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Dedication
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and the Fellowship of the White Boar


Chapter One

I seldom stay up to watch the late news
unless there is something going on that I am super-curious about –
or sometimes if I come home right at eleven from a movie or dinner
or whatever. It’s because when I feel sleepy, I go to bed. If I try
to go to bed when I’m not sleepy, I’ll toss and turn for what seems
like hours.

That night, though, I walked into my
apartment a few minutes before eleven from a movie. My mind was
racing in all kinds of directions about the film, which took place
in northern Italy during the summertime. Like a gauzy dream of
sunshine and wonderful food to look at, kinda, but it was a
coming-of-age movie full of teenage angst and dirty talk. I knew I
would have to calm down if I wanted to go to sleep, so I turned on
the television, which had news on almost all the channels, and
poured myself a martini-glass of vodka, which I keep in the freezer
instead of on the liquor cabinet, because vodka is only drinkable
if it’s chilled.

The first story on the news was a breaking
item about two kids disappearing. I live in New York and although
homicides and most major crimes are at a near all-time low, it’s
not unusual for the late news to feature a shooting or somebody
getting hit by a speeding car or whatever. But this was no ordinary
crime story. Apparently, two kids whose wealthy father died
recently were missing – never came home from school – and the cops
had no clues to go on. Plus, the two boys were both from the
Coniston family, social-register and inherited money all the way,
but usually with a low profile in the papers or gossip columns.

The Coniston home on upper 5th Avenue was one
of the last gigantic nineteenth-century townhomes left on the
avenue that was still a family residence. Most of the townhomes
that lined the avenue one hundred years earlier had been torn down
to make room for high-rise buildings, and the few that survived
were mostly museums, like The Frick Collection, the Cooper Hewitt
(Andrew Carnegie’s home) and the Ukrainian Institute of America
(Fletcher-Sinclair Mansion at 79th Street).

Eddie Coniston, the father of the boys who
disappeared, died several months before the kids disappeared, but
his passing wasn’t really a news story because there was no foul
play. Coniston had been the head of a family conglomerate that had
interests in real estate, construction, property management and a
bunch of other things as well. It was private and totally owned by
the family. There had never been any financial filings that would
give the media an idea of the size of the Coniston empire. The news
coverage of his death said there was no information on why he died
or from what (he was in his late forties), but speculation was a
coronary or respiratory failure. Eddie had been a football player
in college, but, over the years, had gotten grossly fat. He had to
be helped in and out of cars. He was a big contributor to
charities, but stopped going to events. In fact, he stopped
appearing in public at all a couple of years back.

He left all his estate to his elder son, also
named Edward, who was twelve. Eddie’s brother Ricky Coniston was
appointed CEO of all the Coniston companies. Now young Ed Coniston
and his younger brother, Richie, had gone missing. To make things
more confusing, Ricky Coniston had a son named Edward, called Ned,
as well, and so did the third brother, George, who had died some
years back. George’s Edward was called Ted.

I signed onto the computer in my office,
actually a guest bedroom, but serving two or three purposes, and
sent a quick email to my friend, Mike di Saronno, a bigwig
detective in the NYPD, asking him if he saw the coverage. I am Hugo
Miller, a civilian criminalist for the NYPD – basically a pro
bono consultant, and more or less deputized back-up for the
department’s investigative arm. I copied my friends, Ruth Jensen
and Gabriele Cortese, who have helped me help the NYPD. Mike knew
Ruth and Gabriele well from having worked with them over the years.
In addition, Ruth is a well-known socialite and philanthropist.
Gabriele is the co-owner of one of the chicest restaurants in SoHo,
Ora di Pranzo. It’s one of those places where people make
reservations months in advance of special occasions – and even
then, they have a hard time getting a table. Think of a hit
Broadway musical that is sold out until two years from now. Ora di
Pranzo is kinda like that. Me, I am semi-retired from a sports PR
company I founded in the 1980s, and I still own a big chunk of it.
Fortunately, it has done well, so I have been able to sock away
some savings, and am ahead of my expenses, sometimes way ahead. My
work for the NYPD is a freebie, no pay, although sometimes my
expenses are reimbursed.

I live in Long Island City, which is the part
of Queens that is directly opposite the United Nations across the
East River. From my subway station at Vernon-Jackson, it is one
stop to Grand Central Station, about a four-minute ride. Gabriele
lives in Brooklyn Heights, one of the swankiest places in New York
City. Ruth has a big apartment on Park Avenue at the corner of 61st
Street, her home with her husband, Murray, who died about three
years back.

After finishing my vodka, I knew I would be
able to go to sleep, and as I drifted off, I tried to go over
anything I might already know about the Conistons, which, if it was
sugar, would not have been enough for a single spoonful to stir
into a cup of coffee. I made a note on the notepad next to the bed
to look into the Coniston family first thing in the morning.

It was late summer, but the sun was still
coming up early and going down late. There was a pervasive humidity
that seldom lifted in the hot weather. For icing on that cake,
about three out of five days, we’d have a thunderstorm in the
afternoon, so there would be steam rising off the streets, as if it
wasn’t already hot enough to feel like you might melt like ice
cream that had been dropped on the sidewalk.

Although I hate the heat and humidity, I
can’t sleep without a sheet on top of me. So, I turned on the air
conditioning in my bedroom. The white noise of the AC unit blanks
out a lot of what might be going on outside, including the sounds
of rain and traffic. Even so, when the sun came up at about five
thirty, I woke up just like it was an alarm clock.

I’ve been having a bit of a tremor in my
hands sometimes. My doctor says it’s nothing to worry about, called
a ‘familial tremor’. Almost everybody on my father’s side of the
family has it. It’s not a degenerative condition – it can get worse
if I don’t take care of myself, but it’s not possible for it to get
worse enough to ruin my health or kill me, like multiple sclerosis
or amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, ‘Lou Gehrig’s Disease’. Caffeine
seems to bring it on unless I’m eating a meal while I consume the
caffeine. So, I was struggling to eliminate my cuppa joe first
thing in the morning.

My pattern is that I usually have a beverage
in the morning – always had been coffee, but now it was usually
orange juice with or without any vodka in it. The advantage of a
jigger of vodka for me is that it stops the tremor before it
starts. Any alcohol does that.

I did without the vodka that morning, and
dived into the seemingly limitless world of the Internet, to see
what I could find out about the Coniston family. Just as I was
getting started, Mike called me.

“Hey, Hugo,” he said. “Yeah, I did see the
coverage of the Coniston kids last night. More than that, I’ve been
assigned to the investigative team. I hope you’ll have time to help
us out.”

Music to my ears. “Already on it,
boss,” I said. “Trying to get up to date on the family. I guess
they go way back to before the Revolution. I was just going to
check on Amazon to see if there is a family biography by chance.
Are you interested in where the family name comes from?”

“Sure, why not?”

“It’s probably from northern England. There
is a town called Coniston in the Lake District in northwest
England. There is also a Coniston Lake and a land formation called
The Old Man of Coniston, which is a pointed hill with barren sides
like moors.”

I hiked up it, years earlier. It had some
geological significance that I couldn’t recall, but I remember the
town, very picturesque, as most of the Lake District is. Coniston
was called Coningeston in the Middle Ages, a name derived from the
Old Norse word for king, combined with the Anglo-Saxon suffix
-ton, indicating a village. A lot of history in that area.
England then was a little like California or Korea now, with the
north quite different in most ways from the south.

“I’m guessing the family has been in America
for a long time, probably since the early 1800s, so it probably
doesn’t matter,” I said. “There was a great migration out of much
of Scotland and the northwest of England in the late eighteenth
century, and I suspect that may have been when the Coniston family
arrived.”

“I bet Ruth knows somebody in the
family.”

“That occurred to me, but I didn’t want to
call her so early.”

There was a pause as I visualized Mike
looking at his watch. “Oh,” he said, “it is early. Sorry. Do you
want to talk later instead?”

“No, I’m okay. So, what happened to the kids?
The news didn’t have any details last night. I haven’t turned on
the tube this morning yet.”

He explained the boys, who were students at
The Trinity School on West 91st Street, left school at their
regular time, and never showed up at home. The NYPD was trying to
search out any video that might have caught the boys as they walked
to the bus stop, or as they walked across Central Park, where their
home was only a couple of blocks north of ‘uptown’ East 91st
Street. So far, not much help.

“Any ransom demand?”

“Negative. No calls, no letter, no email.
Their mother, Lizzie Coniston, was distraught, of course. She had
recently lost her husband, and now her children disappeared. Ed and
Richie were the only boys, but there were two girls. There are two
guys around the clock with Mrs Coniston, one from the FBI and one
from here. No decision that I know of about whether to pay any
ransom that’s demanded, but we think the family will do almost
anything to get those two boys home safe.”

I told Mike I would call him back after I had
a chance to check in with Ruth and Gabriele. He agreed, and
suggested when I talked to them, it might be good for the four of
us to caucus before long.

“As you might guess,” he said, “the mayor is
all over this like white on rice. So, I have no idea what will
happen an hour from now. If we can do it, let’s try to get Halal
food from the food truck downstairs and meet at my office.”

I went back to my computer and turned on the
television to CNN, although I doubted there would be much coverage
of a crime story in New York on a global news service like CNN.

The phone rang. It was Ruth.

Ruth and I have known each other for decades.
We were introduced by a financial analyst with a penchant for
matchmaking back in the early 1990s, after my second divorce and
after Ruth’s breakup with a longtime boyfriend who finally decided
he was not going to divorce his wife. I never remarried, but Ruth
met and married Murray Jensen, and was now widowed after ten years
of marital bliss.

I told her I had a bet with Mike that she
knew somebody from the Coniston family.

“He bet against me?”

“Negative. I bet against you.”

“Well, now you owe me a drink, because I
don’t know one of them, I know several of them. One is even a
member of the Opera League,” she said, mentioning a social club she
and Murray belonged to at the Metropolitan Opera.

“You gotta tell me all about everybody, and
Mike suggested that you and Gabriele and I go over to his office
and we can grab some lunch from the Halal truck that parks outside
the precinct.”

She said that was good, and I told her I
would text her a time to meet. I also suggested that if she felt
like doing some background work on the family, it would be
appreciated.

“I’m doing what I can online, but I suspect
you will have better places to look. Why would anybody take their
kids?”

“Money, my dear. Money.”

I texted Gabriele about my conversation with
Mike, and asked if he could meet me at a restaurant called Thalia
so we could walk over to the precinct together.

OK when

11:30
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Chapter Two

Gabriele was already waiting at Thalia when I
walked in. He is an unusually handsome Italian fellow. He and his
cousin, Dante, own a super-popular restaurant in SoHo called Ora di
Pranzo. Dante is from Naples. Gabriele is from the famous Isle of
Capri, setting the theme at Ora di Pranzo, where the menu is
heavily weighted toward seafood.

He was standing, resting his back on the bar
so he could see the front door of the restaurant, and I did a quick
scan of the room, where virtually every female with a line of sight
was staring at him, and some of the men.

I knew a tennis player, from my years in
sports PR, who was a famous beauty, and I remember waiting at a bar
on the east side for her to join me for dinner. When she walked in,
every head turned as she walked down the bar to where I was
standing, calmly put her hand on the nape of my neck and kissed me
on the cheek. I could see all the men at the bar thinking, she’s
with that old guy? Similar sort of thing happens when Gabriele
walks into a room.

It doesn’t hurt that wherever he goes, the
food and drinks are comped because he is so well known for his
restaurant.

He held his hand out and I shook it, then we
did the European kiss-kiss thing, one on each cheek.

The bartender put a dirty vodka down on the
bar for me – I used to live a block away from Thalia before I moved
to Long Island City. It was only a few minutes after noon, but I
didn’t turn it down. Gabriele sipped on a glass of red wine.
Although I am fond of dirty vodka, vodka with olive ‘juice’ – the
liquid in the bottle, very salty, I decided to stop after a couple
of sips. We were going to the police precinct, after all.

Gabriele told me he watched coverage of the
Coniston kidnapping on television. Like Ruth, he knew some of the
family from times they had been at the restaurant, including the
recently deceased Eddie, his wife, Lizzie, and his younger brother,
Ricky. He had never met any of the children.

I reluctantly left a lot of the vodka in the
martini glass, and left a big tip for the bartender, something you
do when the food or drink is comped. Then we walked over to the PD
precinct. The Halal truck was in front of the precinct. I had my
taste buds primed for some falafel, which looks like meatballs, but
is made with ground dried beans, olive oil, scallions, lemon juice
and parsley mostly – no meat of any kind, and usually green or
yellowish when you bite into them, depending on what kind of beans
were used. It sticks to your ribs like meat does. I don’t eat red
meat, haven’t for years.

We ordered two falafel lunches, falafel on
top of yellow rice and what the truck guys call ‘salad’, which is
lettuce and tomato with a couple of French fries and pickle slices
on top. Then we ordered a chicken lunch and a gyro lunch,
pronounced like “year-oh” in Greek and a combo of beef and lamb. If
you’ve never had Halal food from a truck, you have no idea what six
bucks can buy, or how wonderful it tastes. We took the four lunches
upstairs to Mike’s office.

Ruth and Mike were camped out in one of the
interrogation rooms and had left the door open so we could find
them. I claimed one of the falafel lunches. I could eat the chicken
lunch, but I prefer the falafel. Surprisingly, Gabriele chose the
gyro lunch, Ruth took the other falafel, and Mike took the
remaining lunch, chicken. I got some containers of white sauce,
mayo and yogurt, maybe something else in it, and red sauce, fiery
peppery liquid that’s hotter than Tabasco sauce, and offered them
to everyone. Gabriele and I dumped both sauces on our lunches, Ruth
chose white only, and Mike chose red only. Glad I’m not a betting
man, because I would have lost every bet, I could shake hands
on.

Together, Ruth and Gabriele are like a
society data base. I listened closely to what they had to tell us.
Mike taped the whole meeting and took notes, too.

Ruth said Eddie and Ricky’s mother, Cecily
Coniston, started a minor scandal some years back, when Eddie
decided to marry Elizabeth Westbrook Harrison, a girl Cecily didn’t
approve of. They had an argument in the Grill Room at the Four
Seasons that was overheard by enough people it was reported on most
of the television channels that night. Eddie maintained it was his
right to pick his own wife. Cecily said, loudly, she found a
suitable young lady whose family was distantly related to Cecily’s
own branch of the Neval family. She then instructed him
unequivocally that he was to marry this young woman who was
Cecily’s second cousin once removed, which made her Eddie’s third
cousin, no impediment to marriage.

Eddie wasn’t having any of it, because he had
fallen in love with Lizzie, ‘no family at all’ was Cecily’s
comment, and fully intended to marry her at Saint Bart’s on Park
Avenue in short order.

The two of them kept ordering drinks and
arguing, although they were never loud enough to be asked to
leave.

“She is already married, and has a bunch of
children,” Cecily said, loudly enough to be heard across the
room.

The maître d’ started to walk over, and she
waved him away, lowering her voice.

“She is divorced,” he said, “no impediment to
marriage there either.”

“She’s a nobody.”

“She’s gonna be my wife. Tell your cousin
thanks but no thanks.”

The next morning, the gist of this hour-long
discussion was reported in a daily tabloid that was read widely in
New York, following the late-news coverage on television.
Naturally, a reporter called Eddie, who hung up with no comment,
then called Cecily, who did. What Cecily said threw everyone in the
family in a cocked hat.

“Eddie is not Richard Coniston’s son,” she
said bluntly, referring to her deceased husband, “and should never
have inherited the Coniston fortune.”

According to what she told the reporter,
Richard had gone on an extended business trip to Australia, and
while he was gone, Cecily had an affair. “I loved Richard, and I
don’t know why I did it, but it was a long time ago, and I never
told him. But I guarantee you that if someone does a DNA test on
Eddie – or on Eddie’s children – they will find no matches to
Richard, or to Ricky (her youngest child), who is the only
legitimate heir. Look in your files for a picture of my husband and
see if you think he could have been Eddie’s father!”

The question in the gossip columns was
simple: why would Cecily Coniston tell the world that she had an
affair and an illegitimate son if it wasn’t true? It would ruin her
own reputation, of course. She was many years a widow and clearly
had no intention of re-marrying, but her friends would shun her, of
course, and she would become a nobody herself.

A couple of days later, Cecily was found dead
in her bedroom at the Coniston Mansion on 5th Avenue. The coroner
labeled her death a suicide, based on the high level of opioids in
her blood and digestive tract.

Eddie married Lizzie, and faced the world
with pride and defiance. After a while, the kerfuffle died down and
was largely forgotten.

“Then, to cap it all off, George Coniston,
who, like Ricky, was Eddie’s brother, and the next-eldest in the
family, sued Eddie to reclaim the family businesses for the true
heir – himself,” Ruth harrumphed. “Cecily wasn’t in the ground yet,
and George wanted everything for himself.”

“George was the one who drowned, right?” Mike
asked.

“Yes,” Ruth answered. “He took his yacht to
California and one evening that summer, he drank too much and fell
overboard in Avalon harbor and drowned. No evidence of foul play is
what they said.”

“There are some rich families it’s a blessing
not to be related to,” I said.

Mike nodded his head and added that Richard
Coniston, Cecily’s husband and Eddie’s putative father, was
murdered years earlier by a cousin who had accused him of trying to
steal the land the cousin’s home was built on. It had been such a
bitter relationship that when Richard was killed, the cousin cut
off his head and put it on a pole in his front yard. He spent the
rest of his life in a private psychiatric hospital in northern
Westchester County.

“It’s like the family in the House of Seven
Gables,” I said. “A curse that runs from generation to
generation.”

Gabriele looked like a spectator in a tennis
match, watching intently as Ruth, Mike and I talked about Cecily’s
bombshell and death.

When we all took a breath, he said, “I not
know about this, but Ricky and Eddie Coniston both come often to
Ora di Pranzo. Eddie big tall man with blue eyes and leave big tip
for waiter. Ricky small man with black hair, very how-you-say
magro.”

“Skinny,” I translated.

Gabriele held up three photographs, clearly
printed out from an online source. One was a tall, wide-smiling,
beefy man with very symmetrical features and blondish hair. “Is
Eddie,” he said.

The second was a beetle-browed young man with
very shaggy eyebrows, but quite good looking in a puppyish kind of
way. “Is Ricky.”

The third was a middle-aged man, very thin,
with dark hair and the same shaggy eyebrows, dressed in a suit with
a very wide 50s-type tie. “Is Richard, father of Eddie and
Ricky.”

“Yes, and I gather that Richard and Ricky
were six or eight inches shorter than Eddie too,” Mike added. “But
that doesn’t mean much. I’m taller than my father, but I don’t look
like either of my parents. I’ve been told I look like one of my
grandfathers, but I’ve never seen any photos of them that look like
me.”

“Well, Cecily Coniston is dead, so we can’t
ask her what she was thinking when she had that shouting match with
her son. Too bad it wasn’t at home or in Central Park or someplace
where people wouldn’t have heard every word.”

“What do you know about Ricky Coniston other
than this picture?” Mike asked. “Have you ever seen Eddie’s
children?”

“Not know bambini,” Gabriele offered.
“Signor Ricky is good man, have wife very beautiful, remember name
of waiter, and even bottle of Barolo for me at Christmas.”

“So, it’s easy for him to get a reservation?”
I asked.

Shrug. Nod.

Mike changed the subject to the kidnapping.
There had been no contact from the kidnappers, no communication
from anybody about ransom. There were an FBI agent and a cop in
Coniston Mansion twenty-four/seven, and the phone lines were
monitored. “So, we have to ask ourselves why anyone would want to
kidnap these kids. Seems like it might be a very bad time to get a
ransom paid.”

“Maybe not,” Ruth volunteered. “Maybe they
think the mother might be more inclined to pay than the father
would have been?”

“Except, as far as we know, there hasn’t been
a ransom demand. So at least for now, it doesn’t matter who would
be more inclined to pay.”

Mike said the K9 unit tried to pick up the
boys’ scent inside and around Trinity School and on what they
surmised might have been the route they would have taken if they
walked home. “Too much going on. The dogs were no help. No telling
how many thousands of people walk those streets and walk across the
park every day. One thing we know for sure is they never made it
home.

“We’re searching for outdoor video on any
route they might have taken, but so far, nothing except right
around Trinity School.”

“I think the older son, Ed, is twelve or
thirteen, not yet in high school, so he would be old enough in a
few years to make decisions for himself. I wonder if that has
anything to do with why they were snatched when they were,” Ruth
mused, staring at the floor.

I hadn’t thought of that. But what difference
would it make?

Mike looked frustrated. I wondered if he was
thinking the same thing I was.

“Turning eighteen is important. When he gets
there, it gives him the right to vote, and have an adult driver’s
license, but that’s about it,” he said. “If he was coming into a
fortune at eighteen, that might account for why somebody would want
to hold onto him, but snatching him when he’s in seventh grade
would just mean he couldn’t access anything he would inherit five
years later.”

“Unless they wanted to keep him from
inheriting anything,” Ruth said. “His younger brother would be an
insurance policy in that case.”

“Why he want boy, not want riscatto?”
Gabriele cocked his head to the side.

Ruth shrugged. “You mean ransom? No
idea.”

Mike tapped out a note on his phone. I must
have looked puzzled, because he said, “Interesting idea, that
someone would kidnap the boys to keep them from inheriting. Not
sure what that would mean, but it’s worth remembering.”


Chapter Three

Meanwhile, the NYPD was searching high and
low for the boys. They found literally hundreds of video cameras
that would have been operating the day the boys appeared – on about
seven different routes the boys might have taken to go home after
school. Trinity School is on 91st Street between Amsterdam and
Columbus Avenues. There was plenty of video as they left. Although
they were in different grades, they always walked or rode home
together, and the school itself provided video of them until they
turned uptown on Columbus Avenue. For some reason, they disappeared
as they rounded the corner, maybe intending to walk up to 96th
Street, where they could walk across the Park just to the north of
the Reservoir.

“Maybe they went into a bodega or a deli to
buy something,” Mike said when I saw him at his office the next
day. “Kids are always hungry, maybe a snack. Did you watch to see
if they came out any of those doors?”

The CSIs were certain that the boys were no
longer on camera shortly after they turned the corner onto Columbus
Avenue going uptown. They viewed the videos for an hour after they
disappeared, and no one looking even vaguely like two Trinity boys
showed up.

“Go back and look at all the cars driving
down Columbus in the half-hour after the boys turned onto Columbus
Avenue,” Mike said, “and see if they had any kids in the back seat.
Get the license plates if you can. Maybe if we can get in touch
with them, they would have seen the boys, especially if there was
something unusual going on.”

There were several cars where the view of the
driver and passenger area was obstructed by other cars, or by
something on the lens that obscured the picture. You had to combine
what was seen by one camera with what was seen by another camera,
and try to fit them together as seamlessly as possible.

“It’s easier to concentrate with less people
in the room,” he said to me. “Not that they don’t contribute to the
conversation, but I think better when there is some quiet, not so
many people talking.”

It’s like working on a room-size jigsaw
puzzle. Trying to find pieces that fit is frustrating and more
laborious than a tortoise climbing up a slippery rock.

Mike said he preferred to leave it to the
CSIs. They would find everything there was to find. “They really
know what they’re doing, and they’re very methodical. If we try to
interfere with their procedures, the potential for a mess
increases.”

“The one who comes out smelling like a rose
is Eddie’s brother. He takes control of the family businesses, even
though theoretically the boys own them.”

“What’s theoretical about that?”

“We don’t know for sure whether the boys are
even alive. As days pass with no word, we have to begin to consider
the worst, don’t we?”

Mike stood up and paced around the room. “The
first forty-eight hours are critical in a kidnapping. If it’s a
kidnapping.”

“What else could it be?”

“Well, as you were intimating, it could be a
double homicide. It’s also possible the boys could have run away
from home on their own steam, or could be hiding out with a friend.
We know they weren’t hit by a car or whatever, because they
probably would have showed up at a hospital or the morgue.”

He pulled a manila file folder off his desk
and opened it up. “Ricky Coniston,” he said.

“Why him?”

“I didn’t mean I thought he grabbed the boys,
but he is a family member, and did stand to gain in some way if the
boys were gone.”

“What do we know about him?”

Mike glanced down at the papers in the
folder. Ricky was forty-seven, bachelor’s degree in European
history from Harvard, MBA from the NYU Stern School of Business.
Married, one child, a boy, died young. He worked for a large
pharmaceutical company for ten years or so after getting his MBA,
and moved to the Coniston family business portfolio after his
brother, George, drowned. George had been litigating with Eddie to
take over the family’s assets following Cecily’s claim that Eddie
was illegitimate.

“From all that we could find, Ricky had
always been the good brother, loyal to Eddie and Lizzie, and an
indulgent uncle to the boys, who spent part of the summer at
Ricky’s place near Katonah. Unlike the middle brother, George, who
turned against Eddie, Ricky tried to fill in the best he could, and
never was a cloud on Eddie’s horizon. He worked in a variety of
different capacities for companies in the Coniston portfolio, and
Eddie appointed him to the Board of Directors after he had been
there for about four years.

“He seems to have stayed in the background,
didn’t live at the Coniston Mansion on 5th Avenue, bought an old
house in northern Westchester, became a historic preservation
activist.” Mike paused. “He worked on renovating falling-down
houses with a claim to history, raised money, donated his own
money, and was invited onto the boards of two charitable groups
trying to save old Broadway theaters from being torn down to make
room for more skyscrapers. He also plays several musical
instruments, and was in the vestry of his local church.”

He flipped through the pages. “Nothing
negative. No enemies. Treated like royalty in the area where he
lived between Briarcliff Manor and Chappaqua. Showed up to serve
Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners to veterans’ groups for several
years. Married Annette Neval, a distant cousin of his mother, and
had a child, a boy they named Edward after his uncle Eddie. The
son, who was called Ned, went to a few private schools, none of
them in New York City, and although they were respectable, none of
them was a ‘social register’ school.

“Ricky and Ann were stars. Almost every year
at the Metropolitan Museum’s Costume Gala, rubbing shoulders with
the great and the good. According to Page Six, the perfect couple.
Then a couple of years back, Ned died suddenly from pneumonia when
he was thirteen, may have started as influenza that Ned tried to
ignore.

“After the boy died, there’s not much more
about Ricky. He commutes on MetroNorth trains to the Coniston
office on East 56th Street, and parks a Mercedes C Class sedan at
the Pleasantville station most days. Does his own driving. Gave a
eulogy at Eddie’s funeral.” He shrugged. “That’s what we know.”

I asked if anybody interviewed Ricky.

“Not yet. I think I’ll set something up now.”
He thought for a couple of seconds. “If I can get him to come in
here, I’d like you and your friends to be in the observation
room.”

“How do you get his phone number?”

“I already have it. The CSI team compiled a
cast of characters with contacts. I’ll send him an email.” He
pulled out another file folder and scanned down the list of people,
then opened his Outlook and tapped out a note on his keyboard. He
is a two-finger typist, but fast. “There,” he said. “Let’s eat some
lunch and give him a chance to respond.”

We walked down 9th Avenue to 50th Street and
were lucky to find a table at Chez Napoleon, a tiny eatery that
featured traditional French food cooked by an elderly woman called
Grand-mère, who hailed from Brittany. The food was always superb,
and the prices were more than reasonable, especially at lunch. The
waitress, also a family member, was very friendly with Mike, and I
got the impression that he ate there often. So maybe it wasn’t luck
that got us in.

I sent texts to Ruth and Gabriele explaining
what Mike wanted us to do, and telling them I would let them know
when a time was set up with Ricky Coniston. Gabriele said he could
do it as long as he was at his restaurant by about five o’clock,
because his cousin and co-owner of the restaurant, Dante di
Benedetto, was out of town for the day. Ruth responded with a text:
okay.

There’s something about duck confit
that makes it pop right off the menu when I look at it. Actually, I
very seldom eat it; only when I find myself in a place like Chez
Napoleon where I know it will have been roasted very slowly so the
meat is falling-apart while the skin is crispy. Usually, they serve
a leg and thigh together, and some starch and vegetables with it. I
caved as soon as I read it on the blackboard on the wall by the
door to the kitchen.

Mike gave me a knowing smile when I ordered
it, but he voted for a dozen Belon oysters with fresh horseradish,
and an order of fries. I like oysters but the Belon oyster – which
French people prefer over all other types – tastes, or maybe
smells, like it was raised in a sewer to me. Not that I think they
are likely to make me sick, but there is a smell to them that makes
me want to spit them out. I smiled back at Mike and said something
about liking oysters, but loving duck confit.

“Both Ruth and Gabriele have met Ricky
Coniston,” I said. “They move in the right circles, I guess.”

“I haven’t actually met him, but I have seen
him when I have been at events,” Mike said. “I used to be assigned
every year to the Met Gala, for instance. Put on a tux and make
sure there’s no hanky-panky or pick-pockets. I would see Ricky and
his wife – I think her name is Ann – often, or it seems like often.
He’s very ordinary-looking. Kinda short for a guy. Dark hair, not
bad looking but not good looking either. Athletic, I guess, or slim
anyway. Big smile. Makes you wonder when you see a couple where
she’s gorgeous and sexy, and he looks like Joe Six-Pack.”

“Money helps.”

“I’m fairly sure she was okay in the money
department – not wealthy, but not down-and-out either – before they
were married,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I think she is the
reason they moved up to the country, because she grew up in
someplace like Mount Kisco. Rich family. I think Ricky and Ann may
be distant cousins.”

“What do they say? The apple doesn’t fall far
from the tree.”

“That usually means something more along the
lines of the son acting like the father.”

“That’s what I meant. Weren’t Ricky’s parents
also cousins? And isn’t Ann a cousin of Ricky’s mom?”

“Ann and Cecily are definitely cousins, and
had the same maiden name. Don’t know offhand about Ricky’s parents.
The father died when Ricky was a toddler, I think.”

I ordered a glass of Cahors, a red
wine from the southwest part of France, on the west side of the
Rhone, mostly Malbec grapes. It complemented the duck and had an
astringent quality that cleaned any residual grease out of my
mouth. At least it felt that way. When the waitress asked Mike, he
declined.

“On duty.”

“I guess I am, too,” I said slowly.

“Nah, you’re a volunteer.” He slurped the
last oyster down and quickly finished off the last few fries. His
phone beeped. It was a text message and he responded with a few
taps. “We ought to be getting back though, looks like Ricky
Coniston will be at the precinct in a half-hour or so.” He stood up
and waved at the waitress, who handed him the check. I pulled out
my wallet, and he said, “Nah, Hugo, this was a police discussion.
On me.”

I love it when somebody else pays.


Chapter Four

Ricky Coniston was way shorter than I
expected. When you think about captains of industry, for some
reason they’re usually tall and well-dressed. He was about five
foot seven and slim, wearing old jeans, cowboy boots and a
well-worn cotton flannel shirt in a faded checked pattern. His hair
was long enough to make him look like a rock musician gone to seed.
But flashing blue eyes and an ingratiating smile.

Ruth, Gabriele and I were sitting with Mike
in his office when Mr Coniston was announced by the sergeant
downstairs at the door. Mike told us to go to the observation room
next to Interrogation Room 2. We were safely ensconced when Mike
opened the door and showed Mr Coniston in. He brought two cups of
vending-machine coffee with plastic lids, and put those on the
table with some sugar packets and a couple of creamers with wooden
stirring sticks. Gabriele groaned.

Everything about Ricky Coniston said he was
comfortable, not threatened, but he had the attitude of an animal
that constantly sweeps its environment to make sure that no danger
is lurking nearby. He handed Mike a business card.

“Coniston Industries,” Mike read. “What kinds
of products or services, if you don’t mind my asking?” He was
looking at the card, not at Coniston.

Ricky leaned back in his chair and gazed at
the mirror that was keeping him from seeing us. “Well, the card is
for the family office, not a particular company. We own several
industrial companies one hundred percent, but we have partial
ownership of more companies than the ones that we own all of. Each
company has its own management and executive leadership, and a good
piece of the profits that we earn are allocated to the Coniston
Foundation, which was established by my brother, Eddie. I guess I’m
more of a portfolio manager than an industrialist. I keep thinking
I should change the business cards, and maybe the name of the
company. We’re really a family office, just one family – although
we have a lot of different households in the family who benefit
from the assets that are in the company.”

“Do you own the company?”

“Me?” he looked taken aback. “No. I get a
salary and benefits from the company, but the actual ownership is
with my two nephews, the ones who were kidnapped.”

Ruth made a disapproving noise when Ricky
said that.

“Not to disagree,” Mike said, “but we’re not
certain that your nephews were kidnapped.”

“I hope they were kidnapped, because that
might mean they’re still alive.”

“So why do other people in the family get
pay-outs instead of having it all go into the estate of the
boys?

“Because that’s how my brother set it up.” He
looked up at the ceiling and then back at Mike. “The family is
fairly close-knit, and although it was Eddie who put the company
together, he always intended to share it with virtually everyone in
the family. Some of that goes through the foundation, but most of
it is sent to payees as a dividend, more or less. They pay taxes on
it. And yes, I get a pay-out in addition to my compensation. I have
made my income taxes available to the police if they want to look
at them.”

“Mr Coniston,” Mike said, “I want you to know
that I’m not asking these questions for any reason other than to
understand better what’s going on.”

“He seems like somebody you’d meet in a
bowling alley,” Ruth whispered to me.

“Very rich man,” Gabriele said to Ruth. “Come
in Ora di Pranzo many times. Wear expensive clothes, have car with
driver wait outside while he eat.”

He certainly isn’t coming across that way
today.

“One of the friends of the department is a
young man who owns a restaurant called Ora di Pranzo,” Mike said,
looking down at the table. Then he raised his eyes to look at
Ricky. “He says you have been in his restaurant, and that everybody
there likes you.”

“Dante?” Coniston asked.

“No, Gabriele Cortese. He and Dante are
cousins. Gabriele is the man at the front of the restaurant most of
the time.”

“Small world.” He looked at the ceiling again
and then back down. “We haven’t been going out as much since our
son died, about a year ago. My wife doesn’t want to go anywhere. I
worry about her. But she would be willing to go to your friend’s
restaurant, very friendly place.”

“Very expensive, too,” Mike said.

Gabriele made a disapproving noise. “Not
expensive. Good food.”

“C’mon Gabriele,” I said. “When two people
eat dinner at Ora di Pranzo and have a bottle of wine, I bet the
average tab is over two hundred dollars. That’s expensive, even in
Manhattan.”

He put his arm over my shoulder, around my
neck and squeezed with a grin. “Bel uomo.”

I know I blushed because I could feel it, but
the room was darkened, and I hoped it didn’t show.

“I don’t have any idea how expensive or not
it is,” Ruth said with a big smile, “because I have never paid.”
She paused, then said, “Thank you, Gabriele. You’re a very generous
friend.”

He kissed her hand like he was Marcello
Mastroianni. She cooed.

Mike was going over the details of what Ricky
was doing the day the boys vanished, and when he found out what had
happened.

“I had an appointment with my dermatologist,
who removed a couple of small skin cancers from my face, so I was
bandaged up pretty much. Lizzie called me on my cellphone when the
boys weren’t home at the regular time,” he said. “She was worried
that something had happened. She knew that not everybody loved
Eddie the way she did. There were many people who didn’t like him
at all.”

“Would that be the same for you now?”

“Beg pardon?”

“Are there people who don’t like you?”

He nodded. “Partly because I’m Eddie’s
brother, and partly because I’m the CEO of the company.”

“The king in his castle?”

A sour look from Mr Coniston.

“What would happen if the boys weren’t
found?”

“To what? What would happen to what?”

“To the company you work for.”

“I suppose the Board would continue to
oversee everything. We’re following protocols that Eddie set up
decades ago.”

“Who would own the company?”

“The boys.”

“Even if they never showed up again?”

Coniston grimaced. “I’m not a lawyer, but I
suppose at some point they would be presumed dead by a court. That
would take years. But we’re hoping they come home, and that would
make it irrelevant.”

“And if they didn’t come home – what
then?”

Coniston looked directly at Mike and said,
with an iron tone, “And then probably the Board would convene the
family and decide what to do.” He stood up and stretched, with his
hands above his head. “Sorry, I’ve been very stressed, and I feel
it when I sit still for a long time.”

Mike looked at his watch. “We’ve only been
talking for twenty minutes.”

“I just have problems with anxiety,” he said.
“It’s better when I’m working, because I feel like I’m getting
something done. Sitting here with you, all I can think about is
what happened to the boys, and what would happen to Lizzie if they
didn’t come home.” He looked at his hands. “I know what it’s like
to lose a son, and I’ve seen the damage it did to my wife.”

Mike said he would try to speed things up and
gestured to Coniston to sit back down. “I don’t want to have to
trouble you again because there were some other questions. Can you
tell me if there have ever been any threats against the boys?”

“If there ever were, I never knew about
it.”

“That’s a no?”

He nodded.

“Any threats against Eddie that would have
been bitter enough that they might take it out on the boys?”

“Not that I know of. Eddie wasn’t the
best-liked man in Manhattan, but nobody thought he was a bad
guy.”

“There were a lot of civil lawsuits against
Edward Coniston, alleging all kinds of unfair competition, and some
accusations of not being totally truthful in testimony.”

“Whatever you say.”

“Did you grow up in the house on 5th
Avenue?”

He nodded.

“Big place.”

“Huge. Unnecessary. It was built when
families were bigger, and there were servants around every
corner.”

“Does your sister-in-law feel comfortable
there?”

He shrugged. “She wouldn’t be comfortable
anywhere with her sons gone.”

“Sorry, I meant did she enjoy living there
before this happened?”

“I suppose. It’s a nice house. She hasn’t
entertained since Eddie died. At least not that I know of.”

“I can’t imagine what it would be like
wondering where the boys are and whether they are okay,” Mike
said.

“You’re right. You can’t imagine unless
you’ve been through it. Do you have children?”

Mike said he had never married, had no kids.
“And I live in an apartment a few blocks from here, not big enough
to feel lonely in.”

He added, “Sorry, one other thing, and I
apologize for bringing it up. There were some statements made by
your mother about your brother, Eddie, to the effect that his
father may not have been your father.”

“Yes.”

“What can you tell me about that?”

“She was a dementia patient. She had a
ruptured aneurysm that scrambled her brain, but she managed not to
die when most people who have that don’t survive. Sadly, she didn’t
always know what she was saying.”

“Would it be correct to say that you don’t
believe what she said?”

“It would be correct to say that whatever she
said, it didn’t matter.” He stood up again, and was clearly ready
to leave.

“Thank you for coming by, Mr Coniston. I’m
sorry that some of my questions were unpleasant and probably seemed
hostile. I do my job, just as you do your job. Thank you again.”
Mike stood up and they shook hands before Mr Coniston left.

Mike looked at the mirror and said to us,
“Meet you in my office.”

We got to his office before Mike did. When he
got there, he was balancing four coffees.

All three of us said virtually the same thing
about Coniston: he was credible, didn’t seem hostile or afraid of
questions.

“I knew him a bit from the Opera Club,” Ruth
said. “His brother, Eddie, was a member for decades, and sometimes
Ricky and Ann used Eddie’s tickets. Nice fellow, but they didn’t
seem to want to socialize with the other members. And after Murray
passed, I didn’t always go to all the performances. I remember
Eddie and Lizzie very fondly.”

“He have big memory, know all names in Ora di
Pranzo. All people like him.” Gabriele looked somber. “Is
terribile what happen to him.”

Mike said that he had a hard time believing
that Ricky, who had lost his own son, could have anything to do
with what happened to Eddie and Lizzie’s boys. “Having to bury a
child is unnatural and gut-wrenching,” he said. “Somebody’s going
to have to talk to other family members.”

“Just let us know when and where,” I
said.

“I think the CSI’s can take it from here. If
they dig something interesting up, we can decide what to do then. I
can’t keep an open mind in a situation like this.”


Chapter Five

Ruth, Gabriele and I walked the four blocks
over to Thalia, an eatery on 8th Avenue with a good bar and a good
menu. The bartender knows me, and he lifted a bottle of Tito’s
vodka with a questioning look when we walked in. I nodded.

“Me, too,” Ruth said.

I waved two fingers at the bartender, and
pointed at Ruth.

It was mid-afternoon and there were plenty of
places at the bar.

He nodded and took out two martini glasses
from the freezer. They frosted up immediately. He shook the vodka
over his head – entertainment for the others at the bar. When he
brought the glasses over and poured the dirty vodka into them from
the shaker, he said to Gabriele, “Signor Cortese, an honor to have
you at our bar. What can I get for you?”

“You have chianti?”

He nodded and reached under the bar to
retrieve a bottle of Ser Niccolo, a modestly priced but famous
vineyard that is said to be on Machiavelli’s farm in the
countryside east of Florence. Old vines. Gabriele gave him a
thumbs-up.

“I didn’t know they had Ser Niccolo by the
glass,” I said to Gabriele.

“Always have good wine for good customers. He
no charge us for drinks.”

“Everything’s better when it’s free,” Ruth
said with a simpering smile. She pecked Gabriele on the cheek.

I asked them what they thought about Ricky
Coniston.

Ruth said he seemed unexpectedly normal for
someone who was so wealthy and socially prominent. “Very sexy
eyes,” she said, “and good features, but a little short for my
taste, and skinny. I like men with some meat on their bones.”

“I wasn’t asking if you want to date him,” I
said, then thought better of it. “I meant, did you think he was
being straight with us? Truthful?”

“I don’t remember him being asked much that
wasn’t already public. The family has been in the papers ever since
I can remember. Yeah, I think he seems like a straight-shooter. I
don’t know if I would buy a used car from him, if that’s what
you’re asking.”

“He wearing maschera,” Gabriele said,
using an Italian word for a stage costume. “Not look like cowboy
when he come Ora di Pranzo. Look like business, ricchezza e
bellezza,” he said, quoting a common description of the upper
class, meaning “wealthy and beautiful.” He stroked his chin with
his right hand. “Maybe he want police think he different from
real.”

“You mean you think he was acting different
from the way he usually acts?” Ruth cocked her head to the
side.

Gabriele nodded. “Maybe you see him different
at opera, too.”

“Or maybe the man we saw is the real Ricky
Coniston, and the businessman or the opera-goer is the masquerade,”
I offered.

I wondered why he would go to the trouble of
inventing a new persona for his meeting at the precinct. Maybe
we saw the “real” Ricky Coniston, and the public persona is the
fake one. “Are you sure he wasn’t putting on airs when he was
at Ora di Pranzo? Acting the way, he thought a rich man ought to
act?”

Gabriele shrugged. “I know Signor Coniston
only at Ora di Pranzo. And he wear very fine clothes.”

“Honestly, I don’t remember him very
distinctly from the Monday-night operas. I mean I recognized him
when he walked into the interrogation room, but not a lot of
memories came back. No idea which opera or operas he saw, for
instance. Or even when the last time I saw him was. I think he and
his wife only showed up when Eddie and Lizzie couldn’t go. And
frankly, he isn’t physically a stand-out in any way; not ugly, not
a gargoyle or anything like that, just ordinary-looking except his
eyes are remarkable. I don’t think Murray and I ever exchanged
anything other than a wave across the room with them. I don’t
recall ever talking to him or his wife. A lot of people put on a
haughty front at the opera. We always dress up, only time I wear a
floor-length dress. Is that the real me? Probably not. In my case,
it’s kinda fun to dress up. But a lot of people go to the opera
just to show off. I happen to love opera.”

“I found him credible, and laid-back. He
didn’t seem nervous the
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