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The Drowned
 
We, who are alone, live far beneath
the murmuring waves—buoyant and
dangling, like marionettes.
Above us, the lucky ones chatter and
gossip, and their time hurries along
into their futures.
 
Our mouths move, but our voices, like
our bodies, remain suspended,
hovering in the too-viscous medium.
We, the unseen, are also the
unheard, and so we float,
adrift in the blue silence.
 
—Kim Katzman



 
This book is dedicated to the citizens of New Orleans, Venice, and (my sweet home) Chicago. Three beautiful cities in crisis.



 
The Blue
Silence
 
~



 
ONE
 
 
Raymond Duchamp looked at himself in the little mirror in the forward stateroom and wondered why he felt so calm. His dark eyes showed no sign of fear, and when he looked down at his hand it was steady. Steady and ready, he thought. He flexed a bicep and smiled. They’re just kids, barely out of their teens, but I suppose that doesn’t make them any less dangerous. He had planned to get Sylvie out on the water alone. These friends of hers were an added inconvenience, nothing more. He felt the boat heel a bit. What the hell are they doing up there? He ran a comb through his wavy blond hair. Too light. Guess I should try a darker shade. Then, he bounded up the stairs and through the salon to the cockpit.
	He looked out the cockpit window and saw the two girls up in the bow, smoking and staring out at the flat horizon. The boy was at the helm, stretched out in an easy chair he had brought up from the salon, and was drinking Duchamp’s forty-year-old port from the bottle. Any qualms Duchamp had about killing the boy disappeared along with the six-hundred-dollars-a-bottle liquor. He tried to hide his anger as he called to the boy.
	“Trevor, my fine fellow, what’s happening? I thought you were going to try your hand at piloting the ship.” He gestured toward the unmanned wheel.
	Trevor slouched lower in the chair, his long legs stretched across half the cockpit. “Naw, that shit’s lame. The sea never changes out here. It’s all just flat. Besides, you can’t get any speed out of this tub; it’s too big.”
	Duchamp held out his hand for the bottle. “How about a swig for the captain?” The boy handed him the bottle, and Duchamp took a sip and held the ruby liquid in his mouth. He closed his eyes and took a moment to appreciate the tawny’s subtle notes of chocolate and oak. Then he swallowed the wine, reversed his grip on the bottle, and swung it against the side of Trevor’s head. The bottle didn’t break. Instead, it left a depression the size of an apricot in the boy’s skull at his left temple, thrusting bits of bone into brain. Trevor twitched and shuddered for a minute or two, then lie still. Duchamp tossed the bottle onto his lap and walked out on deck to join the girls.
	He couldn’t remember the little, blond girl’s name, Toni or Tami or something, so he directed his question to his niece.  “So, what are we talking about girls?”
	Sylvie flicked her cigarette over the side and turned to face him. “Please don’t tell Dad I was smoking, Uncle Raymond. He gets a little hyper about stuff like that.”
	Duchamp shook his head. “Don’t worry, ma chere. Your father and I haven’t spoken since our last family gathering. Anyway, my lips are sealed.”
	“Thank you for letting me join the party, Mister Duchamp. It’s nice and calm out here, very relaxing.”
	He looked at the blond girl. Her features were more delicate than those of his dark-haired niece, and she must have weighed fifty pounds less. She was probably the one Trevor had been interested in, though Duchamp found his niece to be the more attractive of the two. “You’re welcome, dear. Any friend of Sylvie’s…” He gestured out over the water. “Don’t be fooled by the Gulf of Mexico, though. A sudden storm could raise a fuss in no time, or we could have to run from a waterspout—a tornado on the water. Keep an eye out for white water out here, too; that could indicate a hidden reef, and of course, there are the sharks.” He pointed to the horizon, an unbroken line with stacks of white clouds above and the smooth sparkling water below. “No land in sight in any direction, and there are always the sharks.”
	“Stop, Uncle Raymond. You’re scaring us.”
	“I’m sorry,” he said, turning to the blond. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, Tami. It’s Tami, isn’t it?”
	“Toni,” the blond said.
	“I’m sorry, Toni. You’re a good swimmer, aren’t you?”
	“I don’t know. I haven’t been swimming since I was a little girl.”
	“Well,” Duchamp said, “it’s a shame you weren’t wearing your life jacket.”
	“Wait, what?” the girl said. “A shame I wasn’t—“
	Duchamp bent and locked one hand behind Toni’s right knee and grabbed her shoulder with the other. Then, he straightened, suddenly, sending the girl over the polished, brass rail. Her head thunked on the side of the boat as she cartwheeled into the water.
	When he turned back, his niece was sitting on the deck, screaming.
	“Come along, Sylvie,” he said. “You and I need to have a little talk.”



 
TWO
 
 
The image from McKinney’s computer flickered on the big screen for a moment before it disappeared to display the bright blue background and the message, “Device Not Detected.” McKinney fumbled with the cables on the back of the projector while his small audience grumbled.
“Certain lack of professionalism here,” one of the men remarked.
“Now Frank, be patient,” said another. “After all, this is Chicago.” The men chuckled.
McKinney wasn’t particularly intimidated by the three men from NASA, and if he hadn’t needed the money he would have commented on their rudeness. As it was, he was lucky to have the job. “Sorry about this.” He rebooted the computer, took a sip of the coffee he had purchased from a machine in the lab’s cafeteria, and grimaced. “It’ll just be a minute.” While his computer was restarting, he studied his companions in the small conference room. They had flown up from Texas to meet with him at the Walters Research Institute, and they obviously weren’t happy about it. McKinney was sure he had solved their problem, so he was a little confused by their less-than-friendly attitudes. All three men wore gray suits, which McKinney judged to be of a fairly inexpensive, wool and polyester blend, and ties sporting the NASA logo. Two wore blue ties; one wore red. The kind of ties, McKinney thought, they probably sell in the space center gift shop. His lanky, middle-aged frame was simply clothed in khakis and a black t-shirt. He looked more like an aging beach bum than a forensic scientist.
The computer finished rebooting and the screen lit up with a picture of long crystalline shapes, some five sided and some six sided, all with pointed ends. The crystals appeared to be attached to one another, forming constructions that resembled caltrops or jacks from a child’s game. On the screen they appeared transparent with a violet hue. “These are your problem,” McKinney said.
“What are we looking at?” asked the man with the red tie.
McKinney clicked the computer’s mouse and a new image appeared on the screen. This one showed the same type of crystals forming on the surface of a pool of liquid. Superimposed on this image was a picture of a thermometer. “These images are magnified about two hundred times. At forty degrees below zero your lubricant crystallizes.  I mounted the microscope slides on a liquid nitrogen cooled stage and slowly brought the temperature down until I got the reaction you see here. I recall your director was concerned that someone was ‘putting sugar in your gas tank,’ as he put it. Well, I think you can rule out sabotage. You just need to find a synthetic lubricant that can stand up to extreme cold.”
“Is that Celsius or Fahrenheit?” asked Red Tie.
“Interesting factoid,” McKinney said, “forty below is forty below on both scales.”
The lights snapped on, casting a fluorescent glare over the room. In the back, at the light switch, sat a gray-bearded man in a brightly colored Hawaiian shirt. “Gentlemen,” he said, “I think Mister McKinney has solved your mystery. Now your space shuttles can lower their landing gear without it sticking.”
“That’s classified information,” Red Tie said, “that you aren’t supposed to have.” He stood and picked up his copy of McKinney’s report.
“Just a guess, sir. What other system on a shuttle requires lubrication and is exposed to extremes of temperature?”
Red Tie gestured to his companions. “We’re through here. Let’s go.”
As the men filed out of the conference room McKinney called after them, “You don’t have to thank me; just remember to pay your bill.” He switched off his computer and started unhooking it from the projection system. He nodded to the man in the back of the room. “Hey Mac. What do you suppose that was about?”
“Their shitty attitudes? Simple. They’re scientists, ‘rocket scientists,’ in fact. They were embarrassed that a mere forensic scientist, namely you, was able to solve a problem that had them stymied for the better part of a year. Call it professional jealousy.”
Mac Walters was one of the most respected microscopists in the world and a well-known character. He had as many enemies in the scientific community as he had friends. McKinney considered himself fortunate to be numbered among his friends.
“When are you going to go back to work for the Illinois State Police, McKinney? Scrounging around for consulting jobs can’t be much fun.”
“My case is still in arbitration. The union went to bat for me but my former lab director is in no hurry to welcome me back. I think the day he fired me was one of the happiest days of his life. I appreciate you sending jobs like this NASA thing my way, but I really miss the crime lab.”
	“Not a problem. Why did the state lab fire you, if you don’t mind my asking?”
	“No, I don’t mind. It was really my own fault. A young, autistic man was on trial for murder, and based on the evidence I analyzed, I thought he was innocent. I made my concerns known to the prosecution and the investigators, but they didn’t want to hear it. They thought they had the right man.”
“So? That’s nothing to fire someone for.”
McKinney sighed. “There’s more. I became obsessed with the case. It was all I could think about. Nobody was interested in looking at the evidence or helping this young man, so I decided to investigate on my own.”
“Oops.”
“Yeah, oops. Forensic science depends on objectivity. I’ve always upbraided scientists who want to be Sherlock Holmes. Those are the sorts of egotists who give forensic science a bad name. Our job is to explain the association of evidence with an event, nothing more, nothing less. It’s not our job to determine innocence or guilt, yet there I was, interviewing witnesses and tracking down leads.”
“What happened to the young man?”
“The real killer had committed several other murders, leaving behind evidence that compared to the evidence from the original murder. We caught him, and the charges against the young man were dropped.”
“So, you were right, and because of you a killer was caught and an innocent person was released.”
“Yes, but…”
“I’m not saying the ends justify the means, but what the hell, McKinney. You did what you thought you had to do. I’d bring you on staff here if I had an opening. You’re a good microscopist.”
~
Walking the three flights up to his apartment in Chicago’s Wrigleyville neighborhood was an exercise in melancholy for McKinney. He had recently become an empty nester and felt about as lonely as he had ever been. His daughter had decided to go away to college and had moved into a dormitory at Tulane, down in New Orleans. His artist girlfriend was in Manhattan supervising a gallery showing of some of her sculpture. Before she left she told him she needed to take some time off from their relationship. McKinney, the scientist, had suggested they could work out whatever the problem was if she was willing to discuss it. Carla, the artist, explained that it wasn’t the type of problem that could be analyzed. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but this can’t be subjected to measurement or experiment or dissected or looked at under your microscope.” McKinney implied she was being irrational, and he hadn’t heard from her since. He was feeling abandoned.
The seventy-pound standard poodle that jumped him as he opened the door made him feel a little better.
“Hendrix,” he said. “How’s my boy?” The big black dog followed him out to the kitchen where McKinney grabbed a beer and a dog biscuit, then back to the living room where they settled together on the couch.
The breakup with Carla came as a surprise. It had taken several years after his wife succumbed to breast cancer before he was comfortable dating. It was a big step for him, and he had somehow screwed it up. That he didn’t know how he had screwed it up made it worse.
“My friend,” he said to the dog, “when I was a young man, women were a tantalizing mystery, a beautiful puzzle that I longed to solve. These days I just find them bewildering.” Hendrix gave him a soft growl that McKinney interpreted as, “Don’t bother me; I’m busy chewing.”
He finally pushed himself up off the couch and went to his bedroom to change his shirt. He had promised to go to a support group meeting for cancer victims and their families—Live For Today. His wife, Catherine, had dragged him along to the meetings during the final months of her illness. Her oncologist had thought it would help them cope. It had, but not in the way her doctor intended. McKinney and Catherine rarely spoke at the meetings, and when they did it was to offer sympathy or support to other cancer patients or their frightened family members. But in the car, on the way home, they would inevitably break out in fits of laughter, usually at some clueless remark from Beth, the group’s organizer and discussion leader. “Oh brother,” Catherine would say. “If that chick calls us heroes one more time I’m going to deck her. Hell, all we’ve done is manage to not die. When did society start confusing survival with heroism? Whatever happened to standards?” McKinney knew that her snarky comedy routines were a way to deal with her own fear and anxiety, but they cracked him up every time. He loved being her audience.
~
There were only two seats left in the circle of chairs in the basement of the Methodist Church, one next to Beth, the leader, and one directly across from her. He chose the one across from her and sat on a metal folding chair, the least comfortable, he was sure, that had ever been made. Beth was only a few years younger than McKinney but still dressed like a 1960s flower child in a peasant blouse and long paisley skirt. McKinney thought she was attractive with her dark hair streaked with gray and large deep-set eyes. Despite her occasional ditziness, he admired her compassion and her devotion to her group members. He looked around this room he hadn’t been in for several years. It looked essentially the same. The walls were concrete blocks that had at one time been sea green but had faded to their present celery hue. Someone had painted a colorful mural of the resurrection on one wall that Catherine used to say looked like Jesus attending Mardi Gras.
He was reluctant to come to this meeting, not so much for his own sake, but for the sake of the other attendees. Beth had phoned and explained that she was organizing a support group for the people whose loved ones had succumbed to their cancers. He couldn’t figure out why he had agreed to attend. He knew it would feel strange to show up without Catherine. He thought of her every day of his life. She had made his life better in countless ways. She had made him better. He was thinking of her when he heard Beth speaking to the man sitting next to him, a droopy, overweight guy wearing sweatpants and a Blackhawks jersey. The man’s wife, a breast cancer patient, had died last year and the man himself had, incredibly, just been diagnosed with breast cancer.
“You know,” Beth said, “breast cancer in men used to be quite rare, but we’re seeing many more incidences of it these days, so there’s no reason for you to feel odd or peculiar.”
McKinney imagined what his wife would have said about that, If the poor guy didn’t feel odd or peculiar before, he sure as hell will now. Then, without meaning to, and to his own chagrin, he chuckled.



 
THREE
 
 
Raymond Duchamp was not a man who was easily impressed. He often drank expensive brandies and smoked fine cigars, but he had to admit that the 200-year-old Richard Hennessy cognac he had just been served was wonderful. He knew that his host was demonstrating the difference between well-off and filthy rich, but he didn’t care. He looked around the large clubroom, with its thick maroon carpet and oak bookshelves, at the fifteen men gathered for the Dauphin Pharmaceuticals presentation. It was an impressive group—some of the most powerful men on the Gulf coast. He settled back into the soft leather of the club chair and focused his attention on the man wearing the hand-tailored Brioni suit and standing at the podium, Samson Edwards.
“We’re asking you gentlemen for a rather substantial commitment,” Edwards said, “but Dauphin Pharmaceuticals will be the preeminent drug company in the world within five years. We’ve chosen Mobile, Alabama for its location. The Gulf coast has a cheap work force and a pro-business environment. We’ve already purchased a facility, one of the many abandoned factory complexes in the area. It will house our offices, laboratories, factory, and warehouse. Most of our development team are Dutch and Swedish, but they’re eager to relocate. Right about now you’re probably asking yourselves, ‘Why should I invest in a startup drug company? There are dozens of successful, established companies out there. Why not buy stock in one of them?’ In a moment I’m going to turn the podium over to our chief biochemist, Dr. DeWitte, who will likely bore you to death with details. Let me just say that there has never been a better time to invest in pharmaceuticals. People are living longer than ever. The number of people living past seventy is at an all-time high, and their numbers are increasing, largely due to advances in medicine. Gentlemen, Dauphin Pharma has recently secured the manufacturing and distribution rights to several important drugs that have expired patents, and we have our eyes on several more. These are drugs that currently have no generic version in the marketplace. We have already started campaigns to brand them. The ROI projections are in the information packets you received as you were seated. You needn’t look at them. I assure you that your short-term profits will be impressive, and your long-term profits will make you some of the richest men in the country.”
The man seated next to Duchamp pointed at Edwards with his unlit, but well-chewed, cigar. Duchamp recognized him as the owner of several Minor League baseball teams throughout the southwest. “I have plenty of money,” he said. “My businesses and investments are doing fine, as, I imagine, are the businesses of most of the men in this room. Why should we invest in, of all things, a drug company, which seems like an iffy proposition, at best?”
“I’m glad you asked,” Edwards replied. “As you are undoubtedly aware, heart disease, diabetes, and arthritis are the most prevalent chronic conditions in our society. Looking around the room, I imagine a number of you are currently taking medication for one or more of these disorders. Well, just like any other product, the company with the best marketing, controls the market. Is Coke really better than Shasta? And who in their right mind would choose a Budweiser over a micro-brew?”
There was some laughter from the room, and a couple of the men raised their hands to speak, but Edwards cut them off.
“We will have a team of scientists, headed by Dr. DeWitte, but most of our efforts will be directed toward marketing. Within two years, our line of drug products will be considered essential for the treatment of chronic disease in Europe, Great Britain, and the Americas.”
The men who had raised their hands lowered them. A few still whispered and Edwards addressed them specifically.
“Gentlemen, we will not have research expenses. There will be no clinical trials or FDA waiting periods. These drugs have all been approved. They are simply drugs that lacked a vigorous public relations initiative. We will make them household names. They will be the drugs you insist your doctor prescribe, and he or she will be happy to do so. They may not be any more effective, but they will be more popular.” He looked around the room. “If you’ve taken the time to count your fellow investors you will note that we have invited fifteen of you today. There are positions in the consortium for ten. We are limiting the number of participants in order to provide the maximum individual profit for each investor. Some of you will, no doubt, decide your money can be put to some other use. Whether you choose to join us in this venture or not, I thank you for your attention and hope you will stay and enjoy lunch with us after the meeting.”
Duchamp leafed through the papers in his information packet as a man in a white lab coat approached the podium. He was impressed and excited. He watched as most of the men shook hands with Edwards, congratulating him on his presentation. Only one or two hung back. He really wanted to be a part of this venture. In fact, he needed it. He had squandered most of his inheritance, and the investments that had done so well for him ten years before were tanking. Only one thing could prevent him from becoming an investor, his lack of capital. Duchamp climbed out of his chair and followed Edwards and the others into the dining room.
	After the luncheon, Duchamp stood in front of the private club and fumbled with his cell phone. Irritation prevented him from enjoying the view—the lights of the French Quarter sparkling across the Mississippi in the twilight. Before he could dial the number, though, his gold-toned Lincoln Town Car pulled up, cutting in front of the line of S-class Mercedes’ waiting to pick up their owners. He stood at the car’s rear and waited for his chauffeur-slash-bodyguard to get out and open the door for him. Glancing over his shoulder he saw a couple of men from the meeting staring at his car. When one of them put his hand to his mouth to cover a laugh, Duchamp opened the door himself and climbed in. The giant behind the wheel turned to look at Duchamp over the seat. “How’d it go, Tee Ray?”
Duchamp snorted. “Just drive. And don’t call me Tee Ray. You know I hate that name. Dammit, Wayne, I told you to be waiting when I walked out. I even called you before I got in the elevator.”
“Sorry. Security made us wait in the parking lot. Said sitting in the circular drive was some kinda fire code thing.”
“And why can’t you open the door for me like I ask you to? Those stuck-up bastards are laughing at my car, and you leave me standing on the damn sidewalk. This car is a classic, for Christ sake, a ’96 Cypress Edition with the full ballistic package. You could shoot at this thing all day and not make a dent.” He looked at the back of the big man’s head as the chauffeur pulled the Lincoln out of the drive and into traffic, the man’s short-cropped black hair standing out against the car’s beige interior. “Where’s your cap? Come on, Wayne. How many times do I have to ask you to wear your cap? Try to look professional.”
“Maaaan.” Wayne stretched the word into multiple syllables. “We’ve discussed the cap before. I don’t mind wearing a suit and tie. I’m a bodyguard, right? Got to look good. But I only drive you because you’re too cheap to pay for a chauffeur. Mrs. Duchamp drives herself. She’s got that little Beamer she likes. I am not wearing that fucking monkey hat.”
“Fine. Now please, raise the damn panel.”
The smoked-glass divider slid up behind the driver’s seat and stuck, two inches from the ceiling. The bodyguard flicked the switch on and off a few times. The panel didn’t move.
“What the hell, Wayne?”
“Sorry, Boss.”



 
FOUR
 
 
	McKinney was wedged between a woman balancing a crying child on her hip and a heavyset man who smelled like fried chicken. Every time the El train lurched one of them would lose balance and bump into him. McKinney was on his way to tai chi class and decided, rather than become annoyed, to use the ride as an exercise. His tai chi practice was important to him. It was more than a hobby. During times of emotional instability, of which there had been many, it was a constant. He bent his legs, tucked his hips to lower his center of gravity, and let go of the overhead bar. The next time the train car swayed, McKinney remained stable. When the woman holding the toddler wobbled toward him, he shifted his weight, rolling back away from her. Surprised by the sudden lack of support, she fell, and McKinney had to hurry to catch her. It was a warm day, and her blouse was damp with perspiration where he touched it, at the small of her back. He was suddenly aware of having broken the social convention against making physical contact with a stranger. Women, he knew, felt particularly vulnerable on public transportation. The alternative, letting her fall, would have been worse. “Sorry,” he mumbled. She glared at him for a second, then turned her attention to the child who was now crying even louder.
	“Ah, crap,” said fried chicken man.
	As the train pulled up to the Fullerton Avenue platform McKinney’s cell phone rang. He squeezed through the crowd and stepped onto the platform to answer it. He stuck a finger in one ear to muffle the clackety-clack of the departing train and pulled out his phone.
	“Hi Dad. How are things in the Windy City?”
	“Well, if it isn’t my favorite daughter. Everything’s fine, Angelina.” McKinney hurried down the steps to the street as he talked. How’s N’awlins? Hot and sticky?”
	“First of all it’s pronounced New Orleans. You sound like a tourist. Actually, the weather is fine. We’re having a rare cool spell. But Dad, there are bugs down here the size of Chihuahuas.”
	“In the dorm?”
	“No, the dorm’s okay, but I’ve seen them.”
	“And how’s your roommate? You two getting along?”
	“That’s the reason I’m calling. Madeleine’s twin sister, Sylvie, is missing, and Madeleine’s really upset.”
	“What do you mean ‘missing’?”
	“Sylvie was supposed to meet us for dinner last weekend but never showed up. She’s not answering her phone and hasn’t been in touch with anyone else in the family for over a week now. Madeleine and I went over to her apartment yesterday. She lives just off Rampart Street, near the French Quarter. Not only wasn’t she home but her mailbox was full. It looks like she hasn’t been home for awhile.”
	“Did you check to see if her car was there?”
	“I suggested that. Sylvie keeps her car at their parent’s house. Madeleine says that’s because it’s too difficult to find parking in the Quarter. Isn’t there something you can do, Dad?”
	“Does Madeleine know her sister’s friends? Has she talked to them?”
	“That’s why everyone’s so worried. A couple of Sylvie’s friends have gone missing, too. I know your next question, ‘Have they all gone on a trip together?’ I asked that, too, but Madeleine knows one of the friends pretty well and says it’s not like her to take off without telling her parents. Oh, yeah, the girl’s parents phoned the police, who are being less than helpful.”
	“Well, I imagine they get a lot of missing persons reports in a city fueled by alcohol.” McKinney had continued walking as he talked, down the steps, and now, across a busy intersection. He hurried out of the way of a turning car. The driver gave him a simultaneous horn honk and middle finger salute.
	“Are you outside, Dad?”
	“Yep, walking to tai chi class.”
	“I don’t suppose there’s any way you could take a few days off and come down here, is there?”
	“I just happen to be between assignments, honey. I imagine I could drive down and spend a couple of days with y’all southern belles. I surely would love to partake of some crawfish and mint juleps.”
	“Thanks, Dad. Only please, don’t talk like that when you’re here.”
~
	A backpack filled with black t-shirts and khaki pants was presenting McKinney with a problem. He didn’t really want to take anything else to New Orleans, but he knew it would be smart to take some less-casual clothing. He was trying to decide which of his two sport coats to pack when the phone rang. It had been almost a year since he’d last seen Nina Anderson, but he recognized her voice immediately. It was simultaneously shy and sultry.
	“Sean, I finally have a consulting job for you that pays something.”
	“Then I guess I can assume it’s not connected to the public defender’s office. Unless things have changed, your clients don’t have any money.”
	Anderson chuckled. “True. This is more in the line of a favor for a friend of mine. Tell you what, buy me a drink and I’ll tell you all about it.”
	It was still early in the evening when he walked into Katerina’s, a neighborhood lounge walking distance from Nina Anderson’s Irving Park apartment. McKinney looked around the room as he entered. It was long and narrow with dark wood and white tablecloths. The bar ran the length of one wall and a small stage with a baby grand piano was at the far end of the room.
Nina pointed to the gin and tonic she had waiting for McKinney as he sat across from her. “I remembered,” she said.
	He took a sip. “Thanks. How’ve you been?”
	She grinned and waved her hand over the crumpled napkin and discarded swizzle sticks on the table. “Great. Look at this beautiful mess.”
	McKinney nodded approvingly. Nina was an OCD sufferer whose condition ran to compulsive straightening. The last time McKinney saw her was at her office where she lined up the spines of all the books in her bookcase and straightened several stacks of case files while they talked.
	I’ve been taking yoga classes and meditating for a little over six months now. I haven’t got the thing completely licked, but I’m more in control of it than any other time in my life.”
	McKinney thought of his own peculiarities. His wife had called him a control freak, and he guessed she was right. He’d even disabled the Anti-Lock Braking system in his car because he didn’t want a machine making his decisions for him. He held up his glass. “A toast to our successes.” He considered inviting Nina to attend tai chi classes with him but caught himself. He didn’t know what kind of message that would send. Furthermore, he didn’t know what kind of message he wanted to send. He was as attracted to the big, green eyes that peered out from under her blond bangs as he had been the first time they met, but he wasn’t really sure what “taking a break” meant to Carla. Were they supposed to be seeing other people? He didn’t know, and here was Nina, smiling at him with a smile that lit up her whole face. He was in no mood to grapple with ethical conundrums. He took another sip of his drink instead. It was good gin and chilled just right. He smiled back at Nina.
	“How’s your family?” she asked. “Last time we spoke you were sending your daughter off to college, right?”
“Yes, she’s down in New Orleans. I’m driving down to visit her tomorrow, so I hope this friend of yours can wait until I get back.”
“I don’t think that’ll be a problem. And how’s your girlfriend? Carla isn’t it?”
“Well, she’s in New York for a gallery opening. We’ve both been kind of busy lately. So, tell me about the job.”
“I have a friend,” Nina said, “who collects original manuscripts by famous American authors. He owns works by Hemingway, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Kerouac—a lot of big names. Well, he’s in the process of purchasing an original poem by Edgar Allen Poe, and he needs someone to authenticate it, so I told him about you.”
	“Me? I don’t know anything about antiques.”
	“He doesn’t need to establish provenance. It belongs to a private party who claims it’s been in his family for generations. There’s no way to prove or disprove that. Didn’t you tell me you did a college internship at the Internal Revenue Service’s ink and paper laboratory?”
	“I did.”
	“He wants you to verify the age of the document. You can do that by testing the ink and paper, can’t you? I mean, determine whether they were in use at the time the poem was written. If they weren’t, if they’d been manufactured more recently, it would be a forgery, right?”
	“Yep. When was the poem supposed to have been written?”
	“It’s called ‘The City in the Sea’ and it was published in the American Review in 1845, so it would have to have been written before that. In fact, it might be the oldest known copy of that poem. Poe had originally called it ‘The Doomed City’ but after a poor review in 1831 he reworked it and changed its title.” She took a drink of the pale pink liquid in her glass. “I don’t know what kind of tests you have to do to find out how old something is, but I’m sure my friend can afford to pay for them, as well as a pretty substantial fee for you. The last Poe manuscript that sold at auction went for three hundred thousand dollars. I think my friend is offering closer to four for ‘The City in the Sea.’ He probably wouldn’t blink if you charged him a few thousand, more if it turns out to be genuine.” She set her drink down on the table, and McKinney noticed what he thought was a pattern
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