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Dedication

			For Susan Seegar,
 who taught me how to read,
 encouraged me to write,
 and convinced me to cut
 all the hair off my Barbie.
 I’m glad I was never an only child.
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Epigraph

			When years without number

			like days of another summer

			had turned into air there

			once more was a street that had never

			forgotten the eyes of its child

			—W. S. Merwin, “Another Place”

		

	


		

			Prologue


			Five years ago . . . 

			He was deep in his favorite dream, the one about Annie, when he thought he heard the scratchy sound of pebbles on his window-pane. Snick, snick, snick. No, he had been the one who had thrown the pebbles against Annie’s window, so many years ago, back on Castle Street. Then he would sing, when he saw her pull back the curtain: “Buffalo girl, won’t you come out tonight, come out tonight, come out tonight.” And she did.

			What a skinny, long-legged girl she had been, creeping down the fire escape in her bare feet, high-heeled shoes stuck in the pockets of her dress, bright red birds sticking out their long necks. “Patch pockets,” she had said when he had marveled at them. He marveled at everything about her—the white rickrack she sewed along the hem and neckline of her dress to give it what she called pizzazz, her heart-shaped face, the hollow at the base of her throat, where he hung a heart-shaped locket.

			No matter how many times she crawled down that fire escape to meet him, she always hesitated on that final step, about a half-story above the ground, as if she were scared of falling. But he knew she was a little scared of him, of loving him, of what it meant for a young, high-spirited girl to love a man so serious and solemn. She would hang, the toes of her bare feet curling in fear as she swung above the street, and he would laugh, he couldn’t help himself, at that skinny long-legged girl swinging above Castle Street. His Annie. “The prince is supposed to take a girl to a castle, but you already live in one,” he used to tell her. “Where am I going to take you, Princess?” He promised to take her to Europe, to Jamaica, to New York City. In the end he had taken her the five blocks to Fairmount Avenue, with a week at Virginia Beach every August.

			Snick, snick, snick.

			But that was forty years ago and Annie was dead, almost ten years now, and he was alone in their bed. The little burst of noise at his window must be a tree branch, or sleet on the pane. But there were precious few trees on Fairmount Avenue and it was early June, June third. Even half-asleep he knew the calendar to the day, knew which numbers had come in, because he always wrote them on that day’s date. 467 on the Pick Three, 4526 on the Pick Four, which he had straight for $350. His lucky day. But that was yesterday. He had already collected on the ticket down at the Korean’s. He would have to check his dream book in the morning, see what the number was for a lost love, for a heart, for the color red.

			Snick, snick, snick. Then a thicker sound, one he recognized immediately, the now all too familiar sound of breaking glass. Window glass, straight below him—no, a windshield this time. The sound shattered what was left of his sleep, his dream, his Annie.

			Those damn kids, the ones from over on Fayette. Well, no more, he resolved, then said it out loud. “No more.”

			He kept his gun in his bottom bureau drawer, in a nest of single socks he held on to, because their mates might show up one day. They made for good cleaning rags, too, slip one over your hand and dust the woodwork. The bullets were with his never-worn cufflinks, in the tiny drawers on either side of the old-fashioned chifforobe. He loaded the gun with care, not rushing. After all, they weren’t rushing. When those kids got started, they took their sweet time, knowing no one would call the police, and it wouldn’t matter if they did. Everyone in the neighborhood, so scared of those little kids, and the cops so indifferent it could make you cry. “It’s just property,” they said, every time he called. Not their property, though. Just his car, his radio, his windows, his front door. His, his, his.

			He moved slowly down the staircase in the dark, huffing a little. Lord, he was getting fat, he’d have to start putting skim milk on his cereal. Nasty stuff, skim milk, not much more than white water. But a man had to do what a man had to do. John Wayne had said that, he was pretty sure. Saw that movie with Annie in the old Hippodrome theater, or maybe the Mayfair. One of those. It was hard to hold on to your memories with any exactitude the way the city kept tearing things down. And the things the city didn’t tear down just fell down all by themselves. He and Annie had gone dancing afterward, he was sure of that, over on Pennsylvania Avenue.

			When he came out on the stoop, the children were too engrossed in their nightly game of destruction to pay him any heed. They dragged sticks along the sides of the parked cars, methodically kicked in the headlamps and banged the fenders with rocks. Eventually, he knew, they would break all the windows, then steal the radios, if the radios were worth stealing. Those who didn’t have a good sound system in their cars were rewarded with ripped upholstery, garbage on the floor, dog shit on the seats.

			The marble steps were cool and slick beneath his bare feet. He missed the bottom one, falling to the sidewalk with an embarrassing dull, heavy sound, a too-ripe apple dropping to the ground. Startled, the children looked up from their work. When they saw it was him, they laughed.

			“You go inside, old man,” said the skinny one, the one who always did all the talking. “You need your sleep so you’ll be ready for all that napping you have to do tomorrow.”

			The short, chubby one laughed at this great wit, and the others joined in. There were five of them, all foster kids living with that young Christian couple. Nice as could be, well intentioned but they couldn’t do a damn thing with these kids. Couldn’t even keep them in nice clothes. Just kept taking kids in and watching helplessly as they ran wild. The skinny one, the chubby one, the boy-and-girl twins, and the new one, the scrawny one who always needed someone to tell him to wipe his nose. Yeah, that was the one thing these anticrime streetlights were good for, letting you get a good look at the criminals as they went about their work.

			“This is gonna stop,” he said. “It’s gonna stop right now.”

			They laughed even harder at this, at this pitiful old man sitting on the ground, telling them what to do. Then they unloaded everything they had in their hands, pitching rocks, sticks, and soda cans at him. He didn’t try to cover his face or head, just sat there and let their trash shower down on him. When all the rocks and sticks had been flung, when they had shouted the last crude thing they could think of—it was then, only then, that he showed them the gun.

			“Shit, old man, you ain’t gonna use that,” the skinny one said, but he didn’t seem as cocky as before.

			“That what you think?” He fired straight up, into the sky.

			“He’s gonna kill us. He’s gonna kill us all,” the girl screamed and began running. She was fast, that girl, faster than the rest, although her twin was almost as fast. The two of them were at the end of the block and turning north before he knew what was happening. The chubby one took off then, while the tall, skinny one tugged at the littlest one, the snot-nose one, who seemed frozen not so much in fear as in open-mouthed stupidity.

			“C’mon, Donnie,” the skinny one pleaded, yanking at his arm. “The old man’s got a gun. He ain’t messing with us this time.”

			Snot-nose hesitated for a moment, then began heading toward the corner in a clumsy, loping stride, more or less keeping even with Skinny’s long-legged sprint. He could have caught them, if he wanted. Instead, he fired again, then again, the gun a living thing in his hand, separate and apart from him. A car was turning onto Fairmount as they ran, someone raised a window and shouted to stop all the noise down there, and there was a backfire, a young boy’s voice screaming, another backfire, and the gun just kept shooting. The noises all jumbled together, he couldn’t tell which had come first. The littlest one stumbled and fell, and now the skinny one was screaming, high and thin like a girl.

			And then the street was empty, except for a crumpled little pile of clothes near the corner.

			He looked at the gun, still held out at shoulder height in his strangely steady right hand, but quiet now. He was waiting for something to happen, then realized it already had.

			He went inside and put the gun beneath a pile of quilts on the floor in Annie’s closet, a door he seldom opened. He grabbed his broom and his dustpan, put on some shoes to protect his feet. By the time the police and the paramedics arrived, he was almost done sweeping up the broken glass from in front of his house. Wouldn’t you know, this would be the one time they would get here so fast, when he had so much to do.

			“Give me a minute,” he said, and the police officers, speechless for once, waited as his broom hunted down the last few bits of glass and trash on his little patch of Fairmount.

			“Okay,” he said, leaning the broom and dustpan against the stoop, knowing he would never see them again. “I guess I’m ready.”

		

	


		

			1


			Tess Monaghan’s blotter-size appointment calendar was the largest, whitest space she had ever contemplated. Thirty boxes of June days, vast as the Siberian steppes, stretching across her desk until it seemed as if there were room for nothing else. She thought she might go blind staring at it, yet she couldn’t tear her gaze away. Thirty perfect squares, all awaiting things to do and places to go, and only today’s, the fourth, had a single mark on it:

			                                9:30: Beale 

                                10:30: Browne

                                (SuperFresh: Dog food)

			There was also a doodle in the lower left-hand corner, which she thought a pretty good likeness of a man in a wheelchair taking a long roll off a short pier. In terrible taste, of course, unless one recognized the man as her erstwhile employer, Tyner Gray, in which case the drawing took on a droll charm.

			She had told Tyner that June wasn’t the right time to open her own office, but he had pushed and nagged as usual, promising enough work from his law office to carry her through those early dry months. At her darker moments—this one would qualify—she believed all he had really wanted was to free up a desk for his summer clerk.

			Well, she had only opened for business last week. One expected things to be a little slow just after Memorial Day weekend. Then again, July and August would be quieter still, as most of Baltimore escaped to Ocean City and the Delaware beaches.

			“But not us, Esskay. We’re working girls,” she told her greyhound, who was doing a fair imitation of a Matisse odalisque from her post on the lumpy mauve sofa. “The Pink Nude.” No, “The Black, Hairy Nude with the Pinkish Belly.” A one-time racer, Esskay was now a world-champion napper, putting in about eighteen hours a day between the sofa here and the bed at home. Esskay could afford to sleep. She didn’t have overhead.

			Overhead—now there was a wonderfully apt word. Tess was over her head all right, deep in debt and sinking a little more each day. So far, her Quicken accounting program showed only outgo at Tess Monaghan, Inc., technically Keyes Investigations, Inc. The business took its name from a retired city cop whose credential was essential if Tess wanted to operate as a licensed private detective in the state of Maryland. She had never actually met Edward Keyes, who put in the incorporation papers in return for a small percentage of her profits. She hoped he was a patient man.

			But now her first prospective client, a Mr. Beale, was due in ten minutes. She suspected he would be pathologically punctual, given that he had literally tried to be here yesterday. He had called just after eight the night before, as if his need for a private detective were a craving that required instant gratification. Tess, who had stayed late in a futile attempt to make her new office look more officelike, wasn’t in a position to turn down any client, but she thought it wiser to let this one stew in his own juices overnight. Or unstew, as the case may be. Beale had sounded the slightest bit drunk over the phone, his words pronounced with the elaborate care of the inebriated. Tess had given him a nine-thirty appointment, after much ostentatious fretting about the havoc it would wreak in her busy, busy day. Yes indeed, she had cut her morning workout by almost thirty minutes, rowing her Alden racing shell only as far as Fort McHenry.

			Last night, in the almost-summer twilight, the office had looked clean and professional, a few easy touches away from being a first-class operation. Today, with bright sun slanting through the plate glass window, it looked like what it was—the bottom floor of a too-often-renovated rowhouse in one of the iffier blocks on Butchers Hill. Almost 100 years old, the building had long ago buckled with fatigue, its linoleum floors rippling like tide pools, the doors and the jambs barely on speaking terms. Eggshell paint, even three coats, could only do so much.

			If Tess had more money, she might have done better by the old storefront, bringing in real furniture instead of family castoffs. Of course, if she had more money she would have taken a better place in a better neighborhood, a bonafide office with wooden floors, exposed brick walls, maybe a harbor view. In nicer surroundings, her junk could have achieved funk status. Here, it was just junk.

			Her Aunt Kitty’s office-warming gift of framed family photographs, seemingly so whimsical and inspired, only made things worse. What type of businesswoman had a tinted photograph of herself smeared with chocolate, holding fast to the neck of a coin-operated flying rabbit while her grandmother tried to pry her off? Impulsively, Tess yanked this off the wall, only to be reminded that the enlarged photo hid the small wall safe, where her gun rested in solitary confinement. Petty cash would be housed there, too, as soon as she had some.

			A hand rapped at the door, with such force it sounded as if it might crash through the glass pane at its center. Eager-beaver Beale, ten minutes early by the neon “It’s Time for a Haircut” barbershop clock that hung on the wall, another contribution from her aunt. “Come in,” Tess shouted over her shoulder, looking around quickly to see if there was anything else she could hang over the safe. The doorknob rattled impatiently, reminding her that she kept it locked, a sad but necessary precaution in Butchers Hill.

			“Right there,” she said, placing the picture back on the wall. She could find something more appropriate later. Poker-playing dogs were always nice.

			“Miss Monaghan?”

			The man she let into her office was barrel-chested with skinny legs that seemed ridiculously spindly beneath such a large bulk. He stepped around Tess, as if encased in an invisible force field that required him to keep great distances between himself and others, then settled slowly into the chair opposite her desk. His joints creaked audibly, the Tin Man after a long, hard rain. No, it was another Oz character he reminded her of, the lesser-known Gnome King from the later books in the series. He had the same rotund girth atop skinny legs. What else? The Gnome King had been deathly afraid of eggs.

			“So this is Keyes, Inc.,” her visitor said. “Would you be Keyes?”

			“I’m his partner, Tess Monaghan. Mr. Keyes is, uh, semi-retired.”

			“I’m retired myself,” the man said, eyes fixed on his own lap. For all Tess’s last-minute worrying, nothing in the surroundings seemed to register with him—not the furnishings, not the photograph, not even Esskay, who had opened her eyes and was doing her adorable bit, just in case the visitor wanted to toss her one of the biscuits that Tess kept in a cookie jar on her desk.

			“I guess you know who I am.” His voice was meek, but his chest, already so large, seem to swell with self-importance.

			She didn’t. Should she? He was an elderly black man, which in his case meant he had skin the color of a stale Hershey bar—dark brown, with a chalky undercast. He wore a brown suit two shades lighter than his face, and although it was clean and neat, it wasn’t quite right. Too tight in the shoulders, slightly baggy in the legs and paired with a rose-pink shirt and magenta tie. He held a once-white Panama hat, now yellow as a tortilla chip. No woman had watched him dress this morning, Tess decided.

			“I’m afraid I don’t,” she admitted.

			“Luther Beale,” he said, as if his full name would be enough. It wasn’t. She did hear in his voice the same ponderous, overenunciated quality that had led her to think he was drunk on the phone.

			“Luther Beale?”

			“Luther Beale,” he repeated solemnly.

			“I’m afraid I don’t . . .”

			“You might know me as the Butcher of Butchers Hill,” he said stiffly, and Tess was embarrassed at the little noise she made, halfway between a squeal and a gasp. The nickname had done the trick. In fact, her former employer, the defunct Baltimore Star, had bestowed it on him. The Star had been good at bestowing nicknames, while the surviving paper, the stodgy Beacon-Light, was good only at attracting them. The Blight, most called it, although Blite was beginning to gain currency, thanks to a new media column in the city’s alternative weekly.

			Luther “the Butcher” Beale. The Butcher of Butchers Hill. For a few weeks, he had been famous, the leading man in a national morality play. Luther Beale, evil vigilante or besieged old man, depending on one’s point of view. Luther Beale. His name had been invoked more often on talk radio than Hillary Clinton’s. Hadn’t “60 Minutes” done a piece on him? No, that had been Roman Welzant, the Snowball Killer, acquitted almost two decades ago in the shooting death of a teenager tossing snowballs at his home outside the city limits a decade earlier. Beale had killed a much younger boy for breaking one of his windows. Or was it a windshield? No matter. The main thing was that a county jury let Welzant walk, while a city jury sent Beale away.

			“Yes, Mr. Beale. I remember your . . . incident.”

			“Do you remember how it ended?”

			“You were convicted—manslaughter, I guess, or some lesser charge, not murder, if you’re sitting here today—and you went to prison.”

			Beale leaned forward in his chair and wagged a finger in Tess’s face, an old man used to teaching lessons to insolent young folks. “No, no, no. I got probation for the manslaughter charge. It was the gun charge I had to do time for. I killed a boy, a terrible, terrible thing, but they would have let me stay on the streets for that, because I had no intent. They put me away for using a gun in the city limits. Mandatory sentencing. Isn’t that something?”

			Tess was inclined to agree. It was indeed something, something twisted and warped. But she recognized the question as a rhetorical one and sat back, waiting. She had met people like Beale before. They were like one of those minitrain rides at the zoo or a shopping mall, just going around and around on the same track all day long.

			“So what can I do for you, Mr. Beale?”

			“You know, I was sixty-one when I went to prison. I’m sixty-six now, out for three months. This neighborhood is worse than it was when I went in. I guess even hell can get hotter. Which is why I took notice when I saw a nice girl like you opening up a business here. I hope you have some protection, Miss, something besides that skinny dog. You should have a gun. Because you can bet the little boys ’round here have them. Yet I can’t have a gun anymore. I’m a convicted felon. Isn’t that something?”

			This time, he seemed to expect an answer. Tess tried to think of a noncommittal, noninflammatory reply. “It’s the law.”

			“The law! The law is foolish. The Bible says thou shalt not kill, not thou shalt not use a firearm in the city limits. You know I’d never done a thing in my life before they arrested me for shooting that boy? They looked, believe me they looked. They wanted me so bad. I never understood that, why did those police officers and those prosecutors want me so bad? It was as if locking me up would make everything right in the city. But I had no record. I didn’t even have an unpaid parking ticket. You know what they found on me, after all that looking and looking?”

			Tess shook her head, if only to indicate she was listening.

			“Sometimes I did contracting work on the weekends, but I didn’t have a state license for home improvements. Oh yeah, they had themselves Public Enemy Number One, right then and there, that they were sure of. Man goes out and paints rooms and cleans gutters, doesn’t have a state license. Lock him up and throw away the key.”

			“I hear they’ve got a warrant out for Bob Vila, too,” Tess offered.

			Beale swatted the air, as if Tess’s joke were a pesky gnat. “So now I have a record. It’s all I have. It’s all anyone knows about me. Used to be, people saw me on the street, they might say, ‘Oh there’s Luther Beale, he lost his wife Annie to the cancer.’ Or, ‘Luther Beale, he works over at the Procter and Gamble in Locust Point, he could afford a nicer house in a nicer place, but he likes Fairmount Avenue, lived here all his life.’ You know what they say about me now?”

			She waited a beat. “No, I guess I don’t.”

			Tess thought she saw tears in the corners of Beale’s eyes. “They say, ‘That’s Luther Beale. He’d kill you as soon as look at you. He killed a little boy one time, just for throwing rocks at some cars.’”

			Well, you did. But there was no percentage in antagonizing a prospective client with the truth. Tess couldn’t see any percentage in this conversation at all. Had Beale confused her with a street-corner psychiatrist? Or did he assume, as so many men did, that a woman’s primary function on earth was to listen to a man? Maybe she could make some extra money that way, just listening to men speak of their troubles. Forget phone sex. How about 1-900-UBOREME, or a web page, www.tellyourtroubles.com.

			“Mr. Beale, is there anything I can help you with today?”

			“Retribution.”

			The word, pronounced with great care in Luther Beale’s deep, growly voice, seemed to hang and shimmer in the air. Tess envisioned it in black plastic letters on the marquee outside one of those hellfire churches on the Eastern Shore, the little cinderblock buildings that stood in the middle of vast cornfields. Today’s sermon: Retribution. Don’t forget Guild Ladies annual scrapple breakfast.

			“Retribution,” he repeated. “A beautiful word, don’t you think?”

			She thought not. “Vengeance is an ugly business. You may have a legitimate grudge against the system, but if that’s what you’re after, Mr. Beale, you better find someone else to help you with it.”

			“You’re an educated woman, Miss Monaghan? A college graduate?”

			“Yes, Washington College, over in Chestertown.”

			“I would hope such a fine school might have taught you the meaning of such a common word. I read a lot in prison—the Bible, history. But I also read the dictionary, which is one of the best books we have. No lies in the dictionary, just words, beautiful words, waiting for you to make something of them. The heart of retribution is tribute. From the Latin, to pay back. It can mean to reward as well as to punish.”

			Beale was enjoying his little vocabulary lesson. Tess wasn’t. Several replies of varying degrees of heat and wit occurred to her. But her aunt and her former employer had repeatedly impressed upon her that running one’s own business meant eating several healthy doses of crap every day.

			“Okay, so to whom do you wish to make tribute?”

			Beale twisted his hat, kneading the brim with fingers as plump and long as the Esskay Ballpark Franks that had given the greyhound her name. Hot dog fingers and ham hands, Tess thought, then wondered why she had pork products on the brain. Apparently her usual morning bagels weren’t going to hold her until lunch today.

			“As I told you, I worked at the Procter and Gamble on Locust Point. It was a good place to work—decent pay, good benefits. The company shut it down while I was . . . gone.”

			Prison, you were in prison. For killing a little boy.

			“That was hard on folks, but the stock went up, up, up. That was my retirement fund and I couldn’t touch it for almost five years, so it went up even more. I’m a rich man by my standards, richer for not working than I ever would have been working. I couldn’t spend all this money if I tried. And I’ve got no wife, no kids, no family at all, no one to leave it to.”

			Tess nodded, although she still wasn’t sure what he was getting at.

			“Now there was a television show, before your time, ‘The Millionaire.’ A guy named Michael Anthony used to show up, tell folks they were going to get some money. My wife and I always liked that show. I got to thinking—maybe I could have my own Michael Anthony, someone who could find the children, then help them out. Not with millions—I’m not doing that well—but with a thousand here or there.”

			“The children?” He had lost her completely.

			“The ones who were there that night. The ones who saw what . . . happened.”

			Tess tried to remember the news stories about the Butcher of Butchers Hill. There had been much about his victim—Donnie Moore, it was coming back to her in bits and pieces. The media had worked hard to find something of interest to say about an eleven-year-old who wasn’t particularly nice or bright, yet didn’t deserve to be shot in the back for an act of vandalism. The best they could come up with was that Donnie was a work in progress. The other children, the witnesses, had been virtually anonymous figures by law and custom. As foster children, their names were confidential and the local media kept them that way during the trial. The court artists hadn’t even sketched the children on the stand, if memory served.

			“Why would you do this? Those kids taunted and tormented you.”

			“And one of them was killed. That’s not God’s justice. I may be right with the courts now, but I’m not right with myself, and I’m not right with God. I can’t do anything for the boy who died, except pray for both of us, but I might be able to help the others. Scholarships, if they want to go to college. A car to get to a part-time job. Help at home. I don’t know. Doesn’t everybody need money?”

			He had her there. Boy, did he have her there.

			“So who are these kids? Where are they?”

			“Well, there was the chubby one. And the twins, I remember their names. Truman, that was the boy, and the girl was Destiny, I think. Then another boy, a skinny one who did most of the talking.”

			“You don’t have full names?” She tried not to sigh audibly.

			“No’m. They were foster kids, lived with the Nelsons, a nice young couple that took in lots of kids. They meant well, but they couldn’t handle those kids, couldn’t even keep ’em in clean clothes. The Nelsons moved away after the shooting, and the kids all went to new homes. But they’d be eighteen now, out on their own anyway, right?”

			“If they were at least thirteen at the time, they would be. But if they’re still minors and in foster care, they’re going to be hard to find, even with names. Donnie was only eleven, there’s no guarantee the others were much older. We can’t even expect them to have drivers’ licenses. City kids—” She had started to say “poor black kids,” but caught herself. “City kids often don’t, you know.”

			“Oh.” Beale thought for a moment. “I think the chubby one was named Earl. Or Errol.”

			“Errol?”

			“Maybe Elmer. An E name with an L in it somewhere, I’m pretty sure of that. Does that help?”

			Tess forced another would-be sigh back into her throat. “Look, Mr. Beale, I have to tell you the odds I can find these kids are pretty slim and, while it won’t be expensive, it will cost money, probably more than you ever dreamed. You’ll pay not only my hourly rate, but any expenses I have. Mileage. Fees for computer searches.”

			“I can pay,” he insisted.

			“Before I can begin working on your case officially, you have to visit an attorney named Tyner Gray and ask for a referral to a private detective.” She opened her desk and pulled out one of Tyner’s cards. “He’ll draw up a contract for my services. That guarantees our relationship is privileged, which may not seem important to you, but it’s extremely important to me.”

			“It means you don’t have to talk to people about me, right?”

			“Yes.” Maybe. Even Tyner couldn’t guarantee that the cops wouldn’t challenge her on this some day. The trick was to stay away from the kind of matters that interested cops, which she had every intention of doing. “Tyner will charge you his hourly fee for your visit. It may seem like a lot for not much work, but there’s no getting around it if you want me to take your case.”

			“I told you, money isn’t a problem.”

			“In my experience, money is always a problem eventually. You have to understand, this isn’t a fee-based result. I look, you pay. Finding people is easier today than it’s ever been. But not when you don’t have their names. You’d be surprised how many kids are named Destiny in Baltimore alone.”

			“Destiny doesn’t matter so much. She’s a girl.”

			Healthy doses of crap, healthy doses of crap, Tess chanted to herself. “And why don’t girls matter?”

			Beale wasn’t so self-absorbed that he couldn’t sense her irritation. “I didn’t mean—it’s just that I’m a man, and I’m worried about the young black men I see. The girls sometimes find a way out on their own. It’s harder for the boys. It’s hard to be a black man, but it’s even harder to get to be a black man, if you know what I mean.”

			Tess knew, much in the same way she knew certain facts about Bosnia, Singapore, and the Gaza strip. Parts of Baltimore were foreign countries to her, places she couldn’t reach even with a passport. That was just the way it was, the way it had always been, the way it was always going to be.

			“Okay, I’ll try to find the boys and the girl, once I figure out who they are. Let’s say a miracle happens and I locate them all. Then what? Do you want me to arrange a meeting?”

			“I wouldn’t mind meeting them, but I guess they’re not much interested in seeing me again. No, you just find ’em and figure out what they need, and what it might cost. I’ll write you a check, then you’ll write them a check. I have to be anonymous in this. I don’t want to risk them turning down the money, out of some strange sort of pride.”

			Tess jotted these instructions on her desk calendar, although she doubted there was much chance Beale’s philanthropy would be rejected. That kind of virtuous pride was the stuff children’s stories were made of, not real life.

			“If you give any one of them more than ten thousand dollars, you can’t be anonymous with the IRS. There’s a gift tax, you know. You might want to consider setting up a foundation or nonprofit of some sort. Tyner can walk you through the process. It might be advantageous, tax-wise.”

			“I’m not interested in saving on my taxes. I am interested in—”

			“Retribution, I know. From the Latin. To pay back. A reward as well as a punishment.”

			Beale stood and looked at her. From the look of his furrowed brow, he was trying to decide if she was mocking him or simply demonstrating what careful attention she had paid.

			“You’re a smart girl, Miss Monaghan, aren’t you?”

			She decided to let the “girl” pass. This time. “I’d like to think I’m reasonably intelligent, yes.”

			“But you’re not yet wise. Do you know your Bible? ‘Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom: and with all thy getting get understanding.’ Proverbs, Chapter 4, Verse 7.”

			The broad, sunny smile on Tess’s face could only be described as a non-shit-eating grin.

			“Before you leave, you should know the getting of wisdom in this case requires a sizable retainer.”

		

	


		

			2


			By the time Beale left, Tyner’s card clutched in hand, Tess had thirty minutes before her next appointment. She decided to take Esskay for a quick walk, find a snack to tide her over to lunch, explore a little more of her new neighborhood. She grabbed the leash from its peg by the front door and Esskay was instantly alert, rolling off the sofa in one fluid movement and tapping her toenails on the linoleum, happier than Gene Kelly on a rainy day.

			But this was a perfect day. Spring had started out cool and wet in Baltimore this year, then settled into a pattern of eerily exquisite days. Sunny, dry, not too hot, the tiniest city gardens riotous with azaleas and then lilies that never seemed to wilt or lose their blossoms. To top it off, the Orioles were playing .600 ball. Naturally, all this Edenic perfection made the natives nervous. The local wisdom was that good things always had a hidden price, like those rent-to-own deals where you ended up paying a thousand dollars for a three-hundred-dollar television set. Sooner or later, the bill would come due.

			Esskay stopped abruptly and Tess banged her knee against the dog’s pointy tailbone, hard enough to bruise it. “What the—” She should have known. The dog had stopped here every day for the past week, since the unparalleled thrill of seeing a cat sunning itself on the windowsill of this particular rowhouse. Esskay had already forgotten what she had seen, but she hadn’t forgotten the sensation. Happy, happy, joy, joy, her quivering muscles seemed to sing. Tess allowed the dog the moment, then flicked the leash.

			“Walking means moving forward from time to time, Esskay. Let’s keep going.”

			They crossed the street into Patterson Park, entering through ornate stone portals. “The city’s emerald jewel,” an overwrought Beacon-Light editorial writer had once christened the park. Sure, a gem that had fallen out of its setting and now rattled around in someone’s drawer, too expensive to insure or wear. Baltimore was full of such inconvenient treasures. The city’s standard solution was to auction them off, or let them go to ruin, but there was always a Save-the-Something group that interceded at the last minute, like the mountie in an old-fashioned melodrama. Talk about hollow victories. What was the point of citizens rallying to save, for example, the beautiful old pagoda that rose here in Patterson Park’s northwest corner when the city crews wouldn’t even cut the grass on a regular basis. Just a week ago, a jogger had found a woman’s body in the overgrown weeds at the pagoda’s feet, her throat slashed, her face literally beaten off. The Blight had given it a paragraph on page three. City woman killed. Tess knew how to translate this particular bit of newspaperspeak, how to decode the clues offered up by the story’s very placement and brevity. Drugs, prostitution claim another deserving victim. The piece had caused an uproar in the neighborhood, but only because the paper had placed her body in Butchers Hill instead of Patterson Park proper. So bad for property values, those carelessly strewn corpses.

			Butchers Hill. The name had made a conveniently macabre and alliterative nickname for Luther Beale, but its origins couldn’t be more stupefyingly literal. At the turn of the century, the city’s prosperous butchers had lived in the precints west of Patterson Park, building fine houses on the proceeds from their tenderloin empires. And it was on a hill, providing a view of the harbor below. Butchers. Hill. End of story, with one ironic postcript. Beale’s house technically wasn’t even in the neighborhood. But the Butcher of Fairmount Avenue just didn’t have the same ring to it.

			However you drew the boundaries, the butchers had fled the area long ago. Now the neighborhood was an uneasy mix of old-timers, poor folks, and gentrifiers. Nearby Johns Hopkins Hospital had proved to be a sturdy Lorelei, luring fresh supplies of urban homesteaders to dash themselves on the bricked-in fireplaces and leaded windows. Tess could tell the neighborhood was sizing her up, trying to figure out where she fit in. White + young + whimsically named dog usually equaled yuppie around here. But then, how to explain the twelve-year-old Toyota, with the muffler held on with duct tape?

			She checked her Swiss army watch, a parting gift from Tyner. “Parting gift,” she had mused. “Isn’t that what you get on a game show when you’ve lost?” “Good up to 330 feet,” he had replied, as if she ever planned to be even ankle-deep in the Patapsco again, much less the ocean. Almost ten-fifteen. She tugged on Esskay’s leash. The dog had literally stopped to smell the roses, relics of some forgotten garden that continued to thrive in this corner of Patterson Park.

			“We have to move if we’re going to have time to grab some coffee and be on time for our next appointment. If you behave, there might even be a Berger cookie in it for you. Did you hear me? If you want a treat, get moving.”

			Esskay, spoiled by having Tess to herself for so much of this spring, paid no attention. The hot sun elicited new, exciting smells from the earth every day, while the harbor-borne breezes made the grass move intriguingly, as if field mice and rabbits were running there. And although the dog had no idea what a Berger cookie was, she knew what “treat” meant, and she knew she always got one after a walk, no matter what. Happy, happy, joy, joy.

			The ten-thirty appointment was waiting outside the office, a bright yellow flame among the faded bricks. Tess could tell the woman was impatient and put out from the moment she rounded the corner, coffee and an open package of Berger cookies in hand, a half-eaten one clenched in her teeth.

			“I don’t like to be kept waiting,” Mary Browne said as Tess fumbled with her keys.

			A blushing Tess choked down her mouthful of chocolate-iced cookie, unlocked the door, and ushered the woman into her office. “I’m normally very punctual, but I went out to walk my dog and—”

			“Fine. You’re here now, may we begin?” She took the seat opposite Tess’s desk, crossing her legs at the knee, then tugging her skirt down as if Tess might be inclined to look up it.

			Tess threw the greyhound the promised piece of cookie, stealing a longing look at the others, nestled in their open box. The one she had gulped on her way back to the office had only whetted her appetite. Perhaps she should put them on a plate, offer them to this unsmiling Mary Browne in the guise of courtesy. Then she could have a few more herself.

			“Would you like a cookie, perhaps a glass of water?” Esskay chose this moment to wander into the bathroom at the rear of the office and begin lapping noisily from the toilet bowl. A very classy operation, this Keyes Investigations. “I also have some orange juice in the refrigerator. And a six-pack of Cokes—”

			“I prefer to discuss business,” she said, pulling a small brown envelope out of her purse.

			Unlike Luther Beale, who had been oblivious, Mary Browne took in her surroundings with one quick, impassive glance. The fresh eggshell paint seemed to peel beneath her eyes, revealing every decade of the building’s inglorious history: the recent incarnation as a cheap studio apartment, when a makeshift kitchen had been shoehorned into the back; its brief fling as a bar; the years as a dry cleaner, which had left a vague chemical smell scored into the walls.

			As her prospective client studied the room, Tess studied her. Mary Browne could be Exhibit A for any Afrocentric curriculum that wanted to claim ancient Egypt as its own. Her features were as fine as Nefertiti’s, her skin a velvety dark brown, which looked even darker against the yellow suit and matching straw hat. Her hair appeared to be cut very close to the scalp, but not so close that it still didn’t curl. With her long neck rising like a stem from the deep V of the suit, and her dark, smooth face framed by the broad brim of a hat with a yellow band, she resembled nothing so much as the black-eyed Susans that would bloom in late summer.

			“Miss Monaghan?” Mary Browne’s tone was as cold and treacherous as thin ice.

			“Please, call me Tess. I’m probably younger than you, after all.”

			“I’m only thirty-two—”

			“I’m twenty-nine.” It occurred to Tess that telling a prospective client that she looked older than she was might not be one of Dale Carnegie’s tips. “But it’s not that you look over thirty, it’s that you look so much more . . . polished. More sophisticated, I guess I’m trying to say.”

			“I didn’t come here to talk about my age or my clothes.” Mary Browne’s speech was almost comically precise, her diction clipped and hard. “I wish to find my sister, who has been estranged from the family since she was a teenager.”

			“Estranged? Did she run away? Or was she kidnapped by a noncustodial parent?”

			The question seemed to throw Mary Browne. “She left of her own free will when she was eighteen. It was quite legal, given her age, but not exactly intentional. I mean . . .”

			“I’ve found it helps,” Tess said, “if people just tell the truth from the get-go. I’m not here to judge you, and what you tell me is confidential.”

			“Fine. My sister became pregnant when she was eighteen and my mother threw her out when she announced she was going to put the baby up for adoption. That’s not done among our people. Is that enough ‘truth’ for you?”

			“Your people?” She was only parroting Mary Browne’s words, yet the words sounded a little ugly in her mouth.

			“Black families take care of their own, even if they need a welfare check to do it. In the neighborhood where I grew up, it was unheard of for a girl to give her baby away. To give it to her mother or grandmother—that was acceptable. My mother wanted to raise her grandchild, but Susan had different plans. So my mother threw her out and I watched, knowing Susan was doing the right thing, but too intimidated by my mother to object. She was a formidable woman, my mother. Our mother. One didn’t cross her, unless one was willing to lose. Susan was. I wasn’t.”

			“And you’ve had no contact with Susan—in how many years exactly?” Tess found a steno pad in her desk drawer and took some notes. Mary Browne’s officious manner made her want to seem more businesslike.

			“Thirteen. Thirteen years ago this month.”

			“No contact at all? What about your mother?”

			“My mother died last year. I suppose that’s why I want to find her. She’s all the family I have now.”

			“Okay, let’s get formal.” Tess turned on her Macintosh, which sat on a computer table next to her desk. “I explained rates and expenses when you called. You’ve already been to see Tyner, so all I need to do is put you in my files. I have a form here with your name, address, and phone number, but there are a few other things I need to get started. May I ask what you do for a living?”

			“I’m self-employed. I raise money for nonprofits on a contract basis.”

			Self-employed. That set off a mental alarm. Tess might want to check Mary Browne’s credit rating, make sure she had the money to hire her.

			“How did you hear about this office, Ms. Browne?” Aunt Kitty, always the entrepreneur, had recommended she ask this in order to identify her marketing needs.

			“I wanted to hire an independent businesswoman like myself, and I remembered seeing the item in the Daily Record, announcing you were joining Mr. Keyes’s firm as an associate. Your name rang a bell. You were in the news this winter, weren’t you? I can’t recall all the details—someone tried to kill you, or you almost killed someone when you were attacked in Leakin Park?”

			“Something like that,” Tess said unhappily and her ribs, although fully healed, winced a little at the memory of what a well-placed foot could do. “Sister’s full name?”

			“Susan Evelyn King.”

			“King?”

			“Different fathers,” Mary Browne said shortly, her eyes daring Tess to make something of it.

			“Have a Social Security number?”

			“Why—no, I’m afraid not. Is that necessary?”

			“Nope, just makes it a little easier. How about a birthdate?”

			“She was thirty-two on January seventeenth.”

			Tess turned back to face Mary Browne. “I thought you said you were thirty-two. How can your sister be the same age?”

			Given the rich, deep color of her skin, it was impossible to say Mary Browne actually blushed, but something in her manner suggested she was embarrassed.

			“I meant I’ll be thirty-two, in December,” Mary Browne said stiffly. “We were born in the same year, almost exactly eleven months apart.”

			Vanity, thy name is woman. But what was it to Tess if Mary Browne wanted to shave a few years off her age? She was probably thirty-four or thirty-five and already lying about her age. Once Tess was on the other side of thirty, she might feel the same way.

			“I’ve got two sets of first cousins like that on my father’s side,” she said, typing in Susan King’s date of birth. “He calls them Irish twins. When my Aunt Vivian had her second boy in the same calendar year, the doctors at Mercy threw in the second circumcision for free.”

			Mary Browne allowed herself a small, lips-together smile, then handed Tess the brown envelope she had taken out of her leather briefcase at the beginning of the interview. Inside was a photograph and a check for the retainer.

			“Is this her?” Tess asked. The girl in the photo was big-boned and plump. Her oversize glasses had caught the camera’s flash, so her face was little more than a dark smudge beneath two exploding stars. She wore an apron and held something by its handle, a broom or a mop. It could be Jimmy Hoffa, for all Tess knew, or Madalyn Murray O’Hair, another missing Baltimorean. Totally useless, this photo, but the check—well, it was bad form to stare too hungrily at the check.

			“That’s her at seventeen.”

			“Not much of a resemblance, is there? But you did say you’re only half-sisters.”

			“She was actually a pretty girl, just not particularly photogenic.”

			“Sure,” Tess said dubiously.

			“It’s all I have.” Mary Browne managed to sound apologetic and defensive at the same time. “But I guess it is about as helpful as someone trying to find you with that photo on the wall.”

			Great, Mary Browne’s miss-nothing eyes had landed on the flying rabbit photo. Tess definitely had to find something else to hang over the safe.

			“That was taken outside the old Weinstein’s Drugs on Edmondson Avenue. Remember, it was in the same shopping center as the old Hess shoe store with the barber shop and the squirrel monkeys in the window?”

			“We didn’t buy our shoes at Hess, but, yes, I know the place of which you speak.” The place of which you speak—close your eyes, and it could be the latest BBC production of Jane Austen. “My mother would take me to see the monkeys.”

			“Just you?” Tess assumed Mary Browne hadn’t told her everything. People seldom did. Maybe there was more to the story of why Susan King had bolted, the ugly, unfavored duckling growing up in the shadow of this swan.

			“Susan, too, of course.”

			“Well, that photo marks the day I learned a tough life lesson. My grandfather owned Weinstein’s, so I thought I was entitled to endless rides on the flying rabbit. But when my quarter was done, it was done, same as anyone else’s. Poppa was a soft touch, he would have let me ride forever, but Gramma had rules about such things. ‘You’ll pay like the other kids!’ No free rides and no free treats at the soda fountain, although Poppa sometimes slipped me something chocolate.”

			“This may sound strange, but you look like that little girl who was on television years ago, the one who jumped on the sofa with the plastic slipcovers.”

			“You mean”—Tess slipped into the Baltimore accent her mother had made sure she would never acquire—

			“‘Hey, you kids, stop jumping on that furniture! You’ll rune it!’”

			“Yes, that one. I remember wanting my mother to buy those covers, because I thought it meant you could then jump on the sofa with impunity.”

			With impunity, yet. Jane Austen, meet Joe Friday.

			“Actually, that was my cousin Deborah on the commercial, Deborah Weinstein. Funny you’d pick up on the resemblance. We don’t look anything alike now. She’s still fair, while I got dark.”

			“You think you’re dark?”

			It was Tess’s turn to blush and stammer. “Well, I mean my hair got darker.”

			“I’m just giving you a hard time. Actually you haven’t changed as much as you think.”

			“Really?” Tess believed she had changed extraordinarily, that it was almost impossible to find the more-or-less hard-bodied, more-or-less grown-up Theresa Esther Monaghan in those plump limbs and that face round with baby fat.

			“Yes. You still wear your hair in a braid and you still have a smudge of chocolate on your face.” Mary Browne didn’t say good-bye, just allowed herself another no-teeth-showing smile and left even as Tess dabbed at the errant bit of frosting from her Berger’s cookie. She must have had that dimple of chocolate on her face for the entire interview.

			“Wait a minute!” she called after Mary Browne, her computerized form not even close to complete. But when she reached the door, Mary Browne was pulling away in a baby-blue, late-model Taurus with Virginia tags. Virginia tags often meant a rental car in these parts, but Tess took down the license plate, just in case. Homicide detective Martin Tull had recommended such mnemonic tricks to sharpen her powers of observation.

			Back at her desk, she allowed herself the venal pleasure of staring at the two checks she had collected that morning, filling out a deposit slip with great ceremony. Mary Browne might be a little mysterious, but finding Susan King was going to be a slam-dunk. This was the kind of case she needed—easy, lots of cash up front. The check was even a money order, so she didn’t have to worry about it bouncing.

			A money order? Why would someone pay with a money order? Did Mary Browne have a husband at home who might ask questions about a checkbook entry to Tess Monaghan, private investigator? Or, appearances aside, was she scraping so low she didn’t even have a checking account? Tess looked at the application form still open on her computer. A P.O. box for an address. That hadn’t seemed
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