s like this: I don’t want you talking to the cops anymore without my being present.’

I frowned. ‘For real?’

‘Maybe it’s nothing, but I’ve seen cases like this. Not like this, but you know what I mean. The first suspect is always family.’

‘Meaning my sister.’

‘No, meaning close family. Or closer family, if possible.’

‘Are you saying the police suspect me?’

‘I don’t know, I really don’t.’ He paused but not for very long. ‘Okay, yeah, probably.’

‘But I was shot, remember? My kid was the one taken.’

‘Right, and that cuts both ways.’

‘How do you figure that?’

‘As the days pass, they’re going to start suspecting you more and more.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know. That’s just how it works. Look, the FBI handles kidnappings. You know that, right? Once a child is gone twenty-four hours, they assume it’s interstate and the case is theirs.’

‘So?’

‘So for the first, what, ten days or so, they had a ton of agents here. They monitored your phones and waited for the ransom call, that kinda thing. But the other day, they pretty much pulled up stakes. That’s normal, of course. They can’t wait indefinitely, so they scale back to an agent or two. And their thinking shifted too. Tara became less a possible kidnapping-for-ransom and more a straight-on abduction. But my guess is, they still have the taps on the phones. I haven’t asked yet, but I will. They’ll claim they’re leaving them there in case a ransom demand is eventually made. But they’ll also be hoping to hear you say something incriminating.’

‘So?’

‘So be careful,’ Lenny said. ‘Remember that your phones — home, biz, cell — are probably tapped.’

‘And again I ask: So? I didn’t do anything.’

‘Didn’t do ... ?’ Lenny waved his hands as if preparing to take flight. ‘Look, just be careful is all. This might be hard for you to believe, but — and try not to gasp when I say this — the police have been known to twist and distort evidence.’

‘You’re confusing me. Are you saying I’m a suspect simply because I’m the father and husband?’

‘Yes,’ Lenny said. ‘And no.’

‘Well, okay, thanks, that clears it up.’

A phone next to my bed rang. I was on the wrong side of the room. ‘You mind?’ I said.

Lenny picked it up. ‘Dr. Seidman’s room.’ His face clouded over as he listened. He spat out the words ‘Hold on,’ and handed the phone to me, as if it might have germs. I gave him a puzzled look and said, ‘Hello?’

‘Hello, Marc. This is Edgar Portman.’

Monica’s father. That explained Lenny’s reaction. Edgar’s voice was, as always, way too formal. Some people weigh their words. A select few, like my father-in-law, take each one and put it on a scale before letting it leave their mouths.

I was momentarily taken aback. ‘Hello, Edgar,’ I said stupidly. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine, thank you. I feel remiss, of course, for not having called you earlier. I understood from Carson that you were busy recuperating from your wounds. I felt it best if I let you be.’

‘Thoughtful,’ I said with nary a whiff of sarcasm.

‘Yes, well, I understand you’re being released today.’

‘That’s right.’

Edgar cleared his throat, which seemed out of character for him. ‘I was wondering if perhaps you could stop by the house.’

The house. Meaning his. ‘Today?’

‘As soon as possible, yes. And alone please.’

There was silence. Lenny gave me a puzzled look.

‘Is something wrong, Edgar?’ I asked.

‘I have a car waiting downstairs, Marc. We’ll talk more when you arrive.’

And then, before I could say another word, he was gone.

The car, a black Lincoln Town Car, was indeed waiting.

Lenny wheeled me outside. I was familiar with this area, of course. I had grown up scant miles from St. Elizabeth. When I was five years old, my father had rushed me to the emergency room here (twelve stitches) and when I was seven, well, you already know too much about my salmonella visit. I’d gone to medical school and did my residency at what was then called Columbia Presbyterian in New York, but I returned to St. Elizabeth for a fellowship in ophthalmology for reconstruction.

Yes, I am a plastic surgeon, but not in the way you think. I do the occasional nose job, but you won’t find me working with sacks of silicone or any of that. Not that I’m judging. It just isn’t what I do.

I work in pediatric reconstructive surgery with my former medical school classmate, a fireball from the Bronx named Zia Leroux. We work for a group called One World WrapAid. Actually, Zia and I founded it. We take care of children, mostly overseas, who suffer deformities either through birth, poverty, or conflict. We travel a lot. I have worked on facial smashes in Sierra Leone, on cleft palates in Upper Mongolia, on Crouzon’s in Cambodia, on burn victims in the Bronx. Like most people in my field, I’ve done extensive training. I’ve studied ENT — ears, nose, and throat — with a year of reconstructive, plastics, oral, and, as I mentioned above, ophthalmology. Zia’s training history is similar, though she’s stronger with the maxillofacial.

You may think of us as do-gooders. You’d be wrong. I had a choice. I could do boob jobs or tuck back the skin of those who were already too beautiful — or I could help wounded, poverty-stricken children. I chose the latter, not so much to help the disadvantaged, but alas, because that is where the cool cases lie. Most reconstructive surgeons are, at heart, puzzle lovers. We’re weird. We get jazzed on  circus-sideshow congenital anomalies and huge tumors. You know those medical textbooks that have hideous facial deformities that you have to dare yourself to look at? Zia and I love that stuff. We get off on repairing it — taking what’s shattered
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Kat Donovan spun off her father’s old stool, readying to leave O’Malley’s pub, when Stacy said, “You’re not going to like what I did.”

The tone made Kat stop mid-stride. “What?”

O’Malley’s used to be an old-school cop bar. Kat’s grandfather had hung out here. So had her father and their fellow NYPD colleagues. Now it had been turned into a yuppie, preppy, master-of-the-universe, poser asshat bar, loaded up with guys who sported crisp white shirts under black suits, two-day stubble, manscaped to the max to look un-manscaped. They smirked a lot, these soft men, their hair moussed to the point of over-coif, and ordered Ketel One instead of Grey Goose because they watched some TV ad telling them that was what real men drink.

Stacy’s eyes started darting around the bar. Avoidance. Kat didn’t like that.

“What did you do?” Kat asked.

“Whoa,” Stacy said.

“What?”

“A Punch-Worthy at five o’clock.”

Kat swiveled to the right to take a peek.

“See him?” Stacy asked.

“Oh yeah.”

Décor-wise, O’Malley’s hadn’t really changed much over the years. Sure, the old console TVs had been replaced by a host of flat screens showing too wide a variety of games—who cared about how the Edmonton Oilers did?—but outside of that, O’Malley’s had kept the cop feel and that was what appealed to these posers, the faux authenticity, moving in and pushing out what made this place hum, turning it into some Disney Epcot version of what it had once been.

Kat was the only cop left in here. The others now went home after their shifts, or to AA meetings. Kat still came and tried to sit quietly on her father’s old stool with the ghosts, especially tonight, with her father’s murder haunting her anew. She just wanted to be here, to feel her father’s presence, to—corny as it sounded—gather strength from it.

But the douchebags wouldn’t let her be, would they?

This particular Punch-Worthy—shorthand for any guy deserving a fist to the face—had committed a classic punch-worthy sin. He was wearing sunglasses. At eleven o’clock at night. In a bar with poor lighting. Other punch-worthy indictments included wearing a chain on your wallet, do-rags, unbuttoned silk shirts, an overabundance of tattoos (special category for those sporting tribal symbols), dog tags when you didn’t serve in the military, and really big white wristwatches.

Sunglasses smirked and lifted his glass toward Kat and Stacy.

“He likes us,” Stacy said.

“Stop stalling. What won’t I like?”

When Stacy turned back toward her, Kat could see over her shoulder the disappointment on Punch-Worthy’s glistening-with-overpriced-lotion face. Kat had seen that look a zillion times before. Men liked Stacy. That was probably something of an understatement. Stacy was frighteningly, knee-knockingly, teeth-and-bone-and-metal-meltingly hot. Men became both weak-legged and stupid around Stacy. Mostly stupid. Really, really stupid.

This was why it was probably a mistake to hang out with someone who looked like Stacy—guys often concluded that they had no shot when a woman looked like that. She seemed unapproachable.

Kat, in comparison, did not.

Sunglasses honed in on Kat and began to make his move. He didn’t so much walk toward her as glide on his own slime.

Stacy suppressed a giggle. “This is going to be good.”

Hoping to discourage him, Kat gave the guy flat eyes and a disdainful frown. Sunglasses was not deterred. He bebopped over, moving to some sound track that was only playing in his own head.

“Hey, babe,” Sunglasses said. “Is your name Wi-Fi?”

Kat waited.

“Because I’m feeling a connection.”

Stacy burst out laughing.

Kat just stared at him. He continued.

“I love you small chicks, you know? You’re kinda adorable. A spinner, am I right? You know what would look good on me? You.”

“Do these lines ever work?” Kat asked him.

“I’m not done yet.” Sunglasses coughed into his fist, took out his iPhone, and held it up to Kat. “Hey, babe, congrats—you’ve just moved to the top of my to-do list.”

Stacy loved it.

Kat said, “What’s your name?”

He arched an eyebrow. “Whatever you want it to be, babe.”

“How about Ass Waffle?” Kat opened her blazer, showing the weapon on her belt. “I’m going to reach for my gun now, Ass Waffle.”

“Damn, woman, are you my new boss?” He pointed to his crotch. “Because you just gave me a raise.”

“Go away.”

“My love for you is like diarrhea,” Sunglasses said. “I just can’t hold it in.”

Kat stared at him, horrified.

“Too far?” he said.

“Oh man, that’s just gross.”

“Yeah, but I bet you never heard it before.”

He’d win that bet. “Leave. Now.”

“Really?”

Stacy was nearly on the floor with laughter.

Sunglasses started to turn away. “Wait. Is this a test? Is Ass Waffle, like, a compliment or something?”

“Go.”

He shrugged, turned, spotted Stacy, figured why not. He looked her long body up and down and said, “The word of the day is legs. Let’s go back to your place and spread the word.”

Stacy was still loving it. “Take me, Ass Waffle. Right here. Right now.”

“Really?”

“No.”

Ass Waffle looked back at Kat. Kat put her hand on the butt of her gun. He held up his hands and slinked away.

Kat said, “Stacy?”

“Hmm?”

“Why do these guys keep thinking they have a chance with me?”

“Because you look cute and perky.”

“I’m not perky.”

“No, but you look perky.”

“Seriously, do I look like that much of a loser?”

“You look damaged,” Stacy said. “I hate to say it. But the damage . . . it comes off you like some kind of pheromone that douche bags can’t resist.”

They both took a sip of their drinks.

“So what won’t I like?” Kat asked.

Stacy looked back toward Ass Waffle. “I feel bad for him now. Maybe I should throw him a quickie.”

“Don’t start.”

“What?” Stacy crossed her show-off long legs and smiled at Ass Waffle. He made a face that reminded Kat of a dog left in a car too long. “Do you think this skirt is too short?”

“Skirt?” Kat said. “I thought it was a belt.”

Stacy liked that. She loved the attention. She loved picking up men because she thought that a one-night stand with her was somehow life changing for them. It was also part of her job. Stacy owned a private investigation firm with two other gorgeous women. Their specialty? Catching (really, entrapping) cheating spouses.

“Stacy?”

“Hmm?”

“What won’t I like?”

“This.”

Still teasing Ass Waffle, Stacy handed Kat a piece of paper. Kat looked at the paper and frowned:

KD8115

HottestSexEvah

“What is this?”

“KD8115 is your user name.”

Her initials and badge number.

“HottestSexEvah is your password. Oh, and it’s case sensitive.”

“And these are for?”

“A website. YouAreJustMyType.com.”

“Huh?”

“It’s an online dating service.”

Kat made a face. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

“It’s upscale.”

“That’s what they say about strip clubs.”

“I bought you a subscription,” Stacy said. “It’s good for a year.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“I don’t kid. I do some work for this company. They’re good. And let’s not fool ourselves. You need someone. You want someone. And you aren’t going to find him in here.”

Kat sighed, rose, and nodded to the bartender, a guy named Pete who looked like a character actor who always played the Irish bartender—which is what, in fact, he was. Pete nodded back, indicating that he’d put the drinks on Kat’s tab.

“Who knows?” Stacy said. “You could end up meeting Mr. Right.”

Kat started for the door. “But more likely, Mr. Ass Waffle.”

Kat typed in “YouAreJustMyType.com”, hit the RETURN button, and filled in her new user name and the rather embarrassing password. She frowned when she saw the moniker at the top of the profile that Stacy had chosen for her:

“Cute and Perky!”

“She left off damaged,” Kat muttered under her breath.

It was past midnight, but Kat wasn’t much of a sleeper. She lived in an area far too upscale for her—West 67th Street off Central Park West, in the Atelier. A hundred years ago, this and its neighboring buildings, including the famed Hotel des Artistes, had housed writers, painters, intellectuals—artists. The spacious old-world apartments faced the street, the smaller artist studios in the back. Eventually the old art studios were converted into one-bedroom apartments. Kat’s father, a cop who watched his friends get rich doing nothing but buying real estate, had tried to find his way in. A guy whose life Dad had saved sold him the place on the cheap.

Kat had first used it as an undergrad at Columbia University. She had paid for her Ivy League education with a NYPD scholarship. According to the life plan, she was then supposed to go to law school and join a big white-shoe firm in New York City, finally breaking away from the cursed family legacy of police work.

Alas, it hadn’t worked out that way.

A glass of red wine sat next to her keyboard. Kat drank too much. She knew that was a cliché—a cop who drank too much—but sometimes the clichés are there for a reason. She functioned fine. She didn’t drink on the job. It didn’t really affect her life in any noticeable way, but if Kat made calls or even decisions late at night, they tended to be, er, sloppy ones. She had learned over the years to turn off her mobile phone and stay away from e-mail after ten P.M.

Yet here she was, late at night, checking out random dudes on a dating website.

Stacy had uploaded four photographs to Kat’s page. Kat’s profile picture, a head shot, had been cropped from a bridesmaid group photo taken at a wedding last year. Kat tried to view herself objectively, but that was impossible. She hated the picture. The woman in the photograph looked unsure of herself, her smile weak, almost as though she was waiting to be slapped or something. Every photograph—now that she went through the painful ritual of viewing them—had been cropped from group pictures, and in every one, Kat looked as though she were half wincing.

Okay, enough of her own profile.

On the job, the only men she met were cops. She didn’t want a cop. Cops were good men and horrible husbands. She knew that only too well. When Grandma got terminally ill, her grandfather, unable to handle it, ran off until, well, it was too late. Pops never forgave himself for that. That was Kat’s theory, anyway. He was lonely and while he had been a hero to many, Pops chickened out when it counted most and he couldn’t live with that and his service revolver was sitting right there, right on the same top shelf in the kitchen where he’d always kept it, and so one night, Kat’s grandfather reached up and took his piece down from the shelf and sat by himself at the kitchen table and . . .

Ka-boom.

Dad, too, would go on benders and disappear for days at a time. Mom would be extra cheery when this happened—which made it all the more scary and creepy—either pretending Dad was on an undercover mission or ignoring his disappearance altogether, literally out of sight, out of mind, and then, maybe a week later, Dad would waltz in with a fresh shave and a smile and a dozen roses for Mom, and everyone would act like this was normal.

YouAreJustMyType.com. She, the cute and perky Kat Donovan, was on an internet dating site. Man oh man, talk about the best-laid plans. She lifted the wine glass, made a toasting gesture toward the computer screen, and took too big a gulp.

The world sadly was no longer conducive to meeting a life partner. Sex, sure. That was easy. That was, in fact, the expectation, the elephant in the date room, and while she loved the pleasures of the flesh as much as the next gal, the truth was, when you went to bed with someone too quickly, rightly or wrongly, the chances of a long-term relationship took a major hit. She didn’t put a moral judgment on this. It was just the way it was.

Her computer dinged. A message bubble popped up:

We have matches for you! Click here to see someone who might be perfect for you!

Kat finished the glass of wine. She debated pouring another, but really, enough. She took stock of herself and realized an obvious yet unspoken truth: She wanted someone in her life. Have the courage to admit that to yourself, okay? Much as she strove to be independent, Kat wanted a man, a partner, someone in her bed at night. She didn’t pine or force it or even make much of an effort. But she wasn’t really built to be alone.

She began to click through the profiles. You got to be in it to win it, right?

Pathetic.

Some men could be eliminated with a quick glance at their profile photograph. It was key, when you thought about it. The profile portrait each man had painstakingly chosen was, in pretty much every way, the first (very controlled) impression. It thus spoke volumes.

So: If you made the conscious choice to wear a fedora, that was an automatic no. If you chose not to wear a shirt, no matter how well built you were, automatic no. If you had a Bluetooth in your ear—gosh, aren’t you important?—automatic no. If you had a soul patch or sported a vest or winked or made hand gestures or chose a tangerine-hued shirt (personal bias) or balanced your sunglasses on top of your head, automatic no, no, no. If your profile name was ManStallion, SexySmile, RichPrettyBoy, LadySatisfier—you get the gist.

Kate clicked open a few where the guy looked . . . approachable, she guessed. There was a sad, depressing sameness to all the write-ups. Every person on the website enjoyed walks on a beach and dining out and exercising and exotic travel and wine tasting and theater and museums and being active and taking chances and grand adventures—yet they were equally content with staying home and watching a movie, coffee and conversation, cooking, reading a book, the simple pleasures. Every guy claimed that the most important quality they looked for in a woman was a sense of humor—right, sure—to the point where Kat wondered whether “sense of humor” was a euphemism for “big boobs.” Of course, every man also listed preferred body type as athletic, slender and curvy.

That seemed more accurate, if not downright wishful.

The profiles never reflected reality. Rather than being what you are, they were a wonderful if not futile exercise in what you think you are or what you want a potential partner to think you are—or most likely, the profiles (and man, shrinks would have a field day) simply reflect what you want to be.

The personal statements were all over the place, but if she had to use one word to sum them up, it would probably be treacle. The first read, “Every morning, life is a blank canvas waiting to be painted”—click. Some aimed for honesty by telling you repeatedly that they were honest. Some faked sincerity. Some were highfalutin or showboating or insecure or needy. Just like real life, when Kat thought about it. Most were simply trying too hard. The stench of desperation came off the screen in squiggly, bad-cologne waves. The constant soulmate talk was, at best, off-putting. In real life, Kat thought, none of us can find someone we want to go out with more than once, yet somehow we believe that on YouAreJustMyType.com we will instantly find a person we want to wake up next to for the rest of our lives.

Delusional—or does hope spring eternal?

That was the flip side. It was easy to be cynical and poke fun, but when she stepped back, Kat realized something that pierced her straight through the heart: Every profile was a life. Simple, yep, but behind every cliché-ridden, please-like-me profile was a fellow human being with dreams and aspirations and desires. These people hadn’t signed up, paid their fee, or filled out this information idly. Think about it: Every one of these lonely people came to this website—signed in and clicked on profiles—hoping it would be different this time, hoping against hope that finally they would meet the one person who, in the end, would be the most important person in their lives.

Wow. Just let that realization roll over you for a moment.

Kat had been lost in this thought, clicking through the profiles at a constantly increasing velocity, the faces of these men—men who had come here in the hopes of finding “the one”—blurring into a fleshy mess from the speed, when she spotted his picture.

For a second, maybe two, her brain didn’t quite believe what her eyes had seen. It took another second for the finger to stop clicking the mouse button, another for the profile pictures tumbling by to slow down and come to a halt. Kat sat and took a deep breath.

It couldn’t be.

She had been surfing at such a rapid pace, thinking about the men behind the photographs, their lives, their wants, their hopes. Her mind—and this was both Kat’s strength and weakness as a cop—had been wandering, not necessarily concentrating on what was directly in front of her yet being able to get a sense of the big picture. In law enforcement, it meant that she was able to see the possibilities, the escape routes, the alternate scenarios, the figure lurking behind the obstacles and obfuscations and hindrances and subterfuge.

But that also meant that sometimes Kat missed the obvious.

She slowly started to click the back arrow.

It couldn’t be him.
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