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[::]
I was a-trembling because I'd got to decide forever betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied for a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself, "All right, then, I'll go to hell." (Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain)
[::]
To Jim
New York City
A day in February, 1992. Catherine Denforth was shot in front of Sotheby's Auction House.
She and Jackson had stayed after the auctions to finish the paperwork on their sales and purchases. "Masterpieces in Islamic Art" was an important auction for the couple. For one of their customers, they sold three pieces well over the estimate and picked up a couple of bargains for a customer in LA. They were happy. Business was good and, after months of tension between them, they were warming up to each other again.
Jackson stepped away to look around the corner for a cab. A rat-tat-tat cracked the air. When he turned, Catherine was in a heap. As he fell across her, he saw only the blankness in her eyes.
[::]
Mideast & Europe
March, 1992. Nellie was in Dubai when she heard of the shooting. She was trying to arrange a shipment to a Munich antiquities dealer but got caught up in a hassle over the provenance of some of the pieces. An Iraqi expatriate and competitor with her Munich dealer had decided that some statuary had been stolen from the National Museum in Baghdad. What a mess. She was mired in paperwork and going crazy with a parade of pompous officials.
But that was her job— guaranteeing the unfettered passage of art and antiquities from buyer to seller. And moving things through the Middle East was especially tricky these days.
"Did you hear about the murder in front of Sotheby's?" her Munich dealer asked. "Taylor Jackson's wife. Assault rifle. Middle of rush hour."
"They aren't actually married," she mumbled stupidly.
"Police are saying it was random, but I don't know. You hear things."
"What things?"
"Lot of angry people in the world. Jackson— lot of business from the Mideast and Central Asia. Maybe crossed the wrong person."
She was stunned. For days after the news, she found herself staring into space— staring into her past. She had been married to Jackson once upon a time— an impetuous disaster. He had deserved someone like Catherine— a Yankee aristocrat. And now she was gone. Jackson was alone.
There was no answer at Jackson's apartment. She tried several times throughout the week. She scribbled a note and stuck it in the mail. As soon as this job was finished, she'd have money in her pocket and would go to Manhattan.
But the job got more complicated. Interpol stuck its nose in and she wound up shuttling negotiations between Damascus, Dubai, and Munich. Weeks turned into months. Still, she couldn't reach Jackson.
"You hear these things," her Munich dealer brought up again, months later. He was an Iranian expatriate himself, tapped into many networks. This time she had the presence of mind to ask questions.
[::]
New York City
September 1992. The first thing Jackson noticed was her legs. Restless legs, shifting from foot to foot as she huddled against the public phone. Black stockings and high heels showed all the curves and muscles. Nice lines, he thought, and perfect ankles. The heart-shaped calves made him want to guess she was Asian, but the hair below her scarf was light brown and wavy.
"What'll you have?"
The bartender startled him away from his scrutiny. "Oh. Coffee, I guess. Black."
The day was unseasonably cold. The chill made his hands ache and he cupped them for a few seconds around the mug as he leaned a hip against the barstool. Next to the coffee lay his unopened mail— the dreaded VISA Gold bill and the dreaded weekly letter from his dad.
The VISA bill represented the enormous line of credit he'd used as working capital back when he was actually working. It had been maxed out by the end of their last trip to Asia, where he and Catherine had invested in a trove of Korean and Japanese paintings. Then, when Catherine was killed, her family, in a vindictive rage, laid claim to the paintings and any other assets they could lay their hands on.
Her murder had left Jackson living off a stack of hundred-dollar bills he'd accumulated in a safe deposit box for cash deals— good for another three or four months. That assumed paying the minimum to VISA. In his head one sleepless night, he had calculated that, if he sent in the minimum every month, he'd be eighty when the credit line was paid up. He was a whiz at that kind of math. His father had thought he'd be a hell of a tax lawyer, but he wound up being an overeducated art dealer instead. An art dealer who hadn't closed a deal in seven months.
He let his eyes rove the tiers of bottles behind the bar and wondered if he didn't deserve a gin for his misery. No. When had cash flow ever driven him to drink? He looked at the unopened letter from his father. Now that might merit a shot. More nagging about his "getting back to normal" or an offer to "put a word in" about some hideous assistant professorship in art history, as if he were still in his twenties.
With a gulp of coffee he let his attention drift back to the pair of legs. Much more fun to speculate about a stranger. Now he could hear the voice that went with them. A musical voice with a foreign flavor he couldn't place— Russian? Turkish? A voice that brimmed with nervous excitement.
"Yes... yes, I went yesterday... yes, it's Ruth..." She paused, then laughed softly. "I know... I know." Then her voice changed— a higher pitch, a weepy undertone. A foot came out of her shoe. She rubbed her toes along the back of her ankle, then massaged the arch along the top of the other shoe. An endearing gesture, Jackson thought. She was tired, he decided, and very far from home. In a little trouble... boss... maybe husband. "I know... yes, I know... She's on her way, with Asme. It's safer to go separately... No, he doesn't... He'd kill me..."
A cold knot tightened in Jackson's stomach. He'd kill me... kill me... kill me.
"Of course I'm not afraid... I will... okay... I— I love you too."
The woman hung up, but stood motionless— one foot hugging the other, knees pressed together. Jackson locked into her image. Be afraid, he called out silently to her. Catherine hadn't been afraid and Catherine had been gunned down on a crowded street corner in Manhattan. A terrible random act, the police said. But it wasn't. Catherine hadn't been afraid. And they got her. Be afraid, my dear.
Jackson turned away from the young woman only to view the toll of tragedy on his own aging face in the mirror behind the bar. Be afraid. The stranger with the expressive feet walked past him, met his eyes in the mirror, hesitated, then walked back.
"Taylor Jackson?"
Jackson faced her. She smiled brightly, but her eyes were bloodshot and tired. They were as hard to place as her voice— Asian in shape, but dusky blue in color. She held out a hand.
"Anna Gailani. Thank you for coming. Shall we grab a bite?" She led the way to a table.
The soulful phone conversation about killing and being afraid didn't mesh with the businesslike note that had been delivered to him this morning by private messenger.
Dear Taylor Jackson, You have been recommended as someone who might assist me in the sale of important Chinese sculpture. Your credentials as a scholar and your experience in authentication and valuation are critical to me. I am willing to negotiate a generous percentage of the sale price for your assistance. Meet me at Dominick's on Mercer at noon today if you are interested. Please. Yours truly, Anna Gailani
But what the hell, Jackson thought as he glanced at the menu, everything was fear and death these days. It had become kind of a new hobby for him, hadn't it? The miracle was that he responded to the note at all.
As they went through the ritual of ordering lunch, Anna had a funny way of staring at him. Her eyes kept snagging his, as if they'd met before and shared common understandings. Jackson smiled inanely. In another life, he might have flirted, if only to satisfy his curiosity about her, but it seemed like such a tiresome habit now.
"So you're a dealer?" he asked.
"Private dealer, mostly out of Connecticut these days. Westport," she said. The lilt of her voice, the throaty way she had with the letter R, intrigued him. "I've had the good fortune of working with a fairly small circle of clients with very specific tastes and lots of money. But occasionally, other opportunities strike."
They made small talk about dealing while he wondered if her accent was Hungarian. Slavic and Gypsy blood, mixed. His logic loped along. Maybe she was a Hungarian art teacher who decided to join the free enterprise sweepstakes after the demise of the Eastern bloc.
"So who would want to kill an energetic young woman like yourself?" It was a half-wit question that rose from his ongoing fixation with death. He watched it drain the expression from her face.
"What?"
"I overheard a bit of your phone conversation. Sorry."
"That. Oh." Red splotches appeared on her cheeks, as if someone had slapped her, and a hand fluttered in front of her. "My partner— I overdrew the business account— he's going to kill me when he finds out." Her eyes locked into his as if willing him to believe the lie that didn't track at all with the conversation he overheard.
Anna retreated into herself. When their lunches came, they ate in silence till Jackson kickstarted the conversation again.
"Your note this morning piqued my curiosity, but you need to know I've been out of circulation pretty much all year and—"
"Yes, your father told me."
"My dad? Bill Jackson?"
"Your father was my advisor at Yale. I got an MBA there about ten years ago."
An MBA? Yale? Advised by hard-nosed, free-marketeer William H. Jackson?
"MBA?" he repeated stupidly. Jackson's impression had been formed by the phone call he'd overheard, by her eloquent feet, by the swell of emotion in her subtly foreign voice. And then by the fragility scrawled in her weary eyes. And by his own quickness to assume she was an amateur, trying to turn a few family heirlooms into a career.
"I can discuss utility functions or explain price elasticity—"
"Please, no." He laughed. "Sorry, you caught me off guard. In a million years I wouldn't have guessed that it was Bill who sent you." But why not? His dad wrote every week with advice that Jackson ignored, so maybe he'd switched to sending emissaries.
She spilled a packet of sugar into her coffee. "He's not exactly convinced private art dealing is a proper profession, but he thinks very highly of your intelligence and your skill."
"Don't lay it on too thick, Anna. My dad respects the fact that I've been able to make a living despite his dire predictions, but I'm not even doing that these days and he can't leave me alone about it."
Anna played with another sugar packet. "At least you have a family who cares."
Guilt. Just what he needed more of. "This note you wrote me— is there really something you want my services for?"
"Most definitely." Anna described a Chinese statue she was trying to sell— a burial figure of unusually fine quality, from the Tang dynasty. Her buyer, somewhat of an amateur, was getting cold feet and insisting on an evaluation from a known expert. She'd persuaded him that Taylor Jackson fit the bill.
"I'll give you ten percent. That should be at least fifteen thousand. Plus expenses."
Jackson thought of his line of credit and smiled. "Where do we meet him?"
"Wonderful! There's a flight leaving for Hong Kong this evening."
Jackson clutched. Hong Kong? He'd envisioned a taxi ride to the Upper East Side, not an international odyssey. He scolded himself for the hesitation. A hop to Hong Kong when you're in the Asian art business is hardly an odyssey. He'd done it dozens of times. Still, it was always tiring. And he'd run into old acquaintances, people he and Catherine had done business with. People who would ask about her. Or those who would turn their heads and pretend they didn't see him so that they wouldn't have to ask.
"Hong Kong? Tonight? I don't know— my schedule, I'd have to rearrange a few things— can I get back to you?"
"No!" Her eyes danced with panic, but she recouped. "I mean, the deal is at a delicate negotiating point— that's why I need help. It's a major deal. Surely you're not going to pass up a chance to earn fifteen thousand dollars."
Fair point, but Jackson had cold feet. It wasn't only a matter of getting back on the horse of international trade. Dealing ancient Chinese treasures in Hong Kong was tricky business. Chances were that the piece was either illegal— smuggled recently out of the People's Republic— or an outright fake. You needed your dancing shoes for deals like that. He waffled. "Twenty-four hours. If I decide to do it and the statue is right, I'll close the sale for you. Promise. But twenty-four hours— I gotta have it."
Anna shook her head. "You're making this very difficult for me. From what Bill said— from what your father said, I was sure I could count on you..."
She let the sentence dangle, but Jackson was not so easily blackmailed by Bill's expectations.
"Have it your way, then." She heaved a dramatic sigh as she pulled a business card from her wallet and wrote something on the back. "I'm staying here for the moment. Everything will depend on the airlines. If there are no seats on either of tomorrow's flights I'll be compelled to leave tonight without you. I have no choice. Is that clear?"
"Yes." He stuck the card in the breast pocket of his suit jacket, already deciding that he'd rather stay home and get back into business on his own terms.
[::]
Jackson walked down Mercer toward the Soho loft that held all the memories of his decade with Catherine, as well as the sculpture collection he'd need to sell soon if he didn't start taking opportunities like the one Anna offered. His father's words scolded: Get back to normal, son.
Exasperated that Bill had that kind of nagging power over him, he stopped at a crowded corner and tore open the letter. This week Bill provided the name of a Manhattan psychiatrist someone had recommended, along with the usual observation that Jackson's refusal to plug in his phone was abnormal. He didn't mention Anna Gailani.
Jackson crumpled the letter and started to toss it into the trash can, but refolded it instead and tucked it back in his pocket.
What Bill didn't realize was how far Jackson had actually come in the seven months since Catherine's murder, considering that her death had been only the final crash landing of a downward spiral. But damn if he didn't have a long way to go when he asked for twenty-four hours to make a decision about dealing ancient sculpture.
In his youth it had been a game: how many minutes between the end of a phone call till he was out the door, spirit leaping with excitement, heading for the train or the airport, to the side of someone as excited as he about the warmth of a Colima figure or the cleverness of a Japanese netsuke. By mid-career it was reflex: Yes, I can... I'm ready, leaving now... Today he was sober, slimmed down and learning to play a decent game of racquetball, but all those old passions were blunted. Pity.
Waiting for the light, looking down the block to his building, Jackson spied a tall dark-haired woman standing near his door, two suitcases at her feet. She was looking in the opposite direction. Though she wore a loose jersey that fluttered in the breeze, her stance was athletic— shoulders back, arms poised for action, as if she were ready to start a marathon. Jackson used to know a woman who looked like that. Married her, in fact. He was beginning to wonder if he'd ever see Nellie again when the woman turned toward him. Their eyes met.
[::]
When their eyes met, Nellie's first impulse was to dash through traffic into his arms, but she checked herself, made herself stand absolutely still and let him come to her. It had to be his choice.
He didn't run. He didn't even pick up his pace. He didn't smile.
They were practically nose to nose before he spoke. "It's you."
She was jumping out of her skin. "It's me."
"I thought it looked like you."
"And so it is."
He looked down the street, squinting, appearing to be at a loss about what to do next. The afternoon shadows were just right to pick up the pounding pulse in his neck.
"I was passing through," she said. "No one ever answers your phone— thought I'd—"
A panhandler shoved between them. "Spare some change, lady?"
Jackson lunged and suddenly the man was down on his butt. Nellie barely saw how Jackson put him there, the reaction was so fast. Jackson himself seemed startled.
"Sorry," he mumbled and handed the guy a couple bucks. He turned to Nellie. "You better come inside."
They started the ride in the lumbering elevator like strangers, staring forward. After a few moments Jackson said, "I thought he was going to hurt you. Streets around here aren't safe anymore."
"I know," she said. They were both thinking of Cathy.
The awkwardness between Jackson and Nellie continued as they entered his loft on the top floor. The space he'd shared with Cathy Denforth was not huge— not by Denforth family standards— but it poked high enough above the neighboring buildings to capture magnificent light through its tall windows, perfect light for art dealers, perfect light for a sculpture collection. Nellie had visited four or five times over the years and immediately saw the radical change. Cathy was gone. Her silky Persian carpets and her delicate seventeenth-century furniture were gone, as were the miles of shears and damask draperies.
The great room furniture had been replaced by Jackson's old oak Stickley, retrieved from his back room study, and the carpets by smaller tribal pieces. The windows were bare. Where once his magnificent sculpture collection had been lost among the fussy gold and florals, now it was dominant.
"The place is transformed." Nellie paraded through, stepping out of her shoes, dropping her purse along the way, soaking it all in. "I always liked your Mission furniture best. Bet you picked up a fortune on that Louis the Whatsis stuff. And the carpets—"
"They wanted it all, her family did, so I shipped it up to Boston." His face grew even more pained. "The drapes I ripped down myself, ripped them down one night when everything... when everything just became too much..."
"Oh, Jacks!" She threw her arms around his waist. "I'm so sorry, so sorry about what you've been through." She was going to die on the spot if he didn't respond. His hesitation was hell, but then he pulled her shoulders against him, warm hands against her back, and nuzzled his cheek to her hair. Don't ever let me go, she begged silently.
Still holding her, he asked, "Why did you come?"
"Do I need an excuse? I've been worried about you. Everyone is worried."
"No one is worried. I've set a world's record for disappearing friends. No one is worried, except my parents, who don't want a basket case of a son to burden their old age." She felt the tension curl his fingers against her back. "Anyway, Nellie, it's been seven months. Why bother with the sympathy call now?"
"Jackson!" She pushed herself out of his embrace. "What are you talking about? You're the one who won't answer the phone. And I wrote you—"
"A line on a postcard."
"Two postcards."
"And you haven't passed through the city once in seven months? That's a little hard to—"
"Stop it! What the hell are you talking about? You're the one who went into exile, so why are you mad at me?"
Jackson glared at her. "Because in twenty goddamn years you've never given me a straight answer off the bat." Her eyes were smudged with exhaustion, her face streaked with some anxiety that made holding her shoulders feel like grabbing onto a high tension wire, but damn if she'd come right out with it. God, it felt like old times. It gave him a sudden rush of affection for Nellie, who he knew so well, who knew him so well. He took a deep breath, worked on maintaining his frown, and nodded toward the chair. "Go sit down. I'll get you something to drink."
As he pulled ice and 7-Up from the refrigerator, she asked, matter-of-factly, "Did I ever tell you how much I hate you, Taylor Jackson?"
He turned to her. She was settling into the armchair, composing herself, smoothing her ruffled hair, crossing her legs, picking a shred of lint from her dress— a high-fashion sack that, like a magic trick, misdirected the eye, drew it from the squared-off shoulders down a straight line of buttons to a hint of leg in dark stockings— stylish angles that disguised her full breasts, round hips, long muscular legs.
"Yeah, once or twice."
A stinging sensation made him look at his hand. The screw top on the pop bottle had snagged his index finger. He grabbed a paper towel to stanch the flow of blood and steadied himself for a moment against the counter, as the rushing sound in his ears subsided. He fumbled in a drawer for Band-Aids, spilled the metal box onto the floor and wound up pressing his head against the cool surface of the refrigerator. There was a blank moment, then Nellie had hold of his hand.
"It's not so bad," she was saying. "I thought you cut your finger off, your face went so ashen."
"Nasty little neurosis I picked up since... Blood... meat... pretty neurotic, but I can't shake it."
"No one could blame you," she said as she led him to the sink and dressed his tiny wound, while he looked the other way.
When she finished, he finally handed her a glass of soda. "So let's start all over, Nellie. What brings you my doorstep?"
Her eyes wandered over the kitchen cabinets. "This could use a splash of something."
"Only alcohol here is in the wine closet." He'd nearly forgotten about it. It had been Catherine's pleasure to keep the closet stocked with world-class vintages. The wine didn't pose the temptation that gin had.
"Nevermind." She marched back to her chair, Jackson following.
"You going to talk to me or what?"
He sat on the couch across from her, elbows on his knees. She toyed with the buttons on her dress. "I happened to be in New York this week and had some time on my hands—"
"Without a hotel room?"
"What?"
He nodded toward her suitcases. "Bet you a sawbuck you came straight from the airport."
She made an impatient gesture with her head. "Look, I'm not going to beat around the bush, Jacks. It's time to put our heads together, talk it through and figure out what really happened to Cathy."
He glared at the frayed edge of the small Turkmen carpet under his feet. "I'm through talking. I told the story a thousand times: once to my father and again in French to my mother, ten times to Violet Denforth, a hundred times to her team of lawyers, and eight hundred and however-many-is-left to the police. The police didn't want to believe it was a planned hit and the Denforths did, only they wanted to put yours truly in the middle of the conspiracy. Stalemate. End of story."
He touched a finger to his lips and felt the Band-Aid. "So let's not talk about Catherine— or her murder." The muscles in his jaw tightened and the words felt stiff. "It's ancient history." Ancient history. He closed his eyes. No sooner had the words been said, he saw Catherine— tossing her curly tangle of copper hair, batting her gas flame eyes, crinkling her face in a smile— a face prematurely worn by a youth full of winter skiing and summer sailing, but a face that never failed to dazzle. He could still hear her laugh, a cascading laugh, that easily pitched from delight to mockery—
Nellie cleared her throat.
"Ancient history," he repeated and looked into Nellie's chocolaty-warm eyes, so different from Catherine's. He sat up straight and put some starch in his voice. "It was an evil, ugly time, Nellie. And I went about grieving in my own evil, ugly way. But I'm okay now, getting back to normal, bucking up, exorcising the demons, et cetera, et cetera. In fact, just this afternoon I was negotiating going in with someone on a deal. Anna Gailani, know her?"
Nellie shook her head.
"Means I'll be popping over to Hong Kong tomorrow. Pity I didn't know you were in town." Aware again of the shadows around her eyes, Jackson realized what an ass he sounded like and softened his voice. "Stay here if you can, okay? It won't take more than a few days."
She looked away. "I came here to tell you something."
"Is it why you're so agitated and exhausted?"
"Exhausted? Jesus, Jackson, I just came from Hong Kong myself. I'm lagged out of my mind. Have you been stuck in this apartment so long you can't even remember what a toll—?"
"Enough, enough, enough." Jackson stood and headed for the kitchen. He yanked open the refrigerator door and grabbed a can of piss-awful alcohol-free beer. "If somebody made me write an essay about why our marriage failed in twenty-five words or less this is exactly what I'd tell them: Can't give a straight answer if her life depended on it. Uses this trait to drive loved ones to violence." He popped the can and spilled the foamy brew over his hand and onto the floor.
She'd followed him. "You know it only happens when—"
"When you're agitated and exhausted and worried and unsure."
She flashed a sour smile. "You always manage to bring out the best in me." Then she turned around to face out a window. "I won't bore you with the details, but I've been hanging out with a rough crowd lately and there's been a lot of talk about—"
"What rough crowd?"
"Okay, rough is an overstatement. They're just some guys who know all the angles, who know how to move—"
"Smugglers. You mean smugglers. I thought you were above that kind of shit, Nellie. I thought you did straight business."
"Sure I do, but, well, when business is slow, I've been doing some work for Interpol. Giving them information, confidentially, you know, about who's stealing what and how. God knows, I always seem to attract that kind of creep, present company excepted."
Jackson laughed. How could he ever stay mad at Nellie for long? "It's perfect for you, kiddo. A snitch. Weaving whoppers with the pros. And you actually get paid for your information?"
She turned back to him. "Not exactly. I mean, not yet. But a couple guys there, they said once they knew they could trust me, they'd, you know, help me get gigs with insurance companies."
"So it's the charity work your pa always wanted you to do."
"Don't mock me. It's a lot more interesting than sucking up to museum curators seven days a week. But we're getting sidetracked. Listen to what I have to say. There's a loose-knit smuggling network working the route roughly from Hong Kong across Asia to London and New York and Cathy's death is on everybody's lips. Rumor has it— I heard it in London, I heard it in Beirut, I heard it in Hong Kong— rumor has it that she was assassinated for screwing up somebody's business— somebody's dirty business."
Jackson felt the blood drain from his face and his legs grow rubbery. "So tell me something I don't know."
"Well, if enough people are buzzing about it, someone must know something. It's ridiculous that the police haven't come up with anything. We have to see to it that the search goes international, that's all."
"We?"
"We— you and me. I've got contacts. I'm here to help you see that justice is done."
His Nellie was very much her father's daughter, but it was too dangerous and too late and too painful. "No," he whispered.
[::]
Nellie watched the sorrow sweep over Jackson's face. Her words were good news, she thought, and here he was folding on her again. His face was as ashen as when he'd cut himself and his eyes were red-rimmed. The set of his jaw made her wonder how long he'd stare at her before he found the words to throw her out.
The front door slammed. A tall, blond man charged into the apartment, taking the distance between the door and Jackson in few long strides.
"You were late," he was saying. "Thought I'd see if everything was— what's wrong?"
"I'm okay." Jackson put on a plastic smile.
"What's wrong?" the visitor repeated to Nellie. "Who are you?" he demanded, taking a step toward her, friendly as a lioness protecting a cub.
Obviously, Jackson still had at least one friend left in the world: a man in a Louie's Health and Fitness t-shirt and gym shorts, a man with muscles and grace, feline and sexual.
"It's Nellie," Jackson said. "Nellie Mackenzie, my ex-wife. Passing through town. Stopped by to pay her condolences."
"Dan O'Hara." He reached out to shake her hand, his ocean green eyes exploring her face. Then he nodded and smiled. "I'm glad you came."
"I lost track of time, Dan. I should have let you know. Sorry." He turned back to Nellie. "Dan owns the athletic club on the second floor. He's taken me on as a special remedial case in racquetball."
"You don't say." Nellie was amused. "I'd love to watch."
"I bet you would."
"Say, if you're staying in the neighborhood, I'll get you a guest pass," Dan said. "We have all kinds of classes and equipment."
"I'm not quite sure where I'm staying." Her eyes darted back to Jackson.
"She's staying here," he said. "And I have a great idea. As long as you have a court reserved, why don't you give Nellie a lesson? She's been complaining that jetlag has her all tensed up." Some genuine fun crept back into his smile. "And it'll give me a chance to pick up some things for dinner."
Nellie knew that behind his generous suggestion Jackson wanted her out of his face, but at least she wasn't being kicked out— not yet.
[::]
Dan was aware that in twenty years the stage of his athletic prowess had shrunk from brief stardom on an Ivy League football field to the sweat buckled boards of a racquetball court. His football career had ended abruptly with a broken back, but, even with a metal rod supporting his spine, he could still beat eighty percent of the A leaguers who passed through his club.
Jackson, of course, was racquet meat. Challenging Dan was more a tribute to his doggedness than to any real aptitude for the game.
Dan discovered quickly that Nellie did not need a lesson. Powerful and fast, she had a vicious talent for making him think the ball was headed for one corner and killing it in the other. First game, she whipped him, 15 to 7.
At the drinking fountain in the hall, over the echoing thwacks and yelps from the other courts, he panted, "Where the hell did you—?"
"Worked at a Y during high school and college. Got hooked on it. Earned extra cash hustling jocks. Still play whenever I can." She grinned. It was a smile that pulled him into her world. "But you're a great competitor— best I've played in ages. This game my advantage was surprise. Next game— let's see what you're made of, O'Hara."
How beautiful she was. How totally spellbinding. Transformed from the weary businesswoman he'd met upstairs, she displayed a mental quickness, a pulsing energy— like she was keeping time to rock music in her head. How nice if she were here to stay. But with a double pang of sorrow, Dan realized that this type of woman was less likely to stay than to take his new friend Jackson away.
"Your serve," she sang out as she strode back into the court.
Dan put all his concentration into the serve— a power-smash to her backhand. In the millisecond it took to sense that he'd scored the point, he also saw something was wrong.
Her racquet was on the floor. She was tearing off the safety glasses and bending over.
Already in motion, he was instantly at her side. "Sweet Jesus, where did I hit you?"
She shook her head. "My foot— damn foot cramp." She stamped her left foot on the floor. "Ow, ow, ow, ow." Now she was hopping around on her right foot. "Ow, ow, ow, ow."
"Sit down, Nellie. Get your shoe off. Stretch it against the cramp."
Nellie sat with her back against the wall, crunched over to untie her shoe, but her fingers fumbled over the knot in her shoelace.
"Here, let me." He sat on the floor with her and pulled her ankle toward him, letting his other hand run along the bulge of muscle in her calf. "Stretch out your whole leg and cock your foot up. Hold it." Quickly, he got her shoe and sock off and grabbed her foot where he saw the big toe twisted askew. He began to massage. "Relax now. Just relax and keep your leg stretched out."
As he massaged, he was suddenly uncomfortable, suddenly unsure where to look. When had he last rubbed the skin of a woman's bare leg? Her skin was smooth and made him think of cinnamon-sugar.
He concentrated on the foot and gradually felt the torque releasing.
"Feel better?" He looked up and saw tears brimming.
"It's the damn high heels." She wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her shirt. "I'm such a flake, bawling over a foot cramp. It's just that no one's ever—" She cleared her throat. "No one's ever there to make it go away."
"Then today's your lucky day." Dan felt the blush rising. "Come on, let's walk it off." He picked up her shoe and sock and helped her to her feet.
"I'm overtired," she said. "That's what it is."
They walked into the hall. "If that first game was from overtired, don't play me when you're rested."
Two women emerged from court seven. Dan took Nellie's arm and pulled her in the opposite direction. "This way," he murmured.
But they spotted him. "Hiya, Danny!"
He kept walking, only half turning as he said, "Hey, how's it going?"
"The light's flickering in our court."
"I'll have a look at it."
"And that back toilet is stopped up again in the locker room," said the other one.
Dan put a hundred hours a week into the club. He nurtured innovative programs for stressed out, aging Boomers and poured his imagination into fitness routines for the disabled, but the members mostly saw him as the fast-moving handyman, while his partner Louie got the high profile.
He hustled Nellie around the corner and as they passed the front desk, he picked up a towel and tossed it at the receptionist. "Fetch me some ice, okay?"
Candi stared. "Jeez, you hurt her?"
Dan scowled and Candi sped off toward the sports medicine suite.
In his office, Dan motioned Nellie toward the couch as he reached into his file cabinet for a bottle of whiskey. When Candi returned with a towel full of ice, he dumped it into a styrofoam bucket.
"I'm not always such a sissy," Nellie insisted. "But I'm so fucking exhausted, so scared of everything going haywire, so worried to death about Jackson, then he acts like such a jerk and now I break down like a tenth-grader over a goddamn foot cramp. Oh shit!" She grabbed her foot again.
Dan shut the door against the hubbub of the club, sat at the other end of the couch and handed her a mug of whiskey on ice. He picked up her foot.
With whiskey and continued massage, her agitation faded.
"You're an art dealer too, aren't you?" Dan asked.
"Yep. Antiquities."
Dan couldn't help being impressed by the glamour of devoting one's life solely to the world of beauty and creation, even though Jackson had assured him that ninety-nine percent of it was a grind like any other job; the remaining one percent— the high-stakes gambles with shady characters, those deals that Catherine loved— had, in the end, destroyed his life. No glamour in that.
"He told me about you."
Her eyes lit up. "No kidding? Really? What did he say?"
Once the silence of Jackson's grief had broken, he talked a lot about his decade with Catherine. But occasionally he rambled on about his chaotic marriage to a woman with the magical beauty of her Cherokee mother and the fighting spirit of her social activist father: Nellie.
"Uh, well..."
"Nevermind, nevermind." She twisted back and jammed her head against the back of the couch. "I can imagine what he said— the couple who had prime rib and made hash of it. I had all the brashness of a nineteen-year-old and he all the arrogance of thirty and it went downhill from there. When I didn't mature properly, he concluded I was a flake— too unpredictable, too impulsive." Her smile turned wistful. "Not that he doesn't have his own impulsive streak. Look at our marriage: him playing Mr. Hard-to-Get all over Europe for five, six years, meets up with me, and boom, we're married in six weeks."
"But what about Catherine?" Dan asked. "The way he talks about her, she must have been pretty impulsive too. The gonzo ski career. Then her work with Jackson— taking off for all parts of the world at the drop of a hat."
"Who? St. Catherine?" She sighed, watching her finger squeak along the rim of the cup. "I've never been able to imagine what constitutes impulsiveness when you're that rich. Even the skiing. There's physical risk, sure, but good downhill racers visualize every turn on the slope. They're very calculating. That was Cathy Denforth— sized up everything, everyone, to get exactly what she wanted."
"So you think her murder was a random drive-by?"
"There's that, isn't there? No, not random. One of her rare miscalculations, that's what I think."
A silence hung between them.
"They were members for a couple years before she died. On and off, you know, because of the travel." Dan's voice was soft and she leaned nearer. "They were so different from each other."
"How so? I'm curious what you think."
He shrugged. "Jackson was so... good-natured. One of those members you're always glad to see, you know? Big smile. Treats you like a fellow human being, not like part of the woodwork."
"And her?"
He looked down at his hands. "She was okay. Folks liked her." A piece of crud under a fingernail caught his attention and he began to pick at it.
"But...?"
"Nothing, really. She and I had kind of a run in about whether she could bring in her own personal trainer, some minor celebrity, an NFL has-been with no business being a trainer. I told her we had five people on staff with training credentials, not counting me and Louie, but she wouldn't hear of it. I told her it was a liability issue, that we couldn't have someone doing training on our premises without the right credentials, that I didn't want anyone getting hurt. She didn't really talk to me after that. Referred to me with the others as that sonofabitch. Not that it's any big deal." He drew his foot up on the couch and hugged his knee. "Members get twisted about this and that all the time. Comes with the territory."
"Too bad, though," Nellie said. "Must have been hard being buddies with Jackson if Cathy was giving you the cold shoulder."
"Oh, we weren't really friends back then. In fact, I don't even think we saw him down here for months before the murder. Everybody freaked out about it then, of course, and we sent flowers or something. Then, one day, about a month after she died he came stumbling in here, looking for me, saying he needed a personal trainer and could I help him out. He was drunk and unshaven... but there was something so..."
So desperate, so sweet, so profoundly sad. Dan agreed to be Jackson's trainer, but became his friend instead, sometimes sitting up all night with him till the nightmares and the craving for booze began to subside.
"There was something so fundamental about him..."
"Fundamental... good word. Guess that's why I always find myself coming back to him. His bad penny." She chuckled, then stood up. "That's why I'm going to help track down whoever it was killed Cathy, so he can start living his life again. That's why I came." As quick as she'd been on the court, she picked her shoe and sock off the floor, started for the door, swirled around, leaned over and kissed his forehead. "Thanks, man." Then she was gone.
Physically, Dan's reaction time was second to none. Mentally, emotionally, he was a flat-foot. Nellie disappeared leaving him only with the prickly blush of alarm. Not that this was any of his business, but he wondered if Nellie knew the whole story about Catherine or if Jackson could bear repeating it again.
Dan already recognized Nellie as a force. In an hour he'd felt her power. She demanded attention, from her dominance on the racquetball court to her dramatic inability to deal with a foot cramp to her utter submission to the touch of his hand. Would she simply blow through his life— here today, gone tomorrow? Would she rattle and upset Jackson or would she sweep him away with her? Dan had stood by during the long weeks it took Jackson to climb out of despair. Would Nellie's visit and her insistence on helping set him back or would she invigorate him so that in no time Jackson would be running to keep appointments like the hundreds of other New Yorkers who raced through the club every day, and Dan O'Hara would melt into the background once more.
Cool it, O'Hara, he scolded himself and took another sip of whiskey. Don't worry it to death. But worrying was in his nature. Since the age of ten, the year his mother died, and for years after, whenever his dad was at the firehouse, he lay awake nights, monitoring the Rochester police band, listening for sirens, figuring out how he would manage if his dad died and left him all alone. Fire didn't kill his dad, but smoking and engine-house food did. His father was fifty-five when the first stroke came. For five years, Dan worried his dad through the endless services that could not prevent his final decline. Then, when his dad died, it was Dan's old college friend Louie who needed him.
And Marjorie, of course. His wedding ring hung from the string-pull on the floor lamp at his elbow. His one and only love through high school and college, she married him in a weak moment while he was still in rehab for his back. But she was in medical school, so that the drive to get Dan able-bodied again wound up revolving around his need to help her through school and then through residencies. Their move from Rochester to New York City was fueled as much by her ambition in plastic surgery as it was by Dan's desire to go into business with Louie.
Dan flicked an edge of the gold ring to make it spin on its string. He and Marjorie still shared an apartment but rarely saw each other anymore. She left him notes about which faucets were leaky and which bookshelves needed shoring up— in other words, treated him like the club members did— like Catherine Denforth had.
Maybe it was high time Dan started worrying about himself. Outside, so he heard, a chill breeze announced the onset of autumn, but he hadn't been out of the building in days. He woke on this very couch at 4 AM, so he could sanitize the toilets and showers and launder a couple loads of towels before the first members arrived at six. Tonight, after closing, he'd scrub the whirlpool, frothy with shampoo and cosmetic residue, and then he'd sack out as usual right here. Perhaps some people thought owning a health club was glamorous too.
After Nellie went off to play racquetball with Dan, Jackson stood at his kitchen sink staring out the window at the traffic below. It was a favorite place for refining the art of vegetation. He could observe the bustle of New York City without actually having to participate in it. On his bad days he had stood here and swilled gin. On the not-bad days he chopped vegetables and took special care to wipe away the water spots on the stainless steel so that it always sparkled. Now, he did neither, just stood and stared.
He ought to go to Hong Kong with Anna and help her sell the Tang statue— to hell with the old crowd of dealers. Only a complete neurotic would worry about running into one of them at the airport or in a restaurant. Then again, only a complete neurotic would be having this debate with himself over whether to earn a quick fifteen grand doing what he did best or to stay home and stay broke.
But if he didn't go with Anna, he'd have to deal with Nellie. Seeing Nellie— holding Nellie— had charged him with near-forgotten sensations. But hell, he and Nellie had spent ten years torturing each other with rounds of grand passion followed by momentous clashes, then increasingly long, sullen separations. Their actual living-together marriage was a fleeting moment compared to the years of chasing and finding and fleeing each other as they plied their trade across Europe and Asia in the decade that followed. It was only after Jackson finally gave up and settled in with Catherine, that he realized what true intimates they had become over that stormy decade. She had become his little sister, Jackson liked to tell himself.
Of course, with Catherine gone the little sister bit lost its protective value. Now Jackson was free to have his heart broken again.
I'm not ready. No one should expect me to be ready. Maybe he was overdue as far as making a living was concerned. He'd concede his father that much. But seven months was not much time to dull the memory of watching your love be blown apart by automatic weapon fire. For weeks the horrendous sequence had looped through his mind until he finally realized that gin and solitude wouldn't make it go away and crawled into Dan's gym looking for a clean way out. But still, even today, the sight of blood made him shocky. Any variety of meat prepared in any way nauseated him. How did anyone expect him to love again when it was all so raw?
And the nerve of Nellie, showing up not to comfort and love him, but to announce some lame scheme about nailing the murderer. He'd put what little he could behind him and was certainly not going to let Nellie tangle with the same beast who got Catherine killed. At least give him credit for that.
He plugged in his phone and called Anna Gailani at her hotel. He agreed to go to Hong Kong with her and, although she tried to persuade him to leave tonight, she admitted that the morning flight had seats available. He said he needed the evening to pack and put things in order.
Maybe he wasn't quite ready to run from Nellie.
[::]
When Nellie returned upstairs to Jackson's, she was relieved to find him in a pleasant mood. Although his hearty smile was what she always thought of as his commercial smile— more teeth than eyes— she was grateful for the effort.
Their conversation was light, full of the social polish that enabled them to make a living in the trade. Jackson teased her about her racquetball game and she babbled about the touch he had with spices in his vegetable stew. They drank a fine Chardonnay. Nellie noted that Jackson measured his intake carefully, always giving himself precisely half of what he gave her.
After dinner they continued to avoid controversy by doing a tour of Jackson's displayed collection. Over the years, Nellie had watched Jackson use his encyclopedic knowledge and his nose for value to deal in a dizzying variety of rare objets d'art, from Japanese prints to pre-Columbian pots. But his passion was sculpture. Carved in marble, cast in bronze, molded in clay, tiny or monumental, he craved them all. As long as he could touch them.
In fact, from the moment Nellie first spied Jackson, wandering through the Uffizzi Gallery in Florence, she was aware of his sensuous hands. Even now, she watched them. As they recalled times and places and people connected to the pieces in his collection, Jackson's hands lingered— on the Chinese terracottas, the African tribal carvings, the seventeenth-century bronze of Hercules and Antaeus. None was dusty.
Finally, he stood behind a three foot tall figure of the mater dolorosa— a Flemish church ornament carved in the sixteenth century. It was on a short pedestal, bringing its head to Jackson's chest.
"Weren't you with me when I found her on Portobello Road? What was it— '76, '77?"
As he spoke, he was touching her— his madonna— running his hands over the coarse walnut, then caressing the sad face, the barely parted lips. Nellie remembered the thrill of those hands reaching out to touch her own nineteen-year-old skin some twenty years ago.
She pulled her eyes from his hands and turned to gaze out a window at the city lights, made glittery by rain. Don't get carried away, she warned herself.
Jackson poured more wine, moved close behind her and set her drink on the sill. She saw his reflection in the window. Jackson was as handsome as ever, and healthier-looking than the last time they'd met— what was it, two years ago now? The whites of his eyes had cleared, his sagging belly was flat, and his arms and shoulders and chest were plump with revitalized muscle. The polish of his tuxedo days had eroded: his blue black hair had thinned and grizzled and a salty moustache now matched his wiry eyebrows. But she liked it: the rugged new texture drew more attention to the hearty smile and the intimate eyes.
He laid his hands on her shoulders. "If you've had enough wine, I picked up some brandy too." His thumbs began to massage her neck.
She grew anxious. She was slightly drunk and suddenly shy of this newly single ex-lover she had never quite gotten over. In past years, once she got past the blow of actually being divorced and seeing Jackson with the fabulous Cathy Denforth, their visits together took on a comfortable, ritual quality. She always managed to have a problem she needed help with and called on him, friend to old friend. He'd ask what the trouble was. She'd deny any trouble. He'd pry it out of her over the course of lunch, then scold her for being too impulsive or for mismanaging her cash or for not understanding the market. Then he'd agree to help out. And he'd ask her about her love life. She'd blab about someone she'd been seeing. He'd look relieved and blab about something wonderful Cathy was up to. Then, with a brush of cheeks, they'd part.
She knew this visit would be different, prayed for it to be different. But why hadn't she foreseen how unnerving the change would be? How easily she might be swept away once more by those hands, those eyes, that smile, by the vulnerability and anger that goes with sorrow. And then how easily he might send her away.
With a purring sigh, Jackson nuzzled his head against her hair till his moustache grazed her ear. "It's been a long time, Nellie. I'm glad to see you."
"I didn't mean for my visit to upset you."
"Everything upsets me. The world is an unsafe place. Guess I just have to get used to it, deal with it."
"I wish—" She felt breathless, wishing he weren't so close, but terrified he'd move away. I wish you would let me help you.
"You wish?" His hand slipped down and found her waist. Gently, he hugged her.
"To help," she whispered, crossing her arms over his. "It's why I'm here. No one can do it alone. The forces are too powerful against any one individual. That's why we have to stick together— friends, family."
His grip tightened, then she felt him trembling. "I couldn't do it, Nellie. I couldn't protect her. I knew she was in trouble and I couldn't protect her."
Nellie wanted him to talk, to tell her the whole story, but she knew if she pressed he'd retreat, so she didn't speak. She rubbed his hands and held them against her.
"I was weak," he continued, his voice thick with tears. "I ran out of gas, I failed her at just the wrong time."
"The only one to blame is the person who pulled the trigger, Jackson. And the person who ordered him to do it, if that's the case."
"But you said it yourself— unless we stick together—" He couldn't say any more.
Nellie twisted around, careful not to let him think she was pushing him away. His face was a map of grief and she could see in his eyes that he was reliving the worst of it. "Come on, let's sit down," she murmured and guided him toward the couch. "I need to hold you. It's too big, too... inundating, to think about it standing up."
He didn't protest, but he didn't let her hold him. His story began spilling out and he seemed to need the space around him to contain it.
[::]
"You didn't know Catherine that well," Jackson began, "but she wasn't afraid of anything. I could never figure out whether it was her money or the fact that she was so damn smart she could figure her way out of any jam and had a long track record to prove it. And that incredible stamina. That talent for pacing herself, for knowing exactly how much energy to spend on a given situation so that she simply never wore down. I couldn't keep up. You know that about me, Nellie: peaks and valleys."
"Everybody is peaks and valleys," she said. "Cathy was the rarity."
Jackson sighed. For a moment, he fought the impulse to reach his fingers out and lose himself in the sensation of Nellie's long coarse hair, fragrant with the faint spice of shampoo. But he needed to talk.
The trouble began last year at Christmas. Catherine and he arrived home from weeks of hard traveling and tough trading in Indonesia and Australia. A peak that needed a valley. He had a fever that required rest and antibiotics, but Catherine had committed them to hosting a string of entertainments— small fundraisers for the Met— arranged, in their absence, by Catherine's mother Violet, who was campaigning for her daughter to get a seat on the Board of Directors. Jackson hated these fundraisers because they always got Catherine going about moving uptown to a proper building, with a proper doorman, with proper rooms for proper entertaining, and this round was no different.
Actually, it was different: it was worse. Violet Denforth showed up. Dear Violet, who wanted nothing more than to drive a wedge between her darling daughter and the commoner she'd hooked up with. It didn't matter that Jackson's father was a WASP, a Republican and a distinguished professor of economics, first at the University of Chicago and then at Yale. To Violet, Bill Jackson was the son of a Minnesota dirt farmer. It didn't matter that Jackson's mother had been a respected artisan, a goldsmith who made fine jewelry in her home workshop all the years she raised her family. To Violet, she was the daughter of French communists, Catholic to boot, no matter that they all died hero's deaths in the Resistance. It didn't matter that Taylor Jackson had a PhD in Art History, that he made good money as a private art dealer, that he was a man of kindness and integrity. To Violet, his looks classified him as a "Mediterranean type" and his speech as middle-class Chicago. Art dealers, to her, were sycophants, hardly a notch above the common tradesman, a necessary evil who nonetheless expected to be invited to all your parties so they could put the arm on your friends. Jackson was simply unsuitable.
To her credit, Catherine found her mother's attitudes intolerable and, for most of her life, took fiendish delight in defying her expectations. But she was not immune. Years back, when she and Jackson decided to marry, a team of lawyers had made it clear that the fountainhead of Denforth money would shut off if she went ahead with such a rebellion. She backed down. But then Catherine decided they should have a child and force Violet's hand that way. Jackson was horrified. If Catherine didn't want to risk her fortune by marrying him, he certainly wasn't going to add a child to the equation. He'd always thought having a kid might be fun some day, when he got tired of being on the move all the time, but using a kid as part of a scheme— He could visualize all too clearly a sad little red-haired, black-eyed ragamuffin in designer clothes being buffeted around in an emotional tempest. No way.
So Jackson and Catherine settled in together. Not being married was rarely an issue and, to some, part of their charm. They were popular. On the surface of it, they led a perfect life. But now, looking back over the ten years, Jackson saw the stress fractures— fractures that healed easily in the early years, then more slowly, then not at all, multiplying, weakening the foundations of their perfect life.
Last Christmas, the foundation had begun to crumble. Violet wouldn't go away. Nor would she deviate from her policy of not speaking to Jackson. If the set-up bothered Catherine, it didn't show.
Not that Jackson paid much attention. Violet drove him to drink. Between the illness, the pills, and the gin, the party season passed in a swirl of nausea. After Violet's departure eased his compulsion to swill gin, it still took Jackson a few days to realize that Catherine was angry with him. She finally told him that he had insulted nine-tenths of the Met's Board and, if she ever wanted to serve as a director of a museum, they'd have to move to another city.
He couldn't believe it was that important to her. She'd always been too free-spirited to worry about the rituals of institutions. It was suddenly as if Violet had grafted herself onto Catherine's soul. But, unfortunately, it was more complicated than that.
On the one hand, Catherine went out of her way to ingratiate herself with the Met. She told Jackson she was helping them negotiate the purchase of a Gandharan statue of the Buddha— lifesize, pristine, early, rare. She was vague about it, however, and Jackson didn't press. He was operating at low energy, plodding around town, prowling in galleries and bookstores, haunting the neighborhood taverns for the conversation missing in the apartment.
What took him forever to realize was that she was working both sides of the fence, true to her usual rebellion against the expectations of her mother, yet curiously playing to her mother's desires.
The deal was this: The Met coveted the Buddha and Catherine was egging them on. At the same time she struck a deal with the seller— an "international dealer" who "preferred to remain in the background." First, she would help him get a valuation of the statue that significantly elevated its worth. Asian art was rarely glitzy enough to attract the usual crowd of benefactors, so then Catherine was planning to make an eleventh-hour offer to donate the purchase price to the museum. She would get the kudos, the tax deduction, and a generous kickback from the seller. She hardly needed the money but it was the type of challenge that fueled her. And it was the type of deal that turned Jackson's stomach.
"So this is the piece I'm thinking of donating to the Met." Catherine tossed a sheaf of eight-by-ten photographs at him.
Jackson didn't like the looks of it. It looked late, the surface texture wrong, the expression off. "Not wild about sneering Buddhas," he mumbled and went back to the Times.
"Mother thinks an important donation will put me in a good position with the Board."
He snapped the pages of his paper. "There's a VanGogh coming up at auction next month. Why don't you donate that instead of something you don't know squat about?"
"The hell I don't know about Gandharan works. We've dealt in plenty of—"
"I've dealt plenty of Gandharan works and you don't know squat about it. But do what you want. It'll be your precious name attached to it, not mine."
Catherine paused to think, then countered. "A VanGogh is much too expensive. Besides, with the commission I'm getting from the seller, I'll be able to make another gift in six months."
They spent the weekend fighting about ethics, quarrelling over every single deal and decision they'd witnessed each other make in ten years. In the end, she came close to conceding that Jackson might be right but added that it was probably too late. Which he didn't understand. Not till later.
That was business. On the home front, Jackson had been trying to ignore the chilliness between them. What he hated to admit to himself, and could only do now in retrospect, was that the cool spells had grown more frequent and lasted longer before a short thaw would warm them again.
After the fight over the Met deal, the cool turned to deep freeze.
A week later he surprised her in the bathroom. He hadn't seen her naked in weeks, a fact he hadn't admitted to himself till then. Now here she was before him. Startled, she reached for a towel, but he grabbed it away from her.
"Let me see," he said, his voice low against his rising emotion. His first thought jumped to some sort of skin condition, or a blood abnormality. Then the marks he saw on her chest registered more accurately: tiny bruises, pinch marks, and teeth prints, some freshly pink and purple, others faded to green and blue, still more ghosted to yellow. Her nipples were unnaturally swollen. He raised his eyes to hers and saw what he expected: defiance.
"Who is it?"
She started to look away, then didn't. "None of your damn business."
He took a deep breath and lowered his eyes to her chest again. "So, is that what you're after? Rough stuff?" She didn't answer. "Funny," he continued, "I always assumed you'd be on the ‘S' side of sadomasochism, but then again, what is it you athletic types say? No pain, no gain? Is that the idea, Catherine? Let some bruiser toughen you up so you're in better shape to fuck the Met?"
She glared at him for a long moment. "Guilty," she said, "because you bore me to tears."
She grabbed her bathrobe and barged past him. He closed the door behind her and sat on the toilet studying his hands till he heard the apartment door slam.
Then something changed. After two days of silence, she approached him and quietly told him that the deal with the Met was off. She'd seen the piece up close and he was right about its being inferior and possibly a late copy.
"Good for you," he said, and meant it sincerely.
He hoped they had turned a corner but couldn't help noticing that the light had gone out of Catherine's eyes. Three days later, a frigid Saturday in February, coming out of the auction at Sotheby's, she was gunned down.
[::]
Jackson was aware of Nellie's breathing, the way she touched his knee, her uh-huhs in the boring parts to remind him she hadn't lost interest, and her soft oh-Gods when the story turned ugly.
Three months ago, Jackson had told the same story to Dan O'Hara. It had been a turning point— the night he poured two quarts of Bombay gin into the sink. The story was acted out with pacing, shouts, insane repetitions, circumlocutions and angry sobs. Dan had stuck with him for hours and hours till the whole horrendous tale was out and he had held Jackson in his arms to stop the uncontrollable shaking. It was the kind of Wagnerian night that forms legendary friendships.
Tonight was different. Jackson spoke with a comforting numbness. He had great empathy for the characters, but they were small and slightly unreal. It surprised him. It was a good sign. He could monitor Nellie's reactions instead of wallowing in his own. Good sign.
He shifted around and caught her hand in his. "I think everything will be all right."
[::]
When Nellie awoke, dizzy-blue sky from the giant windows pressed in on her, forced her to snap her eyes shut, and made her pull the quilted coverlet over her head. She lay in Jackson's bed on top of the bedspread, still in yesterday's clothes. Last night, after his story, Jackson had guided her here, kissed her hair and left the room. She'd expected him back. Her heart had pounded as she stretched out on the bed, eager to have him undress her, languidly, lustily, just like the old days... But she'd fallen asleep. He had come back, but only to throw a blanket over her. Damn.
Coffee aroma filled the air. Footsteps. Peeking out from the cover, she saw Jackson enter the room.
The daylight was too strong. She covered her face again. How had Jackson endured months of depression without draperies to close?
The bed shifted under his weight and a hand pressed against her back. He whispered, "Morning, beautiful."
Nellie exposed her face and squinted at him as he leaned toward her. Sunlight reflected in his eyes. The most truly black eyes she'd ever seen were, in the brightest light, indigo, like star sapphires. He smiled, touched her nose, her bottom lip, and offered her his coffee. She sat up and sipped.
She rubbed the sleeve of his jacket. "You're all tweedy."
"Comfortable for traveling."
"Oh. I forgot. I guess I was hoping you'd forget too. Who is it you're going with?"
"Anna Gailani. Someone my dad sent round to see me, believe it or not, former student of his." He ran his fingers along her arms. "I don't want to go, but I can use the money." He took the cup from her hand. "Can you stick around?" His fingertips began to trace the contours of her face.
"Yes... There's... plenty... I can..."
Her breathless reply trailed off as he leaned over to touch noses, then brush his lips against hers. "I'm afraid, Nellie," he whispered. "Afraid... to get too close... to touch. It's time for me— you're being here— it would be good— like the old days..." With a big sigh, he closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers. "Shit, I feel like I'm sixteen again."
"Oh, baby." She wrapped her arms around him and they hugged. "There's no rush, no pressure. I'll hang around for a few days, we'll see what happens. It's not like we haven't courted each other a dozen times before."
She heard the chuckle rumble in his chest and didn't know if she'd be able to tear herself away from him, when the door buzzer rang.
With a nibble at her lower lip, Jackson pulled away and left the room.
Nellie's suitcase was still sitting unopened near the front door, but she couldn't bear walking out in her rumpled dress, so she, quick, found a pair of Jackson's sweatpants and took a white shirt from the hook in his closet. Walking into the great room, she ran her fingers through her hair just as Jackson was letting in a pair of men in suits.
Jackson had turned tight-lipped and pale. The visitors scowled at her.
"Nellie, these are Detectives Gianbattista and Lobos. They worked on Catherine's case."
"Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Jackson. If this isn't a good time—"
"I have to leave shortly for the airport, but if it won't take more than a few minutes?"
"Just a few." The older of the two detectives looked pointedly at Nellie. "But we could come back if—"
"No problem. Nellie's an old friend. She's aware of it all."
The four of them sat at the big walnut dining table.
"See, it's like this here, Mr. Jackson. We been getting some heat to re-open the Denforth case."
"From the Denforth family?"
"Nah, from on high. Like from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, who they say they're getting calls from Interpol. So it's like international."
Jackson frowned at Nellie. "What do you know about this?"
With a straight face, she shrugged and shifted her eyes back to the detective. But she knew that her new friend at Interpol had promised to make some phone calls, to encourage the NYPD to stay active on the case.
"I don't get it," Jackson said. "You said the investigation hit a dead-end."
"It is a dead-end and that's especially why the Captain hates it when he gets calls from the Feds. So the reason we came by is to tell you, if you got friends in high places, re-opening this case is gonna get you nothing but grief. We're sorry we don't got anything on anybody but I'm here to tell you we did our job to the utmost of our abilities and there's nothing to get. I hate like hell chalking up another killing to a random drive-by because the families never understand and it's one more nail in our collective coffin, but we exhausted every lead. Detective Lobos here personally tracked down everybody who publicly sold any Gandarian—"
"Gandharan," Nellie corrected.
"Gandharan pieces. Plus any other name those sellers would give us. We had a lot of help from people who liked Ms. Denforth. What I'm saying is, we don't have a clue."
"Black market dealers don't show up at public auctions." Nellie couldn't contain herself.
The detective stuck out his hand toward her. "Joe Gianbattista, ma'am. Who might you be?"
Nellie shook his hand. "Nellie Mackenzie. I'm an antiquities dealer. You hear about these guys in our business, especially if you do a lot of international trade."
"Do you have any names you want to suggest, Ms. Mackenzie?"
"As a matter of fact I do."
She tried to ignore Jackson's scowl as she went to her purse and dug out the Filofax. She pulled out an envelope containing scraps of paper, assorted business cards, and a list of five names she'd compiled from her inquiries. "Look at this."
The detectives bent their heads over the list for a moment, Gianbattista pointed to one of the names, then Lobos shook his head. "These guys are, like, all over the world. Iran, Beirut— do we even have diplomatic relations with these places?"
"Does that mean you're not interested?" she asked.
"No, no, we'll make some calls," Gianbattista said wearily. "Okay if we take this along?"
"Yes," she said. "But what about this one right here?" She reached across and tapped her finger on the last listing: Gulbuddin "Gil" Khalis. He was located in Manhattan.
"Gil Khalis. Yeah," Lobos said. "We know him. British citizen. Green card. Clean as a whistle."
"That's ridiculous. His name is associated with half a dozen investigations in New York State alone. US Customs can't wait to nail him."
Lobos shrugged. "We got nothing. In fact, he was having his own problems at the time of Ms. Denforth's death. When we inquired about him, he was in the hospital recovering from a suicide attempt— shot himself. Collapsed a lung. We couldn't drum up any connection between the two events."
"Do you have any personal knowledge of Mr. Khalis?" Gianbattista asked.
"Never met him," Nellie said.
With an exaggerated sweep of his eyes, Gianbattista turned back to Jackson. "Mr. Jackson. Last February you were in a lot of pain. We soft-pedaled some of the garbage connected with this case—"
"Hard to imagine," Jackson said.
"But I gotta come clean with you today, Mr. Jackson. I gotta tell you how it's gonna go down if we have to start asking questions all over again and the press gets a hold of it."
Jackson looked again at Nellie, this time more pointedly. "All right."
"Ms. Denforth had wealth and a little celebrity, what with her skiing in the Olympics and all. Last February you tried to convince us she was whacked— excuse me, murdered— because of a deal over some old statue. Prosecutors have a hard time selling that to juries— no passion involved, understand what I'm sayin'?"
"But there was quite a lot of money—" Jackson started in.
Gianbattista held up a hand. "The statue deal isn't getting anyone excited. What could boomerang on you, however, Mr. Jackson, is this affair Ms. Denforth was having with an unknown party."
"I told you about that," Jackson said.
"Yes, and I was very delicate about it— kept that part of the investigation very discreet. We didn't see any need to burden Ms. Denforth's mother with those details. But I gotta tell you, Mr. Jackson, there's nothing more that woman Violet Denforth would like to see than you fryin' in hell for the death of her daughter. "
"I have no idea what you're talking about," Jackson said.
"Before the murder," Gianbattista continued, "somebody apparently hired a private detective to follow Ms. Denforth and her lover— maybe it was you?"
Jackson shook his head.
"Couple days after the murder, I got these mailed to me at the precinct house. Looks like private detective work— secret cameras, telephoto kind of garbage. Sent them anonymously, impossible to trace. All they did was corroborate what you told us— that your lady was... complicated. But still probably a random victim."
Lobos cut in. "But now the DA is getting pressure to give the case a higher profile, to get an indictment on the books."
Gianbattista reached into his jacket, pulled out some folded papers and waved them at Jackson. "I don't like doing this. But you need to know that jealousy is what juries understand, Mr. Jackson. Jealousy. Prosecuting a pathetic little art dealer for a disagreement over a statue... it doesn't go anywhere. But jealosy. Crimes of passion. That's what brings convictions. If these get into the DA's hands, you might find that it's you who needs a defense attorney, Mr. Jackson."
He tossed the papers in front of Jackson. "So tell your pals at Interpol that with friends like them you don't need enemies."
Jackson flipped the papers open and the high color that the discussion had generated in his cheeks drained. He winced. Nellie could see from across the table that they were color copies of photographs, several to a page. They showed a couple having sex, each with a spot of sunset orange— Cathy's glimmering hair. She saw the rest in Jackson's face.
Yes, Nellie had made pals with a guy at Interpol headquarters. She'd used her charm to get him to pull some strings. Now, in Jackson's face, she saw the blowback of her effort to help out, to win the day, to be the heroine who rescues him from his nightmare. Way to go, Scarlett.
Staring at the tabletop, Jackson refolded the pages, sharpened the creases with his thumbnail, and slid them back toward the detective. He stood up. His chair tipped backwards but he caught it before it fell.
"I have a plane to catch now, gentleman. Thank you for stopping by."
His eyes still lowered, he picked up his leather duffle bag and headed for the door. Nellie jumped up and ran after him.
"Jacks, wait."
He raised his eyes to hers. "Don't be here when I get back." Then he left, leaving the door gaping behind him.
Dan O'Hara couldn't have been more surprised to see his wife walking through the door of his office. Marjorie Galbraith MD rarely deigned to appear at "the gym."
"What's the occasion?" He motioned for her to sit on the couch with him.
She chose the side chair in front of his desk. "Every once in a while I need to take a day off to deal with the little practical matters of life." She ran a hand through her short hair. It was blonder than usual. Her eyes shifted from him to the books and magazines and manila folders stacked in neat piles on his work table.
"It's time for us to get a divorce, Daniel." She let him sit in stunned silence for a minute as she continued to avoid his eye. "I... well, I decided to leave the hospital and join Ted Lowenstein's practice. They're going to pay off my student loans and— "
"You're going into cosmetic? For rich ladies who want to get rid of their wattles? What a waste of talent."
Marjorie reared up in her seat. "You're the saint in the family. I never pretended to be. "
Dan picked at a callus on his hand and studied his dirty shoelaces. His mind was a jumble. What was he suddenly afraid of? He couldn't think.
"Give me time," he finally said. "Let's meet later on for dinner, go back to the apartment. Don't you think we ought to give ourselves another chance? If you don't have surgery in the morning, we could have a couple drinks, relax, have a good long talk about where we're headed."
"Daniel! For God's sake, I have a boyfriend, haven't you noticed? I want a life, not an arrangement. I want to travel, I want to entertain, I want to stroll through the park. Ben and I are even talking about having a kid."
A kid? The air disappeared from Dan's lungs. "If you wanted a kid, why didn't you say something sooner? We could have one—"
"I stopped taking the pill four years ago. Where have you been? Can't have a kid without sex, Daniel. I learned it in medical school."
She paused long enough for Dan's blush to flare.
"It's not that I don't care for you." Her tone had softened. "We went through a lot together. But whoever, whatever it is you long for now— let's be honest— it isn't me."
"Fine," he managed to say.
"Next time you see Connie, you can have her draw up something. You know, whatever you think is fair and I'll sign—"
He studied the callus again. "No. Do it by the book. Connie's my friend, my lawyer. You get yourself a lawyer and serve me with papers, all right? Your idea, your project. Whatever you think is fair."
[::]
Dan left his office two minutes behind Marjorie. Candi was hovering outside his door, fiddling with the controls for the sound system. She had apparently just discovered the Beatles and started playing the umpteenth Beatles CD of the day. Dan had fallen in love with Marjorie when the Beatles were more popular than Jesus.
With a smooth motion he punched the OFF button, plucked out the CD and flung it against the inside edge of the metal wastebasket with enough force to tip it over, with a bang.
"Nobody wants to hear that sentimental crap anymore. Tune the fucking thing to the music service where it's supposed to be— we pay enough for it."
Candi glared at him.
[::]
Dan sat in the steam room, a towel across his knees, face in his hands, body doubled around the loneliness.
He heard the door open and the unmistakable squeak of Louie's wheelchair.
"Whatsa matter, boy-o?"
"Nothing," Dan replied.
"Candi said you went apeshit on her."
"I didn't go apeshit."
A massive hand slapped down on his shoulder. "So what's the idea hiding out here?"
"Nothing's the matter. Nothing."
"Back giving you trouble?" His thumb probed a knot.
"Ow, goddammit— no." He didn't want to cry. Not in front of Louie. Not for Marjorie. "Later, Louie, okay? I need a few minutes to myself. Nothing's the matter."
Louie's tapped a knuckle against Dan's skull. "Whatever. I'm here for you. You know it." Then he wheeled out.
Dan watched the door slowly swing shut. His old college buddy was indebted to him. Louie had built up the athletic club till a series of surgeries threatened to undermine his life's work. Dan arrived from Rochester with an infusion of cash from his father's life insurance and a hundred hours a week of energy. Their business partnership saved Louie from permanent dependence on his wife's law practice and salvaged his dignity in the eyes of his three adopted kids. Louie was in high gear again and the club was a boon to them both.
[::]
Nellie sat on the couch rolling the thin strips of paper into tight little balls— the ripped up photographs of Cathy Denforth and her lover. She had studied them first, forcing herself to observe the engulfing pleasure on Cathy's face. The photos were grainy copies of copies and little could be discerned of the lover, his face either not shown or torn away— a phantom. They were devastating portraits of infidelity and spite. She studied them, imagining herself to be Jackson, seeing the love of his life indulging in pleasures he would never think to inflict. Nellie knew Jackson's lovemaking: it was all tenderness and warmth, a mingling of textures and sensations, a duet, never a contest, never a game.
Putting herself in Jackson's shoes, she stared at the pictures till her face burned and her eyes flooded with angry tears.
"Insanity."
Nellie tore the photocopies into thin strips, began balling them up and flicking them one by one into a Sung Dynasty vase that she'd set on the floor in front of her.
This visit had been her last chance. Had she been too sentimental about a relationship that hadn't really worked from the start? Overconfident in the cure of time? Too abso-fucking-lutely cocky that her effort to nail Cathy's murderer would fan the flames of passion?
"Yoo-hoo!"
Nellie jumped.
She turned to see Dan O'Hara standing in the doorway. "Door was unlatched. " He glanced around. No smile. Heaviness in his eyes.
"Enter. He's gone." She flicked another ball of pornography into the vase. "What's wrong with you?"
"My wife asked for a divorce." He went to the refrigerator.
"So forget the ginger ale and the fake beer, kiddo. Go raid the wine closet." Dan shifted over to one of the cabinets. "Grab anything labelled gran cru clas. We'll drink it from the bottle."
His wan smile turned crooked. "Don't know why I should be upset. It's been a mockery of a marriage— lost steam back in Rochester." His shoulders rose and fell with a deep sigh as he concentrated on removing the cork.
By the time he joined her, she'd finished her grim game and reached for the bottle. She'd acquired enough culture since her teen-aged exodus from Arkansas to know, without reading the label, that she'd taken a rude mouthful of a dusty Margaux. She swished it around like mouthwash, then let it slide down her throat. She wiped her chin on the sleeve of Jackson's white shirt.
"Excellent, dahling." She handed the bottle back.
He sipped tentatively. A beer man.
"Now," she said. "Let's exchange stories about mock marriages. I'm the host, so I'll go first. There I was, a flower child of nineteen, doing a Junior Year Abroad in Florence— fine arts, dontcha know— and I find Mr. Most-Eligible-Bachelor-on-the-Continent groping the Renaissance statuary and procrastinating about a PhD thesis. I go mad for him." She took another deep swallow of wine. "I let him touch my boobs. He croons Gershwin songs in my ear as we spin around dance floors in posh clubs. I teach him to smoke pot. He teaches me to savor wine. Next thing you know, I'm walking down the aisle of some four-hundred-year-old cathedral in a Victorian wedding dress. He loves his undisciplined flower child, his sexy Cherokee princess."
She watched Dan drink more freely now from the bottle and noticed his tongue lap a drop from the lip of the bottle, then she took another swig herself and handed it back. "But he also wants to fix me. Some of it's okay, like coaching me to stop saying y'all, like teaching me the art market. Some of it's unbearable. We argue over my hair, over my clothes, over what kind of bloody brassiere makes my tits look respectable. He wants to call me Helen. Helen Jackson, WASP wife."
Suddenly, her eyes blurred with tears and her throat constricted. "I loved him so much and now he's done with me."
She went to bury her head in her arms but Dan caught her in his. "Don't cry, sweetheart, don't cry." A hand ran across her ear and through her hair.
"He flew away to Hong Kong," she wailed. "Told me not to be here when he gets back. I blew it. I blew it. I'm so sad."
"It's okay, it's okay," he cooed as he nuzzled his face against hers. "Hang on to me. There, there."
His hand grazed the side of her breast and his breath caught for a moment. What a lovely man. She started to pull away from him but didn't quite.
"Coupla lonely hearts." She picked up the wine bottle, surprised to see it nearly empty. She waved the bottle toward him, caressed his lips with it, watched the reaction in his eyes, tipped the bottle just enough to dribble the liquid into his mouth. His hands had come to rest on her thighs, turned three-quarters toward him. "Your turn to talk."
"Different story. Same results. Breathless teenagers, making out to Sonny & Cher— shy jock, class brain. I give up Notre Dame to follow her to Cornell. She goes to medical school, I go to rehab for a broken back. Get married. She goes on to surgery. I work two jobs and try to keep my dad out of a nursing home. He dies. We grab an opportunity for fame and fortune in the Big Apple... Fast forward five years. The boy-o's got money in the bank and a long stretch of loneliness to show for it." His eyes caught hers. "Tired of it. Really tired of it."
Nellie ran her hand along Dan's neck and reached around to the elastic that held his hair. She pulled it off, let it drop. "Me too," she whispered, letting herself work up a little knot of anger toward Jackson, not only for throwing her out, but also for not wanting to make sheet-ripping love to her last night or this morning. She combed through Dan's hair with her fingers. It was damp, longer than it looked pulled back, sexy as hell. "Been lugging around the same damn pack of condoms for nigh on a century."
"Oh..."
She pulled his face close to hers and rubbed noses. "That foot massage yesterday was not the work of a man who enjoys loneliness."
"No."
She watched him unbutton her shirt and slip it off her with aching slowness. As he unclasped her bra, he found the jagged scar that snaked between her breasts, down to her waist.
"You were hurt."
"Fought with some hillbilly boys when I was nine. Junior Klansmen— decided to carve a cross on my half-breed chest. They only got part-way before I kicked the ringleader in the balls. Too poor to get proper stitches. Mama was sure I'd be flat-chested."
"Poor baby." He leaned over to kiss the scar.
"I like that," she whispered, lying back, pulling him with her, thinking she might faint with pleasure as she slipped his shirt up to feel the muscles in his back.
Then, to her surprise, he pulled away. "I'll get some... I think... more wine." He touched her cheek. "Better... slow down."
"Wait," she said. "There's something I haven't done yet." She guided his face toward hers again. She watched his green eyes close, observed the curve of his nose and the flecks of gray in his eyebrows, felt the stab of pleasure as their mouths pressed together, even as she realized what a terrible mistake she was making. Yet she continued to dissolve into him. He felt too safe. He felt too good, she was too vulnerable, too lonely and should have never suggested the wine. Too, too damn good.
[::]
Arriving at Kennedy Airport, Jackson was still rattled. What had possessed Nellie to butt into Catherine's murder? Everything about it, everything leading up to it was so sordid. One time through the wringer, baring his failures to smirking police detectives, was all a man could take.
But Nellie wasn't really to blame. How could she have known what a tangled mess it was? On the other hand, what business was it of hers? Except that she loved him— Jackson had always known that. So, okay, he wasn't ready to be loved and he wasn't ready to accept anyone's help. But he'd accepted Dan's, hadn't he? Hung on to Dan's attention like he'd hung on to his Bombay gin. That worked out okay, didn't it? He'd made a friend and God knows he had precious few these days. In fact, he wondered if he'd had any at all during the past ten years, whether they'd all really been Catherine's friends, and merely endured his company. They disappeared fast enough when she died.
The thoughts ricocheted around his brain till he wanted to scream. It was a relief to see Anna walk toward him. Dragging a massive suitcase, she smiled at him, radiant, evoking a Julia Margaret Cameron photograph, soft-focus and fairy-tale beautiful in tints of pink and tan. He smiled back.
"Looks like you're going to Hong Kong for more than a couple days," he said, composing a professional face. At least he could keep from making hash of his first foray back into the world of work.
She kept walking. "We don't have a minute to spare."
Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Jackson followed.
[::]
Somewhere over the Midwest, Jackson switched their banter to business. "Say, how about briefing me on this deal I'm helping you with?"
"Oh, there's plenty of time for that."
"It's just that my curiosity is running high. To pay my way to Hong Kong, to pay fifteen grand commission. The sale of a Tang piece worth that kind of commission ought to be easy enough to close on your own."
"Maybe I don't want my client to know who I am."
Jackson suddenly regretted the impulse that made him take this trip without more information. "I assume, if you know Bill Jackson, you know his son's not about to get stuck in Hong Kong in the middle of some big illegal transaction. The merchandise better have a clean provenance and the owner better have clear title. If you're the owner, I want to see the bill of sale, okay?"
He was talking to the seat-back in front of him. When she didn't answer, he turned to look at her.
She blinked. "It's uncanny," she said coolly, "how much you remind me of Bill."
Jackson felt his momentum die. "What does that mean?"
"Really," she went on. "The way your voice growls when you lower it. And your gestures— no, it's more than merely gestures— it's the whole sensuous picture. It matters to you, doesn't it, the feel of cotton against your skin, the heaviness of a silver fork in your hand, the texture of a good wine in your mouth. Do you think perfume ruins the natural fragrance of skin?"
Jackson felt the onset of heartburn. "Is that the kind of nonsense my father feeds his students these days?"
She smiled slightly, without irony. The flight attendant passed with the beverage cart. Jackson took coffee, Anna decaf. She took a long time opening three packets of sugar and watching them dissolve on the surface of the black liquid. Then she stirred.
"Jackson," she finally said, still watching the stirrer's gentle movement. "Or do you like Johnny? Your father calls you Johnny sometimes. Your father said I could rely on you one hundred percent."
"Johnny, huh?" She must know Bill pretty well and yet... "My father's written me every week for the past seven months. He's given me a dozen leads for work, from a faculty opening at Mount Holyoke to a guy looking for a partner at a new gallery in Bangor, Maine, so I'm wondering why he never mentioned recommending me to you."
She looked out the window, at the glare of a formless cloud bank. "I thought we dealt with that yesterday. Bill doesn't think private dealing in antiquities is a proper profession. So all right, he didn't give me a direct reference like If you've got Tang sculpture to sell, my Johnny's the one and only. Of course not. He doesn't know the business at all. I know what your credentials are. I know what your specialties are. What I learned from Bill is not only the ordeal you've endured these months, but what a man of integrity you are—"
"Oh, please, where are my hip boots. Bill made a career out of telling me what a fuck-up I am, singing a Cassandra song over every important decision I ever made. You can't tell me—"
"It's only because you didn't take the safe path in life like your older brothers. Parents want safety for their children, not adventure, not risk, not sorrow." Her eyes were bright with sincerity. "But he has a lot of faith in you. He told me."
It was hard for Jackson to imagine such a conversation between Bill and this young woman. Had the starched-collar geezer gone soft? Or maybe— now there was a thought— maybe Johnny's sorrows were also Bill's. Bill had never liked the Denforth family. Said they got their millions through government concessions and corrupt tax shelters. And he'd been cordial, but cool toward Catherine. He intimated once, long ago, that he really preferred Nellie, which surprised the hell out of Jackson since Bill— and his mother Chloe too— nearly had a stroke over his marrying a teen-aged girl and stood by waiting for the baby announcement.
So when Catherine died, Jackson figured his parents were horrified like they'd be of any senseless murder, but never thought of them as mourning, never thought of them as feeling any pain over their son's crisis. He assumed the weekly letters from Bill were a duty: Taylor's screwed up again, better crank out some fatherly wisdom. He had not imagined anything like empathy.
Jackson pressed a thumb against his teeth to hold back a surge of emotion. How wrapped up in himself he'd been not to think his tragedy mattered to his parents? He cleared his throat finally and asked, "When did you graduate from Yale?"
"Oh... ten or so years ago."
"But you still see Bill?"
"Oh, sure. We have an apartment in Connecticut where we store most of our merchandise and I do most of my business up there, so I zip over to New Haven once in a while. Like I said, Bill was a great mentor— still able to keep my head focused on the economics of the business, rather than the emotion. Easy to get emotional over beautiful art, isn't it?"
"Like keeping the best stuff instead of selling it? Like buying with your heart— like a collector does— instead of with your next mortgage payment in mind? Yeah, I know."
Jackson lay his head back on the seat and let the familiar roar of jet engines sooth him. He wished Anna were more forthright. Wished she would talk about the deal instead of invoking his father's so-called confidence in him.
Then he was struck by an unexpected memory. Christmas eve. Six weeks after his sixteenth birthday. First time out on a date with his father's DeSoto. He had only recently grown tall enough to look eye to eye with his old man. Bill cupped his hand as he gave him the keys. Warm hands. All right, Taylor, you got your wish, his father growled. Giving you these keys means I trust you with our family car. Furthermore— and I'm only going to say this once— giving you these keys also means I trust you to respect the young ladies you escort in our car. Hear me, Johnny? The words had imposed a powerful obligation.
He looked back at Anna. Her eyes were drooping shut. Her hand reached out and covered his.
"Oh, yes, I forgot to ask," she said drowsily. "If you need cash right away, I can set up some electronic transfers from my account in New York and pay you immediately."
"I thought your business account was tapped out. That your partner was ready to kill you over it."
"Oh that." She withdrew her hand and sighed. "If you want to know the truth, his wanting to kill me has nothing to do with our accounts."
Her words startled him. "Anna, are you serious? Is something terribly wrong?" He turned to see red splotches once more on her cheeks.
Her attempt to laugh was shallow and barely disguised another sigh. "You're so gullible, Jackson."
[::]
New York City
When Nellie woke, sky roiled past the massive windows. It looked like a plate of raw oysters. She lay on her side, Dan's back pressed against hers. The clock on Jackson's nightstand said 4 o'clock. Next to the clock was a half-empty tub of Tums, a worn book on symbolism in Tibetan Buddhist art, and a radio— remedies for sleepless nights. And there, a few feet away, on the window sill directly in front of her, was an ancient and graceful antelope headdress from west Africa, its perfect lines and asymmetrical balance another sort of tonic.
Nellie hugged a pillow. Her heart ached for Jackson. No one in her life had ever touched her so deeply or inspired her more. He made her grow up, he made her take business seriously, he guided her natural intuition about dealing with different types of buyers and sellers, he taught her to survive on the road, alone.
How would he ever fully recover when Cathy's killer was merrily going about his business, likely choosing the next set of lives to ruin? It outraged Nellie that the police were shrugging it off, outraged her that they couldn't do the right thing and protect Jackson from accusations and scandal. She found herself making small pounding motions with her fist on the mattress as Dan stirred behind her.
"My pa's a civil rights activist," she said.
"Mine was a fireman." He rolled over and put a hand on her waist.
"Well, not by profession. I mean, he's a school teacher by profession but he's always outraged by one thing or another, how people treat each other, you know? That's how he met my ma. Her first husband, Grace and Marty's dad, he was a black man got lynched for a rape he had no opportunity to commit. It was a cause celèbre for a while. Harry Mackenzie, he was right there in the middle of it and wound up falling in love with my ma and her three little kids— Harlan was the oldest one— nobody knows about his pa. It's always something with Harry. Every time I get back to my apartment in London, there's a stack of mail from Amnesty International or Asia Watch. He thinks I travel so much I should see what I can do about the political prisoners."
Dan gave her shoulder a squeeze.
"It's too abstract for me," she went on. "Always was. He's the kind wrote letters to the editor, marched and lobbied at the state house, lectured us about all being the same in God's eyes, but we were the ones, us little kids, who heard the daily taunts and fended off the hostile fists for being half-breeds in a mixed-breed household. When it gets personal, that's when the outrage hits me."
"Didn't he do something about those boys who cut you?"
"He tried. But nothing ever happened, except mama had one of her ‘nervous breakdowns' and us kids were forbidden to go anywhere or do anything for a while. I think pa was stymied because the boys who did it were only nine or ten themselves and there wasn't anything he could do about their parents. But I wasn't so sophisticated. I flew around in a red rage for weeks, months— picking fights, buddying up with kids whose folks let them shoot guns, attacking the woodpile with an ax. Marty and Grace probably saved me from being sent off to some institution by diverting me into sports."
She paused to remember those endless summer days, with either sister or brother at her side, sprinting, pitching, batting, sliding, catching, till she dropped into an exhausted heap each night, the hard core of her anger corroding, dissolving, and finally washing away enough to let her hear again her pa's words about "all God's children."
"But I have a beaut of a scar to remind me every day that injustice is not an abstraction. It's one-to-one. It's personal." She twisted around to face Dan, pulling the sheets over her as she went. "And this shit with Jackson and the police not being able to lay a finger on whoever killed Cathy is personal with me. I'm not going to see a man I love treated this way." She saw the shadow pass over Dan's face. "He kicked me out, remember?"
"Uh-h-h..."
She put a finger against his lips. "Don't say anything. These past few hours have been a gift." And one of the most hare-brained things she'd done in months. Dan had too many things to work out for himself and she didn't have the patience to deal with him right now. "No regrets, okay?"
She was letting her eyes drift shut when a strain in her neck made them snap open. "It wasn't you, was it?" Nellie grabbed his wrist. "Was it? Were you the one having the affair with Cathy? Was it?"
He gaped at her, his cheeks turning strawberry red. "What are you talking about? Are you kidding?"
She sat up to face him, hand still hanging on to his. "It would have been so convenient, you being right downstairs practically twenty-four hours a day, office with a dead bolt, big comfy old couch. Did your wife hire the private detective? Is that why—?"
"Stop." He yanked his hand away. "I told you Cathy wouldn't give me the time of day. How could you—? Didn't we just—? Please."
Was she crazy? She pressed fingers to his lips and rested her head on his shoulder. "I'm sorry. I'm so easily rattled these days— not good." She took his hand back. It was broad, like her brother Marty's. Big and protective. Good for plucking her out of danger. She needed to concentrate on Dan's hands, not his eyes. His eyes were too full of alarm. His hands were what she needed. "Let's get back on an even keel here, okay? I need you— your friendship right now, okay?" Her mind was racing.
"What can I do for you?"
"Let me take a quick shower. While I do that— have you seen where Jackson keeps his guidebooks?" The idea of trying to reach Jackson, to apologize and to calm his fury toward her, had taken hold. Her moment of suspicion about Dan vanished as quickly as it had appeared. "He should have one for Hong Kong and hotels will be marked— places he's stayed in the past. Save me from starting from scratch. And then we'll have dinner. Friends."
[::]
While leftovers simmered on the stove and Dan took his shower, Nellie dug out a frayed business card for Gulbuddin Khalis, one of her five candidates for Cathy's murderer. She always claimed she'd go to hell and back for Taylor Jackson, so here was her chance to prove it. She dialed.
"Gil Khalis here."
"Yes, hello. My name is Nellie Mackenzie. I'm so pleased to find you there this late in the afternoon."
"My home away from home, Miss Mackenzie. How might I help you?" His voice was cultured British, warm and inviting.
"Well, I'm a dealer in Asian antiquities— jades, terracottas, netsuke— I specialize in the small items, very early pieces, though I've been known to deal larger items when the opportunities are right." She concentrated on making her breathing slow and deep, her voice resonant and confident. "I'm based in London, tend to be fairly continually on the road across Europe and Asia. Rarely get back to the States."
"You don't say. I was raised in London, though haven't been back in years. Will you be coming 'round to the gallery?"
"Yes, that's why I'm calling. Yusef Khan in Beirut gave me your name as someone I might look up when I got back here. Will you be available tomorrow?"
"Yusef Khan. Small world. Yes, do come by tomorrow. Say, tenish?"
"Wonderful." She confirmed the address and hung up. Her heart was pounding. She'd made an appointment either with a simple antiquities smuggler or with the murderous devil himself, all full of lilting charm.
[::]
Seattle, Washington
Jackson and Anna passed quickly through to the international terminal at Sea-Tac. Their connection was tight. The plane was already boarding when they reached the gate, but Jackson needed to make a phone call. Dan O'Hara had a set of keys to his apartment and the code to set the alarm system, but unless Nellie said something he had no idea that Jackson was leaving town. He wanted Dan to make sure the place was locked up. Maybe he also wanted to know if Nellie was still there.
But Anna was adamant. "Look, there are lines at every phone. If we miss this plane, everything will be screwed up. I'm sure your friends will look after things for you and you can call as soon as we get to Hong Kong. Please."
Jackson gave in.
Years of travel did not make trans-Pacific flights any easier, especially squeezed into a middle seat in coach when he had fond memories of first class. But the farther they got from his Manhattan exile-in-place, the strain of hiding out among so many familiar things began to loosen its grip. He felt it in his shoulders. The miles brought relief to the cramping threat of running into someone who'd want an explanation, relief to the pinching reminders of a life— two lives— gone awry.
Why hadn't he thought of this before: take the money and run. Flee to a place where he might have lived for years on dollars a day. Funny how he'd thought getting rid of Catherine's furniture and clothes would heal the pain, but all it did was create a vacuum. He thought ripping down her draperies would force light back into his life, but it only kept him trapped in the swirl of New York City around him. He should have run away.
As the burden of months lifted, however, Jackson thought more about Nellie. Storming out had been stupid. It's one thing if you're storming down to the corner tavern, but really stupid to storm to the opposite side of the planet. He was tired of storming.
Nellie had probably gone already, but, as he traveled in the daze induced by the roar of jet engines and the passing of time zones, the desire to call her grew.
Their reunion, overall, had been sweet. He had nearly forgotten how her pure physicality could envelope him. That was because they'd always parted snarling at each other and he'd remember only her willfulness.
So maybe he was getting old. Maybe he'd spent all his vinegar on Catherine. Either way, he didn't want another angry separation from Nellie. He wanted to call her, to talk it through, to hear the ghost of an Arkansas twang, to hear her say she'd meet him somewhere— anywhere.
China
By the time they arrived in Hong Kong, Jackson felt the sandpapery combination of excitement and exhaustion. An immigration line, a taxi ride, a hotel room, and a call to Nellie. Then, a few hours sleep on a real bed and he'd be ready for business.
But Anna, who'd been speaking in Chinese with the gate staff, was walking in the opposite direction. "We're in luck," she said with a big smile. She had slept like a baby throughout the flight. "We're here in time to make the original connections I planned."
He couldn't muster more than a blank look.
"Canton. Come on."
"Canton? Why?"
"We'll be catching another flight from there. Is there a problem?"
His brain functioned enough to realize she'd never actually said the deal was in Hong Kong, only that they'd be going to Hong Kong, which they did and now they were leaving for the interior of the People's Republic of China. Was there a problem? Only that dealing in Tang dynasty terracottas within mainland China was a crime punishable by death. So he wanted a challenge, didn't he?
He loped along after her. "I don't have a visa."
"I'm taking care of it." She held up the packet that contained both their tickets and passports. Her smile was broad. "I didn't dream we'd be able to make this connection. Hurry. If we miss this flight, we could be delayed for days."
Anna was downright elated. He'd known a few dealers like that in his day, dealers whose purest emotions were tied up in the trade, but Anna didn't seem the type. He wondered what else was driving her. What was she escaping from? What was she running to? Or who?
He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and followed.
When the flight was delayed, he excused himself from Anna's nervous eye but, instead of heading for the men's room, he rushed to a pay phone. His calling card was good in Hong Kong but it wouldn't be worth squat where they were going in China.
He listened to the ring, praying he'd left the phone plugged in and praying that Nellie had somehow decided to stay.
A sleepy voice said, "Hello?"
He gushed: "Nellie, thank goodness you're still there. I've been—"
"Jackson? It's you? I can't believe it—"
They were both talking at once, her voice as relieved and animated as his own.
"Where are you staying?" she asked. "I found your Hong Kong guidebook and was planning to call every hotel till I found you."
"I have to confess, traveling's been a tonic for me— just getting out of Manhattan— but I've been thinking of you the whole way. Wishing I hadn't run off like that. Wishing we'd had more time together. Wishing I hadn't taken this job. Wishing you were the one I'm traveling with. And hoping you hadn't disappeared from me again." He rubbed his hand across his stomach, full of longing.
"Damn it, Jackson, why is our timing so bad?" Her voice was thick with emotion. "I was nursing the idea that maybe we'd outgrown all the craziness, that somehow this time—"
"It isn't too late, I swear. Look, this deal with Anna— I'm skeptical. It's not in Hong Kong at all. We're waiting for a flight to Canton, then on to Urumqi, with a final destination in Kashgar."
"Kashgar— Jesus, it's—"
"I know, the bloody end of the universe. I'm worried that any deal she's putting together there can't be on the up and up. The only legitimate customer for antiquities in the heart of China is the People's Republic itself and I don't get the idea that's who she's selling to. I need to confront her about it before we go any farther. If she expects to plant me in the middle of a smuggling caper, I'll be on my way home tomorrow. Otherwise— you can wait a few days? I could really use the work, even though it feels so crass to say and I wish it was you I was working with, you know that now, don't you?"
"Don't worry, okay? I have some things to keep me busy with and even if I'm away for a few days myself I'll leave a message on your answering machine, how's that?"
"You're leaving?"
"No, I don't know anything for sure, Jacks. It's just that I think it would help us out if we could finally put some closure on Cathy's murder, that's all. I promise to be truthful with you, Jacks, in everything this time."
I promise to be truthful: a Mackenzie red flag. He closed his eyes. "Meaning?"
A sharp intake of breath. "Don't react to what I'm about to say. Listen to me before you react. I contacted Gulbuddin Khalis yesterday. We're going to meet at his gallery later this morning. Just a stab in the dark and, hey, maybe I'll get some business going with him."
Don't react, he was telling himself. Don't react. His heart pounded. Take her advice. Save her life. Don't react. Because if you do, she'll hang up.
"Nellie? Darling? Let's make a deal, okay?" He began loosening his tie, which was suddenly strangling him.
"Yeah?" She was already digging in her heels, he could tell.
"I don't know Khalis and that makes me nervous to begin with. If he doesn't appear at auctions, if he's not part of the usual circles, it means his business may be very dirty— the kind of guy you just shouldn't know. He could be tied into organized crime, drug smuggling, counterfeiting, who knows. And God help us if he had anything to do with Catherine's death. It makes him a hundred times more dangerous." He manufactured a cough to clear the trembling from his voice. "I'm not being... overprotective... or neurotic... when I say you shouldn't walk within a country mile of the man. I want us, us, Nellie, to be together again. You staying safe will help me more than anything in the world right now. Stick with straight business, baby. Don't mess with the scum. For me, for us, okay, baby, please?"
"I won't take any risks, Jacks. I'm not a fool."
She didn't exactly meet the terms of the request. And yet he knew that coming right out and saying I don't want you to was a surefire way to send Nellie right into the heart of the prohibition.
"I'll be home in no time, Nellie. Wait for me."
"I love you," she answered. "Call back the minute you can. Bye-bye."
[::]
New York City
Nellie sat in bed clutching the cradled phone to her chest. Would he be furious at her for avoiding an airtight promise? Would he call back, full of lectures and admonishments? Or would he simply disappear forever?
Streaks of gray and pink were emerging from the night sky. The phone remained silent.
Where did he say he was going? Kashgar?
She switched on a lamp, scrambled across the bed, reached out to a stack of reference books piled under the nightstand and watched them spill across the floor as she grabbed the atlas from the middle of them.
Kashgar. Wasn't it in Xinjiang Province— western China? An oasis along the Silk Road? Fabled in song and story? Alexander the Great? Ghenghis Khan? Marco Polo? The Great Game? Jesus.
She flipped through the atlas till she found the right map. Kashgar. A thumbnail away from the old Soviet republics of Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Tadjikistan, and only slightly farther to the borders of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the ancient, disputed kingdom of Kashmir; surrounded by the infernal Takla Makan desert and the most frightening mountain ranges in the history of mankind: Tien Shan, Pamir, Hindu Kush, and Karakoram. Jesus.
The sting of tears caught her by surprise. She pressed her forehead against the page. He might as well be on the fucking moon.
So you're on your own, Scarlett. Not the first time, is it?
[::]
Nellie chose a green silk dress for her meeting with Gulbuddin Khalis.
Her bits of information added up. Khallis was one of a myriad dealers who specialized in stolen, smuggled and faked antiquities from Asia, but one of a handful with balls enough to trade in massive statuary, one of a handful of middlemen likely to be involved in a deal with the Met, charming enough to be working with Cathy Denforth, cautious enough to avoid Taylor Jackson, high-strung enough to commit murder for a deal gone wrong. And clever enough to fool the police. Nellie would work with him. If he wasn't the one, maybe he'd help her network to the next guy on her list. If there was one lesson she learned in her years as a dealer, it was that perseverance pays off.
But as she dressed, an old familiar feeling crept over her: competition with Cathy Denforth. They were both tall, athletic women but, where Cathy was a world-class ski racer, Nellie was a penny-ante racquetball hustler. Cathy was a blueblood, Nellie a hick. Cathy burned with a rare flame, from her untamed red hair to the light that shone from her clear blue eyes to that inner furnace that stoked her metabolism and provided her legendary stamina. On a good day, Nellie smoldered. Occasional sparks. But always outclassed by the august and scintillating Cath'ryn.
No, that wasn't how Jackson said her name, was it? No aristocratic trill to the R, no snap-of the-fingers Cath'ryn. He never called her Cathy, as the rest of the world did, but he applied his own earthy mark to her royal name: Cather'n. His Chicago growl: Cather'n.
Shit, she loved him. And, shit, she was still envious of a dead woman who had betrayed and humiliated him. And, shit, she wasn't dressing for Jackson. She was dressing for the man who killed the woman she so envied.
Khalis killed her. Yes.
She stripped off the silk dress and switched to a conservative maroon suit that smoothed out her curves and covered her knees and a white blouse that buttoned to the neck. Then she stood in front of the mirror and coaxed her hair into a French braid.
It's business, Scarlett. Don't get sidetracked.
At 9:40 she armed Jackson's security system with the code Dan had given her and took a cab to the upper eastside.
Khalis' gallery was typical of those that populated the middle stories of discreet buildings along Madison Avenue. Not for the walk-in trade. Not for the casual window shopper.
Nellie took the elevator up to a hushed corridor, rang a bell and was buzzed in. The small space inside had been designed for maximum effect: Turkmen carpets on the floor, soft lighting, and glass display cases. At a glance, she saw stone heads, bronze and clay figurines, and, on a pedestal in the center of the room, a richly carved ceiling beam from an Indian temple.
As she scanned the room, Gulbuddin Khalis stepped out from the shadows— a tall, slender man with a garish red beard. He smiled at her.
"You must be Nellie Mackenzie. How delightful to meet you." He clasped her hand in his. His large golden-brown eyes could only be described by a poet. "Do come into my office and join me for tea."
He led her around a computer workstation and past a row of filing cabinets into an office that was a jumble of boxes and papers, reeking of cigarette smoke. He sank into the executive chair behind his desk and motioned her to an armchair. "I believe there's a coffee table and settee somewhere in here but damned if I can find them. We're reorganizing. Perhaps moving back to London. That's why I'm anxious to get your opinion about the climate there for Asian art. About this tea, then. I'm tempted to do it up Paki style, boil it all up with lots of milk and sugar. I don't suppose I could interest you...?"
"I'd just as soon have it black."
"Right then. We'll do it the English way. I believe I even have some lemon about."
Back on his feet, he fussed with the electric teapot, took a creamer and lemon slices from a small refrigerator and set it all up on a china tea service. Nellie was caught off guard. She'd expected the devil to be charming, but more on the oily side, arched eyebrow and all, but this devil was amusing. Maybe her sixth sense had been wrong.
"That's where my folks are from, in case you couldn't tell my by looks. Well, it wasn't Pakistan of course when they left for London— it was years before the Partition— and I suppose you could say it still isn't quite Pakistan. My people are from the Northern Frontier province, folks who even now don't see themselves as part of any other sovereign nation."
"Pashtuns?"
"How clever of you. What gave it away? The red beard?" He stroked his chin and winked. "Dyed with henna. Wards off the evil eye."
Nellie had done her homework. She'd been alerted that Gulbuddin Khalis was Pashtun, an ancient tribe who settled in Afghanistan and the border territories of Pakistan. The most traditional of them still adhered to the old honor codes and thrived on nurturing vendettas in which the punishment triumphantly surpassed the crime. However, Gil's family had been urbanized and moved to London long before he was born. They were happy to assimilate into the London melting pot as carpet merchants, prosperous enough to give Gil a good education and a start in business.
The fact that he identified so fully with his Pashtun roots— enough to have a henna beard— was a surprise to her.
"I've done a lot of work in Asia," she said. "Try to educate myself about the people. You should be proud that the Pashtuns have never been conquered. Wish I could say the same about my own tribe."
Interest sparked in his eyes. "And what might be your tribe, Nellie Mackenzie?"
"Cherokee. One of the peoples indigenous to—"
"Why, yes, I'm quite familiar with the Cherokee. Trail of Tears and all— poor darlings dragged from their homes, treated like dirt, resettled in the ungodly territory of Oklahoma. It's unspeakable, really. Talk about genocide." He shook his head and sipped tea, then looked thoughtfully at her. "I can see the Cherokee, yes, in your cheekbones, skin tone, yes. But I would have expected black hair, perhaps a broader nose..."
Nellie lowered her eyes. "The family legend is..." She took a dramatic breath and lied. "They say... Spanish missionaries. And ‘Mackenzie'— who knows, a cowboy maybe."
Gil looked genuinely disturbed. "Insult to injury. The American Way."
They talked for an hour, comfortably, as if they'd always been friends, lingering for a while over tribal histories, then meandering through the London scene— what was hot, who was hot, how the auctions were going, bankruptcies and scandals among celebrities in the trade.
"So what are you in the market for, Nellie?" Gil asked as the conversation slowed.
"To tell the truth, I've hit the doldrums. Can't get a good wind blowing in any direction. Couple things I had at auction in Hong Kong didn't meet the reserve. Sotheby's thought they might sell in London, but won't go on the block till near Christmas. A collector in Paris has a couple heavy hitters on approval, but can't seem to make up her mind. Then I went in with a guy in Tokyo to buy a collection of Warring State jades and suddenly the transaction's tied up in a lot of red tape. So, to be brutally frank, I'm hunting around for some opportunities to make cash without spending any. As I said, your name came up..."
His smile was gentle, rueful. "I know the feeling only too well, my dear. Wish I were in a better position to help out. My sails are a bit slack as well. But let me think... let me think." His eyes roved over the clutter. "Say, take a look over there at that Han figurine and tell me what you think." He nodded toward a shelf behind her.
Nellie stood and walked over to the figure. The eight-inch high terracotta was a Chinese courtesan that bore traces of a white glaze. The face was badly rubbed, as they tended to be in burial figures, and the bottom edge of her skirt was chipped. Overall, it was a highly desirable subject but lacked grace. She wondered what he expected her to say.
She caught his eye. "Persuasive little reproduction, isn't it?"
"Haw, haw!" he laughed. "Nobody's fool, then. Very good."
On the credenza below the shelf were five or six framed photographs, fallen over in disarray. One was a large studio portrait of a dark-haired woman and Gil, who held a small blond girl on his lap, a beautiful child with lively dark eyes. The glass in the frame was shattered. Next to it was a photo of the same child, slightly older, hair darkened, on a tricycle, Gil kneeling next to her, eyes sparkling with affection. Here too the glass was fractured.
She picked up the family portrait saying, "Your daughter is stunning. What's her name?"
"Put it down." The anger bled through his veil of good humor.
She looked up at him.
"Put it down." He gestured impatiently at it. "The glass. You'll cut yourself."
Nellie set the portrait down on a stack of well-worn storybooks. Silence hung between them.
He stared down at his desk, started to scribble something on a pad, then picked at a small stain on his cuff. "Becky. Becky's her name," he murmured. "Rebekka." His eyes met hers again. They pleaded for her to understand some terrible sorrow. The look touched her. An explanation might have followed, but the phone rang. Gil punched a button and picked up.
"Gil Khalis here," he answered. "Yes... Why, of course, yes, hello, dear." His voice regained some of its exuberance, but then, just as quickly, it flipped back to anger. "What?" A hand slapped down on the desk, spilling tea. His face reddened. He spun his chair around, its back to Nellie. "No, I told them not to leave until I confirmed the arrangements. Bloody hell... Don't tell me what I said... Of course I do... Yes... Yes... Of course... I'll need to reschedule some things, but— yes, fine. I'll call back."
He spun back, slammed the phone down and stormed from the office, as if Nellie had disappeared. She heard him swearing as file drawers opened and slammed shut. There was a tinkle of breaking glass and a louder burst of swearing.
"She's not going to get away with this kind of crap," he was saying to himself as he returned to the office. He slapped a file on his desk. "We put up with too much in this business. Someone's always out to sink you, one way or another, aren't they?"
"I'll say." The mood had turned ugly. She sat on the edge of her chair, afraid of saying the wrong thing.
He glanced down at the folder's contents then covered his eyes. "Christ."
In normal circumstances, Nellie would have gently said goodbye and left him to deal with his business crisis. But she was riveted by the emerging personality, so she asked, "Anything I can help with?"
He shook his head. "It's an unbelievable mess. I made a major sale to the Pauline Sackett Institute. Major, major sale. But my wife—" He shook his head again. "Christ."
Nellie remained quiet while Gil collected himself. She was impressed that he'd made a sale to the Sackett. Under the leadership of Victor Grunwald, the small but magnificently endowed midwestern institution bought only the most stunning crowd pleasers.
When Gil finally removed his hands from his eyes to look at her, his face was bleak. "Virginia Sackett and the old bear were going to meet my wife there, at the transshipment point in Pakistan. A junket for the two of them, I suspect, but, regardless, they want to approve the pieces— a really smashing set of Tang dynasty terracottas— before they were brought into the States. My wife Agee was going to meet them in Rawalpindi and close the deal but, Christ, she's run off on me. And the Sackett people are already on their way to the supposed meeting." His eyes filled with angry tears. "Forgive me. My life's been one series of upheavals after another these past few months. A man can only be expected to take so much. God knows what Agee's up to, but if I lose the Sackett deal I'm down the chute. I simply have too much capital— too much reputation tied up in this deal to let it slip through my fingers."
"So, perhaps Agee simply went to meet them as planned."
"Doubtful." But his brow creased as the thought sunk in. "I couldn't allow that to happen. She'd take the money and run."
"Guess you don't have much choice but to hop on a plane and go meet them yourself."
"But that's the problem. Aside from the fact that I have several appointments here critical to my economic health, I—" He peered intently at Nellie, then continued. "Let me put it this way. I've got to keep a very low profile internationally. A few errors in judgment have put my name on various watch lists. You must know how dicey it gets when someone gets their knickers in a knot over what they think is a national treasure taking leave of the motherland."
An idea quickly took shape. On the map of Central Asia there was a bright red line connecting Rawalpindi in Pakistan to Kashgar in China. The Karakoram Highway. She'd been hearing about it for years: a 1980's Chinese engineering feat that had turned the ancient camel trails into paved road, notched into the fragile walls of the Karakoram Mountains. A twentieth century trade route. Maybe she could angle her way closer to Jackson after all.
"Tell me about it," Nellie said. "You can't make a sale these days without worrying about which international treaty you're violating." She leaned forward in her chair. "You know, for a small percentage I'd be willing to go to Pakistan myself and close the deal for you. It's exactly the kind of work I came looking for. Now, you don't know me from Adam but I can supply you with references. I'm really terrific at these kinds of collaborations."
Gil looked interested but didn't leap. "I don't know..."
"Yusef Khan— there's a mutual friend you can contact immediately. Took some things on consignment from his place in Beirut, had them sold in a month and wired his share immediately. Not an ounce of hassle."
Tapping his pencil, he stared at the phone for a few seconds, then looked up, "When were you in Beirut?"
"Let's see. Over the summer. Late June, I think it was."
"Got your passport on you?"
The question took her by surprise, but she did have it, tucked away in one of the compartments of her bag, sign of the perpetual traveler. She dug it out. It was fat with extensions from years of globe-trotting. Gil found the Beirut trip, then paged through slowly, remarking on the scope of her journeys. He ended at the ID page.
"Helen Jane Mackenzie. Helen Jane. It suits you. Why not use it?"
His British accent gave her dowdy name a touch of class. "It's a hick name Helen Jane is— not that Nellie isn't. Occasionally someone tried to make Helen stick, but plain old Nellie usually prevails."
He managed to turn his despair into a charming smile. "Let's talk business, Helen Jane."
She smiled back. Going to hell was so easy.
New York City
Gulbuddin Khalis escorted Nellie to the gallery door and watched her board the elevator. She had engaged him. Her eyes filled with interest, her smile with kindness. She knew her business. Her hand, when he shook it at the door, was firm.
He stroked his beard and wondered what kind of treachery she would wreak upon him. The ancient Pashtun Way taught him that women were vulnerable and in need of protection. His own experience taught him that, if that protection failed, they were faithless and destructive.
Gil turned out the lights in the gallery and tried to massage away the tension at the nape of his neck as he walked back to his office. He had failed Agee somehow. He'd given her everything, but she insisted on being a woman of the world and finally she turned on him. Now Agee had to be killed. But, damn her, she would be punished first. She would suffer the same agonizing loss he had. He sat in his chair, resting his pounding head in his hands.
Be strong. He straightened up, took a deep breath and faced the work on his desk. The advantage of rediscovering his Pashtun heritage was linking into a network of "brothers" who understood the code of honor and had no Westernized guilt over seeing that vengeance was properly carried out. Gil had begun to make these connections years ago when he befriended a refugee from Afghanistan. This young man had invited Gil to join a hujra— a regular, informal gathering of Pashtun men, where Gil was welcomed by his cousins, joined them in smoking hashish-laced tobacco, practiced the Pashtun language and studied the code of pashtunwali. The men readily volunteered to perform acts of vengeance for one another. It was a matter of family obligation and payment was never expected, although the most impoverished of them gladly accepted donations toward the purchase of automatic weapons, their tool of choice.
Gil shuddered. A scrap of Pashtun poetry drifted through his mind: I am deeply wounded in my heart/ From the bullet of my beloved's eyes. Months ago he had translated the lines and copied them out as his suicide note. Through his shirt, he touched the scar on his chest. Shooting oneself in the heart had been more difficult than he'd imagined. All he had to show for it were medical bills and a collapsed lung.
Unfortunately, and against all advice, he still smoked. Finding the pack in his pocket empty, he searched the corners of his desk drawers till he found some stale Marlboros— a brand he hadn't smoked in years, not since smoking at the hujra made him crave the unfiltered black tobacco in foreign brands. He lit up and reached for a long metal box filled with five-by-seven cards.
Fortunately, women underestimated his intelligence. Yes, it had been Agee, tidy and organized, who started the card file on potential buyers and sellers. For years she combed newspapers and trade journals for names and data. After Becky was born she stopped being so compulsive about every lead, but the database was still maintained and moved to the computer in the outer office. Gil, who couldn't be bothered learning the computer, still kept up the manual cards. He added his own bits of research as they came his way.
There was a card, of course, for Taylor Jackson, who was prominent among private dealers. Among the morsels he'd picked up once upon a time about Jackson was the fact that his ex-wife was an itinerant dealer in Asian antiquities. Nellie Mackenzie.
Gil pulled a blank card from the back of the box and wrote across the top Mackenzie, Helen Jane "Nellie." How convenient for her to show up now. They had connected, he thought. There had been a definite rapport. How clever of him to get her to work with him. The deal in Pakistan was important, but easy. Little to go wrong. Sending Nellie to deal with the Sackett people would buy him time to carry out the required family business. And if that family business was not achieved, Gil was sure that his lovely Cherokee tumbleweed would eventually help him with it.
[::]
Nellie felt both triumphant and disturbed. Triumphant in her ability to charm her way into Khalis' business. Disturbed that she, in turn, had been charmed by him. He was eccentric, with his dyed red beard and talk of the evil eye, yet sophisticated. His humor was genteel. His knowledge of the Cherokee ordeal, impressive. When his crisis over the Sackett Museum erupted, yes, he was ill-tempered and wild-eyed, but that was par for the course in the art world. Men wore suits and ties to give the illusion of corporate executives but they were far from the usual business drones. They were caught in the paradox of beauty as business, culture as commodity. They were unpredictable and passionate. She had seen Jackson fly into a rage at one of his clients who'd turned an ancient and sacred wooden Buddha into a garden ornament exposed to baking sun, bird desecrations and lawn sprinklers. She had also seen him get teary-eyed upon selling a monumental Shinto guardian that had been way beyond his means to keep for himself.
This is what made Nellie love the business. Even the scoundrels were fascinating. But, as she walked along Houston Street from the subway back to Jackson's, she reminded herself that Gulbuddin Khalis might be more than an entertaining scoundrel. He might be a murderer.
Nellie had also begun to wonder about Anna Gailani: another unknown dealer of Asian antiquities springing onto the scene out of nowhere. Why hadn't Jackson been as suspicious of her as he was of Khalis? How quaint of him not to think that women were as capable as men of murder.
Back to Jackson's apartment, she changed into jeans and a sweater, then searched for Bill Jackson's phone number. She found it on a card tacked by the phone in the kitchen. It had been years since she'd spoken with him and felt the need to reintroduce herself when he answered, but he was clearly delighted to hear from her.
"I hope you've been in touch with Johnny. He could use the encouragement of an old friend," he said. "But if you're calling about his phone, you're out of luck. He's gotten pathological about keeping unplugged. If his mother or I dropped dead, we'd have to FedEx the message."
Nellie laughed. Bill must be in his late seventies, as gruff and opinionated as ever. Jackson bristled at his father's attentions and liked to point out how little they had in common. Jackson was his mother's son, he claimed, black-haired and black-eyed, with none of the northern European paleness of his father and brothers. Where Bill was politically conservative, brilliant in economics, and always sensible, Jackson clung to the romance of liberal causes, preferred the arts and was, in his father's eyes, rarely sensible.
Because Jackson and Nellie played out their so-called marriage in Europe, she'd met Bill only a few times. Still, she didn't see the stark contrast between them. Their voices were the same, the shape of their hands identical and they both had the brains to get PhDs. Yes, Bill was constantly on Jackson's back about one thing or another. He was the roaming child, the stubbornly independent child. Parents worry.
"Actually, I'm standing right here in Taylor's loft and you'll be interested to know he's actually away on business."
"Good gracious, are you responsible for lighting the fire under my boy?"
"No. As far as I can figure, you are."
"You're not saying he actually took any of my advice, are you?"
"Don't know if I'd go that far, but he linked up with an ex-student of yours, someone who said she'd been more or less referred by you."
Nellie paused, waiting for Bill to confirm his recommendation, but the line was silent. Nellie's mouth went dry.
"Anna Gailani," she said. "Jackson was confident that she knew—"
"Of course, of course, Miss Gailani. Are you saying he's away doing her business?"
"She really was a student of yours, then?"
"Got her MBA something like, oh, ten years ago. Clever girl. Brilliant when she put her mind to it."
"And you've kept up with her over the years?"
"As I do with many of my students, especially my advisees. Is there a problem, my dear?"
"No. I'm feeling just a little twitchy, I guess, with Cathy's murder still unsolved and Jackson meeting this woman out of the blue and being persuaded just like that to run off with her to Hong Kong on some deal—"
"Hong Kong? With Anna? Johnny's gone with Anna?"
"Yes."
"Good Lord, Nellie..." He stopped, sounding as if he needed to catch his breath. "Good Lord, why didn't he have the sense to call me before he took off with her? Good Lord."
"You're alarmed then, too?"
"Yes, I— good Lord." Bill's baritone turned thin and strained. "Johnny should have known..." Bill's voice broke and a chill swept over Nellie's arms.
"Known what?"
Bill cleared his throat and raised his voice. "Should have known better. Why can't he pick up the phone and call me? She might have been a psychopath. Sometimes he doesn't use the wits God gave him. And he treats me like an old fool. Like someone who has nothing to offer his children anymore."
[::]
The conversation should have made Nellie feel better. Anna Gailani was genuine: a bright Yalie who sold Asian art. So maybe she wasn't big time, not big enough to travel in the rarified circles of Jackson and Mackenzie, not confident enough to pull off a deal in China without expert help.
It should have made Nellie feel better, but nothing felt right.
[::]
Urumqi, China
As Jackson's plane neared Urumqi, it was buffeted by strong winds. Overhead compartments on the dilapidated CAAC plane spilled bags into the aisle and seats vibrated against loose fittings, but Jackson was less worried about a crash than he was about Nellie. On the one hand, he felt good: time for mourning was over. But how in the world would he get Nellie to forget about "solving"Catherine's murder?
Nothing in her history gave him any hope that she would follow his advice. And lucky for her she hadn't. He had fallen in love with a child who longed to escape from Arkansas, who soaked up new ideas, new languages, new skills like French bread soaked up sauce. So he tutored away her drawl, corrected her Italian grammar, dressed her up in European finery, and made her Mrs. Taylor Jackson. And it had been all wrong for her. He discovered it too late and they both suffered.
After they broke up, her career was fueled on defying his advice. Listen to me, Nellie, a woman can't be a private art dealer... open a shop... don't bother with jewelry except for gold and gems... ivory's too risky... jade's overvalued... Nellie had flown in the face of every warning, making a stunning success of herself from Ireland to Japan, from Moscow to Sidney.
But this wasn't about scoring in the marketplace. It's your life, Nellie, your life. Don't be cocky. Think it through.
[::]
New York City
Nellie sat on the edge of his bed, pulling on pantyhose, preparing for her follow-up appointment with Gil. Jackson would be proud. She'd arranged for Gil to give her the final briefing about Pakistan in a coffee shop around the corner from his gallery so that she could avoid being alone with him. Everything was under control.
Once again, she buttoned herself into a conservative suit and, too jittery to fuss with a french braid, clipped her hair back into a school-marm ponytail. She would take no chances.
Gil was there when she arrived, sitting at a booth drinking tea and sucking the last drags from a centimeter of filterless cigarette. He was all smiles, greeting her with the warmth reserved for dearest friends. His eyes glowed and white teeth shone in a broad grin. The garish red beard had been trimmed.
"I almost didn't recognize you," she said as she slid into the seat across from him.
He ran a hand across his chin. "Been to see my banker. He lacks sympathy for ethnic affectations. Not that he had much sympathy anyway." His smile turned wry. "But I believe the evil eye may have already infected me. May I order you something?"
She sipped black coffee while Gil gave her instructions on where and when to meet the Sackett Institute clients and how to access the warehouse outside Rawalpindi.
"I truly appreciate your stepping into the breech like this, Helen Jane, and I assure you that, while you may hear rumors of my impatient creditors, you'll be the first to get paid when Sackett completes their purchase."
"Everything will go smooth as silk, Gil. Don't worry about a thing." Her confidence brimmed.
"In the meantime, I brought you a token of my appreciation. Something from my personal collection."
From his suit jacket pocket, he took out a book in a plastic bag and handed it to her. It was a slender octavo, unbound, in a faded green wrapper. Nellie slipped it out of the plastic. On the wrapper, in crude letterpress, was printed No. 5: The Cherokee, Sarah with a reference to an oral history project, dated 1850.
"It's a remembrance of a woman who endured the forced march on the Trail of Tears as a girl. Much of it is her reflection on her mother, who was distraught— you might say crazed— at having to leave the home she loved."
Paging through the book, Nellie bit her lip as words of a girl about her mother jumped out at her. By Nellie's father's account, her own mother had been crazed by the uprooting and destruction of the Cherokee nation. He had explanations of social injustice for everybody's problems, though later, when Nellie was a teen, her mother's terrifying flights from reality were officially diagnosed as schizophrenia and the white man's medication came to the rescue. But much of Nellie's childhood was colored by her mother's dreadful spells and her father's fierce protectiveness toward the woman he loved.
"I hope you like it," he said. "It's a duplicate I just happened to have and thought you might enjoy."
She looked up at him, nodding. His eyes were bright with wanting to please. She wanted to tell him that the topic touched her heart, but tears pressed too close to the surface and she didn't want to cry. "Unbelievable," she managed.
"I collect antiquarian books," he went on. "Rare accounts of dispossessed and misused tribes from around the world— indigenous tribes of North and Latin America, hill tribes of southeast Asia, so-called minority groups in the Soviet Union and China and, of course, my own people. I've been told it's obsessive, a hobby for paranoids. What do you think?"
Nellie laughed. "All serious collectors are obsessive. Isn't that what keeps us dealers in business?"
"I mean the topic. Obsessively dwelling on the wrongs perpetrated by the powerful against the innocent. Living it and reliving it in every story I read. Plotting out in my mind how vengeance might have been taken. Do you think that's obsessive? Do you think it's unhealthy?"
Nellie thought of herself at nine, using every muscle in her body to wield a giant ax on firewood, seeing the logs as hillbilly boys' arms and legs, and being carried off in a shrieking fury by brother Marty and her pa. And later that summer, having Marty show her how to mobilize that same strength to hit homeruns. And watching her pa transform his own anger into a lifelong passion for social justice. But the images were stored too close to her heart. Instead, she shrugged. "I don't pass judgment on what people think about on their own time. Each of us, I suppose, has some dark little obsession— a streak of something that someone else regards as unhealthy or naughty or paranoid. I don't make judgments. I don't want judgments made against me."
He looked surprised by her answer.
They continued to chat aimlessly for nearly an hour, still about peoples of the world but more lightly— about their travels here and there.
They were getting ready to part when Gil struck his forehead with the tips of his fingers. "Oh, my, how stupid of me. I have a letter of authorization for you. For the warehouse people. I had it translated into Urdu so you wouldn't run into any difficulties, but I left it lying on my desk. Come, it won't take but a moment to run upstairs with me. It'll save you lots of trouble."
On the way up to his office their conversation changed to the classic art deco design of the building, with its burnished copper and silver geometrics. The twelfth-floor corridor was hushed. When Gil opened his door, she could see that, except for spotlights on the merchandise, the gallery was dark.
He punched in a code for the alarm system, then led her past the display cases to his office. A gray light came through the air shaft window behind his desk, just enough to allow Gil to pluck the envelope from the clutter on his desk.
"Here it is. Right where I was supposed to see it before I left." He laughed, amused at himself. He swung back toward her and, before she knew what was happening, he grabbed her bag, sweeping it from her shoulder. Dropped the letter in. "There now. All set."
But instead of giving it back, he hung it on the doorknob and took a step toward her.
"I must say before you go, Helen Jane, that I am completely charmed by you."
She took a step back and found herself in a corner, surrounded by shelves of musty-smelling periodicals. "Oh, gee—"
"A moment ago, when we were talking about art deco, I thought you reminded me of one of those lyrical art deco bronzes. You know the figurines I mean, all solid muscle and surging grace. And a perfect line, from your ankles to your neck." He brushed a hand lightly across her jacket. "Even in this boxy suit."
"You know, I'd rather not mix business with—"
"And your face. It might only be ordinarily pretty if it weren't for that nose— serious and straight, it elevates you to the status of stern goddess, my dear."
She touched her nose and tried to shrink back. "Growing up, I would have preferred ordinary." It had been a long time since Nellie had allowed herself to be backed into a corner by someone whose business she couldn't afford to lose. She groped for the right lines. "But I guess I'm used to it now."
Gently, he locked his hand around her wrist and pulled it away from her face, then leaned his head near hers. "May I kiss you?" he whispered. The aroma of tobacco on his breath evoked a distant memory she couldn't place.
"I don't—" Her voice caught. She felt hot and unusually breathless. She swallowed. "I don't think that's a good idea. Like I was saying, business and pleasure, not a good idea to mix the two."
"Please?" His nose brushed hers. The fingers on his free hand began to trace the curve of her breast. "Please? I don't mean to be such an awful adolescent, but I feel so indebted to you, so incredibly grateful that you walked into my life, so close to you now after our talk this afternoon... and your lips... ripe plums... Please? One kiss? Lips only?"
Quickly, she gave him a peck on the lips and pulled away.
But he wouldn't let her go. His grip tightened and he lunged at her, mouth open.
She panicked. Whipped her face away from his. Braced her muscles for a fight. "No!"
He seemed to come to his senses. He backed off a step, though one hand still held her arm.
Suddenly, he slapped her. The blow slammed her cheek into the corner of a stack of magazines and made her cry out.
He grabbed a fistful of hair from the side of her head, pulling it from its clip, and pinned her in the corner with his body.
"Do you understand who, what you're dealing with here, Helen Jane?" His voice, still breathy, had lost its sweetness. "I've been fucked over by too many people in my life. But I'm learning how to deal with them now. Pashtunwali." The word was a guttural curse. "Death to double-crossers."
"Let me go." She tried to match the wildness in his eyes with steadiness in her voice.
"Not till you understand. When you work with Gulbuddin, it means one-hundred percent. No ambivalence. Otherwise, do you know what happens?"
"What?" she whispered.
"The hell you don't," he growled. "Ask your ex-husband, Helen Jane. Ask Taylor Jackson what happens to lying, cheating, faithless traitors."
Shit. Nellie tightened all her muscles, ready to spring.
But it was over.
Gil let her go. He backed off a pace. "I'm so sorry," he said. "But there mustn't be any misunderstanding. There, I've gone and mussed your hair." He reached for her and she flinched, but all he did was tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. "Now run along. I'm sure you have some packing to do. Did I mention that Grunwald and Ms. Sackett are staying at the Pearl Continental in Pindi?"
She nodded.
"Well, then, bon voyage."
Nellie plucked her bag off the doorknob and marched out to the elevator. She didn't look back. One of the offices had its door propped open now and she could hear the faint din of traffic from twelve stories down. Waiting for the elevator, she noticed that her legs were shaky. Maybe because she hadn't eaten anything since breakfast. Then all that coffee. Jackson's refrigerator was full of fresh fruits and vegetables. She'd seen half a dozen ears of corn. That's what she'd have for dinner. She couldn't remember the last time she'd had corn on the cob.
Her tongue touched her lips and tasted tobacco. Then she remembered. It was Jackson who always had a cigarette dangling from his lips in the old days, whose kisses were Camel highs. The sensation of onrushing tears prickled her nose. She clenched her jaw and swallowed hard.
Think of the corn, Scarlett, think of the corn. Crunchy fresh, dripping with sweet cream butter, lots of salt. Think of the corn.
[::]
"You rang?" Dan poked his head into Jackson's apartment. The air was thick with the steamy aroma of corn. He expected a cheery response, but when he saw Nellie standing in the middle of the kitchen, the tension in her eyes told another story. Her hair was damp and combed straight. She wore purple socks, jeans, a pumpkin-colored blouse buttoned to her throat, and a sports coat of Jackson's with the sleeves turned up. She was hugging herself.
"I thought if you weren't busy, you'd like to share some corn with me. There's too much for one person." She hadn't cracked a smile.
"Sounds great. Everything okay?"
"Absolutely."
"Any more word from Jackson?" They'd played racquetball and had dinner yesterday and she'd patiently explained where Kashgar was.
She shrugged. "Chinese phone system is notoriously bad. Did I tell you I hooked up with an art dealer in town by the name of Gil Khalis?
"You told me."
"Doing a favor for him," she continued as if he hadn't known. "In Pakistan. Leaving tomorrow." Her fingers dabbed at a red mark on her cheek. "Great opportunity to get a read on his business." Her eyes gleamed with bravado, then she whirled away and began to pace.
"Sure that's such a good idea?"
She took a sharp change in direction and glanced at the fridge. "I picked up some real beer at the bodega. Want one?"
Dan found the Coronas amid the bags of broccoli and beans. He turned down the heat on the corn.
The grand walnut table was covered with wrapping materials, velvet pouches and a garden of lustrous carvings in shades of green, ivory, lavender, pink and blue.
"Trying to take stock of what I have," Nellie said. "I assume it'll be okay here with Jackson's alarm system, but I need to have an up-to-date list. Insurance. Don't know what's wrong with me though. Can't seem to get it done. It isn't like I haven't done this a thousand times." She flapped her arms and switched directions again. "Oh, the corn!"
She raced past him, snapped off the burner, picked up the pot and aimed it for the sink. The pot was too heavy and, when the boiling water began to spill over, she dropped pot and corn into the sink. Dan dashed to her side and hugged her.
"It's all right, damn it. Don't treat me like I was nine." But she didn't pull away.
The apartment was still as a church. The rumble of traffic vibrated in his feet. "Can you tell me what it is?" he asked.
"I'm afraid."
He caressed her hair, giving her time.
"This Pakistan thing— I may have gotten in over my head." She pressed her forehead against his shoulder. "Sixth sense."
"Then don't go. I'm sure Jackson wouldn't want you—"
"Too late. No turning back." She clutched his shirt.
"Sixth sense tell you that?"
"You think I'm being melodramatic."
"No." He could feel the truth in the muscles of her back. She was scared of the quixotic journey she'd already begun. "Listen to me, Nellie. I got a passport a couple months back because I thought some day I'd do some traveling. How about I go with you to Pakistan? Nothing's holding me here. I'd pay my own way. I'd just be there for you if... if... if you get scared. A brother. Not a lover. I know the other day was a mistake for you, that you're here for Jackson, and if I hadn't drunk so much I would have behaved myself better. What do you think?"
"It's a ridiculous idea," she snapped. "I don't need an escort after umpteen years on my own just because— because some asshole—"
"Let me help."
"Thank you." She shuddered deeply and pressed her face into his shirt. "Thank you."
[::]
"Jeez, no wonder your back's killing you half the time, sleeping like that." Louie.
Dan's eyes fluttered open to see his business partner peering down at him. Dan had spent half the night making lists and organizing chores so he could get away with Nellie and now he sprawled in yesterday's clothes, one leg over the arm of the couch, the other bent to the side. "Time's it?"
"Time for our meeting, that's what time it is. "
Dan winced and eased off the couch. Louie lectured about Dan needing to sleep on a good mattress.
Dan sat at his desk and shuffled through his lists. "I'm taking a vacation."
"About time. No problemo."
He backtracked to tell Louie about Jackson's trip to Kashgar, skipping the dark overtones. "Just met her and—" Snapped his fingers. "Like that, he's off to a part of the world you and I never heard of."
Louie shook his head. "Ain't that a life for you. Pick up and go, any day of the week... So you're inspired for a trip of your own now. Where to, man?"
"Did you see Jackson's friend down here? Nellie? We played a little racquetball? She's an art dealer too. Long story short, I'm going to Pakistan with her this afternoon. It'll be a week, two at the most. I got everything organized. You'll hardly know I'm gone."
"Whoa, back up a few yards, O'Hara. I never heard of anybody taking a vacation in Pakistan. What's the deal?"
"It's an opportunity. To see the world. Nellie has a job she needs help with, so I volunteered. Nothing wrong with that."
Louis squinted at him. "Aw, I get it. Lady's in trouble." He chuckled. "You told me your dad never wanted you to be a fireman and here you go, off to rescue another one o' God's creatures from a burning building."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"You rescued me, O'Hara— common knowledge— and this business along with me."
"Cuts both ways, Louie. Look at us now."
"I'm just sayin'— I needed rescuing and there you were. Then Jackson— talk about a guy in a burning building. What was it his lady used to call you? That sonofabitch? She goes and gets herself killed and there you are helping him outta that burning building he's in. So now he's off to some place called Kashgar, leaving you with a damsel in distress. What's she need rescuing from?"
"It's not like that. Not at all."
"Just got the hots for the girl, O'Hara?"
"That's not the point either."
"So what is the point?"
Dan picked up a pencil and scribbled chlorinator on his list.
"I gotta get outta here, Louie," he finally said. Took a breath. "Margie has a boyfriend, wants a divorce. I didn't see it coming. Should have. Didn't."
Louie backed up his chair and swung the office door closed. "Tough break, O'Hara. Okay, I get it. Time for the boy-o." The wheelchair creaked. "I seen it coming. For months now."
"You knew about Margie's boyfriend?" Dan threw his pencil at Louie.
"Nah, this. Whatever this is, this running off to Pakistan. You been changing— even Connie sees it. You hanging out with this Jackson character. Going all artsy-fartsy. Letting your hair grow down to your shoulders— it's a little gay."
"Fuck you."
Louie threw the pencil at Dan like a dart. Dan caught it mid-air.
"What I'm saying is," said Louie, "what I'm saying is there's plenty of opportunity to do whatever you need to do right here in Manhattan, surrounded by folks who care about you." He wagged a finger. "Folks who don't mind telling you if you're making an ass of yourself."
[::]
Urumqi, China
Morning. Jackson and Anna had arrived last night to find that the connecting flight to Kashgar had been cancelled— as had all flights from Urumqi— due to early unseasonably strong winds sweeping in from the vast desert to the south. Officials thought it might be a week before flights resumed, so Anna found them rooms in a cheesy tourist hotel and booked a car for what would now be a three-day overland journey to Kashgar.
After Anna had gone to her room, he'd spent an hour trying to cajole the hotel operator into placing a call to Nellie. No luck. This morning, the sullen young woman at the desk was emphatic that the call could not be made. His Chinese was simply not good enough to figure out why.
He wasn't due to meet Anna for an hour, so he used the time to go out and catch his first glimpse of Central Asia, a part of the world he'd studied for its place in art history but had never visited.
Architecturally, the neighborhood around the hotel was a bust: the same Soviet blockhouse style favored by the cities in eastern China, without a hint of the exotic territory they were on the edge of. What struck his eye, however, was a change in the people: taller, with larger frames than the delicate Han Chinese of the east. Uighurs, if his memory served. Their skin was swarthy instead of sallow. While some had flat Asian faces and almond-shaped eyes, others could have been Greek or Celtic. Like Anna, he thought, with her Asian bone structure and her pottery blue eyes.
Knowing only that both his worsted suit and his Scottish tweeds were out of place for the territory ahead, he treated himself to new clothes— sturdy but ill-fitting grey trousers and blue twill shirts. And a blue Mao cap. Now Jackson fit in.
Anna was waiting for him in the lobby. He grinned at the sight of her— also gone native. Her gauzy, high-fashioned look had given way to a shin-length rainbow-colored shift, brown tights and chunky walking shoes. A loose-woven shawl draped her shoulders. Her long hair was twisted into a bun and covered with a red chiffon scarf tied at the back of her neck, babushka style. Without makeup her face was more interesting.
She caught him staring. "We're in the Islamic world now."
[::]
An hour later they were climbing into the mountains south of Urumqi, across a ridge in the Tien Shan range before their long descent into the Tarim Basin, where they would skirt the edge of the Takla Makan desert till they reached Korla, the day's destination. Not many decades ago only the most diehard Europeans entered this territory. Those scholar-explorers had traveled by the same means as traders did a millennium ago— on camels and ponies at two and a half miles an hour. Their efforts were rewarded with the discovery of ancient Buddhist sites— cave cities decorated with life-sized frescoes, which they proceeded to saw from the walls, pack up, and take home to their national museums. Sir Aurel Stein of Britain, Albert von Le Coq of Germany, Paul Pelliot of France, Langdon Warner of the USA: Jackson was familiar with their controversial work. Formerly enshrined by the world community, their stars had fallen to the rank of archaeological raiders. Foreign devils.
It gave Jackson a thrill to be heading into their territory.
But, instead of eating sand for weeks on the back of a pony, Jackson and Anna lounged in the back of an air-conditioned Toyota Land Cruiser, insulated from the baking heat and stinging winds. A burly Uighur who understood few words of English drove, while Anna and Jackson got to stretch out on bench seats, with bags of apples, fresh rolls, hard boiled eggs and a giant thermos of hot tea between them. They munched, dozed, talked, and watched the passing landscape of stark ochre and gray hills. They shared the southbound road with oil tankers and trucks hauling heavy machinery, rubber tires and drums of tar. The northbound trucks were laden with timber, rope and reed matting. The air was yellow with fine dust.
As the car labored through a gulch where the tarmac had been destroyed by seasons of flash flooding, he watched Anna trying to balance her teacup over the homespun silk of her Uighur dress. "Are you a Muslim?" he asked.
She touched her headscarf. "My family is from this part of the world— Central Asia. But if you're asking if I practice Islam... I've read the Koran, but... I have no feel for it." The thought was left to dangle as she turned to look out the window. Jackson knew enough Mandarin to read a roadside sign that scolded protect trees, but there were no trees in sight.
"So your family is from Xinjiang? Old Chinese Turkestan?"
She shrugged. "From one of those places that was always being conquered from East or West— where if you have blue eyes you must be descended from Alexander the Great." With a wistful smile, she continued. "I've done a lot of traveling and this is where I feel most at home. I've learned a little Turkic— that's what the Uighurs speak— and it feels easy on my tongue. Funny, isn't it? People tell me I have an accent but I can't attach it to any native language."
Jackson didn't understand, but she went on to explain.
"My brother Najeeb brought me with him to America when I was very small. I remember only snippets of what I think was our voyage— darkness and sloshing water— but I have no memory of a mother or father, no memory of home other than Los Angeles."
"And he told you nothing?"
"He was too busy trying to find which of those boulevards was paved with gold. He put me in school, taught me how to shoplift food, and worked all night in a chop shop. I was twelve when he was arrested and he wasn't in jail more than two weeks before he was killed in a knife fight." Her Alexandrian eyes looked out over the stark mountain terrain, focused somewhere on the lost link to her past. Jackson wanted to touch her hand or her shoulder in sympathy but she seemed so aloof, an expert in self-containment.
"So you grew up in foster homes?"
Her laugh was bitter. "The state of California didn't know I existed. Najeeb had a stash of money that paid the rent on our room till I figured out how to steal cash. Thing of it was, I loved the life of a school girl so much— fat books full of knowledge, art classes, the quiet of study hall, the richness of libraries, kindly teachers— I was terrified of losing it. I didn't understand about foster homes, except that they'd disrupt a life I truly loved. So I created a fiction— a brother with a lot of out-of-town business, who still took care of me and paid the rent and wrote notes to the principal please-excusing me from school when I was sick."
"So you survived."
Anna closed her eyes. "I survived. Selling since I learned to talk and stealing since I learned to run. When I was seventeen, I got a job on the cleaning staff of the county art museum and stole my first piece of important art from its storeroom— a Japanese print, Utamaro. Then I dolled myself up to look about thirty and sold it to a collector in Beverly Hills. What a high. What a goddamned high. A year of college tuition— like magic."
She bit into an apple and chewed slowly. Jackson said nothing.
"Don't tell Bill about that. He knows a different Anna— the diligent school girl side of me. He's a good man— he might have been sympathetic in a distant sort of way— he admires women with bootstraps— but maybe not— I didn't want to risk it. He's led a charmed life, you know— the perpetual student, tenure, a stable family..."
"So why tell me?"
She gazed into his eyes and he thought he saw some of that aloofness fall away. "You're a private dealer. You know what it's like to be out on the edge, to act out of sheer desperation." Her voice begged for understanding. "To always be chasing the next deal because you can't pay off on the last one. To never have enough. You know what it forces you to do."
"Well... there are limits."
"Sure." She tossed the apple core into the makeshift garbage bag and crossed her arms. "Sure, your life was pretty easy too: parents who took care of you, paid for your schooling. And then you had all those years with Catherine Denforth— easy street."
"And you see how that worked out. I lost her. And the Denforths took back all her assets, and very nearly all mine."
She didn't bat an eyelash. "So there you see. Desperation. I'm counting on that."
The big Toyota shifted gears and began its long descent into the desert basin.
[::]
New York City
After his shower, Dan put on clean sweats and took a subway up to the westside apartment. Even on a Sunday morning, no one was home. The place was silent, dusty, and perfumed with lingering onions and peppers— a meal his wife had shared with someone else. From the back of the closet he dug out a soft-sided overnighter— something he probably used in college— and packed his only suit and dress shoes, a tie from the club's lost-and-found, and the best of the rest of his limited wardrobe. Then he changed into traveling clothes. He was still stinging from Louie's third degree about his motives for the trip and wished someone were around who cared enough to give him a kiss goodbye.
Slinging the bag over his shoulder he headed back for the club.
[::]
Connie Caravaglia, Louie's wife, was waiting for him outside his office. She was dressed in flowery church clothes, her butter-blond hair in a twist.
"Hey, Con, meeting Louie for brunch?"
She squinted at him and followed him into the office, shutting the door behind her. "Louie called to say you were running off to Asia with the ex-wife of that Jackson fellow from upstairs."
Dan tossed his bag in a corner and dropped into his chair behind the desk. "I'm taking a vacation— first one I've had in years." He rescued his dimestore reading glasses from a precarious position on top of the adding machine.
"God knows you need a vacation, O'Hara, but—"
He dropped the glasses on a stack of invoices. "What's that supposed to mean?"
He guessed her smile was meant to disarm him as she plopped into a chair, crossed her legs, and pointed her knees at him. "Well, everyone's noticed how restless you've gotten in the past few months. How tense."
"Tense being code for what exactly?"
"Tense being code for tense— physically, emotionally, spiritually, sexually tense. And we're just thinking, Louie and I, that maybe it's not a good idea to get relaxed, if you will, by running off with a stranger to Pakistan, of all places. You know, if it's really kaput between you and Margie, there's a very cool associate in my office just coming off a relationship. The four of us could, well, hell, go for a weekend in the Poconos, chill out. You'd love Kelly. Great golfer, wacky sense of humor, big blue eyes."
Dan played with the glasses till he noticed the twitch in his thumb, so he put them on and looked at Connie through the clear half. "Thanks, Connie. It's great that you and Louie care so much about me." He took the glasses off and began to tap them against the desk. The last thing in the world he wanted was a weekend in the Poconos with a wacky golfer, chilling out. "Thanks."
Connie didn't pick up on his cue that their conversation was over. "So then... want me to mention something to Kelly?"
"No." He stared at her.
"Dan, I really wish you'd—"
He stood up. "Look, Connie, I got a busted chlorine pump to deal with before my plane." He marched out without looking back.
[::]
While he fiddled with the pump, Dan pondered the Caravaglias' concerns. They were his oldest friends. They were down-to-earth and passionately devoted to each other and to their kids. They belonged to civic clubs, they went to church and they cheered for the Yankees. The high point of their lives was getting season's tickets to the Knicks. Their kids called him Uncle Dan.
For his years in Manhattan, the Caravaglia family was the ideal to aspire to, even though Dan knew it was slipping away from him. Marjorie would never be devoted to anything but her career and he would never have a child. He loved being an athlete— feeling pumped, graceful, effective, but he'd grown bored with spectator sports. Tired of the sports page. If Louie and Connie noticed, they chalked it up to the artsy-fartsy variation of mid-life crisis.
Then there was Jackson. Even at his worst, Jackson had enthralled Dan with rambling tales about the people who populated his world: museum curators and gallery owners, tribal chieftains and crowned princes, and collectors of all stripes, from actors and ballerinas, to corporate CEOs to organized crime bosses. For Jackson these were characters in his own personal hell, but for Dan they pointed to something new.
Dan snuck off to a ballet one night and then to a couple of symphony concerts. He was captivated by the performances and equally fascinated by those who attended. He took precious hours from work to prowl through museums and galleries, not for the art, but to watch the people. He was finally opening his eyes to all of Manhattan, not limiting himself anymore to Louie's happy, but narrow, perspective. So to hell with Louie and Connie. And to hell with Marjorie. Jackson would be his friend. And Nellie would be his guide to the rest of the world.
Dan's rationalizations only put him more out of sorts. Doubt set in and made him start to believe the idea of "running off to Asia" was, in fact, pretty dumb. His destiny was not knowledge of the world, with its grand passions and exotic intimacies. He was better suited to managing racquetball leagues and researching remedies for mildew.
Back in his office, he worried that, if he left now, the Health Department might close the pool down just when a new water-robics class was starting. The pool folks always needed a lightning bolt to fix anything and Louie was too easygoing.
Uneasiness in his gut told him to cancel his outlandish "vacation."
But when Nellie walked in he was seized with how lovely she was— cinnamon and coriander, dark cherries and chocolate. Her smile was magic. And the dark circles under her eyes told him she needed him more than Louie did.
"Sit down a minute," he told her. "I gotta say one more thing to Louie before we go."
[::]
Louie was parked in the workout room, chewing the fat with one of the weight-lifters. He started to make a laughing comment to Dan, but Dan interrupted.
"Ted from Aqua-Towne promised to be here before five. Here's his home phone number if he's not." Dan slapped a Post-It on the arm of Louie's chair. "You give him hell about the chlorinator, hear? Don't let him give you the runaround. And don't let him bill us. The fucking system is still under warranty."
The club member drifted away. Louie wheeled to face Dan. "I think I can handle it, O'Hara."
"And I got five complaints yesterday about the new routines in Tamika's noon aerobics."
"I called her this morning. She's agreed to—"
"And another thing—"
"Everything's under control, boy-o. You're going to miss your plane."
The disapproval in Louie's voice was annoying and Dan was tempted to have it out with him, to tell him how unfair he was being, but instead he gave Louie a tight smile and a wave goodbye.
When Dan got back to his office, Nellie stood and faced him.
"This trip was a bad idea for you, wasn't it? I haven't been thinking of anyone but myself and I'm really not the crybaby type at all, you know? So you want to cancel?"
"No." His voice was barely audible. He tore his eyes from her, gathered up the papers on his desk and stuffed them into the top drawer. She came near, touched his arm.
"Really, Dan, if this is screwing you up, I can easily go on my own."
He spun toward her and grabbed her arms. Her eyes were wide, earnest, strained. He wanted to kiss her, and not in any chaste brotherly way— to hell with anybody who cared to stare at them through his open door. He wanted to feel the bruise of her teeth against his lips, hear her surprised whimper, smell her excitement... But instead he spoke, in a sharp, angry whisper.
"Listen to me, Nellie, there is no place I'd rather be than with you on board a plane to some godforsaken place I can't find on a map, away from busted swimming pool equipment, away from... away from... every goddamn thing." He pressed his forehead against hers. He smelled her breath, sweet with toothpaste. He felt her biceps twitch beneath his thumbs. "Believe me."
[::]
Korla, China
Night on the edge of Korla passed in a chilly medieval haze. Amid the clatter and jangle of local donkey carts on dirt roads, Jackson and Anna found food stands flashing with charcoal fires. Anna was content to wolf down a mutton concoction, while Jackson laboriously negotiated for noodles and vegetables without any of the bits of meat that made his stomach flinch. He had to get over it. It would be a handicap in future travels. Vegetarianism was an affectation few nomads could afford.
The hotel at the ancient caravan stop had only one private room available, which Anna took. Jackson joined the throng of long-haul truck drivers outside and laid claim to a grubby cot. By starlight, half-asleep, he watched an eerie fog creep about the legs of the cots. Fog? In this parched land? Then he could taste it, chalk against his tongue. Not fog. Puffs and whirls and streamers of powder-fine dust. Curling. Magical. A dreamy Chinese painting...
[::]
By mid-morning the next day, their driver was speeding them through the desert on their way to Aksu, last stop before Kashgar. The landscape was harsh and sun-baked. The cliffs that surrounded them were not made of stone but of centuries of windblown dust, heaped and molded into startling crenelated shapes.
The air conditioner labored to keep them comfortable. Jackson thought again of ancient caravans that had plied this route with camels. He thought again of Aurel Stein. The British archaeologist had explored this desert region in the first decade of the twentieth century, discovering awesome ancient sculpture, frescoes and manuscripts and taking them home to England. His plunder was once proudly displayed in the British Museum; now it was hidden away as controversy brewed over its return to China. Sir Aurel Stein: an intrepid explorer and scholar, once worthy of knighthood, now one of the great cultural villains. Jackson wondered what sort of cultural villainy Anna had in mind. His mouth was dry.
"What do we have to open this melon with?" Jackson asked.
Anna rummaged through her great sack of a handbag and found a Swiss Army knife. She also passed him a towel she'd taken from her hotel room in Urumqi.
He laid the towel on the seat between them and hacked the Turpan melon into pieces. As they ate it, the juice ran down their arms. When they tried to slurp it up over the towel, they wound up bumping heads as the car hit a stretch of potholes. They got giddy.
"What terrible caravan food," Anna said. "We should have stuck with walnuts and dried figs."
"Hand me that bottle of water, okay?" Jackson dampened a corner of the towel and scrubbed the stickiness from his face and arms, then passed it to Anna.
While they mopped, Jackson asked, "You ever going to tell me what we're doing here?"
"You keep asking me that question, yet you don't hesitate to travel along with me without an answer. Have you always run off with any woman who beckons, without knowing who she is or what she expects of you?"
He considered the question for a moment, then broke into a grin. "I've been known to do that, yes."
She laughed. "Did anyone ever tell you that you have eyes like Clark Gable's? They smile easily. Full of tease. And that deep color is so unusual, isn't it?"
Few people noticed the indigo tint of his black eyes. "My mother's family."
"I met your mother once in New Haven, when she gave a talk on goldsmithing at the museum."
"You're interested in—?"
"Her eyes are brown. Black at first glance, but in the right light definitely brown." Her chin raised in a tiny gesture of defiance.
Jackson shook his head. "Say, are you going to tell me more about yourself? Something current? Like what is it you do exactly?"
She reached into her bag and pulled out a leather pouch. "You don't have a clue, do you?" She dropped the pouch into his lap and its heaviness startled him. "My specialty is selling things," she said. "To people with dirty money." She smiled. "And then I steal them back."
He slipped the contents of the bag into his hand. It was a tricolor jade: A playful calf nuzzled against a reclining buffalo in a swirl of vines and cloud scrolls. He held it up to the window to capture the best light. The artist had mated the subject matter and stone perfectly. The buffalo was a pale celadon green with russet brown haunches and the calf was a deep spinach green. The wispy vines followed another vein of russet. The heft of it pressed against his palm.
"Jesus Christ. Are you telling me that you stole this from someone? Actually broke into someone's house and stole it?" Nearly everything in the antiquities market was looted from someone at sometime during its history, but Jackson couldn't remember ever meeting anyone who admitted to actual burglary.
"I sold it to a drug dealer looking for somewhere to put excess cash. You'd think for all his money, he'd invest in a decent security system. Stealing it back was a snap."
The pavement beneath the Toyota suddenly disappeared and they began bouncing along a rutted dirt road.
She aimed her chin at the cloudless sky. "Well, of course, I do legitimate things as well. But this little racket is my pocket change. My clients rarely report the thefts to the police. Nine times out of ten they're more afraid of the IRS or the FBI than they are of losing a hundred grand. And they don't really give a shit about the art. The stuff all looks alike to them. They just need to stash their cash. I've made a million dollars off that buffalo and a few other little pieces over the course of five years. Sell them in far corners of the earth, private buyers with secret money. I keep up with all the right services— FBI, IFAR, Lasernet, Interpol. If an item does show up, it's all the more reason to steal it back from the most recent buyer." She tossed her head. "I'd be rich if my partner weren't such a money sieve." She took a long drink from the water bottle.
Jackson looked her in the eye. "About that partner, Anna, where does he fit into what you and I are doing? We meeting him somewhere along the line?"
Her eyes widened. The pink streaks, like slapmarks that appeared only when her partner was mentioned, rose again on her cheeks. "What are you talking about? I told you my partner, or I should say my ex-partner—"
"Wants to kill you. My partner wants to kill me too for running off to Kashgar with the likes of you. So what's the deal?"
Her sudden clutch on the plastic bottle made it spill over the top. "Your partner? What are you talking about?"
"My ex-wife Nellie showed up out of the blue just before I left. We might make a go of it together again. Maybe. I called her from Hong Kong."
Anna was brushing away the water on her skirt. "Son of a bitch, you told her where we were going? How could you do that to me? Why the hell did you have to call her?"
"I couldn't just disappear."
"Hong Kong, you were supposed to say Hong Kong." She fumbled with the screw cap on the bottle, but her fingers were trembling. Jackson took the bottle from her, capped it, laid it between them on the seat, then grabbed her fluttering hands. Their eyes met.
"Kashgar is supposed to be our secret, Taylor Jackson, yours and mine. Can't you see I'm running away? Running for my life? You are my only partner now, Jackson, the only one who can insure my permanent disappearance and my long-term survival, you, you, you, not anyone else, not anyone. And I am your only partner now." Tears flooded her eyes.
Jackson felt the hairs on the back of his neck raise. Maybe this swamp was a little deeper than he'd anticipated. He thought to pull her to him— his natural response to weeping women— but her arms held him rigidly away from her.
He spoke softly. "Calm down, Anna. We're safe. Nellie isn't about to blab to anyone where we are. But it might have helped if you were straight with me from the start. It's about time for you to explain how you want me to help you, what you expect of me. This teasing, this keeping me in the dark may backfire. It's time you trust me with the whole story. What the hell are you afraid of?"
She yanked her hands away. "Not now. You've upset me." She got up, curled up on the back seat and closed her eyes.
Anna's sulk didn't last long but she didn't open up either. Jackson didn't press her. What was the point out here amid the endless cliffs of wind-hardened dust?
[::]
They pressed on to Aksu, an oasis rich with poplars and fruit orchards, avoided the city and spent another night at a truckstop before they began the final leg of their journey, to Kashgar. In spite of her outburst— or maybe because of it, who knew?— they grew more comfortable with each other. Starting on their fifth day of hard travel, they had developed a rhythm of eating odd assortments of food, napping, and being mesmerized by the dancing ghosts of whirlwinds against the painted landscape. Still, Anna remained a mystery.
[::]
New York City
Monday morning. Gulbuddin Khalis tapped his fingers lightly on the phone pad, hesitating, then punching out the numbers. After two rings, there was a pick-up, a one-second rushing sound, then Nellie's voice.
Taylor Jackson and Nellie Mackenzie are out of the country. However, I'm picking up our messages remotely so, please, after the tone, tell me how I can reach you, tell me what's on your mind. It's very important to me.
Softly, he set the phone in its cradle. "Yes," he whispered, his suspicions so easily confirmed. It was an odd message, he thought, then suddenly knew: a message from Nellie to Jackson, who had mysteriously vanished from Manhattan sometime last Thursday. Never underestimate a paranoid, he mused as he snuffed his cigarette and hurried out of his office.
[::]
At ten to one, in a warm-up suit and dying for a cigarette, Gil sat on a bench along the wall of the workout room at Louie's Health and Fitness. He managed a guest pass, claiming to the receptionist that he'd been invited by Taylor Jackson to try a workout. "Oh, Mr. Jackson," the girl said, "haven't seen him in a few days. Thought he was out of town or something." And thus Gil confirmed that Jackson was a member.
Gil hauled around a few weights and made small talk. The noon-hour crowd was not chatty. No one acknowledged the name of Jackson. Gil finally sat on the bench with a towel, pretending to wipe away sweat.
A man in a wheelchair rolled in. He wore a club t-shirt and was roundly greeted as Louie. Must be the owner. Surely he'd know Jackson and where Jackson might have skipped off to. But Louie was immediately pulled into a conversation with two muscle-bound lifters.
A slim blonde jogged out of an aerobics class and butted in on Louie's conversation. "What time you home tonight, babe?" Louie said something Gil didn't catch. "Sure. I'm going to grab a can of juice anyway before I head back." She squeezed his arm, trotted to the vending machine for a can of cranberry drink, then dropped onto the bench beside Gil. Her skin gleamed with a film of sweat.
"I say, is Louie your husband?" Gil asked.
She swiped a drop of juice from her lower lip and smiled. "Going on fifteen years."
"He seems quite remarkable, so full of vitality. The chair— it seems so natural, part of him."
"Part of Louie, part of life. You new here?"
"New to Manhattan. The club was recommended to me as a place quite... what's the word I'm looking for? Congenial? For the person with a disability? My dear wife uses a wheelchair and right now she's in terrible shape." In his mind, Gil conjured an image of Agee, maimed and crippled, wheelchair-bound, but only until the inexorability of his revenge destroyed her totally. But his face, he knew, projected only concern.
And his words, chosen carefully, worked their magic. Suddenly, Louie's wife was interested in him and launched a conversation about the club and about the resources available for couples dealing with a disability. It was grotesque and boring. But he let her go on long enough till she was speaking with him like an old confederate in battles only a few people had engaged in.
"You know who recommended me here," he said, beginning to shift gears. "Taylor Jackson. Know him, perchance?"
The lovely lady rolled her eyes. "Jackson? Sure, I know who he is. Not exactly a friend of ours, but certainly a hot topic of conversation."
"I was hoping I'd run into him here. You don't know his usual workout time do you?"
"You won't find him here for a while. That's just what we were talking about. Seems he met up with some woman the other day and, like that, he's run off to... what was it? Kashgar! We had the encyclopedia out last night looking it up. It's in the far west of China—"
"I know it, dear. It was an outpost of the British Empire about a century ago." Gil could hardly contain his delight with the information.
"Shows you how educated we are." She laughed.
"By any chance, do you know the name of the woman he went with? We have some mutual friends with ties in that part of the world and I was wondering..."
"Louie!" she called and Louie looked over. "Danny tell you the name of the woman Jackson ran off with?"
Louie rubbed his head. "Yeah, he did, but let me think... Annie? Anna something?"
Gil frowned. "Doesn't ring a bell."
Nellie waited for Dan in the lobby of the Pearl Continental in Rawalpindi. Although "Pindi" was a broken-down, polluted, congested old dame of a city, the Pearl had the glass and metal polish of any first-class international hotel. Citizen of the world's backwaters, Nellie felt at home.
Eighteen hours of travel and a day of rest had numbed her anxieties. Gulbuddin Khalis was on the other side of the planet and she was not alone. Dan hadn't been more than fifty miles out of New York State since his college days, so it was fun to see the world through fresh eyes. She could tell, by the softening planes of his face, that he, too, was letting go.
The elevator door opened and Dan appeared. In the few days she'd known him, he wore only workout clothes or jeans and flannel shirts, so it shattered his natural-man image to see him in a suit— a gray suit, tailored to fit the six-four frame. The shirt was bright white; the tie, a bold statement of tropical flowers. His posture was elegant and his walk telegraphed the suppleness that had made him a football star at twenty and a wicked racquetball competitor at forty.
When he saw her he made a self-conscious gesture toward the knot of his tie, but she didn't tease. She took his arm and they walked into the Marco Polo dining room.
Victor Grunwald stood to greet them. He was a tall, silver-haired man, nearly Dan's height, but willowy and slope-shouldered. He shook Nellie's hand and guided her to the seat across from him, leaving Dan to take the chair opposite Virginia Sackett.
"Virginia?" Nellie offered her hand to the blonde. "I'm so pleased to meet you. I've been following the rise of the Sackett Institute for ages, though, sorry to say, I haven't been there yet."
Virginia put down her cigarette and gave the hand a brief squeeze. Her eyes scanned Nellie's dress. "Victor gave me strict instructions that dresses were off-limits in Pakistan. I feel like such a frump in this old jumpsuit." Her ring-laden, red-tipped fingers fluttered to the elaborate necklace of antique jet beads. The old jumpsuit was a black and white design that reeked of Paris.
"I think you've managed to make the best of it," Nellie said.
"I don't know why this business couldn't have been transacted in Hong Kong," Virginia continued to complain. "I'm afraid to go outside. The men are so rude. They point, stare, make obscene noises— worse than a construction site. If one of them makes a grab for me, I'll die."
Nellie had no use for whiners, but business was business. "They're just inexperienced around Western women. If you think of them as innocents and not dirty old men, you'll tolerate them better. Keeping covered is good advice too."
Victor lifted a hand— the one with his wedding ring— to the back of Virginia's neck, caressing her short curls. "Don't forget who dragged whom to Rawalpindi, my dear. Mr. Khalis seemed more than happy to have us view the pieces in Manhattan."
Virginia softened. "I'm terrified if we don't see the pieces and commit quickly we'll lose them." Nellie glanced at Victor as a shadow crossed his kind eyes. Virginia had made a tactical error in a sale situation, her eagerness revealing her inexperience.
Virginia was handing a set of photos to Dan. "Have you seen them?"
He flipped through the photos and passed them to Nellie. "Cute."
"Cute's not exactly the word I'd use," Nellie said as she examined the figures. The nine lady musicians were Tang Dynasty tomb sculptures, over a thousand years old, taller than average, maybe two feet tall, with beautifully intact blue and amber glazes. An exquisite set. "Astounding is more like it." She handed them back to Virginia.
"If they're not forgeries," Victor said, sternly, yet with a twinkle in his eye toward Nellie. Their roles were clear: he the buyer, she the seller. Victor was dutiful in protecting Virginia from her own enthusiasm.
[::]
As dinner progressed, the conversation split. Nellie was enthralled with the legendary Victor Grunwald and couldn't help asking about his career as a celebrated fundraiser for splashy museum acquisitions. He loved the attention.
Next to her Dan and Virginia talked softly. Nellie caught snatches of lighthearted patter about exercise programs, movies, pro football, hair care products. Dan was hunched attentively across the table and Virginia hung on his words. And Dan laughed.
Nellie's conversation with Victor drifted back to business. "Gil gave me the address of a storage garage in Abbottabad. It's farther north than I realized, so Dan and I will drive up tomorrow and bring the pieces back to Pindi so you can view them in the comfort of the Pearl."
"No need. Gin and I will drive up with you." With a glance to see that Virginia's attentions were elsewhere, he lowered his voice. "This is her first big purchase since she assumed her father's seat on the Board of Trustees and she's a little off the deep end about it."
"Don't you approve?"
"I like to save chasing around the world for the really big deals."
"Three-quarters of a million, not a big deal?"
"Not anymore."
[::]
The four left the restaurant together and headed toward the elevators. While they waited, Dan changed his mind.
"I'm still wide awake," he said. "Anyone want to join me for a drink at the infidel club?" He pointed to the small bar where non-Muslim foreigners could purchase a limited amount of beer or booze, but no one else appeared to be in the mood.
"You go ahead, Dan. I'll give you a ring in the morning." Nellie touched his arm as she stepped into the elevator.
[::]
Kashgar, China
The town was a dusty reminiscence of it glory days, when the English and the Russians jockeyed for dominance in Central Asia. Their consulates were now abandoned, turned into tourist hotels.
Neither hotel had room for Jackson. At each of them, he argued, hoping that the phlegmatic desk clerks were simply too lazy to find an available room. After two nights on outdoor cots where the creeping desert had coated him with powdery sand, he longed for a private bath and a soft bed. But the desk clerks feigned ignorance of English and his attempts to remember bits of appropriate Chinese were muddled. Anna didn't help. She insisted they go to the guesthouse where she'd already arranged rooms.
"My guesthouse is extremely clean. I've stayed there on all my trips here." Impatience and weariness combined to turn her voice into a whine. "The bath facilities are nearly private— no more than three or four rooms share them."
The clerk at the desk of the Seman Hotel was clucking over large reservation sheets filled with minuscule Chinese characters. When Jackson asked her again if she'd found a room, she shook her head, mumbled, and refused to raise her eyes.
"Okay, I give."
Anna smiled with tired triumph. He followed her outside, where the driver of the Land Cruiser helped them transfer their luggage to a donkey cart.
"It's located in the old city," she explained.
He sighed, wishing he'd argued longer with the desk clerk.
The donkey cart was driven by a pre-teen boy in a brown suit jacket and blue cap, who hissed and grunted to his donkey and whipped him sternly as they trotted through narrower and narrower streets into an ancient bazaar. Seated on a stack of ratty wool blankets, Jackson concentrated on keeping his feet dangling at the correct angle— close enough not to get clipped by other wagons but far enough to avoid catching his shoe in the wheel.
The guesthouse lived up to Anna's word. His bed, in a room off a short second-floor balcony, had a thick mattress, clean sheets and a pillow. A few doors away, the toilet— a porcelain bowl set into the floor— required the user to squat, but it smelled clean, flushed from an overhead tank and boasted a fat roll of coarse toilet paper hung from a wire. The shower would have hot water for the next two hours. Paradise.
Later, scrubbed clean, he collapsed into bed. After months of frigid loneliness, he found himself remembering— longing for the comfort of Nellie's arms.
He would be home before long and they would create a new life together. Nothing like their brief, storm-ripped marriage twenty years ago when he was selfish and headstrong. Nothing at all like the string of failed reconciliations that recurred with chronic regularity— till Catherine swept him off his feet. Nothing at all. This time it was right.
The thought of her aroused him. He drew the sheet across his chest, aware of how it brushed against his pelt, aware of the tingle... longing for Nellie...
On the edge of asleep, Jackson woke suddenly to a voice inside his head. How will it be different from before? You ran away from her, it said. You ran off with an art thief. You left Nellie behind. If she isn't there when you get home—
"No," Jackson said out loud to chase the voice away.
Or if she too falls into the hands of a murderer—
He sat up and shook his head.
It'll be your fault. Your fault.
[::]
Rawalpindi, Pakistan
Having duly filled out the paperwork on his status as a non-Muslim foreigner, Dan O'Hara sat at the bar, nursing a Murree beer and pondering the universality of American music as the loud speaker droned a familiar instrumental.
Someone touched his shoulder and he turned to see Virginia Sackett. She took a step back, pulling her jacket tight across the bodice of her silky black and white jumpsuit. The black beads she'd worn at dinner were gone.
"Hi," she said. "I'm still on Central Daylight time. Can't sleep."
"Victor?"
She shrugged. "Dead to the world, I suppose. One of those born travelers who adjusts instantly to any time zone. You don't have any cigarettes, do you?"
He shook his head. "Something to drink?"
She teetered a little on her heels and he wondered if she'd already had something in her room. She edged around to sit on the stool next to his, eying his glass of beer. She nodded. "Make it vodka."
She'd already registered with the bar and the bartender put a bottle of vodka, a bottle of Sprite, a dish of ice and two glasses on the bar, then moved to a discreet distance. Virginia mixed two drinks— tumblers full of vodka with splashes of Sprite.
"How long have you been with Nellie?" she asked as she handed him one.
"I'm not with her, not like that. I'm escorting her, sort of— not escorting— assisting her, I guess you'd say. We're neighbors, sort of."
"You two seemed like a couple." Her gaze was intense.
Dan used his napkin to mop up the moisture rings on the bar. "We sort of, yeah. But her destiny's with someone else. I understand that now." He caught himself in the middle of a sigh.
"She's so vivid. And what a build." Virginia tugged at her jacket again. "Daddy offered to buy me tits and ass. I could have had a build like that too, but... I chose to hold it against him instead."
True, she didn't have Nellie's lusty beauty, but he still thought she was pretty in a sharp-boned kind of way.
"You married?" Her fingers flashed with gems.
"No. Pity, isn't it? Nearly thirty-five, with all my money. Still can't snag a man." She gulped her vodka and Sprite. "Who I want... is Victor."
"But?"
"It's always a delicate matter for the Chairman of the Board to be sleeping with the CEO."
"What does Victor want?"
"Number one: To keep his job. We're occasional lovers, but I'm never quite sure why."
"He wears a wedding ring."
"Yes, that." She mixed another round. "He's married to that little opera diva Isobella Falucci. She lives in Manhattan. He lives in Nebraska. He enjoys her prestige... and my money."
Dan laid his hand over hers."Poor little rich girl, huh?" She drew his hand into her lap. Their bars stools rotated and they latched together, like gears, each of them with one leg caught between the other's. One of her buttons had come undone and he caught a glimpse of pink lace.
"I know what you mean," he said. "Nothing like wanting what you can't have." He reached up and popped the errant button through its hole. She caught his tie and leaned forward. Her fragrance was all wilting roses and rainy nights.
His hands slipped under her jacket and around her waist. She was so soft, he was afraid she'd disappear. He wanted her to do the same, to touch him through his shirt, but she laid her hands on his shoulders.
"Squared off gray suit," she recited, "crisp white shirt, polished shoes. Combined with this tropical tie— and this hair."
She moved her hand to the nape of his neck, slid the elastic band away, and let her fingers run through the long hair. It jolted him.
The bartender cleared his throat. They were the only people in a small bright room— a far cry from an American cocktail lounge.
"We better go, Virginia. The vodka's gone to our heads."
He took her hands, pulled her to her feet and they wove a path toward the elevator, giggling.
[::]
Hours later, Dan woke. He lay splayed on his belly, one pillow under his stomach, another over his head. His skull pounded. He pulled the pillow away. It was still dark out, but the lamp on the nightstand glared.
"Shit." He lay across the bare striped mattress-ticking. The bed coverings and other pillows were strewn about the room, as were his clothes. A chair lay on its side.
"Oh, my God." He sat up and looked around. The laughter rang in his ears. He couldn't remember ever laughing that hard. Virginia was full of games.
He rolled over and pulled a tube of lipstick from under him. One of her games...
[::]
"I have a new game," she had said, sitting astride him.
"What?"
"Tell me what it's like to make love with your Amazon friend Nellie." She dumped her makeup kit across his chest and uncapped a tube of lipstick. "Make me look like her. Vivid. Vivacious. Here take it."
She was tickling him, knees pressed against his ribs. He took the lipstick but couldn't stop laughing, couldn't line it up to her lips. He made a mark on her chest.
Then he turned it into a lightning bolt. "She has a scar." He couldn't stop laughing.
[::]
Now alone, he curled around the pillow. A blanket of shame suffocated him. What perverse little corner of his soul had that betrayal slithered out from? How in the world would he face Nellie? How would he face Victor? He was even afraid to see Virginia.
But was it fun? Did he want more? Did the power of Virginia's imagination scare him to death? Oh, dear.
He stood up and headed for the shower, feeling slightly giddy.
[::]
Kashgar, China
Jackson met Anna on the balcony outside their rooms. The sky was still pink, although it was officially 9 AM. Officially, all of China was on Beijing time— three time zones to the east. They walked into the heart of the bazaar, a skein of narrow streets where merchants both made and sold their wares. They picked out flat breads and hard-boiled eggs dyed red. Jackson noticed how easily Anna blended in: her dress was a bright uniform identifying her as a Uighur woman, as did her face, for there was no typical face in this ancient crossroads.
Breakfast in hand, they returned by the quiet lane back to the guesthouse. Anna pointed out what looked like an old wooden bedstead: planks on legs and a stained red blanket.
"All-purpose street furniture. Table, chair, bed rolled into one," she said. "Grab a corner and I'll get us some tea." She disappeared down a passageway and returned with napkins and a metal tea service on a tray.
Minutes later, after washing down a mouthful of food with tea, Anna said, "Today's the day. Today I'll unveil our project."
"Can't wait."
[::]
Jackson followed Anna down a narrow passage, into a tiny room where she set down the tea service.
"This storage garage was all I could arrange on short notice." She opened a padlocked door and stepped through, switching on a light so low in wattage it did little to dispel the darkness. Maneuvering around large objects, she unlocked a set of wide doors on the opposite wall and pushed them open to the dazzling light of a cobblestone lane. A horse-cart, piled with lengths of lumber, trotted by. A group of giggling small girls ran over to Anna, but she shooed them away in a language Jackson didn't understand.
She turned back and gently lifted a sheet from one of the shapes. A striking Tang Dynasty sculpture stood on a wooden crate in a fluff of raffia packing. Lady with a mandolin. Jackson whistled softly in admiration. Anna uncovered the others. They were all musicians, holding stringed instruments, flutes, or cymbals and, even in the dim light, they all radiated perfection.
"I want you to sell them for me."
"Why not sell them yourself?"
"It's not my field, for starters."
"So put them up at public auction."
"Very funny. Look, you've done a lot of business in Tang period and you know the market so I'm offering to give you a share for selling them."
"Making me stick my ass out in the breeze for a truckload of stolen sculpture?"
"I have papers."
"So you bought 'em fair and square?"
She fluttered her eyelashes. "People were paid."
"So if they're such a safe deal, I don't understand why you're having me front them for you. Why don't we do it together?"
"Jackson, look, I have more important things to do than argue with you about a job I'm paying you handsomely for. I have people waiting for me." Without waiting for a response, she dragged a heavy cardboard box from a corner. "These are reference books, auction catalogs and price lists for Tang tomb sculpture. Everything you need to set a price."
After a fleeting worry about what conspirators she might be running off to meet with, Jackson let himself be consumed by the opportunity that lay before him. The set would sell quickly for a kingly sum. He still had the contacts for this sort of material— contacts happy to let the pieces disappear into very private collections. A few phone calls. A few visits. He'd be back in business...
He nodded. "If I'm satisfied they're not fakes."
A faint look of alarm crossed her face, but she shook it off. "They're not fakes." She tucked a stray hair under her scarf. "I need to run."
As he watched her go, he sighed. There would be no old contacts, no very private collections, no deals. Ethics demanded these beauties remain with the people of China. What the hell was he doing here? Why hadn't he turned around at the Hong Kong airport? Why wasn't he in Nellie's arms?
[::]
Rawalpindi, Pakistan
At eight o'clock Nellie's phone rang. It was Dan, sounding absurdly chipper and inviting her to breakfast. When she joined him at the coffee area in the lobby, she found him dressed with suspicious neatness in creased khakis and a blue oxford shirt buttoned to the throat, bifocals in place. He jumped up, pulled a chair out for her and summoned the waiter to bring another cup of coffee.
"Paper's full of bad news," he said, as he offered her a section of his English-language newspaper. "There's more violence up in Kashmir. A group of Hindu pilgrims was attacked. Shame." He picked up his section, gave it a snap and tilted his head to read through the bottoms of his glasses.
She began to scan the headlines when he asked, almost inaudibly: "Sleep ok, Nellie?" He hadn't looked up from his paper.
"Why sure. Just fine."
"Some trouble in an Afghan refugee camp near Peshawar."
"You don't say." When the waiter brought her coffee, she ordered breakfast, then put an elbow on the table, cupped her chin and watched while he poured over the local news. "What, no small talk about the shampoo you use to keep your hair so shiny?"
He rustled the newspaper as his eyes moved down the page. "I use whatever crap goes in the dispensers at the club. Comes in a drum."
"You certainly kept Ms. Sackett rapt with the virtues of Kenra products."
He folded the paper onto the chair next to him. "Wasn't that okay?" Before she could answer, he rushed on. "I run a health club, you know, not a ladies' literary society. It's part of my job to make small talk. Candi's in cosmetology school. I pick it up. Virginia— just making small talk is all."
Nellie glanced down to where his crossed leg was tapping on the unused chair between them. He stopped.
"You were a help, Dan, really. Virginia was a basket case and you calmed her right down. I can't ask for more than that." She laid her hand on his. It was cold and made her look sharply into his eyes. He blinked. What was he feeling guilty about?
Over an omelet, Nellie studied the newspaper for Karachi shipping schedules and found the ads for shipping services. She tore out a page, folded it and stuffed it between the pages of her Filofax. That kind of information often came in handy.
She was still only halfway through her eggs when Dan crumpled his napkin.
"I saw Virginia and Victor having breakfast in the Marco Polo room," she said. "You want to go tell them we're almost ready?"
"Well..." He glanced around the lobby and began kicking the chair leg again. "I can wait."
[::]
When the foursome finally met at the entrance, where Nellie's hired car was parked, Victor was in a lighthearted, adventurous mood. Virginia was more subdued. She hung back a little as they walked to the car and so did Dan.
There was a whisper in back of her that made Nellie's ears prick. Although they must have been six feet behind her, Nellie heard Virginia murmur to Dan, "You okay?"
Nellie spun around.
Dan leaned his head toward Virginia. "What did you do with my tie?"
Ms. Sackett giggled.
[::]
Nellie managed to direct the driver successfully to the warehouse on the outskirts of Abbottabad, where row upon row of storage sheds testified to the amount of truck traffic on the two-lane Karakoram Highway.
An attendant studied the authorization letter Gil had given her, then led the group down a stretch of loading docks and stopped at the one rented by Khalis. He found a key on his ring, unlocked the door and, with a grunt, hoisted it up.
The space was empty.
The young man turned away.
"Wait," Nellie called. "There's been a mistake." She waved her letter. "Gulbuddin Khalis. This can't be it."
"Yes, madame," the man said. He pointed to the numeral crudely painted on the frame of the opening, then to a yellowed paper slid behind a piece of cracked glass. Typed on the paper was Gulbuddin Khalis, A.G. Khalis, Westport Connecticut & New York City, USA, followed by several lines in the arabic script of Urdu.
"There must be another unit assigned to them," said Virginia.
The man consulted his clipboard and shook his head no.
"Oh boy." Nellie walked around the perimeter of the room, about the size of a two-car garage. Dust on the floor was thick. "You'd better call the manager for us, young man."
"Yes, madame."
The manager spoke excellent English. "Now let me see if I understand your predicament, Miss Mackenzie. Mr. Khalis sent you here to show various items from his inventory to these clients of his, is that correct? Is that how you all understand the situation?"
They nodded.
"Yes, well let me check my files here please. Please be seated." He pulled a fat looseleaf binder from a shelf behind his desk, turned to the last entries, and made a study of them. "Hmm." He flipped back a page or two, then returned to the end. "Hmm. I'm afraid there has been some kind of misunderstanding." He spun the binder around for them to view the page without entries. "Perhaps Mr. Khalis has given you the specifications for the wrong warehouse. I believe they also use storage facilities in Peshawar. That is no doubt where he meant to send you."
"No, it isn't at all where he meant to send me. There's been no misunderstanding."
"But you see, Miss Mackenzie, this warehouse was let several months ago by Mrs. Khalis but it has never been utilized. Nothing has ever been stored here."
"That's impossible." Virginia pushed herself between Nellie and the manager. Her voice was shrill. "Gil assured me—" She swung around to Nellie. "What kind of s-s-scam are you pulling? Where is the sculpture?"
Tears spouted from Virginia's eyes. Her arms tensed in a gesture that made Nellie step back, but Victor intervened. He grasped Virginia's shoulders from behind then slid his hands down to gently pin her arms.
"Now, now, Gin, no need to go all frothy. There's been a mistake. A miscommunication. Happens all the time. A delay in the shipment, no doubt." He bent his head to nuzzle her ear. "Go back to the car and I'll take care of it." He nudged her in the direction of the car and Dan offered his hand, which she took.
But then, supported by both men, she spewed again at Nellie. "I paid Gil a lot of money. My own money, not the Institute's. My own."
Nellie couldn't contain her curiosity. "How much?"
"A hun-hundred thousand."
A silent wince crossed Victor's face. "Jesus, honey, I didn't know that. Why in the world—? I would have never recommended that. You said you were only paying for shipping, an export fee. Bad enough. But why—?"
"He said it was the only way I could guarantee that another buyer wouldn't offer him a better deal in the meantime, b-because he was strapped for cash and needed to move fast on the pieces. And I wanted them, damn it. I wanted them. For you— us— the Institute. You said we needed a spectacular Tang piece and these are nine times spectacular, aren't they?"
"If they're right, darling," he murmured. "If they're right. Go on now. Get her a cold drink, Dan, how ‘bout it?"
She glided from Victor's arms to Dan's and disappeared through the parked trucks. Victor watched Virginia go.
"Thanks for being so level-headed about this." Nellie's mouth was on automatic pilot as she stared down at the names on the ledger page: Gulbuddin Khalis, A.G. Khalis. Agee? A.G.?
"Virginia's new to the game. And she seems determined to learn her lessons the hard way." His blue eyes grew stern. "But we still have a problem, don't we?"
"Victor, have you ever met Agee?"
"Who?"
"Agee, Gil's wife."
"Anna? Ah, yes, A.G., of course— that's what he calls her. We met with her several months back, when Gil in the hospital. Very sharp young woman. But I believe she uses her maiden name for most of her business dealings."
"Anna Gailani?" Nellie held her breath.
"Yes, that's it."
"Jesus," she whispered, suddenly turned in on herself. Jackson was seven hundred miles north of here with Gil Khalis' estranged wife. The coincidence was too massive for her to comprehend. What had they gotten themselves into?
"Nellie?" Victor's voice was concerned.
"The problem, yes, the problem." Nellie met Victor's eyes and gave him her best wry smile. "Looks like Agee— Anna— changed the storage arrangements then went off on a buying trip without giving him the new depot. The items are probably in his storerooms in Peshawar, but we'll track down Anna to make sure."
Victor's concern turned to a scowl. "Maybe this is a scam after all. And maybe it's not Gil's but yours."
Nellie did an exaggerated double-take and laughed. "Scam? Really, Victor, it's a simple mix-up. I'll call Gil as soon as we get back to Pindi and we'll have the whole thing straightened out in a day or two. Coincidentally, I'm expecting a call from a friend who's traveling with Anna and I'll have him get the information from her pronto."
"Nellie... you may or may not have a liaison to Anna, but the last time I talked to Gil Khalis— just day before yesterday when he told us we'd be meeting you here— he told me, man to man, what a ‘filthy whore' Anna was and that their marriage as well as their partnership was over."
Nellie didn't miss a beat. "Oh, God, isn't that just like Gulbud-dean? He's an old-fashioned guy, prone to histrionics— especially about his woman. Just leave things to me now, okay?"
With a big phony smile, she marched out to the car and claimed the front seat for the drive back, trying to calm her racing heart, not wanting to talk to any of them.
[::]
Kashgar, China
Jackson sat on a stool in the store room, staring at the statues. He had rearranged them in a semicircle to catch the best light from the street, but only one at a time caught the narrow shaft of sunlight that penetrated the lane. He glanced at the Prices Realized lists from a couple of recent auctions, but ultimately he'd depend on his own senses to tell him what he needed to know.
So he stared. Moving his eyes across one statue at a time, shifting his stool or rising to his feet as needed, he studied how it was weighted, the angles and curves, the negative spaces. When he absorbed as much as possible from the vantage point of his stool, he went upstairs to his room, dug out a pen light and reading glasses from his bag, and returned for a closer look. They were a stunning set. A score for any museum, although, if they had to be sold secretly, it was unlikely that they'd ever be seen in a public institution. He hoped the set wouldn't be broken up.
There I go again, he thought, fantasizing about a real sale. Real sale or not, the scholar in him demanded to be satisfied.
He poured over each statue in detail, moving the penlight along the edges of the glazing and paying close attention to the face. Now and then he'd stow the light in his pocket and touch the figure, sensing its mass, its warmth, its textures. At one point he actually tasted both the glaze and the unglazed terracotta.
The nine pieces absorbed him completely.
[::]
At noon, Jackson headed for the Long Distance Telephone Center. After filling out a form, prepaying, waiting an hour, and enduring several failed attempts, his call home went through. A machine answered. Nellie's voice, full of good humor:
Taylor Jackson and Nellie Mackenzie are out of the country. However, I am picking up our messages remotely so, please, after the tone, tell me how I can reach you, tell me what's on your mind. It's very important to me.
"I'm in Kashgar," Jackson said softly after the beep, fighting a host of colliding emotions. Nellie, what's got into you? "But I'm at a local guesthouse with no phone."
Out of habit, Jackson had his key ring in hand. It contained a tiny tone device to use in parts of the world that hadn't caught up with touchtones. He held it to the speaker and pressed the code to retrieve messages. Nellie's voice again, full of folksy confidence.
Hi, baby. Hope you're hearing me. Everything's great. I'm doing a little work with Gil Khalis— no, not with him, for him— with Victor Grunwald in Rawalpindi— just down the road apiece from Kashgar. Dan O'Hara's going with me and Gil isn't, so I'm super safe and sound. We're at the Pearl Continental Hotel. Call 66011-21. Or leave a message and I'll pick it up remotely.
He dropped the handset into its cradle.
Why the hell did she go ahead with her scheme to work for Khalis? Jackson needed a partner, not a madcap heroine. A partner in a country with reliable phone service and access to the right people in case he got into trouble.
What was the point of dragging Dan along? Either she sensed danger or... hell, Nellie was so gregarious she made "best pals" all over the world. Maybe it was a certain leadership quality she had— something that might put her at the head of a religious cult. Why not recruit Dan? Dan would worship her.
Jackson took a minute to calm down. Dan was his friend. He would help keep Nellie safe, wasn't that what counted? A sick feeling: if Gil Khalis was the murderer, maybe neither of them was a match for his cunning.
He began the laborious process of placing another call but when it finally connected to the Pearl Continental neither of them were in.
Halfway down the block, he realized he should have left a message for Nellie on the New York machine. He marched back to the exchange, but was told service was too backed up to place any more calls that day. He hoped Nellie was having one helluva good time in Pindi.
[::]
Rawalpindi, Pakistan
Nellie arrived back at the Pearl, still freaky over learning that Anna was Gil's wife and dreading her call to Gil with the bad news about the warehouse.
As the four picked up their keys, Virginia pulled away from the group first. "I'll be in my room," she said to no one in particular. With a nod to Dan and Nellie, Victor followed her.
As Dan seemed to hesitate, Nellie grabbed his arm. "You. Come with me."
Nellie dragged Dan up to her room, partly to keep her eye on him and partly to give her moral support. Dan sat on the second bed. While she waited impatiently for the call to go through, she watched him droop, slowly curling over onto the pillows. His eyes shut.
"Didn't sleep well last night?" she asked.
"All right, I guess," he answered, slinging an arm over his eyes just as Gil answered.
"Nellie!" Gil boomed. "Everything going quite smoothly? Grunwald put his stamp of approval on the merchandise?"
"What merchandise? We just got back from Abbottabad and the place is empty. Nothing's been stored there for months."
"No."
"Did I have the right place? You didn't mean to send me to Peshawar, did you?"
"Of course it's the right place." Gil hesitated. Took a long breath. "What a stupid mix-up. Damn. Of all times for Agee to run off in a huff. Probably got a better storage price somewhere and forgot to let me know. Typical. And I've really wasted your time, haven't I? If I don't make that sale, I can't pay you what I promised."
"It'll work out, I'm sure, if we keep our cool."
"Will Taylor Jackson be coming down from China to meet you there?"
"Jackson?" Nellie choked. What had gone awry?
"Don't take me for a fool, Helen Jane. The machine at his Soho number answers with a lovely little message in your voice. And, one only needs to ask a few questions to find out the rest— like whose wife he's traveling with. I should be angry at you, darling, for not telling me this from the start, but it looks as if we have bigger problems."
Nellie held her breath, reeling from her stupidity at not expecting Gil to hear the damn phone recording and at leaving a mile-wide trail about Jackson. Her confidence slipped out from under her.
"So listen to me, Helen Jane, we'll have to work as a team now to keep Grunwald happy. Meet me in Peshawar day after tomorrow. We'll stay at Dean's."
"Wait— what about you wanting to keep a low profile? If we know where Agee is, can't we try to contact her about—?"
"Peshawar." He hung up.
"Damn." Staring at the phone, she rubbed a fingernail along the edges of her teeth.
Dan stirred. "Something wrong?"
"Gil Khalis is on his way here. Do me a favor and don't let me out of your sight with him."
Dan frowned at her, while she mentally replayed the conversation. If it was really a simple mix-up that could be solved by a contact with Anna and if Gil was as strapped for money and as leery of border authorities as he made out to be, why was he rushing over here? Any good dealer was able to sort out delivery snafus on foreign terrain— she'd done it a hundred times.
Dan hoisted himself to a sitting position. "Everything going to be all right?"
"Oh, sure. I just have to remember that there's no room in this business for idiots," she murmured.
"Well, with those words of wisdom, I'm going to rinse off the road grit." He stood. "Maybe skip dinner. I'm bushed."
"I'm not finished with you."
[::]
Kashgar, China
Only women ever managed to captivate Jackson more than sculpture did. So, while he had the chance to continue his study of some of the richest Tang sculpture ever made, his annoyance with Nellie sapped his concentration. Grabbing a handful of auction catalogs, he closed the storeroom doors and tried to make himself comfortable on the sunlit bench in front of the building.
He sat cross-legged till his knees ached, then rested his back against the wall and stretched his legs in front of him. His head was drooping when a little girl in pink-striped overalls and a pink kerchief in her hair sat next to him. She held a plate of sliced watermelon.
"Asalaam aleikhum." Peace be with you, the universal greeting of Islam.
"Salaam," he answered.
"Are you hungry?" she asked in perfect American English. She was a slip of a thing, maybe four or five, not quite blonde but strikingly fair among the dark-haired children on the street.
"Matter of fact I am." She set the plate between them and he followed her lead, sitting on the edge of the bench, leaning over to let the juice drip on the ground between his feet, and spitting the seeds on the ground.
"Don't worry about germs," she said. "I made sure the boy washed his hands before he cut it up."
"Good girl. Where did you learn to speak such perfect English?"
She looked puzzled for a moment. "Connecticut, I guess."
How thick-headed of him not to see she was American. "You're visiting here with your parents then?"
"Just my mom. I came on Sunday. Asme brought me. She's my nanny. She was born in Iran. My mommy came yesterday— Wednesday and today's Thursday." She was pleased to have it straight.
"Are you staying here at this lodge?"
"Yep. Upstairs there." She pointed to the balcony above. "My room's right between yours and my mom's."
It dawned on Jackson why Anna was rushing to Kashgar. Her daughter was here.
"You're Anna's little girl? What's your name?"
She nodded. "Rebekka."
"Bet you were happy to see your mother arrive. Know where she is now?"
She shrugged and ran off with the plate of rinds, leaving Jackson to dab the sticky juice off his hands with a used tissue. Tiny footfalls pounded up the stairs and along the wooden balcony above, then faded into one of the rooms.
Shortly, she was back, with a deck of playing cards. Climbing aboard the bench again, she asked if he wanted to play gin rummy.
"I'd rather talk to your mom. She around?"
"I don't know. She took Asme somewhere. Wanna play gin? Please?"
Jackson frowned. Entertaining small children was not one of his natural talents. "Yeah, okay, but you might have to remind me of the rules. Must be thirty years since I played this game."
With great care Rebekka dealt them ten cards apiece, with an extra one for Jackson to discard. When it was her turn, she slowly picked a card from the deck, made some awkward rearrangements in her hand and, looking him straight in the eye, placed a card face down on the discard pile.
"Gin."
"Get out of here," Jackson protested.
"Look!" She laid the perfect hand before him.
"Something tells me I should have watched you shuffle."
"I don't cheat!"
"Give me those goddamn cards." He shuffled them thoroughly and dealt. "You really know how to play this game?"
"Sure I do," she said with wounded pride.
She had to concentrate now and Jackson's attention drifted back to the auction catalogs. He paged while she pondered.
Suddenly he noticed a woman standing in front of them— a tiny Han Chinese woman in a western-style polka-dot dress and wide-brimmed hat.
"I hate to be a tattletale," she said with a giggle, "but I believe your daughter's cheating."
Rebekka whipped her fingers from the deck and shot the woman a guilty look.
Jackson threw his cards down and tried to correct the woman's mistake. "This little hustler isn't—"
"Look at the eyes, yes." She was glancing from Jackson's to Rebekka's face. "Yes, what striking eyes."
For the first time, Jackson noticed that Rebekka's eyes were as black as his own. The coincidence caught him off guard long enough that the Chinese woman went on. "I am a tour guide with CITS," she said and handed Jackson a card from her purse. Luang Xin Ti "SANDY," China International Travel Service. It listed an address and various phone numbers in Kashgar.
"Nice to meet you, Sandy. Sorry I don't have a card on me." He extended his hand. "Taylor Jackson. USA."
Sandy giggled again and, with a single shake of his hand, pulled away. "I'm late for an appointment. Goodbye, Mr. Taylor Jackson. Goodbye, Becky."
As Sandy dashed away, Rebekka looked up at Jackson. "I didn't tell her my name. How did she know it?"
"Good question. Maybe she saw you earlier with your mother or with Asme and overheard one of them mention your name."
"Only one who calls me Becky is my dad."
Rawalpindi, Pakistan
Dan sat back down on the edge of the bed and stared at his Nikes. He started to pull his glasses from his shirt pocket.
"Leave the glasses off and look me in the eye this time. Is there something going on between you and Virginia Sackett?"
He raised his head. He could feel the muscle twitch around his eyes.
"You slept with her, didn't you?"
He opened his mouth to protest, but a lie was useless. Nellie could see right through him. He sagged. "How...?"
"I didn't endure a thousand years of the sexual revolution without learning a thing or two. Don't you think I know how to interpret a muzzy you okay? between a guy and a woman? And did I hear you lost your tie in the process?"
Elbows on knees, Dan stared at the floor. "She followed me to the bar."
"So?"
"So, we drank a lot of vodka."
"And wound up in the sack. Damn. Can't you tell there's major business going on between her and Victor? And I'm supposed to be closing a deal. Not to mention worrying about whether the man I'm working for is a cold-blooded murderer." She continued to scold.
Her tone of voice was the same his father used the day Marjorie's mother called him to say her little girl was taking birth control pills. Dan was sixteen. He was forty now and didn't need a lecture. He rubbed his cheek, where he could still feel the sting of his father's slap. The only slap he'd ever received.
"Okay," she was saying, "I realize you and I were in the sack together the second day we met, but I was under the impression that was a fluke with you, like it was with me. I didn't think you were the type to—"
"Stop, okay? It was a fluke. My whole life is turning into one major fluke. Can we get past it or do you want me to take the next plane home?"
"You wish you could take the next plane home. Uh-uh. You came along because you thought I needed you. Well, I need you now more than ever— enough so I'll reimburse you for all your expenses. Tomorrow we're going to Peshawar with those two. Against your protests, I'm going to ask that we let you sit up front because of the touch of arthritis you're going to develop in your knees that gives you such exquisite pain when you're forced to scrunch up those long legs of yours for any length of time. Got that? When we get to Peshawar, we'll take them to the best hotel available, then you and I will go stay across town. No games, understand? No secret messages, no winks, no droopy-lidded eye contact, no accidental brushes against her." Her voice cracked. "No sly comments about lost ties. Tonight you'll lock yourself in your room and not answer the phone, and not answer the door unless it's me. I can't have this business go sour on me because you can't keep your pants zipped."
"Jesus, I'm sorry." His face burned.
He expected Nellie to throw him out, slamming the door behind him, but instead she walked slowly over to the dresser where she had a bottle of Muree whiskey. She unscrewed the cap and poured two fingers into a plastic cup. "Bad enough I'm the victim of my own stupid impulses." Her voice was soft.
"Aw, come on, if you think letting me come with you was stupid—"
She waved his words away. "Not you. There's something going on here more serious than Tang statuary and the Sackett Institute— some angry reason why Gil insists on coming here that I fed right into. I wish Jackson would call." She squeezed her eyes shut as she took a swallow of whiskey.
The whiskey sparked a connection between some of Nellie's stupid neurons. She'd forgotten that messages could be retrieved from the answering machine she'd put back into use before she left. The retrieve code had luckily been taped to the machine. She'd been counting on Jackson to listen to her number in Rawalpindi and call here, but he might have left a message for her at home.
She sat on the bed and pulled the phone into her lap, but before she dialed, she asked Dan, "How do I seem to you? I mean, what's your overall impression of me?"
Dan shrugged. He wore a cautious look, as if afraid his answer might start her ranting again. "I don't follow."
"Just tell me the first thing that comes to mind when you think of me, no holds barred.
She lost him momentarily as his eyes bolted to the floor.
"Oh. Not physical, for godsake. I mean emotional, psychological."
He shrugged again. "Intense."
"That's it? That's all? Look me in the eye."
His eyes raised, again telegraphing caution. "A little stressed out over Jackson. You're different with me than with Virginia and Victor. You're really cool with them."
"My mother has schizophrenia." Saying it out loud somehow always made the skin on her head tighten. The possibility that Nellie might one day lose the ability to think clearly or control her emotions was her worst nightmare— a terror that gripped her whenever she did anything inexplicably dumb.
"That's too bad." His voice was puzzled.
"So...? Other than running off to Pakistan and dragging you with me and underestimating the savvy of Gulbuddin Khalis, have I been doing, saying anything... bizarre? Really bizarre?"
"No! No."
Not taking comfort in the sudden alarm that swept his face, she rang the hotel operator and placed her call to Manhattan.
The first message was the original one from her to Jackson.
The second message, thank God, was Jackson. I'm in Kashgar... But I'm at a local guesthouse with no phone. That was all. Not even as long as her anxious intake of breath. His voice was solemn, but conveyed nothing. No more emotion than a distracted diary entry. I'm in Kashgar... But I'm at a local guesthouse with no phone. Nothing. Not that he was all right. Not that he missed her. She pinched the bridge of her nose to massage away the tingling there as she played the message again. And again. And again, while she flipped through her guidebook to find the number of their next destination. Then she punched the codes to change her outgoing message. "By the evening of Friday, September 17, you'll be able to reach me at Dean's Hotel in Peshawar. The number is 76483-4. Please call." She played the message back. Her voice was fast and flat.
"Message from Jackson?" Dan asked when she hung up.
"Yeah. Didn't tell me squat."
[::]
Kashgar, China
I met a little card sharp who calls you mommy." Anna and Jackson had just settled down to dinner at a crowded Muslim soup kitchen. Patrons jostled around them, knocking elbows and slopping soup off their trays. Conversations were shouted across tables, so that Anna and Jackson had to speak loudly to hear each other.
"Rebekka. She used to play cards or backgammon every night with Gil, when he wasn't on the road. Part of the game is to see how much cheating you can get away with before you're discovered. Bekka's a natural, I'm afraid." She smiled wryly.
"This Gil is her father?" Jackson was going to comment on Anna's coyness in not telling him she had a child, but the expression on Anna's face changed. His mention of Rebekka had caught her with her guard down and the mention of Gil made the slapmarks reappear in her cheeks. As she riveted her eyes to her shallow bowl of broth and noodles, a queasy idea was forming in Jackson's gut.
"This partner you keep referring to— the one you're running from— he's your husband, isn't he? Rebekka's father?"
She squeezed her eyes shut. "He doesn't believe in divorce, so I need to vanish. The more money I have, the better and longer I can disappear. I had to clean out our bank accounts and use what little credit we had left to get my daughter out of the country with her nanny and to find the nanny a new life elsewhere— bribe her, basically, to disappear as thoroughly as we. It all had to be arranged so quickly, it cost a fortune. These figures and the jade buffalo are my only assets."
"Why are you afraid of him?" he asked, already knowing.
When she didn't speak, he leaned across the table till their noses nearly touched.
"Is it because your husband is Gulbuddin Khalis?"
In their humid, smoky, raucous cocoon, Anna's eyes locked into his. Long seconds passed before she said:
"What concern is it of yours who my partner, my husband is?"
"You know damn well what concern it is of mine if your husband murdered Catherine."
"Would you be here with me if you'd known?"
"No."
"Then you're not surprised that I didn't tell you who I was." She lowered her eyes and leaned back, hugging herself. "I don't expect you to understand, but I felt a sense of symmetry in inviting you to work with me. I need your expertise; you need the work. Guilt is an emotion I have almost never felt, but... for Catherine... for my husband... this felt like, I don't know... a gesture."
A crawly thrill caressed him. "You knew that Gil had Catherine killed? And you didn't lift a finger about it?" And now Nellie had blundered into a deal that could be as dangerous as Catherine's. His heart raced and the impulse to rush out of Kashgar and down to Rawalpindi seized him.
"I knew." She held up her hand. "But only in my heart. Believe me when I tell you that I would have gone to the police in a second if I had any hard facts. But I know the evil he's capable of. I knew he was working with her on something and I knew the minute she was shot that it was true. I've known him too long."
"Then why has it taken this long for you to leave? What's his hold on you?" He was really more interested in what his hold on Catherine had been. And why Nellie was now drawn into his circle.
Anna shrugged. "He's a chameleon. A master manipulator. He sees inside you. He knows what you need. For a certain time— an hour, a year— he is whoever you'd like him to be. A shape-shifter. And then he makes you need more, and more. But he has a breaking point if things don't go his way, a breaking point that is getting more cruel, more violent with each passing year. This business now of embracing the ways of his Pashtun forefathers is symptomatic. Betrayal means death. No compromises."
"The police said he tried to commit suicide—"
"Manipulation. Pure grandstanding. His way of making sure the world revolves around him alone." She rubbed at the bright splotches in her cheeks, eyes drifting. "You must forgive Catherine for misjudging him. Strong women are arrogant. We think we're the clever ones, the manipulators of our men."
Jackson had held a thousand conversations with himself over the topic of forgiveness. Forgiving Catherine was easy. Forgiving himself for letting their relationship go to hell and for letting her be slaughtered in front of his eyes was a quantum leap harder.
He studied the tortured woman before him. "Has he ever hurt you?"
"Beyond the occasional beating? A concussion or two? Broken ribs from time to time? No. But I waited too long to leave. He's reached the point where he will never, ever rest until he tracks me down. That's why the sale of this sculpture has to be done so discreetly that he won't know who has them or, when he finds them, won't be able to trace them back to Kashgar and find me. He thinks they're stored in Pakistan now."
"You know his business so well. Have you ever thought of turning state's evidence against him to put him in jail for his dirty business practices so that you could live a life without running?"
"You must be kidding. Prosecutors and juries don't take art smuggling seriously. He'd get off with a fine or a few months in a lock-up. Believe me, I know his charm. Besides, I'm too scared to try anything tricky. He's smarter than me. Smarter, cleverer than anyone I know. It would be suicide."
"You've demonized him."
"I know him."
They continued their supper in silence, as Jackson tried to figure out what to do with this new knowledge.
Finally, Anna spoke again. "Rebekka said someone came by while she was with you— someone she thought knew her name."
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