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One

IT WAS THE mailman who reported it, calling 911 half an hour before Delaney’s shift was supposed to end.

The pickup was sitting in the driveway and there were lights on in the house, so the mailman thought someone must be home. But it had been days now, and still no one answered when he knocked. The mailbox was filled to overflowing. So maybe, he figured, maybe Mr. Terio had suffered a heart attack.

Delaney shook his head and swore at the mailman’s timing. Brent had a play-off game at six, and it was five after five already. Helen would kill him. (You’ve got to be there for him, Jack! Show a little support! What’s more important – your own son or your buddies at the station?) Well, actually . . . the truth was, he liked to go to his son’s games. Brent was a good player – better than he had ever been – and it was fun to bask in the kid’s reflected glory. When things were going well, Brent didn’t really need him there. But when the kid screwed up – well, his son was one intense little guy. Took his own failure way too hard. And Helen didn’t have a clue how to help the kid handle it. (Will you stop that crying! It’s just a game.) So Delaney liked to be there – especially for a big game. But his chances of making it were fading. He and Poliakoff were all the way to hell and gone, way out by the county line where civilization turned to kudzu.

Sitting behind the wheel, Poliakoff gave Delaney a sidelong glance and chuckled. “Don’t sweat it. You want to use the siren?”

Delaney shook his head.

“The guy’s probably on vacation,” Poliakoff insisted. “We’ll take a look around – I’ll write it up. No problem.”

Delaney gazed out the window. The air was heavy and still, thick with gloom, the way it gets before a thunderstorm. “Maybe it’ll rain,” he muttered.

Poliakoff nodded. “That’s the spirit,” he told him. “Think positive.”

The cruiser turned onto Barracks Road and, suddenly, though they were barely a mile past a subdivision of bright new town houses, there was nothing in sight but vine-strangled woods and farmland. The occasional rotting barn.

“You ever been out this way?” Poliakoff asked.

Delaney shrugged. “That’s it, over there,” he said, nodding at a metal sign stippled with bullet holes. PREACHERMAN LANE. “You gotta turn.”

They found themselves on a narrow dirt road, flanked by weeds and at the edge of a dense wood. “Jesus,” Poliakoff muttered as the cruiser crested a rise, then bottomed out with a thud before he could brake. “Since when does Fairfax County have dirt roads?”

“We still got a couple,” Delaney replied, thinking the roads wouldn’t be around much longer. The Washington suburbs were metastasizing in every direction and had been for twenty years. In a year or two, the farmhouse up ahead – a yellow farmhouse, suddenly visible on the left – would be gone, drowned by a rising tide of town houses, Wal-Marts, and Targets.

The mailbox was at the end of the driveway, a battered aluminum cylinder with a faded red flag nailed to the top of a four-by-four T set in concrete. A name was stenciled on the side: C. TERIO.

Next to the mailbox, three or four newspapers were jammed into a white plastic tube that bore the words THE WASHINGTON POST. A dozen other editions lay on the ground in a neatish pile, some already turning yellow.

When the mailman had reached out to 911, he’d suggested, “You should go in, take a look around the house, see what you can see.”

But of course, they couldn’t exactly do that. Under the circumstances, the most they could do was knock on the door, walk around the property, talk to the neighbors – not that there were any, far as Delaney could tell.

Climbing out of the cruiser, the deputies stood for a moment, watching and listening. Thunder rumbled in the south, and they could hear the distant hum of the Beltway. With a grin, Poliakoff sang in his cracking baritone, “H-e-e-ere we come to save the da-a-yyyy –”

“Let’s get this over with,” Delaney grumbled, setting off toward the house.

They passed an aging Toyota Tacoma at the end of the driveway, its rear end backed toward the house as if its owner had been loading or unloading something. Together the two policemen crossed the overgrown lawn to the front door.

The knocker was a fancy one – hand-hammered iron in the shape of a dragonfly. Poliakoff put his fist around it, drew back, and rapped loudly. “Hullo?”

Silence.

“Hel-lo?” Poliakoff cocked his head and listened hard. When no reply came, he tried the door and, finding it locked, gave a little shrug. “Let’s go around back.” Together the deputies made their way around the side of the house, pausing every so often to peer through the windows.

“He left enough lights on,” Delaney observed.

At the rear of the house, they passed a little garden – tomatoes and peppers, zucchini and pole beans – that might have been tidy once but was now abandoned to weeds. Nearby, a screen door led into the kitchen. Poliakoff rapped on its wooden frame four or five times. “Anyone home? Mr. Terio! You in there?”

Nothing.

Or almost nothing. The air trembled with the on-again, off-again rasp of cicadas and, in the distance, the insectoid murmur of traffic. And there was something else, something . . . Delaney cocked his head and listened hard. He could hear . . . laughter. Or not laughter, actually, but . . . a laugh track. After a moment, he said, “The television’s on.”

Poliakoff nodded.

Delaney sighed. No way he was going to get to Brent’s baseball game. He could feel it.

Even so, there was nothing they could do, really. The doors were locked and they didn’t have a warrant. There was no real evidence of a medical emergency, much less of foul play. But it was suspicious, and since they were already out here, they might as well take a look around. Be thorough about it.

Poliakoff walked back to where the newspapers were piled up, squatted, and sorted through them. The oldest was dated July 19 – more than two weeks ago.

A few feet away, Delaney checked out the truck in the driveway. On the front seat he found a faded and sun-curled receipt for a cash purchase at Home Depot. It, too, was dated July 19 and listed ten bags of Sakrete, 130 cinder blocks, a mortaring tool, and a plastic tub.

“A real do-it-yourselfer,” he remarked, showing the receipt to Poliakoff, then reaching into the cruiser to retrieve his notebook.

“I’ll check around the other side of the house,” Poliakoff told him.

Delaney nodded and leaned back against the cruiser, going through the motions of making notes. Not that there was much to put down.

August 3

C. Terio

2602 Preacherman Lane

Oldest paper—July 19

Home Depot receipt, same date

He looked at his watch and noted the time: 5:29. The whole thing was a waste of time, no matter how you looked at it. Delaney had responded to a couple of hundred calls like this during his ten years with the department, and nine times out of ten the missing person was senile or off on a bender. Once in a while, they turned up dead, sprawled on the bathroom floor or sitting in the BarcaLounger. This kind of thing wasn’t really police work. It was more like a janitorial service.

“Hey.”

Delaney looked up. Poliakoff was calling to him from the other side of the house. Tossing the notebook onto the front seat of the cruiser, he glanced at the sky – there was a curtain of rain off to the south, which gave him more hope that Brent’s game would be rained out – and headed off in the direction of his partner.

As it happened, there was an outside entrance to the basement – a set of angled metal doors that opened directly onto a short flight of concrete steps, leading down. Poliakoff was standing on the steps, the doors at attention on either side of him, like rusted wings. “Whaddya think? We take a look?”

Delaney frowned and inclined his head toward one of the doors. “That the way you found them?”

Poliakoff nodded. “Yeah. Wide open.”

Delaney shrugged. “Could be a burglary, I guess – but let’s make it quick.” He was thinking, Dear God, don’t let there be a stiff down there, or we’ll be here all night.

Poliakoff ducked his head, calling out Terio’s name as he descended the steps, Delaney right behind him.

The basement was utilitarian – a long rectangular room with a seven-foot ceiling, cinder-block walls, and a cement floor. A single fluorescent light buzzed and flickered over a dusty tool bench in a corner of the room. A moth beat its wings against the fixture.

Delaney glanced around. Nervously. He didn’t like basements. He’d been afraid of them ever since he’d been a kid, though nothing had ever really happened to him in one. They just creeped him out. And this place, with its cheap shelves crowded with cans of paint, boxes of nails and screws, and tools, it was like every basement he’d ever seen: ordinary and evil, all at once.

Poliakoff wrinkled his nose.

“You smell something?” Delaney asked, his eyes searching the cellar.

“Yeah, I think so,” his partner said. “Sort of.”

On a shelf beneath the tool bench Delaney noticed a red plastic container marked: MOWER FUEL. “It’s probably gas,” he told his partner.

Poliakoff shook his head. “Unh-unh.”

Delaney shrugged. “Whatever,” he said, “there’s no one here.” Turning to leave, he started for the steps but stopped when he realized that Poliakoff wasn’t following him. “Whatcha got?” he asked, looking back to his partner, who was holding a Maglite at shoulder height, its powerful beam funneling into the farthest corner of the room.

“I’m not sure,” Poliakoff muttered, crossing the basement to where the flashlight’s beam splashed against the far wall. “It’s weird.”

Delaney looked at the wall and realized Poliakoff was right: it was weird. At the north end of the basement, a corner was partitioned off by what looked like a pair of hastily built cinder-block walls. At right angles to each other, the walls were each about four feet across and went floor-to-ceiling, creating a sort of concrete closet, a closet without a door. “What is that?” Delaney asked.

Poliakoff shook his head and moved closer.

The closet – or whatever it was – was amateurishly made. Blobs of mortar bulged between the cinder blocks, which were stacked in a half-assed way that wasn’t quite plumb. The deputies stared at the construction. Finally, Poliakoff said, “It’s like . . . it’s like a little jackleg room!”

Delaney nodded, then ran a hand through his thick brown hair. “It’s probably what he did with the Home Depot stuff. He must have –”

“You smell it now?” Poliakoff asked.

Delaney sniffed. Even though he’d been a smoker most of his life, there was no mistaking the stink in the air. He’d spent two years in a Graves Registration unit at Dover Air Force Base and, if nothing else, he knew what death smelled like.

“Could be a rat,” Poliakoff suggested. “They get in the walls. . . .”

Delaney shook his head. His heart was beating harder now, the adrenaline coursing through his chest. He took a deep breath and examined the construction more closely.

The sloppiest part was closest to the ceiling – where the top row of cinder blocks lay crookedly upon the lower course, mortar dripping from the joints. Delaney picked off a piece and crushed it between his thumb and forefinger.

“You don’t think this guy . . .?” Poliakoff let the sentence trail away as Delaney crossed the basement to the workbench and came back with a hammer and a screwdriver. “Maybe we’d better call this in.”

Delaney nodded. “I know,” he said, and began to chip away at the mortar, using the screwdriver as a chisel, sending a little spray of grit into the air. Poliakoff fretted about “disturbing the scene,” but his partner was in the grip of something, his heart almost racing. “We’re the investigating officers,” he muttered. “So I’m investigating.”

It only took a minute, and then the cinder block was more or less free of its binding. Hitting it one more time with the hammer, Delaney broke the block loose. Then he laid his tools on the floor and, reaching up, wiggled the block back and forth.

As it came free, a stench rose up, so pungent that Delaney could almost taste it – as if he’d touched the tip of his tongue to the place in his gum where a rotten tooth had just been extracted.

“Gimme a hand,” he ordered, and with Poliakoff’s help he removed the block from the wall and set it on the floor. By now, there was no doubt in either man’s mind about what waited behind the wall, but they still couldn’t see – the opening was too high. Taking up the hammer and screwdriver, Delaney went to work on a second cinder block, attacking it with a kind of desperation – even as he held his breath. Soon this second cinder block was free, so that there was now a window into the little room, just above Delaney’s head.

Poliakoff was doing his best to keep his stomach still as Delaney looked around for something to stand on. He saw a straight-backed chair near the basement doors and dragged it over. Delaney climbed up on it and took the Maglite from his belt. Then he cast its beam through the window he’d created – and fell silent. From somewhere above, the laugh track surged.

“So what is it?” Poliakoff demanded. “What –”

Delaney swayed. “I’m gonna be sick,” he said. And he was.

The medical examiner arrived about forty minutes later, accompanied by a homicide detective, three deputies, a forensics technician, and the meat wagon. An aging Ichabod Crane, the ME stood about six-two and 140 pounds. Judging by the deeply jaundiced tint to his fingers, Delaney figured he’d been chain-smoking since birth.

The storm hit a few minutes later, riding a strobe of lightning and volleys of thunder. Sheets of rain began to fall as one of the deputies erected a brace of lights in front of what everyone was now calling the tomb. Nearby, a second deputy dusted for prints while a third recorded the scene with a camera, its flash mimicking the lightning outside. Finally, the ME suggested that the tomb should be partially dismantled, so that he could examine the body.

It was, after all, a murder scene – or that, at least, was the presumption. Unless and until the ME determined otherwise, suicides and accidental deaths were treated by the police as homicides.

“What a corker,” the ME muttered.

Delaney nodded somberly and handed the detective a list that he and Poliakoff had made, enumerating the surfaces that each of them had touched: the doors to the house, front and back; the newspaper and mailbox; the door to the truck; and one of the windows on the side of the house. Hammer and screw-driver, the cinder blocks and light switch. The receipt from Home Depot.

“What kinda sick son of a bitch would do something like this?” Delaney wondered, as much to himself as anyone else.

The ME lit a cigarette and threw him a look. “What do you mean?”

Delaney frowned. “What do I mean? I mean . . . what do you think I mean? They buried him alive, for chrissake!”

“Who did?”

Delaney’s frown deepened. Was the ME an idiot? “How do I know? Whoever did it. All I’m sayin’ is –”

“He probably did it himself.”

Delaney stared at the man, uncomprehending.

The detective chimed in. “Look at the mortar,” he said, nodding toward the cinder block. “The tailings are all on the inside. So’s the tub. And the trowel. Bags of Sakrete.”

“You’re saying he built it himself?” Delaney asked.

“Looks like it.”

Delaney cast his eyes toward the tomb, which was almost open now. The deceased was sitting on the floor with his back to the wall, legs splayed, eyes wide. “No. Why would anyone do that?” Delaney asked. He didn’t believe it. Even the trowel, lying on the floor at the dead man’s feet, didn’t prove a thing. Who’s to say there wasn’t a second trowel, a second tub, another bag of Sakrete?

The ME didn’t answer him at first. Instead, he told the deputy that enough cinder block had been removed. When the deputy stepped aside, the ME inched into the little room, crouched, and snapped on a pair of surgical gloves. Then he began to search the dead man’s pockets. “People kill themselves for dozens of reasons,” he mused. “Sometimes, there’s a lot of self-hatred.” Extracting a wallet from the pocket of the dead man, he flipped it open and peered at the man’s driver’s license. “Terio. T as in Tom, -e-r-i-o. Who’s taking notes?”

One of the deputies said that he was.

“First name: Christian; middle name: Anthony. D-O-B: six-eleven-fifty-three.” The ME placed the wallet in a transparent plastic Baggie, sighed, and shone a penlight in the dead man’s eyes. “Had a case two years ago,” he said. “Guy decapitated himself – cut off his own head!”

“Bullshit!” Poliakoff exclaimed, coming down the stairs. “How you gonna do that?”

“Well,” the ME told them, “the way he did it, he tied a rope around a tree and looped the other end around his neck. Then he got in his car and floored it. Had a Camaro, so it came off pretty clean.”

“But . . . why?” Delaney wondered.

The ME shook his head and continued to examine the body. “Depression.”

Poliakoff guffawed – “I’ll say!” – and Delaney, disgusted, walked outside, into the rain. It only took him a second to reach his cruiser and get in, but that was enough time to get soaked. Sitting there, with the rain clobbering the roof, he studied the water pearling on the windshield and tried not to think about the basement.

But that was impossible. What he’d seen had rattled him. He had a touch of claustrophobia himself – maybe more than a touch – and the idea of sitting in the dark, waiting to die in that jackleg crypt, was the stuff of nightmares.

And if the ME was right about it being a suicide, then – the idea skittered through Delaney’s head like an insect scurrying from a drain – that made it even worse.

Because this guy, Terio, had obviously changed his mind. Delaney was sure of it. The first thing he’d seen in the flashlight’s beam was the dead man’s hands – or what was left of them. The fingers were stumps, the nails worn away, the torn flesh crusty with blood.

So he’d been trying to get out, Delaney figured. Alone in the dark, he’d tried to claw his way through the stone.


Two

THE CAR – CALEIGH’S sensible Saturn – was well built, Danny thought. Here they were, five miles out of Nag’s Head, cruising back to Washington at sixty-two miles per hour, and you couldn’t even hear the road beneath the tires. In fact, you couldn’t hear anything. And that, of course, was precisely the point. Riding in the passenger’s seat with his eyes on the flat Carolina landscape, Danny was the target of an unmistakable Meaningful Silence.

Which was completely unfair. They’d had a great time in the rental cottage. Just the two of them, a block from the beach. They’d ridden his Boogie board, splashed in the surf, basked in the sun. They’d danced till two A.M. two nights out of five. There had been candlelit dinners, thirty-six holes of miniature golf, and long walks on the beach at sunset. Now it was time to go home, and the silence coming off his girlfriend was like a cold front sweeping down from Canada.

He hadn’t proposed.

After all the sunsets and inspired sex, he still hadn’t proposed. And it was getting to her, he could tell. Because they’d been together for three years and, though they were still crazy about each other, he just couldn’t do it. The problem, Danny told himself, is that I’m too marginal – and she’s too centered. To put it another way, Caleigh was one year out of B-school and pulling down eighty grand a year, while he was four years out of the Art Institute and pulling down eighty bucks a day.

A portfolio management intern at the John Galt Fund, Caleigh was a born workaholic who logged sixty-hour weeks without complaint. Even on vacation, she’d been up at seven every day to snag one of the four Wall Street Journals at the town’s only newsstand. She’d checked her e-mail twice a day at the local library and had been caught, repeatedly, watching MSNBC with the sound turned off.

For Caleigh, making money was an art and a game, as absorbing and nuanced as the ballet must be to a professional dancer. Not so for Danny, who liked to kid that he was “beyond money – an artiste.”

Which was at least half-true – the beyond money part, that is. Most of what little money he made came from moonlighting – not from art. He worked part-time at a gallery, which gave him “exposure” but didn’t pay a whole lot more than minimum wage. The real bucks came from the twenty-five dollars an hour he made freelancing for Fellner Associates, a big investigative firm in the District. The investigative work was easy, if uninteresting: for the most part, he collected filings at the SEC, culled records at the courthouse, and interviewed third-tier sources in connection with mergers and acquisitions and litigation of various kinds. As near as Danny could tell, Fellner Associates was almost always on the wrong side – a circumstance in which the firm took pride. Because, of course, “the wrong side” was where the money was, and that was where Fellner Associates liked to put down roots.

Still, his freelance work more or less paid the bills, though there were lots of things that Danny craved but couldn’t afford – not least of which was a nonlinear video-editing suite that would enable him to make the kind of art that, for now, he could only dream of.

The system he wanted cost twenty thousand dollars – about twenty times as much as he had in his savings account. Which pretty much put it out of reach. He’d never save that much working for Fellner, and as for his art, that wasn’t moving at all. Not at all, at all, as Caleigh would say. In point of fact, he hadn’t sold any of his work in months – not since a Latino bank in Mount Pleasant bought a bronze that he’d made: Forest and Threes.

He leaned back, closed his eyes, and rested his head against the jittering window. Caleigh had the radio tuned to NPR’s Morning Edition – one of those whimsical first-person narratives that she liked and he didn’t. He tuned it out, thinking, If a three fell in the forest, would anyone hear it?

Caleigh must have seen him smile, because she broke the Meaningful Silence to ask, “So . . . what are you thinking about?”

He shook his head slowly, pretending to be half-asleep. What am I thinking about? I’m thinking about not selling anything, about not having money, about not getting married. I’m thinking about all the knots in my life.

“Danny?”

His eyelids fluttered. She could be relentless. “Wha?”

“What are you thinking about?”

The truth was, he was contemplating the mystery of how he and Caleigh, who had almost nothing in common, were nevertheless made for each other. Something had ignited when they met, and Danny believed the flame would never go out. When they were separated, even for just a few days, Danny began to languish, a shipwrecked man. It was the same for Caleigh, or so she said. They were magic together. Each of them lit up in the presence of the other. Despite their entirely different career tracks and backgrounds, they were so attuned that half of the time they could read each other’s minds. Same brain, they’d say when one spoke aloud the thought of the other.

Of course they’d get married, someday when he felt a little more grounded, when he was getting somewhere, when he was at least making some kind of money. Maybe I’ll have to get a real job, he thought, if something doesn’t break for me soon.

“Danny?” Caleigh said again. “The mind police want a report from your brain.”

He opened his eyes. Blinked. “I’ve got a sunburn.”

“Poor baby!”

“And I’m all gritty from the sand.”

“Awww . . .”

“And I was thinking . . . maybe I’m too old to be a ‘Danny.’ Maybe it’s time I became a ‘Daniel.’”

She thought about it. Frowned. “No. I don’t think so.”

“I’ll be twenty-six tomorrow.”

“So? You’re having a birthday. That doesn’t mean you have to change your name.”

He shifted in the seat. “Let’s not talk about me,” he said, taking Caleigh’s hand in his and bringing it to his mouth. Kissing her fingers, which tasted like salt. “Let’s talk about you.”

Caleigh giggled. “What about me?”

“I bet you can’t wait to get home. Short GE. Buy a ton of pork bellies. Put some calls –”

“You don’t ‘put calls,’” she told him.

“Well, whatever. . . .”

She sighed and clicked off the radio. “I know you think it’s boring –”

“But I don’t,” he said. “I think business is probably more interesting than art – I mean, as a scene.”

Caleigh giggled. “You’re just saying that because you have to go to Jake’s opening and suck up to all the gallery owners.”

He winced but was relieved the cold front seemed to have passed. “Wanna come?”

She shook her head and sent a sloe-eyed smile in his direction. “Well . . .”

“So you’d rather wash your hair, watch Wall Street Week in Review –”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, you didn’t say it, but . . .”

She laughed. “Same brain.”

Danny groaned. “Maybe I’ll stay home and wash my hair – it’s got enough sand in it.”

Caleigh shook her head. “You can’t!”

“‘Can’t’ what?”

“Bail on Jake. And I can’t, either. He’s counting on us. And, anyway, it won’t be that bad.”

“Yes, it will,” he told her, and let his head fall against the window with a soft thunk.

The opening was at the Petrus Gallery in Georgetown.

A single room with high ceilings, batteries of track lights, and rosy brick walls, the gallery was in a part of the city that Danny had always found interesting – and even mysterious. This was K Street, Down Under. Half a mile to the east, the street morphed into a canyon of glassy high-rises, housing law firms and NGOs like the Pan American Health Organization. But here, in what used to be a ghetto of freed slaves, it ran for half a dozen blocks beside the Potomac River – and under the elevated Whitehurst Freeway.

From the standpoint of “urban planning,” this stretch of K Street was a disaster. And for Danny, the opening wasn’t any better.

If he heard the words “coolest July on record” one more time, he swore he’d take off – even if that meant thinning an already emaciated “crowd.” There were only a couple of dozen people, and none of them seemed remotely interested in the monster canvases that hung from the walls. Judging by the accumulating empties in the recycling bins, the gallery’s clientele were there for the free booze, not the paintings.

A voice to his left insisted that “they didn’t even start to keep records until 1918, so it’s really only the coolest since then.”

That’s it, Danny told himself. We’re outta here. Caleigh, trapped in a conversation with Jake’s earnest mom, had been throwing him let’s go glances for fifteen minutes. He’d already done his best with the various luminaries in attendance – the Post’s critic, the writer from Flash Art. There was no reason to stay and he was halfway to Caleigh’s side when a whispery voice cooed in his ear, “Is that you, Danny Cray?”

Lavinia. No one knew exactly how old Lavinia was, but there were photos of her with JFK and Andy Warhol, Peggy Guggenheim and Lou Reed. The doyenne of the D.C. arts scene, she ran the Neon Gallery in Foggy Bottom and the Kunstblitz in Berlin.

“It is,” he said as he and Lavinia came together for a ritual embrace. “At least, I think so.” He rubbed his hand back over his short spiky hair.

She burbled, as if what he’d said was somehow witty, and eyed him through her heavily mascaraed lashes in a way that was almost flirtatious. Caleigh, spotting him with Lavinia, raised her eyebrows and volleyed an encouraging smile. “Well, I hope it’s you,” Lavinia said, “because you’re the man I’ve been looking for.” She held out her empty wineglass. “Plonk, please – white . . . then there’s something I want to talk to you about.”

They went out to the little garden behind the gallery so that Lavinia could have a cigarette. The air was so leaden and oppressively humid that the smoke didn’t seem to rise but hung in the air like ground fog. He did his best to pump her for a reaction to Jake’s show (because, of course, Jake would ask), but she dismissed the subject with a shake of her famous blond mane. “Not my cup of tea,” she told him.

“Why not? He’s good!”

She shook her head dismissively. “No, he’s not ‘good.’ His palette’s muddy and he’s derivative. But look,” she said, changing the subject. “That’s not what I want to talk about. I want to talk about . . .” She pushed him in the chest with one red-enameled finger. “You!”

It took about a minute, and then he was floating. She told him that she’d seen a sculpture of his at the Banco Salvador in Adams-Morgan and that she’d been very impressed. So much so that she’d sought out his other work. She’d seen some lithographs that he’d loaned to a restaurateur in Georgetown, a painting the Cafritzes had bought and which was hanging in their music room, and an installation that he’d done for the Torpedo Factory in Alexandria. “I loved it.”

“Which?” he asked.

“It! Them! All of it!”

“That’s great. Really!”

But that wasn’t the point. The point was: A “window” had opened up in the exhibition schedule at Neon. “Actually,” she confided, “it’s more like a skylight: two weeks in October. You’d open Friday, October fifth.” Was he interested?

“Well . . .”

“You’d install on the Wednesday and Thursday, the third and fourth.” A thought occurred to her. “You do have enough work . . .?”

He nodded without thinking. “Sure, but – what happened? I mean . . .”

She made a tsking sound and cast her eyes to the heavens. “One of my ‘projects,’” she confided. “Young, bright . . . and thoroughly bipolar. I don’t see him getting out of bed before Christmas, and I can’t wait for that – I’m running a business, not a clinic.” She paused, a look of bemusement on her face. “So?”

He hesitated for the better part of a second, shrugged unconvincingly, and said, “Yeah – sure!”

“Wonderful!”

After that, he had to stay because, somehow, it didn’t seem right to leave before Lavinia did.

A minute later, Caleigh materialized at his side, with Jake and Jake’s mom in tow. “Wasn’t that Lavinia Trevor?” she asked, excited. “What did she want?”

Danny didn’t want to say anything with Jake right there. The Neon was a much bigger deal than the Petrus. He shrugged. “Someone to fetch her some wine and keep her company while she had a smoke.”

“She say anything?” Jake asked. “About the show? What did she think?”

Danny shrugged again. “Sorry. All she talked about was a friend of hers who’s bipolar.”

Caleigh peeked at her watch. Mondays she had to get up at five-thirty in order to read the early papers and write her on-line column before the market opened for the week. Danny squeezed her hand. “I think you should head home. I’ll catch a ride with someone.” Caleigh smiled. She knew something was up with Lavinia.

It was half an hour after Caleigh’s departure that Lavinia finally left, tossing Danny a conspiratorial little wave as she made her exit. At this point, Danny decided he’d better stay to the end. Jake was half in the bag and in no shape to drive.

On the way home, Jake was looking for reassurance. “That sucked,” he said, swigging from a half-empty bottle of merlot.

“It was fine,” Danny told him.

“Really?” Jake asked, skepticism and hope vying in his voice.

“Absolutely! It was a home run.”

His friend made a grumbling sound and looked out the window. “Nothing sold.”

“That’s not the point,” Danny told him, although it sort of was. “First you show – then you sell. It takes a while.”

“You think?”

“Yeah.”

Jake cocked his head and regarded Danny with suspicion. “What are you so happy about?”

“Me?” Danny scoffed. “I’m not happy. I’m depressed!”

His friend thought about that for a moment, then nodded to himself and closed his eyes. “Good,” he said, and, almost immediately, began to snore.

Maybe it was a self-fulfilling prophecy, but after he dropped off Jake, Danny’s elation began to fade. The truth was, he had a few pieces that were good to go, but they weren’t enough. He’d have to round up everything he’d sold, along with pieces he’d left in the care of friends. And the installation at the Torpedo Factory – the one Lavinia liked so much – was beginning to look like one of a kind. It was a mixed-media piece, and he no longer had any way of putting together the intricate video effects that kind of work demanded. The editing suite he’d used at the Artists Co-op was no longer available, its owner having reclaimed the system to go into business making “video memorials” of dead pets (a lucrative trade, by all accounts).

And there was another problem: the most interesting of his sculptures, and the pièce de résistance of any foreseeable show, was Babel On II. This was a mind-boggling construction that consisted of more than eight thousand transparent Legos put together in such a way as to create a nearly invisible city – at the center of which was a six-inch high three-dimensional hologram of Walter Mondale praying over Kurt Cobain’s funeral bier. The hologrammatic image was wonderful and haunting, as delicate and ephemeral as its subjects’ fade-to-black celebrity. The only problem was: How was he going to get the piece to the Neon Gallery without destroying it?

No big deal, he thought. I’ve got two months to figure it out.

Since he was driving Jake’s VW, parking was easy; finding a space for his own car, a huge and rusting ’76 Oldsmobile, was always a challenge in Adams-Morgan.

When he bounded up the two flights of stairs to tell Caleigh about Lavinia’s offer, she was even more excited than he was. “I knew it!” she beamed, throwing her arms around him. She broke out a bottle of Mumm’s from the refrigerator (“it was supposed to be for your birthday, but we can always get another”).

Danny was feeling no pain when the phone rang, just after midnight. Caleigh answered it, then handed the receiver to him with a questioning look. “Jude Belzer,” she said.

He shook his head. It wasn’t a name he knew. Nor did he recognize the voice, which had a peculiar accent: half English and half something else that he couldn’t identify.

“Mr. Cray?”

“Danny.”

“As you like. I’m sorry to call you so late, but –”

“No problem,” Danny told him.

“I’m a lawyer.”

“Okay.”

“A mutual friend suggested I get in touch.”

“And who was that?” Danny asked.

“One of your many fans at Fellner Associates,” the lawyer explained. “Look, I’m just in from Milan and I’m off to San Francisco tomorrow. Would it be possible – is there any way – you could meet me in the morning? I know it’s short notice, but –”

“I don’t know. . . .”

“I have a proposal that I think will interest you. We could meet at the Admirals Club at Reagan National.”

Danny winced. He’d lived in the D.C. area most of his life. The airport would always be just plain National to him.

“Danny?”

“Yeah, I’m here.”

“I was thinking . . . ten-ish?”

Danny wasn’t sure what to say. The Neon exhibition was going to be huge, but it wouldn’t be easy. He had a lot of work to do to make it happen. Then again, the grand that he had in the bank wasn’t going to last. And he couldn’t – he wouldn’t – live off Caleigh.

The silence must have dragged, because Belzer prodded him a second time. “Danny?”

“Yeah, sure – ten would be fine.”

“The Admirals Club?”

“Right. At National.”

It wasn’t until he hung up that Danny realized they hadn’t bothered to establish a way of recognizing each other. But, somehow, he could tell that wouldn’t be a problem. There was something in Belzer’s voice, a tone more than an accent, that made Danny think the lawyer already knew what he looked like. And maybe a lot more.


Three

HE LOOKED . . . DECENT.

That was Danny’s conclusion as he stood in front of the mirror with a towel around his waist, dripping from the shower. Regular features, blue eyes, clear skin. Kinda tall, thin, and, for someone who didn’t “work out,” in pretty good shape. Though, actually . . . he played soccer on the Mall twice a week and went running with Caleigh in Rock Creek Park on the (admittedly rare) occasions when he got up as early as she did. So he wasn’t exactly a couch potato.

All in all, he thought that he looked okay, though maybe a little too edgy for a first meeting, especially with a lawyer. His hair, for instance. Short, brown, and spiky, it had blond highlights at the tips (thanks to Caleigh, who’d obviously been deprived of dolls as a child). Maybe if he slapped a little gel on his hair and combed it straight back (Pat Riley style), it would look okay – just sort of sun-streaked.

He ran a brush through his hair, cocked his head, and considered the result in the mirror: not bad, except that he looked like a pirate. A young and affable pirate but a buccaneer nonetheless – which might not be appropriate for a business meeting.

It was the tattoo that did it. And the piercings.

The tattoo was a black silhouette, tribal and abstract, that curled up and around his right shoulder. The piercings consisted of three gold rings in the helix of his left ear and a fourth through his right eyebrow – the result of a lost bet.

But it didn’t matter, really. The tattoo would disappear beneath his shirt, and the piercings only took a second to remove. When this was done, he was his mother’s son again – a nice young man with no apparent edges.

Walking into the bedroom, he opened the closet door and took out the clothes that he kept for occasions like this: the Zegna suit and tie that Caleigh had pounced on at Glad Rags (an up-scale consignment boutique), the Cole-Haan loafers (leftover from graduation), the oh-so-cool windowpane shirt from Joseph Abboud. It was a dark and businesslike ensemble, funereal or gangsterlike, depending on your point of view. And it made him smile, because the beautiful suit and gleaming shoes were like a disguise.

He drew the line at an attaché case, though. Instead, he carried a leather “envelope” that held a yellow legal pad and the Mark Cross fountain pen that his father had given him in a moment of wishful thinking and largesse.

Riding the Metro out to the airport, he read the Washington Post – or, more accurately, Doonesbury, Style, and the sports page. Then he was there, amid the throng surging in and out of Terminal B. Finding a security guard, he asked the way to the American Airlines lounge and was directed to the third floor at the south end of the terminal. There, on the wall beside a wooden door, was a brass plaque that read: ADMIRALS CLUB.

A buzzer beside the door gave admittance to a large and airy room with a wall of plate glass at the far end. The attendant at the reception desk asked Danny to sign in as a guest, then nodded toward a corner of the room that overlooked one of the airport’s busiest runways.

Jude Belzer was sitting in a wing chair that might as well have been a leather throne, watching Danny as he made his way past a flotilla of empty easy chairs and couches. Nearby, three men in business suits sat nibbling honey-roasted peanuts and sipping Coca-Colas. Although they didn’t talk among themselves, they were obviously together – a phalanx of well-dressed pawns guarding their king’s perimeter.

To Danny, they seemed like Xerox copies of one another: each of them was thirty-something and squarely built, with thick black hair cut close to the scalp. They’d be difficult to tell apart, he thought, except for the guy in the middle, whose right eyebrow was cleft in two – so that he almost seemed to have three.

Belzer shared the same palette as his bodyguards (or whatever they were). Everything about him was dark, from the suit that he wore to his pitch-black hair and wraparound shades. He removed these as Danny approached, revealing fathomless brown eyes. When he got up to shake hands, Danny noticed, first, the silver-handled cane he leaned on, the gold blob of a Rolex, and the leather boot encasing a deformity of some kind.

“Danny Cray.”

“Jude Belzer.”

Rangy and athletic-looking, Belzer had a powerful grip and was handsome enough that he flustered the young woman who materialized to ask if they’d like something to drink. The lawyer had the presence of a movie star, and Danny could see the wheels turning behind the waitress’s eyes as she tried to place him in her firmament of celebrity. Blushing and stuttering, too eager to please, she finally dashed off to fill their order: coffee for Danny, Pellegrino for Belzer.

Belzer put his sunglasses back on, apologizing as he did so. “My eyes are sensitive to glare,” he said in a regretful tone.

“So,” Danny said, settling into an easy chair. “Here we are.”

“Yesssss.” With a smile, Belzer leaned forward and, without any introduction at all, quietly explained why the two of them were there. “I’d like to retain you for a little damage control.”

“‘Retain’ me?”

Belzer’s hands fell open, like a book. “A bit of freelance investigation. You do that, don’t you?”

Danny nodded. “Sure.”

“Well then . . .” A flash of teeth. “I have a client – a businessman in Italy – Zerevan Zebek. . . .” The lawyer paused, as if waiting for a reaction. When none came, he resumed talking. “For some time now, Mr. Zebek has been the target of . . . I’m not sure what to call it . . . a campaign to destroy his reputation.”

A sympathetic frown settled on Danny’s face as the waitress arrived with their drinks. “When did it start?” he asked.

“A few months ago,” Belzer replied. “One of the Florentine papers – La Repubblica – began to publish certain rumors. . . .”

“About?”

“Mr. Zebek’s businesses. Our first reaction –”

“And what did they say?” Danny asked. Unused to interruption, Belzer frowned. “I mean – I was wondering about the allegations,” Danny explained.

The lawyer shook his head, closed his eyes, and made an impatient gesture with his hand, as if he were waving good-bye to someone he didn’t care about. “What difference does it make? There’s nothing to them.”

Danny sat back in his chair, sipped his coffee, and let the silence between them grow – which wasn’t easy. The lawyer’s body language expressed an attitude somewhere between annoyance and contempt.

Finally, Belzer relented with a sigh. “Okay, they say he’s in bed with the Mafia – that he’s an arms dealer . . . a polluter, and a cheat. They say he’s the devil incarnate.”

Danny grinned. “Whereas . . . in fact . . .?”

Belzer shrugged. “He’s a venture capitalist. Secretive? Of course. But that goes with the territory, doesn’t it? We’re talking about someone who’s invested hundreds of millions of dollars in a string of small companies, some of which have done very, very well – and may do even better. We’re talking about cutting-edge science – robotics and MEMS – not Telepizza.”

Danny wouldn’t know MEMS from Reese’s Pieces, but he understood what Belzer was driving at. Over the last year and a half, he’d done enough work for Fellner Associates to know that the high-tech universe was a cutthroat one in which billions came and went like tropical storms. The lawyer obviously believed that his client was being smeared by a competitor. “So why doesn’t he sue?” he asked.

Belzer took a drink of water and leaned forward with a wolfish grin. “Well, that’s the point, isn’t it? I mean, that’s why we’re here.”

“Ah.”

The older man sat back. “We know who some of the people involved are – tabloid hacks and others. But there’s no point in going after them. We want to trace the stories to the source – find out who’s behind them.”

Danny thought about that. It might be something he could do.

“One of the people we know was involved,” Belzer continued, “was an American.”

“Ah . . .”

“A man named Terio.”

“And how can we be sure of that?” Danny asked.

Belzer regarded him coolly. “Maybe this isn’t something you need to know.” When the younger man looked doubtful, the lawyer shrugged. “Mr. Terio was overheard talking to a reporter.”

“‘Overheard’?”

Belzer nodded.

“You mean like . . . he was sitting at the next table, or . . . you bugged him?”

Belzer’s face tightened in mock indignation. “I’ve never bugged anyone in my life,” he protested. Then he paused and added, “We have people for that.” The remark made Danny smile. But he must have looked worried, too, because the lawyer hurried to reassure him: “It was in another country, Mr. Cray. The laws are different.”

Danny nodded thoughtfully. “So what is it you’d like me to do?”

“Well, if we could get a look at Mr. Terio’s papers . . .”

“His ‘papers,’” Danny repeated. “What kind of ‘papers’?”

Belzer shrugged. “Whatever there is. And if we could find out who he was talking to, or who else he was talking to, that would be even better.”

Suddenly we’re in the past tense, Danny thought. “‘Was’?”

Belzer nodded. “Mr. Terio passed away.”

Danny blinked.

The lawyer shifted in his chair. “It was in the news.”

Danny gave him an apologetic look. “I just got back in town,” he said. “My girlfriend and I were in North Carolina, so –”

“It was in the papers,” Belzer told him. He twirled a finger in the air. “TV. Radio.”

Danny thought about that. “So this guy was, what – prominent? I mean, to get in the papers –”

Belzer shook his head. “No,” he admitted. “He wasn’t actually ‘prominent.’ He was a college professor. It was more the way he died than who he was.”

Danny took another sip of coffee and leaned forward. “The way he died?”

Belzer watched a 737 land on the runway behind the window. After a moment, he said, “Mr. Terio immured himself.”

Danny wasn’t sure that he’d heard right. A couple of seconds ticked by. “Excuse me?”

Belzer turned back to him. “I said he immured himself.”

It’s a language thing, Danny supposed. This guy’s English is perfect, but it’s English-as-a-second-language perfect, so maybe he doesn’t mean what he thinks he means. “When you say ‘immured,’ you mean like . . . like in that Edgar Allan Poe story?”

Belzer nodded. “Except, in Mr. Terio’s case, it was a do-it-yourself activity.”

The younger man sat where he was and said nothing for a while. Then his businessman imposture dissolved and he sank back in his seat with a chuckle of incredulity. “I’m sorry, man, but . . . ‘do-it-yourself’?”

Belzer inclined his head in confirmation. “He buried himself alive.”

Danny heard himself say, “What!?”

Belzer nodded.

“But . . . how do you even do that?” Danny asked.

The lawyer shook his head in bafflement. Then he frowned and tried to explain: “According to the police, he went to something called the ‘Home Depot’ and bought what he needed. Then he built this little room from the inside out.”

Danny couldn’t believe it. The idea blew him away. “But why? Why would anyone ever do that? There are guns for that. Bridges! Pills!”

Belzer shook his head, almost wistfully. “Obviously, he was crazy.”

No shit, Danny thought. “Of course he was crazy, but . . . what I’m getting at is: What made him do it? Even crazy people have reasons for what they do. They’re just crazy reasons.”

Belzer made a gesture that conveyed a mix of helplessness and indifference. “I’m sure you’re right.”

Danny nodded, then ran a hand through his hair. Finally, he made an effort to get down to business. “Okay, so Mr. Terio’s kind of a mystery. But why me? I mean, I can understand why you want to find out about this campaign against your client, but – why not go to Fellner Associates?” Before the lawyer could answer, Danny plunged on. “Don’t get me wrong – I’m flattered. It’s just that . . . They’re the A-team. I’m just one guy. I don’t have anything like their resources.”

It wasn’t something that he wanted to say, but it was so obvious that it couldn’t be avoided. He was a part-time PI who didn’t even have a license – whereas Fellner Associates had a dozen offices in half a dozen countries and 120 staffers, including a former deputy director of the CIA. It also had subscriptions to a hundred esoteric databases and a Rolodex packed with the names and telephone numbers of experts on everything from “questioned documents” to data forensics. So Why me? was by no means a bad question.

“Actually,” Belzer confided, “you’ve worked for Mr. Zebek before.”

Danny looked surprised. “I have?”

The lawyer nodded. “You were . . . I think they call it a ‘subcontractor.’”

“A ‘sub’.”

“Exactly. You helped with a matter that Fellner was handling for Mr. Zebek’s holding company.”

Danny shook his head. “Remind me.”

“Sistemi di Pavone.”

Danny thought about it. He’d done lots of work for Fellner, but at such a low level that he sometimes wasn’t even told the client’s name. Sistemi di Pavone didn’t ring a bell, but it seemed impolite to say so. “Ri-iight.”

“Mr. Zebek has rather a lot of – what should I say? – ‘work-type work’ with Fellner. Due diligence, for the most part, some mergers and acquisitions. But the Terio issue is different. It’s a personal attack.” Belzer paused to be certain Danny got the point, and then went on. “So there’s no need to involve Fellner. What we’d like to do is isolate the Terio investigation from our other work – while still keeping everything . . . in-house, so to speak.”

Danny nodded his understanding. He could see where it might make sense. Then he shifted in his seat and leaned forward. He should raise the question of fees – which was a little bit tricky. Fellner paid him twenty-five dollars an hour but billed him out at double that. So maybe he should ask for thirty-five. Or even fifty (if he could do it with a straight face).

An announcement came over the public-address system, and Belzer glanced at his watch.

“When does your plane leave?” Danny asked.

Belzer’s chin lifted slightly. “When I tell it to,” he said.

It took a moment for this to sink in, and, when it did, Danny heard himself say, “Well, I can probably help, but . . . maybe you could be a little more specific about what you’re after.”

“Christian Terio,” Belzer insisted, looking a bit annoyed. “It’s as simple as that. Who was he? What was he up to?”

“You said he was a professor.”

“He was in the Philosophy and Religious Studies Department at George Mason University,” Belzer explained. “It’s hard to understand why anyone in that position would want to malign Mr. Zebek. So we’d like to find out a little more about his friends and colleagues – the people he was close to, his correspondents, if any. It may be that someone was using him as an intermediary, or that he was being paid to do what he did.”

“Which was . . .?”

“Smear my client.”

“Would it be possible to see the stories?” Danny asked. “It might help.”

Belzer thought about it. “Do you read Italian?”

Danny looked regretful.

Belzer shrugged. “Well, perhaps we could have them translated for you, though actually . . . I’m not sure they’d be all that helpful.” He paused and shifted gears. “We’re particularly interested in any files you can obtain – paper, computer, whatever. There might be items of interest – connections to Mr. Zebek – that we’d recognize but you would not.”

“Things that would be meaningful to your client.”

Belzer let his hands fall open like the pages of a book. “Exactly. The more raw data we get, the better. Apart from that, we’d like you to investigate Mr. Terio as if we were in a hostile takeover situation.”

“So . . . you want me to profile him.”

“Exactly. And with as much detail as possible.”

“An assets search?”

The lawyer nodded. “Keeping in mind that Terio was a professor and not a Nigerian dictator – yes. An assets search might tell us who was paying him.”

Danny cleared his throat. “I don’t see a problem with any of that,” he said, “though I’ll need to know what sort of budget you have.”

The lawyer made a dismissive gesture. “The budget is . . . open. We’ll pay whatever expenses you have – and your rates, which are . . . what? A hundred dollars an hour?”

Danny tried to keep a straight face. Here he was, trying to find the chutzpah to jack up his rates to thirty-five or forty bucks an hour, when Belzer volunteers a hundred! He took a deep breath. “That’s fine,” he managed.

Belzer grinned. “I know you’re an artist, Mr. Cray –”

“Dan.”

“– and that you’re still getting established. I don’t mind helping you with that, so long as the client’s interests are served.”

“Of course.”

“And I do hear great things about you.”

“You do?” This seemed so unlikely that Danny couldn’t suppress a nervous laugh.

“I do,” Belzer insisted. “I saw a piece of yours at Les Yeux de Monde – brushed aluminum – very nice. And I understand you had something at the Torpedo Factory. I didn’t see it, but I did read that you took a first-in-show.”

Danny was flattered and a bit unnerved. Obviously Belzer himself knew something about investigation.

“Maybe, when this is done,” Belzer went on, “I could take a look at your . . . oeuvre.”

“Actually, I’m having a show,” Danny told him. “In October – at the Neon Gallery.”

“Fantastic. I don’t buy a lot of art, but I do have a few pieces, so who knows?” And with that, Belzer handed him an envelope bearing the logo of the Admirals Club. “Your retainer,” he explained. “There’s five thousand to start – against your time and expenses. If you’ll keep an accounting, we’ll supplement this as needed.”

It was Danny’s first retainer. Usually he had to wait as long as two months for Fellner to process his hours and expenses. Having so much cash all at once, and up front, was startling. “So –”

“Just do whatever it takes,” Belzer said. Then, getting to his feet with the help of his silver-handled cane, he removed a business card from inside his jacket. The card was embossed with a telephone number – and nothing else.

“My cell phone,” Belzer explained. “Call me when you have something.” Then he turned and, with a little wave over his shoulder, stabbed his cane into the thickly carpeted floor and walked out.

Danny just stood there, card in hand, thinking, A hundred dollars an hour eight hours a day five days a week – what happened to the guys with the honey-roasted peanuts?

He looked around. They were gone.

Four grand a week, sixteen grand a month . . . It wasn’t until he was back on the Metro that he let the thing that was bothering him actually come to the surface: What kind of lawyer has bodyguards?


Four

IT WAS A dream, and he knew it was a dream even as he dreamed it. Still . . .

He was standing on a cliff at the edge of the ocean, tingling with vertigo. He was holding Belzer’s business card, but it was impossible to read. No matter how hard he focused, the numbers softened and blurred, then changed into letters that changed into other letters even as they began to form.

The telephone beside the bed was ringing, pulling him up from sleep. He didn’t want to answer it. He wanted to read the card. It was important to read the card. But his hand obeyed a reflex of its own and reached out, fumbling, for the phone. Half-asleep, he dragged the receiver to his ear.

“Happy Birthday, Son!” His father’s booming voice.

Danny mumbled an incoherent reply and propped himself up on an elbow, blinking.

“I tried to get him to wait,” his mother chimed in, “but you know what he’s like.”

“Hi, Mom. Dad.” He yawned and rubbed his eyes. They were calling from the cottage in Maine, the summer place his grandfather had built.

“It’s seven-thirty,” his father said in a mixture of mock surprise and feigned innocence. “Everybody’s up at seven-thirty! It’s the way of the world!”

“Happy Birthday, Danny boy,” his mother cooed. “And I’m sorry we woke you.”

“You snooze, you lose,” his father announced.

Danny chuckled. “It’s okay. I was having a bad dream anyway.”

“I think your father should learn to respect your hours,” his mother insisted. “Artists operate in a different time frame than the rest of us. I understand that.”

A snort from his father.

“I mean it, Frank!” As usual, his parents were not so much talking to him as bickering around him in their good-natured way. Their affection for each other was bedrock for him. He was the youngest of the three Cray boys and by far the most easygoing. Unlike Kevin and Sean, Danny enjoyed his father’s ribbing and usually gave back as good as he got.

“What kind of dream?” his father asked. “The recurring nightmare of being thirty years old –”

“Hey!”

“– and no job?”

“I’m only twenty-six!”

The old man let out a whoop of delight.

“Frank! It’s his birthday.”

“Excuse me. Twenty-six years old,” his father mused. “Finest education money could buy . . .”

“Frank.”

Leaving the bed, Danny dragged the telephone cord around the corner and tramped into the kitchen. “Actually,” he said, “I’ve got some good news: I’m having a show. In October. At the Neon Gallery.”

“Really,” his father replied, suddenly serious.

“It’s kind of a big deal,” Danny confided as he filled the electric kettle with water.

“Oh, Danny!”

He made coffee while his mother gushed about what a genius he was and how everybody knew it was “only a matter of time . . .” Finally, his father couldn’t stand it anymore and changed the subject, booming in a thick, improbable brogue, “We’re goin’ back to the auld sod, we are – me and your mum!”

“You’re doing what?”

“Goin’ home, Son – twelve days and eleven nights, Dublin, Waterford, Kerry, and Cork. It’s certain to be grand.”

Danny laughed. The auld sod. To the best of his knowledge, no one in his family had been to Ireland in a hundred years.

Before she’d gone to work, Caleigh had prepared a birthday breakfast for him, and Danny sat down to it while his parents rattled on about the trip. Like Danny, Caleigh was – most of the time – a vegetarian, though they ate dairy products and, on rare occasions, fish. They told themselves it was for the omega-3 oils. On a Saran-wrapped plate, smoked salmon and cream cheese were flanked by rings of onion sliced so thin as to be translucent. A poppy-seed bagel waited in the toaster. Reaching over, he pushed the lever down and watched the coils flare to orange.

Nearby, a birthday card was propped against the salt- and pepper shakers. On the front of its heavy cream stock a teddy bear sat with a birthday cake before him, getting ready to blow out the candles. Opening the card, Danny found a handwritten message that read: Happy, Hap-py Birthday, Ba-a-by. C.

Then the kettle began to boil and he poured a stream of water over the coffee grounds, listening patiently to his father’s monologue about Caleigh. (How did he get from Dublin to Caleigh? Danny wondered.)

“She’s a great girl,” his father was saying, “and one of these days she’s going to wake up and realize she’s been living with a cad –”

“A ‘cad’?! What century are we in, Dad?”

A grunt from his father. “Hey,” he said, “we got a present for you – but your mother didn’t send it on time.”

A whimper from Mom. “I was hoping you might come up, even if it’s just for a weekend. Your dad’s thinking of buying a new boat – so he could use your advice.”

His father whistled. “You’ll like this one, kiddo! Got some zip.”

“Too much zip, if you ask me!” his mom exclaimed. “Anyway, honey, I’m sure you’ve got things to do. But Happy Birthday!”

“Thanks.”

The toaster popped.

“Love you love you love you.”

“Love you, too.”

By ten o’clock, Danny had been sitting at the kitchen table with his laptop, on-line for nearly an hour. The first place he’d gone was to the George Mason University Web site, where he found what looked like all of Terio’s numbers: address and phone, e-mail, and fax. The Philosophy and Religious Studies Department had its own Web page, with biographical notes on each of its fac-ulty members. According to the site, Terio had earned his undergraduate degree at Georgetown in 1978. Twelve years later, he’d received his doctorate from Johns Hopkins University. (What took him so long? Danny wondered.) From Johns Hopkins, he’d gone on to teach at Boston University before coming to George Mason. In the last decade, he’d published a dozen articles in peer-reviewed journals, as well as a 1995 book titled The Radiant Tomb: Hermitage and Ecstasy in Early Christianity.

According to Amazon, the book was out of print, so Danny went to Alibris.com, where he found a used edition for twenty-eight dollars and change. After ordering the book and paying for Next Day delivery, he clicked his way to the Washington Post’s Web site, where he knew he could download any stories they’d run about Terio and his death. Much to his irritation, the site was down and there was no way to know when it would be up again – probably in a few minutes but maybe not for hours.

Using paper filters and a plastic cone, he made another cup of coffee, and tried again. Nothing.

With a sigh, he rocked back in his chair and considered the alternatives. He didn’t know anyone at the Post well enough to ask for a favor, but there were lots of people he did know who had access to Nexis – the supernaturally expensive database whose electronic archive stored the full text of thousands of newspapers and magazines. Fellner had a subscription that he could use, but . . . no. Belzer wanted to keep them out of it, and that was fine by Danny. He’d do things the old-fashioned way – at the library.

Grabbing a notebook, he took the fire stairs down to the lobby, where he checked the mail and, finding none, descended the front steps to the sidewalk. His apartment building was a somewhat down-at-the-heels three-story building on Mintwood Place, about one hundred feet from Columbia Road, itself the site of an ongoing carnival.

He considered driving but decided against moving the Brown Bomber from its current resting place. Not only did the Olds demand a supersized parking space, but because it still had Virginia tags he couldn’t park for longer than two hours in the many spots restricted to D.C. residents. Besides, the air conditioner didn’t work and the starter was sketchy and parking anywhere but in a lot was always a hassle. He’d take the bus. Boom boxes throbbed to a salsa sound, while homeless men stood in the street, directing cars into parking places (whether they wanted them or not). Kids on skateboards wove in and out of the pedestrian traffic. Near the corner, a well-dressed white woman stood by the curb, arguing with an implacable black cop who was ticketing her Jaguar.

“But why shouldn’t I park there?” she demanded. “You haven’t given me a reason! Just because the meter’s broken – that doesn’t mean the space is defunct.”

This made Danny grin. He’d never heard anyone use the word defunct before – not in conversation and not in Adams-Morgan, where half the residents weren’t what you’d call completely fluent.

His shirt was already beginning to stick to him as he waited for the bus outside the bank – waited until it occurred to him that his expenses were being covered. And not just expenses: at a hundred bucks an hour, he wouldn’t be doing his client any favor by taking the bus.

So he hailed the first cab he saw and, five minutes later, got out in front of the Cleveland Park library on Connecticut Avenue. Most of the time, he avoided libraries. Microfiche was a nightmare to handle, and microfilm wasn’t any better. As often as not, he couldn’t find what he was looking for at the library and, when he did, the machines spit out gray-on-gray copies that curled in his hand. He hated it.

Fortunately, Terio’s death was recent enough that the newspapers he was looking for were still on the shelves. Not that there was much in any of them.

The Post carried an obituary with a photograph at the top. Danny studied the picture for a long moment, but there was nothing to be learned from it. Terio was a nice-looking man in his late thirties, with a soft smile and a salt-and-pepper beard. The obit itself was brief, summing up Terio’s life in a chain of bland sentences that ended with the words “left no survivors.” Still, the story wasn’t entirely without interest. According to the Post, Terio had been a Jesuit priest for six years prior to renouncing
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