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		    6    

		Myron called in Lloyd Rennart’s name to Esperanza. It probably wouldn’t take much. Again modern technology would simplify the feat. Anyone with a modem could type in the address www.switchboard.com—a Web site that was virtually a telephone directory of the entire country. If that site didn’t work, there were others. It probably wouldn’t take long, if Lloyd Rennart was still among the living. If not, well, there were sites for that too.

		“Did you tell Win?” Esperanza asked.

		“Yes.”

		“How did he react?”

		“He won’t help.”

		“Not surprising,” she said.

		“No,” he agreed.

		Esperanza said, “You don’t work well alone, Myron.”

		“I’ll be fine,” he said. “You looking forward to graduation?”

		Esperanza had been going to NYU Law School at night for the past six years. She graduated on Monday.

		“I probably won’t go.”

		“Why not?”

		“I’m not big on ceremony,” she said.

		Esperanza’s only close relative, her mother, had died a few months back. Myron suspected that her death had more to do with Esperanza’s decision than not being big on ceremony.

		“Well, I’m going,” Myron said. “Sitting front row center. I want to see it all.”

		Silence.

		Esperanza broke it. “Is this the part where I choke back tears because someone cares?”

		Myron shook his head. “Forget I said anything.”

		“No, really, I want to get it right. Should I break down in loud sobs or just sniffle a little? Or better yet, I could get a little teary, like Michael Landon on Little House on the Prairie.”

		“You’re such a wiseass.”

		“Only when you’re being patronizing.”

		“I’m not being patronizing. I care. Sue me.”

		“Whatever,” she said.

		“Any messages?”

		“About a million, but nothing that I can’t handle until Monday,” she said. “Oh, one thing.”

		“What?”

		“The bitch asked me out to lunch.”

		“The bitch” was Jessica, the love of Myron’s life. Putting it kindly, Esperanza did not like Jessica. Many assumed that this had something to do with jealousy, with some sort of latent attraction between Esperanza and Myron. Nope. For one thing, Esperanza liked, er, flexibility in her love life. For a while she had dated a guy named Max, then a woman named Lucy, and now another woman named Hester. “How many times have I asked you not to call her that?” Myron said.

		“About a million.”

		“So are you going?”

		“Probably,” she said. “I mean, it’s a free meal. Even if I do have to look at her face.”

		They hung up. Myron smiled. He was a bit surprised. While Jessica did not reciprocate Esperanza’s animosity, a lunch date to thaw out their personal cold war was not something Myron would have anticipated. Perhaps now that they were living together, Jess figured it was time to offer an olive branch. What the hell. Myron dialed Jessica.

		The machine picked up. He heard her voice. When the beep came on, he said, “Jess? Pick up.”

		She did. “God, I wish you were here right now.” Jessica had a way with openings.

		“Oh?” He could see her lying on the couch, the phone cord twisted in her fingers. “Why’s that?”

		“I’m about to take a ten-minute break.”

		“A full ten minutes?”

		“Yup.”

		“Then you’d be expecting extended foreplay?”

		She laughed. “Up for it, big guy?”

		“I will be,” he said, “if you don’t stop talking about it.”

		“Maybe we should change the subject,” she said.

		Myron had moved into Jessica’s Soho loft a few months ago. For most people, this would be a somewhat dramatic change—moving from a suburb in New Jersey to a trendy section of New York, moving in with a woman you love, etc.—but for Myron, the change rivaled puberty. He had spent his entire life living with his mom and dad in the classic suburban town of Livingston, New Jersey. Entire life. Age zero to six in the upstairs bedroom on the right. Age six to thirteen in the upstairs bedroom on the left. Age thirteen to thirty-something in the basement.

		After that long, the apron strings become steel bands.

		“I hear you’re taking Esperanza out for lunch,” he said.

		“Yup.”

		“How come?”

		“No reason.”

		“No reason?”

		“I think she’s cool. I want to go to lunch. Stop being so nosy.”

		“You realize, of course, that she hates you.”

		“I can handle it,” Jessica said. “So how’s the golf tournament?”

		“Very strange,” he said.

		“How so?”

		“Too long a story to tell now, sweetcakes. Can I call you later?”

		“Sure.” Then: “Did you say ‘sweetcakes’?”

		When they hung up, Myron frowned. Something was amiss. He and Jessica had never been closer, their relationship never stronger. Moving in together had been the right move, and a lot of their past demons had been exorcised away of late. They were loving toward each other, considerate of each other’s feelings and needs, and almost never fought.

		So why did Myron feel like they were standing on the cusp of some deep abyss?

		He shook it off. All of this was just the by-product of an over-stimulated imagination. Just because a ship is sailing upon smooth waters, he surmised, does not mean it is heading for an iceberg.

		Wow, that was deep.

		By the time he got back to the table, Tad Crispin was sipping an iced tea too. Win made the introductions. Crispin was dressed in yellows, lots of yellows, kind of like the man with the yellow hat from the Curious George books. Everything was yellow. Even his golf shoes. Myron tried not to make a face.

		As if reading his mind, Norm Zuckerman said, “This isn’t our line.”

		“Good to hear,” Myron said.

		Tad Crispin stood. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

		Myron offered up a great big smile. “It’s a true honor to meet you, Tad.” His voice reeked with the sincerity of, say, a chain-store appliance salesman. The two men shook hands. Myron kept on smiling. Crispin began to look wary.

		Zuckerman pointed a thumb at Myron and leaned toward Win. “Is he always this smooth?”

		Win nodded. “You should see him with the ladies.”

		Everyone sat.

		“I can’t stay long,” Crispin said.

		“We understand, Tad,” Zuckerman said, doing the shooing thing again with both hands. “You’re tired, you need to concentrate on tomorrow. Go already, get some sleep.”

		Crispin sort of smiled a little and looked at Win. “I want you to have my account,” he said.

		“I don’t ‘have’ accounts,” Win corrected. “I advise on them.”

		“There’s a difference?”

		“Most definitely,” Win said. “You are in control of your money at all times. I will make recommendations. I will make them to you directly. No one else. We will discuss them. You will then make a final decision. I will not buy or sell or trade anything without you being fully aware of what is going on.”

		Crispin nodded. “That sounds good.”

		“I thought it might,” Win said. “From what I see, you plan on watching your money carefully.”

		“Yes.”

		“Savvy,” Win said with a nod. “You’ve read about too many athletes retiring broke. Of being taken advantage of by unscrupulous money managers and the like.”

		“Yes.”

		“And it will be my job to help you maximize your return, correct?”

		Crispin leaned forward a bit. “Correct.”

		“Very well, then. It will be my task to help maximize your investment
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		As Carl drove out, Esperanza drove in.

		“Find anything?” Myron asked her.

		Esperanza handed him a photocopy of an old newspaper clipping. “Read this.”

		The headline read: CRASH FATALITY

		Economy of words. He read on:

		
			Mr. Lloyd Rennart of 27 Darby Place crashed his automobile into a parked car on South Dean Street near the intersection of Coddington Terrace. Mr. Rennart was taken into police custody under suspicion of driving while intoxicated. The injured were rushed to St. Elizabeth’s Medical Center, where Lucille Rennart, Mr. Lloyd Rennart’s wife, was pronounced dead. Funeral services are to be arranged.

		

		Myron reread the paragraph twice. “ ‘The injured were rushed,’ ” he read out loud. “As in more than one.”

		Esperanza nodded.

		“So who else was hurt?”

		“I don’t know. There was no follow-up article.”

		“Nothing on the arrest or the arraignment or the court case?”

		“Nothing. At least, nothing I could find. There was no further mention of any Rennarts. I also tried to get something from St. Elizabeth’s, but they wouldn’t help. Hospital-patient confidentiality, they claimed. I doubt their computers go back to the seventies anyway.”

		Myron shook his head. “This is too weird,” he said.

		“I saw Carl heading out,” Esperanza said. “What did he want?”

		“He came by with a maid from the Court Manor. Guess who Jack Coldren was linking up with for a little afternoon delight?”

		“Tonya Harding?”

		“Close. Norm Zuckerman.”

		Esperanza tilted her head back and forth, as though sizing up an abstract work at the Met. “I’m not surprised. About Norm anyway. Think about it. Never married. No family. In public, he always surrounds himself with young, beautiful women.”

		“For show,” Myron said.

		“Right. They’re beards. Camouflage. Norm is the front man for a major sports fashion business. Being a known gay could destroy him.”

		“So,” Myron said, “if it got out that he was gay …”

		“It would hurt a lot,” Esperanza said.

		“Is that a motive for murder?”

		“Sure,” she said. “It’s millions of dollars and a man’s reputation. People kill for a lot less.”

		Myron thought about it. “But how did it happen? Let’s say Chad and Jack meet up at the Court Manor by accident. Suppose Chad figures out what Daddy and Norm are up to. Maybe he mentions it to Esme, who works for Norm. Maybe she and Norm …”

		“They what?” Esperanza finished. “They kidnap the kid, cut off his finger, and then let him go?”

		“Yeah, it doesn’t mesh,” Myron agreed. “Not yet anyway. But we’re getting close.”

		“Oh sure, we’re really narrowing down the field. Let’s see. It could be Esme Fong. It could be Norm Zuckerman. It could be Tad Crispin. It could be a still-alive Lloyd Rennart. It could be his wife or his kid. It could be Matthew Squires or his father or both. Or it could be a combination plan of any of the above—the Rennart family perhaps, or Norm and Esme. And it could be Linda Coldren. How does she explain the gun from her house being the murder weapon? Or the envelopes and the pen she bought?”

		“I don’t know,” Myron said slowly. Then: “But you may be on to something here.”

		“What?”

		“Access. Whoever killed Jack and cut off Chad’s finger had access to the Coldren house. Barring a break-in, who could have gotten hold of the gun and the stationery supplies?”

		Esperanza barely hesitated. “Linda Coldren, Jack Coldren, maybe the Squires kid, since he liked to crawl in through the window.” She paused. “I guess that’s it.”

		“Okay, good. Now let’s move on a little. Who knew that Chad Coldren was at the Court Manor Inn? I mean, whoever kidnapped him had to know where he was, right?”

		“Right. Okay, Jack again, Esme Fong, Norm Zuckerman, Matthew Squires again. Boy, Myron, this is really helpful.”

		“So what names show up on both lists?”

		“Jack and Matthew Squires. And I think we can leave Jack’s name off—his being the victim and all.”

		But Myron stopped for a moment. He thought about his conversation with Win. About the naked desire to win. How far would Jack go to guarantee victory? Win had said that he would stop at nothing. Was he right?

		Esperanza snapped her fingers in his face. “Yo, Myron?”

		“What?”

		“I said, we can eliminate Jack Coldren. Dead people rarely bury murder weapons in nearby woods.”

		That made sense. “So that leaves Matthew Squires,” Myron said, “and I don’t think he’s our boy.”

		“Neither do I,” Esperanza said. “But we’re forgetting someone—someone who knew where Chad Coldren was and had complete access to the gun and stationery supplies.”

		“Who?”

		“Chad Coldren.”

		“You think he cut off his own finger?”

		Esperanza shrugged. “What about your old theory? The one where the kidnapping was a hoax that went out of control. Think about it. Maybe he and Tito had a falling-out. Maybe it was Chad who killed Tito.”

		Myron considered the possibility. He thought about Jack. He thought about Esme. He thought about Lloyd Rennart. Then he shook his head. “This is getting us nowhere. Sherlock Holmes warned that you should never theorize without all the facts because then you twist facts to suit theories rather than theories to suit facts.”

		“That never stopped us before,” Esperanza said.

		“Good point.” Myron checked his watch. “I gotta go see Francine Rennart.”

		“The caddie’s wife.”

		“Yup.”

		Esperanza went sniff, sniff.

		“What?” Myron asked.

		One more big sniff. “I smell a complete waste of time,” she said.

		She smelled wrong.

	
		    39    

		Victoria Wilson called on the car phone. What, Myron wondered, did people do before the car phone, before the cell phone, before the beeper?

		Probably had a lot more fun.

		“The police found the body of your neo-Nazi friend,” she said. “His last name is Marshall.”

		“Tito Marshall?” Myron frowned. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

		“I don’t joke, Myron.”

		Of that he had little doubt. “Do the police have any idea he’s tied into this?” Myron asked.

		“None whatsoever.”

		“And I assume he died of a gunshot wound.”

		“That’s the preliminary finding, yes. Mr. Marshall was shot twice in the head at close range with a thirty-eight.”

		“A thirty-eight? But Jack was killed with a twenty-two.”

		“Yes, Myron, I know.”

		“So different guns killed Jack Coldren and Tito Marshall.”

		Victoria did the bored thing again. “Hard to believe you’re not a professional ballistics expert.”

		Everyone’s a smart-ass. But this new development threw a whole bunch of scenarios out of whack. If two different guns had killed Jack Coldren and Tito Marshall, did that mean there were two different killers? Or was the killer smart enough to use different weapons? Or had the killer disposed of the thirty-eight after killing Tito and was thus forced to use the twenty-two on Jack? And what kind of warped mind names a kid Tito Marshall? Bad enough to go through life with a moniker like Myron. But Tito Marshall? No wonder the kid had turned out as a neo-Nazi. Probably started out as a virulent anti-Communist.

		Victoria interrupted his thoughts. “I called for another reason, Myron.”

		“Oh?”

		“Did you pass on the message to Win?”

		“You set that up, didn’t you? You told her I’d be there.”

		“Please answer the question.”

		“Yes, I delivered the message.”

		“What did Win say?”

		“I delivered the message,” Myron said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m giving out reports on my friend’s reaction.”

		“She’s getting worse, Myron.”

		“I’m sorry.”

		Silence.

		“Where are you right now?” she asked.

		“I just hit the New Jersey Turnpike. I’m on my way to Lloyd Rennart’s house.”

		“I thought I told you to leave that path alone.”

		“So you did.”

		More silence.

		“Good-bye, Myron.”

		She hung up. Myron sighed. He suddenly longed for the days before the car phone, the cell phone, the beeper. Reaching out and touching someone was getting to be a real pain in the ass.

		An hour later, Myron parked again in front of the Rennarts’ modest home. He knocked on the door. Mrs. Rennart opened it immediately. She studied his face for a few long seconds. Neither of them spoke. Not even a greeting or salutation.

		“You look tired,” she said at last.

		“I am.”

		“Did Lloyd really send that postcard?”

		“Yes.”

		The answer had been automatic. But now he wondered—had Lloyd Rennart sent a postcard? For all he knew, Linda was simply sizing him for the title role in Big Sap: The Musical. Take the missing taped phone call, for example. If indeed the kidnapper had called Jack before his death, where was the tape of the call? Maybe the call had never occurred. Maybe Linda had lied about it. Maybe she was lying about the postcard too. Maybe she was lying about everything. Maybe Myron was simply being semi-seduced, like the hormone-driven male in one of those cheesy, unrated, direct-to-video, Body Heat rip-offs co-starring women with names like Shannon or Tawny.

		Not a pleasant thought.

		Francine Rennart silently led him into a dark basement. When they hit bottom, she reached up and switched on one of those swinging lightbulbs like something out of Psycho. The room was pure cement. There was a water heater, a gas heater, a washer and dryer, and storage containers of various sizes, shapes, and material. Four boxes lay on the floor in front of him.

		“That’s his old stuff,” Francine Rennart said without looking down.

		“Thank you.”

		She tried, but she could not make herself look at the boxes. “I’ll be upstairs,” she said. Myron watched her feet disappear from view. Then he turned to the boxes and squatted down. The boxes were taped shut. He took out his key-chain penknife and slit the packing tape.

		The first box had golf memorabilia. There were certificates and trophies and old tees. A golf ball was mounted to a wooden base with a rusty plaque that read:

		
			HOLE IN ONE—15TH HOLE AT HICKORY PARK
JANUARY 17, 1972

		

		Myron wondered what life had been like for Lloyd on that clear, crisp golf afternoon. He wondered how often Lloyd had replayed the shot in his mind, how many times he’d sat alone in that BarcaLounger and tried to recapture that pure, cold rush. Had he remembered the feel of the club’s grip, the tightness in his shoulders as he began the backswing, the clean, solid stroke of the ball, the floating follow-through.

		In the second box, Myron found Lloyd’s high school diploma. He found a yearbook from Penn State. There was a picture of the golf team. Lloyd Rennart had been captain. Myron’s finger touched upon a large, felt P. Lloyd’s varsity letter. There was a recommendation letter from his golf coach at Penn State. The words bright future jumped out at Myron. Bright future. The coach may have been a great motivator, but he made a lousy soothsayer.

		The third box started off with a photograph of Lloyd in Korea. It was a casual group photo, a dozen or so boys/men in unbuttoned fatigues, arms dangling loosely around neighboring necks. Lots of smiles, seemingly happy smiles. Lloyd was thinner there, but he saw nothing gaunt or drawn in the eyes.

		Myron put the picture down. In the background, Betty Buckley was not singing “Memory,” but maybe she should have been. These boxes were a life—a life that in spite of these experiences and dreams and wants and hopes had chosen to terminate itself.

		From the bottom of the box Myron pulled out a wedding album. The faded gold leaf read: Lloyd and Lucille, November 17, 1968, Now and Forever. More irony. The fake-leather cover was crusted with what looked like drink ringlets. Lloyd’s first marriage, neatly wrapped and packed away in the bottom of a box.

		Myron was about to put the album to the side when his curiosity got the better of him. He sat all the way down, his legs splayed like a kid with a new pack of baseball cards. He placed the photo album on the cement floor and began to open it. The binding made a cracking noise from the years of disuse.

		The first photograph almost made Myron scream out loud.
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			Prologue

			 

			September 15

			The cemetery overlooked a schoolyard.

			Myron pushed at the loose dirt with the toe of his Rockport. There was no stone here yet, just a metal marker holding a plain index card with a name typed in capital letters. He shook his head. Why was he standing here like some cliché from a bad TV show? In his mind’s eye Myron could see how the whole scene should be played out. Torrential rain should be pounding on his back, but he would be too bereaved to notice. His head should be lowered, tears glistening in his eyes, maybe one running down his cheek, blending in with the rain. Cue the stirring music. The camera should move off his face and pull back slowly, very slowly, showing his slumped shoulders, the rain driving harder, more graves, no one else present. Still pulling back, the camera eventually shows Win, Myron’s loyal partner, standing in the distance, silently understanding, giving his buddy time alone to grieve. The TV image should suddenly freeze and the executive producer’s name should flash across the screen in yellow caps. Slight hesitation before the viewers are urged to stay tuned for scenes from next week’s episode. Cut to commercial.

			But that would not happen here. The sun shone like it was the first day and the skies had the hue of the freshly painted. Win was at the office. And Myron would not cry.

			So why was he here?

			Because a murderer would be coming soon. He was sure of it.

			Myron searched for some kind of meaning in the landscape but only came up with more clichés. It had been two weeks since the funeral. Weeds and dandelions had already begun to break through the dirt and stretch toward the heavens. Myron waited for his inner voice-over to spout the standard drivel about weeds and dandelions representing cycles and renewal and life going on, but the voice was mercifully mute. He sought irony in the radiant innocence of the schoolyard—the faded chalk on black asphalt, the multicolor three-wheelers, the slightly rusted chains for the swings—cloaked in the shadows of tombstones that watched over the children like silent sentinels, patient and almost beckoning. But the irony would not hold. Schoolyards were not about innocence. There were bullies down there too and sociopaths-in-waiting and burgeoning psychoses and young minds filled prenatally with undiluted hate.

			Okay, Myron thought, enough abstract babbling for one day.

			On some level, he recognized that this inner dialogue was merely a distraction, a philosophical sleight of hand to keep his brittle mind from snapping like a dry twig. He wanted so very much to cave in, to let his legs give way, to fall to the ground and claw at the dirt with his bare hands and beg forgiveness and plead for a higher power to give him one more chance.

			But that too would not happen.

			Myron heard footsteps coming up from behind him. He closed his eyes. It was as he expected. The footsteps came closer. When they stopped, Myron did not turn around.

			“You killed her,” Myron said.

			“Yes.”

			A block of ice melted in Myron’s stomach. “Do you feel better now?”

			The killer’s tone caressed the back of Myron’s neck with a cold, bloodless hand. “The question is, Myron, do you?”

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			August 30

			Myron hunched his shoulders and slurred his words. “I am not a baby-sitter,” he said. “I am a sports agent.”

			Norm Zuckerman looked pained. “Was that supposed to be Bela Lugosi?”

			“The Elephant Man,” Myron said.

			“Damn, that was awful. And who said anything about being a baby-sitter? Did I say the word baby-sitter or baby-sitting or for that matter any form of the verb to baby-sit or noun or even the word baby or the word sit or sat or—”

			Myron held up a hand. “I get the point, Norm.”

			They sat under a basket at Madison Square Garden in those cloth-and-wood directors’ chairs that have stars’ names on the back. Their chairs were set high so that the net from the basket almost tickled Myron’s hair. A model shoot was going on at half-court. Lots of those umbrella lights and tall, bony women-cum-children and tripods and people huffing and fluffing about. Myron waited for someone to mistake him for a model. And waited.

			“A young woman may be in danger,” Norm said. “I need your help.”

			Norm Zuckerman was approaching seventy and as CEO of Zoom, a megasize sports manufacturing conglomerate, he had more money than Trump. He looked, however, like a beatnik trapped in a bad acid trip. Retro, Norm had explained earlier, was cresting, and he was catching the wave by wearing a psychedelic poncho, fatigue pants, love beads, and an earring with a dangling peace sign. Groovy, man. His black-to-gray beard was unruly enough to nest beetle larvae, his hair newly curled like something out of a bad production of Godspell.

			Che Guevara lives and gets a perm.

			“You don’t need me,” Myron said. “You need a bodyguard.”

			Norm waved a dismissing hand. “Too obvious.”

			“What?”

			“She’d never go for it. Look, Myron, what do you know about Brenda Slaughter?”

			“Not much,” Myron said.

			He looked surprised. “What do you mean, not much?”

			“What word are you having trouble with, Norm?”

			“For crying out loud, you were a basketball player.”

			“So?”

			“So Brenda Slaughter may be the greatest female player of all time. A pioneer in her sport—not to mention the pinup girl, pardon the political insensitivity, for my new league.”

			“That much I know.”

			“Well, know this: I’m worried about her. If something happens to Brenda Slaughter, the whole WPBA—and my substantial investment—could go right down the toilet.”

			“Well, as long as it’s for humanitarian reasons.”

			“Fine, I’m a greedy capitalist pig. But you, my friend, are a sports agent. There is not a greedier, sleazier, slimier, more capitalist entity in existence.”

			Myron nodded. “Suck up to me,” he said. “That’ll work.”

			“You’re not letting me finish. Yes, you’re a sports agent. But a damn fine one. The best, really. You and the Spanish shiksa do incredible work for your clients. Get the most for them. More than they should get really. By the time you finish with me, I feel violated. Hand to God, you’re that good. You come into my office, you rip off my clothes and have your way with me.”

			Myron made a face. “Please.”

			“But I know your secret background with the feds.”

			Some secret. Myron was still hoping to bump into someone above the equator who didn’t know about it.

			“Just listen to me for a second, Myron, okay? Hear me out. Brenda is a lovely girl, a wonderful basketball player—and a pain in my left tuchis. I don’t blame her. If I grew up with a father like that, I’d be a pain in the left tuchis too.”

			“So her father is the problem?”

			Norm made a yes-and-no gesture. “Probably.”

			“So get a restraining order,” Myron said.

			“Already done.”

			“Then what’s the problem? Hire a private eye. If he steps within a hundred yards of her, call the cops.”

			“It’s not that easy.” Norm looked out over the court. The workers involved in the shoot darted about like trapped particles under sudden heat. Myron sipped his coffee. Gourmet coffee. A year ago he never drank coffee. Then he started stopping into one of the new coffee bars that kept cropping up like bad movies on cable. Now Myron could not go through a morning without his gourmet coffee fix.

			There is a fine line between a coffee break and a crack house.

			“We don’t know where he is,” Norm said.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Her father,” Norm said. “He’s vanished. Brenda is always looking over her shoulder. She’s terrified.”

			“And you think the father is a danger to her?”

			“This guy is the Great Santini on steroids. He used to play ball himself. Pac Ten, I think. His name is—”

			“Horace Slaughter,” Myron said.

			“You know him?”

			Myron nodded very slowly. “Yeah,” he said. “I know him.”

			Norm studied his face. “You’re too young to have played with him.”

			Myron said nothing. Norm did not catch the hint. He rarely did.

			“So how do you know Horace Slaughter?”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Myron said. “Tell me why you think Brenda Slaughter is in danger.”

			“She’s been getting threats.”

			“What kind of threats?”

			“Death.”

			“Could you be a little more specific?”

			The photo shoot frenzy continued to whirl. Models sporting the latest in Zoom wear and oodles of attitude cycled through poses and pouts and postures and pursed lips. Come on and vogue. Someone called out for Ted, where the hell is Ted, that prima donna, why isn’t Ted dressed yet, I swear, Ted will be the death of me yet.

			“She gets phone calls,” Norm said. “A car follows her. That kind of thing.”

			“And you want me to do what exactly?”

			“Watch her.”

			Myron shook his head. “Even if I said yes—which I’m not—you said she won’t go for a bodyguard.”

			Norm smiled and patted Myron’s knee. “Here’s the part where I lure you in. Like a fish on a hook.”

			“Original analogy.”

			“Brenda Slaughter is currently unagented.”

			Myron said nothing.

			“Cat got your tongue, handsome?”

			“I thought she signed a major endorsement deal with Zoom.”

			“She was on the verge when her old man disappeared. He was her manager. But she got rid of him. Now she’s alone. She trusts my judgment, to a point. This girl is no fool, let me tell you. So here’s my plan: Brenda will be here in a couple of minutes. I recommend you to her. She says hello. You say hello. Then you hit her with the famed Bolitar charm.”

			Myron arched one eyebrow. “Set on full blast?”

			“Heavens, no. I don’t want the poor girl disrobing.”

			“I took an oath to only use my powers for good.”

			“This is good, Myron, believe me.”

			Myron remained unconvinced. “Even if I agreed to go along with this cockamamy scheme, what about nights? You expect me to watch her twenty-four hours a day?”

			“Of course not. Win will help you there.”

			“Win has better things to do.”

			“Tell that goy boy-toy it’s for me,” Norm said. “He loves me.”

			A flustered photographer in the great Eurotrash tradition hurried over to their perch. He had a goatee and spiky blond hair like Sandy Duncan on an off day. Bathing did not appear to be a priority here. He sighed repeatedly, making sure all in the vicinity knew that he was both important and being put out. “Where is Brenda?” he whined.

			“Right here.”

			Myron swiveled toward a voice like warm honey on Sunday pancakes. With her long, purposeful stride—not the shy-girl walk of the too-tall or the nasty strut of a model—Brenda Slaughter swept into the room like a radar-tracked weather system. She was very tall, over six feet for sure, with skin the color of Myron’s Starbucks Mocha Java with a hefty splash of skim milk. She wore faded jeans that hugged deliciously but without obscenity and a ski sweater that made you think of cuddling inside a snow-covered log cabin.

			Myron managed not to say wow out loud.

			Brenda Slaughter was not so much beautiful as electric. The air around her crackled. She was far too big and broad-shouldered to be a model. Myron knew some professional models. They were always throwing themselves at him—snicker—and were ridiculously thin, built like strings with helium balloons on top. Brenda was no size six. You felt strength with this woman, substance, power, a force if you will, and yet it was all completely feminine, whatever that meant, and incredibly attractive.

			Norm leaned over and whispered, “See why she’s our poster girl?”

			Myron nodded.

			Norm jumped down from the chair. “Brenda, darling, come over here. I want you to meet someone.”

			The big brown eyes found Myron’s, and there was a hesitation. She smiled a little and strode toward them. Myron rose, ever the gentleman. Brenda headed straight for him and stuck out her hand. Myron shook it. Her grip was strong. Now that they were both standing, Myron could see he had an inch or two on her. That made her six-two, maybe six-three.

			“Well, well,” Brenda said. “Myron Bolitar.”

			Norm gestured as if he were pushing them closer together. “You two know each other?”

			“Oh, I’m sure Mr. Bolitar doesn’t remember me,” Brenda said. “It was a long time ago.”

			It took Myron only a few seconds. His brain immediately realized that had he met Brenda Slaughter before, he would have undoubtedly remembered. The fact that he didn’t meant their previous encounter was under very different circumstances. “You used to hang out at the courts,” Myron said. “With your dad. You must have been five or six.”

			“And you were just entering high school,” she added. “The only white guy that showed up steadily. You made all-state out of Livingston High, became an all-American at Duke, got drafted by the Celtics in the first round—”

			Her voice dovetailed. Myron was used to that. “I’m flattered you remembered,” he said. Already wowing her with the charm.

			“I grew up watching you play,” she went on. “My father followed your career like you were his own son. When you got hurt—” She broke off again, her lips tightening.

			He smiled to show he both understood and appreciated the sentiment.

			Norm jumped into the silence. “Well, Myron is a sports agent now. A damn good one. The best, in my opinion. Fair, honest, loyal as hell—” Norm stopped suddenly. “Did I just use those words to describe a sports agent?” He shook his head.

			The goateed Sandy Duncan bustled over again. He spoke with a French accent that sounded about as real as Pepe LePew’s. “Monsieur Zuckermahn?”

			Norm said, “Oui.”

			“I need your help, s’il vous plaît?”

			“Oui,” Norm said.

			Myron almost asked for an interpreter.

			“Sit, both of you,” Norm said. “I have to run a sec.” He patted the empty chairs to drive home the point. “Myron is going to help me set up the league. Kinda like a consultant. So talk to him, Brenda. About your career, your future, whatever. He’d be a good agent for you.” He winked at Myron. Subtle.

			When Norm left, Brenda high-stepped into the director’s chair. “So was all that true?” she asked.

			“Part of it,” Myron said.

			“What part?”

			“I’d like to be your agent. But that’s not why I’m really here.”

			“Oh?”

			“Norm is worried about you. He wants me to watch out for you.”

			“Watch out for me?”

			Myron nodded. “He thinks you’re in danger.”

			She set her jaw. “I told him I didn’t want to be watched.”

			“I know,” Myron said. “I’m supposed to be undercover. Shh.”

			“So why are you telling me?”

			“I’m not good with secrets.”

			She nodded. “And?”

			“And if I’m going to be your agent, I’m not sure it pays to start our relationship with a lie.”

			She leaned back and crossed legs longer than a DMV line at lunchtime. “What else did Norm tell you to do?”

			“To turn on my charm.”

			She blinked at him.

			“Don’t worry,” Myron said. “I took a solemn oath to only use it for good.”

			“Lucky me.” Brenda brought a long finger up to her face and tapped it against her chin a few times. “So,” she said at last, “Norm thinks I need a baby-sitter.”

			Myron threw up his hands and did his best Norm impression. “Who said anything about a baby-sitter?” It was better than his Elephant Man, but nobody was speed-dialing Rich Little either.

			She smiled. “Okay,” she said with a nod. “I’ll go along with this.”

			“I’m pleasantly surprised.”

			“No reason to be. If you don’t do it, Norm might hire someone else who might not be so forthcoming. This way I know the score.”

			“Makes sense,” Myron said.

			“But there are conditions.”

			“I thought there might be.”

			“I do what I want when I want. This isn’t carte blanche to invade my privacy.”

			“Of course.”

			“If I tell you to get lost for a while, you ask how lost.”

			“Right.”

			“And no spying on me when I don’t know about it,” she continued.

			“Okay.”

			“You keep out of my business.”

			“Agreed.”

			“I stay out all night, you don’t say a thing.”

			“Not a thing.”

			“If I choose to participate in an orgy with pygmies, you don’t say a thing.”

			“Can I at least watch?” Myron asked.

			That got a smile. “I don’t mean to sound difficult, but I have enough father figures in my life, thank you. I want to make sure you know that we’re not going to be hanging out with each other twenty-four a day or anything like that. This isn’t a Whitney Houston–Kevin Costner movie.”

			“Some people say I look like Kevin Costner.” Myron gave her a quick flash of the cynical, rogue smile, à la Bull Durham.

			She looked straight through him. “Maybe in the hairline.”

			Ouch. At half-court the goateed Sandy Duncan started calling for Ted again. His coterie followed suit. The name Ted bounced about the arena like rolled-up balls of Silly Putty.

			“So do we understand each other?” she asked.

			“Perfectly,” Myron said. He shifted in his seat. “Now do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

			From the right, Ted—it simply had to be a guy named Ted—finally made his entrance. He wore only Zoom shorts, and his abdomen was rippled like a relief map in marble. He was probably in his early twenties, model handsome, and he squinted like a prison guard. As he sashayed toward the shoot, Ted kept running both hands through his Superman blue-black hair, the movement expanding his chest and shrinking his waist and demonstrating shaved underarms.

			Brenda muttered, “Strutting peacock.”

			“That’s totally unfair,” Myron said. “Maybe he’s a Fulbright scholar.”

			“I’ve worked with him before. If God gave him a second brain, it would die of loneliness.” Her eyes veered toward Myron. “I don’t get something.”

			“What?”

			“Why you? You’re a sports agent. Why would Norm ask you to be my bodyguard?”

			“I used to work”—he stopped, waved a vague hand—“for the government.”

			“I never heard about that.”

			“It’s another secret. Shh.”

			“Secrets don’t stay secret much around you, Myron.”

			“You can trust me.”

			She thought about it. “Well, you were a white man who could jump,” she said. “Guess if you can be that, you could be a trustworthy sports agent.”

			Myron laughed, and they fell into an uneasy silence. He broke it by trying again. “So do you want to tell me about the threats?”

			“Nothing much to tell.”

			“This is all in Norm’s head?”

			Brenda did not reply. One of the assistants applied oil to Ted’s hairless chest. Ted was still giving the crowd his tough guy squint. Too many Clint Eastwood movies. Ted made two fists and continuously flexed his pecs. Myron decided that he might as well beat the rush and start hating Ted right now.

			Brenda remained silent. Myron decided to try another approach. “Where are you living now?” he asked.

			“In a dorm at Reston University.”

			“You’re still in school?”

			“Medical school. Fourth year. I just got a deferment to play pro ball.”

			Myron nodded. “Got a specialty in mind?”

			“Pediatrics.”

			He nodded again and decided to wade in a bit deeper. “Your dad must be very proud of you.”

			A flicker crossed her face. “Yeah, I guess.” She started to rise. “I better get dressed for this shoot.”

			“You don’t want to tell me what’s going on first?”

			She stayed in her seat. “Dad is missing.”

			“Since when?”

			“A week ago.”

			“Is that when the threats started?”

			She avoided the question. “You want to help? Find my father.”

			“Is he the one threatening you?”

			“Don’t worry about the threats. Dad likes control, Myron. Intimidation is just another tool.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You don’t have to understand. He’s your friend, right?”

			“Your father? I haven’t seen Horace in more than ten years.”

			“Whose fault is that?” she asked.

			The words, not to mention the bitter tone, surprised him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Do you still care about him?” she asked.

			Myron didn’t have to think about it. “You know I do.”

			She nodded and jumped down from the chair. “He’s in trouble,” she said. “Find him.”

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			Brenda reappeared in Lycra Zoom shorts and what was commonly called a sports bra. She was limbs and shoulders and muscles and substance, and while the professional models glared at her size (not her height—most of them were six-footers too), Myron thought that she stood out like a bursting supernova next to, well, gaseous entities.

			The poses were risque, and Brenda was clearly embarrassed by them. Not so Ted. He undulated and squinted at her in what was supposed to be a look of smoldering sexuality. Twice Brenda broke out and laughed in his face. Myron still hated Ted, but Brenda was starting to grow on him.

			Myron picked up his cellular phone and dialed Win’s private line. Win was a big-time financial consultant at Lock-Horne Securities, an old-money financial firm that first sold equities on the Mayflower. His office was in the Lock-Horne Building on Park Avenue and Forty-seventh Street in midtown Manhattan. Myron rented space there from Win. A sports agent on Park Avenue—now that was class.

			After three rings the machine picked up. Win’s annoyingly superior accent said, “Hang up without leaving a message and die.” Beep. Myron shook his head, smiled, and, as always, left a message.

			He hit the switch and dialed his office. Esperanza answered. “MB SportsReps.”

			The M was for Myron, the B for Bolitar, and the SportsReps because they Represented people in the world of Sports. Myron had come up with the name with no help from professional marketing personnel. Despite the obvious accolades, Myron remained humble.

			“Any messages?” he asked.

			“About a million.”

			“Anything crucial?”

			“Greenspan wanted your take on interest rate hikes. Outside of that, no.” Esperanza, ever the wiseass. “So what did Norm want?”

			Esperanza Diaz—the “Spanish shiksa,” in Norm’s words—had been at MB SportsReps since its inception. Before that, she had wrestled professionally under the moniker Little Pocahontas; put simply, she wore a bikini reminiscent of Raquel Welch in One Million Years B.C. and groped other women in front of a drooling horde. Esperanza considered her career shift to representing athletes as something of a step down.

			“It involves Brenda Slaughter,” he began.

			“The basketball player?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’ve seen her play a couple of times,” Esperanza said. “On TV she looks hot.”

			“In person too.”

			There was a pause. Then Esperanza said, “Think she participates in the love that dare not speaketh its name?”

			“Huh?”

			“Does she swing the way of the woman?”

			“Gee,” Myron said, “I forgot to check for the tattoo.”

			Esperanza’s sexual preference flip-flopped like a politician in a nonelection year. Currently she seemed to be on a man kick, but Myron guessed that was one of the advantages of bisexuality: love everyone. Myron had no problem with it. In high school he had dated almost exclusively bisexual girls—he’d mention sex, the girls would say “bye.” Okay, old joke, but the point remained.

			“Doesn’t matter,” Esperanza said. “I really like David.” Her current beau. It wouldn’t last. “But you got to admit, Brenda Slaughter is steaming.”

			“So admitted.”

			“It might be fun for a night or two.”

			Myron nodded into the phone. A lesser man might mentally conjure up a few choice images of the lithe, petite Hispanic beauty in the throes of passion with the ravishing black Amazon in the sports bra. But not Myron. Too worldly.

			“Norm wants us to watch her,” Myron said. He filled her in. When he finished, he heard her sigh.

			“What?” he said.

			“Jesus Christ, Myron, are we a sports agency or Pinkertons?”

			“It’s to get clients.”

			“Keep telling yourself that.”

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			“Nothing. So what do you need me to do?”

			“Her father is missing. His name is Horace Slaughter. See what you can dig up on him.”

			“I’ll need help here,” she said.

			Myron rubbed his eyes. “I thought we were going to hire someone on a permanent basis.”

			“Who has the time?”

			Silence.

			“Fine,” Myron said. He sighed. “Call Big Cyndi. But make sure she knows it’s just on a trial basis.”

			“Okey-dokey.”

			“And if any client comes in, I want Cyndi to hide in my office.”

			“Yeah, fine, whatever.”

			She hung up the phone.

			When the photo shoot ended, Brenda Slaughter approached him.

			“Where does your father live now?” Myron asked.

			“Same place.”

			“Have you been there since he disappeared?”

			“No.”

			“Then let’s start there,” Myron said.
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