The Green Monster
A Johnny Denovo Mystery
By Andrew Kent
For SNA and EKA.
Copyright © 2009 Andrew Kent
All Rights Reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording, or otherwise, without the written permission of the author.
This book is a work of fiction. Places, events, and situations in this book are purely
fictional and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is
coincidental.

The Green Monster
A Johnny Denovo Mystery
By Andrew Kent

Chapter 1
First Pitch
In the shade of a massive green stanchion, surrounded by thousands of strangers, he felt alone at last. Safe.
With his baseball cap pulled down over his trademark shock of black hair, his gray eyes skulking in the brim’s shadow, Johnny Denovo was placid, his pulse rate low.
He was happy to be blending in with the crowd.
The ironic haven was exactly what he needed after the past few weeks – a case had just closed, and he’d had his fill of the stabbing flashbulbs, beckoning voices, and glaring television lights that inevitably followed. The media circus felt like an ordeal every time his fame reignited, an exhausting and lonely crucible of forced smiles and fleeting connections.
Playing to the press was a necessary evil. He attended to it professionally, knowing his media image had to be nurtured and preserved. But after nearly two weeks of interviews, paparazzi, and reporters, this day came as a welcome relief, with its simple pleasures and blessed obscurity.
He needed to hide out and recharge.
Hiding came second-nature to him by now. Over the past few years, it had become a way of life. He’d once been an academic neuroscientist. Now, he was well-practiced at concealing his education and abilities under the guise of a superficial, world-famous detective.
The fact that the noise and the glare of his accidental fame helped obscure the truth added a satisfying dash of the perverse.
The emerald field below was ablaze in the afternoon sun. Green light slanted into his pale eyes, low and faintly pulsing. He had only his hat’s brim to shield him from the blinding rays. He’d worn it partly for the game, partly to concealIt also concealed his trademark tide of black hair. But in his haste to get to the game, he’d forgotten his sunglasses back at his condo. They would have added to his disguise, allowing him to relax even more.
He’d felt slightly exposed at first, but after an uneventful hour, his anxiety had evaporated.
He just wanted one full day of obscurity, blissful obscurity. Soon enough, his craving for endorphins and excitement would reignite. He would yearn for a case, fret and pace in agitation and boredom, hanker for a hit of adrenaline.
Today was an interlude, one that he knew wouldn’t last.
For the past half-hour, the heat from the sun, the field, and the enthusiastic crowd had been vulcanizing him. Lazy breezes couldn’t shift the air blanketing the seats. Yet even in the sluggish heat, he remained amazed by the verdant splendor around him.
Where he’d grown up, with his given name of John Novarro, a glorious jewel of a park like this wouldn’t have endured. Sagebrush and scrub would have quickly overrun it in the dry, high-altitude air, the inevitable desiccation to be mourned only by lonely grasshoppers performing a mindless dirge, dry and rattling.
He’d sat spellbound for two hours now, fascinated and entertained by the game, its inspiring feats of athleticism, and the colorful and sometimes unruly crowd. When at last the light and heat of summer moved behind the stanchion’s wedge of shade, he realized how uncomfortable he’d been. A few beers had done little to fend off the effects of this late-August furnace.
Suddenly, there was a loud retort, and the crowd gasped in surprise and anticipation, craning forward as one to see the effects from the violent interaction. Heads turned skyward and cheers began to percolate as thousands of hopeful brains rapidly and instinctively calculated distances and trajectories. Neuronal networks millions of years old pursued their natural ends – stereo vision resolving misaligned information, neurotransmitters bridging connections, and a common realization slowly emerging in the mix of consciousness and instinct each fan possessed. They stood higher as one, hands tensed in anticipation as the ball knifed into the crowd down the right field line with a dramatic arc. A foment of noise shook the sky, shoved upward by arms raised in joy.
Johnny shouted at the top of his lungs along with the rest of the sell-out crowd. This was a big game, and the contest was now into the late innings. A home run with men on was precisely what his beloved Red Sox needed to overcome a middle-innings struggle by their bullpen. Now the offense was roaring back, and with their closing pitcher warming in the bullpen, the Sox seemed poised to clinch the game.
Next to him, Tucker Thiesen’s loud bellow of encouragement was partially muffled by a mouthful of nachos. His scorebook had dropped to the ground as he’d stood in unity with the cheering throng. Sloppily dressed and intensely watching the game, Tucker looked nothing like the renowned technologist and intelligence expert he was. His hands remained at waist level, trapped into holding the chip tray and large soda that inevitably accompanied him at games. But his joy at the developments on the field was unbounded. If Johnny was a Red Sox fan, Tucker was a fanatic. He’d named a dog Yaz once in honor of Carl Yastrzemski, the great Red Sox left-fielder and clutch hitter. When the Curse of the Bambino had finally been broken, Tucker had celebrated sporadically for months.
As a neuroscientist, Johnny had briefly studied curses and how they affected the brain and consequently the body. He’d focused on curses and superstitions in sports, where the tie of mind and body was the strongest. The neuroscience literature held a good amount on the topic, even if the references were somewhat oblique.
When he’d moved to Boston during his first case and just before a typo and some powerful friends changed his identity, the Sox had been about to break a curse, renewing his interest in the topic. He remembered digging into the research again, wanting to read it in light of the team’s apparent ability to overcome a strong biological predisposition.
The biology behind curses probed the more primitive instincts humans carry in their three-layered brains, Johnny recalled. Curses worked because they exploited the middle of the three brains humans possessed, the limbic brain, the true home of emotional synthesis and action-oriented thinking. The logical cerebrum and the truly primitive reptilian brain functioned in their own ways, but when people were thinking on their feet, their limbic system ran the show. Belief in a baseball curse could poison a limbic brain and hence the mind-body connection, leading to insecurity, botched plays, and late-season collapses.
In a team situation, doubt could become contagious.
But at this particular moment, such theories were a fleeting thought, an unseen flash of neurotransmitters in the unlit recesses of his mind. There was a game to enjoy, and the Sox were winning once more.
From his vantage point, Johnny had a clear view of the scoreboard in left field, a venerable manual affair operated by people peeking through holes and inserting painted panels for runs and lighting bulbs for outs. The scoreboard enhanced the ambience of the timeless scene, reconciling old with new, exhibiting a reverence for tradition.
And it was huge, consuming most of the lower portion of the park’s famous left-field wall, the Green Monster.
In recent years, the Green Monster had been refurbished so that fans could sit atop it in coveted seats complete with tables and counters, a new perch from which to see and be seen.
Despite the modernization and added capacity, the park had lost none of its charm.
The Red Sox kept the scorekeepers busy for the home half of the final innings while their relief pitchers drilled strikes and forced ground-outs. The game ended after the top of the ninth, the Red Sox ahead by six runs. It had turned into a rout.
“What a great game!” Tucker shouted to Johnny as they stood after the last out, nearly deafening him while all around other fans smiled and exchanged high-fives and fistbumps. Tucker closed the cover on his battered and stained scorekeeper’s book, and slipped his mechanical pencil into its spiral binding. “Thanks for bringing me along again, Johnny. I love this team!”
A voice piped up behind them.
“Johnny? Johnny Denovo?”
Johnny cringed involuntarily. His cover had been blown in that instant. He was paying the price for forgetting his sunglasses. Today’s respite was over.
He turned his head and saw a tall man peering over the crowd filing out, striving to make eye contact.
Johnny raised his eyebrows in acknowledgement and sidled onto the side of the stairs, letting the crowd pass. Many of them now gave him apprising looks, recognizing him but remaining respectful. Out of his peripheral vision, he could see some camera-phones raised and pointed in his direction.
“Why’re you stopping?” Tucker asked, nearly running Johnny over, the brim of his hat striking Johnny in the neck. Tucker was about the same height as Johnny, but was now a step lower in the aisle. Johnny indicated with a twitch of his head the man coming toward them.
“Hi, Johnny,” the man said, extending a hand from on high, reaching over a child ducking through the crowd. “I’m Tom McNaught. I was going to call you Monday, so I hope you don’t mind me taking this opportunity.”
“Not a problem,” Johnny squinted, responding with a faint smile. “Mr. McNaught, this is my friend Tucker. He’s a Red Sox fanatic I pack along for trivia and noise.”
Tucker laughed as he and McNaught shook hands. Tucker nearly spilled his drink juggling it into his nacho tray, his score book tipping precariously under his arm.
“Good to meet you,” McNaught said. “I’m fanatical about the Sox, too. Have been all my life.”
Tucker just smiled in response.
“So,” Johnny began, the crowd rapidly thinning around them. “Why were you planning on calling me? And I assume this is something we can discuss here?” He often had to remind clients that the walls had ears, eyes, and even brains. Just being seen talking with Johnny had caused some people problems in the past, and camera-phones had found him already today.
McNaught looked about furtively, almost reflexively. He was spooked, that was clear. “To some extent, certainly,” he muttered, lowering his voice. His warm and gregarious approach had closed down noticeably. “I’m being blackmailed, and it’s very messy. I need help.”
Johnny had been turning the man’s surname over in his mind and suddenly realized who he was speaking with. “Are you Thomas McNaught, the biotech mogul?” he asked.
“One and the same,” McNaught replied. “I don’t know if I’d say I was a mogul, though. Just a scientist who had an early hot streak at the research bench, and then a lot of good help making it all into a company. But you’re right, I’m that guy.”
By now they were standing in very thinly populated stands, most of the fans having either departed or gravitated down to be near the field. The cleaning crews were beginning to make their way through the seats, television crews were clustered around the few players who’d come out for appearances, and the grounds crew was laying out their rakes and lifting the bases out of their sockets.
“Well, as you probably know, McNaught,” Johnny said in a professional tone, “I mostly deal with high-profile, twisted cases involving rich people. You sound like you might qualify for two out of three here. Care to tell me if this is twisted, if you’re batting a thousand?”
McNaught laughed. “Oh, I’m batting a thousand, all right,” he responded, but the levity drained away almost immediately. “I’m definitely batting a thousand if you throw ‘twisted’ into the equation.”
Tucker looked from McNaught to Johnny and back again. “I think I’m going to head home, Johnny, and let you two discuss this. Nice meeting you, Mr. McNaught.”
“Nice meeting you, too,” McNaught replied. “I didn’t mean to scare you off.”
Tucker laughed his big laugh. “No worries,” he said, turning to head up the stairs. “Johnny, thanks again. Great game!” And he let out one more victory whoop as he trudged away.
Johnny and McNaught turned to face each other again. McNaught had a cheerful face and sandy hair peeking out from under a battered baseball cap. He was lanky. He might be a bit clumsy, Johnny thought. Long nerves in the arms and legs often meant coordination problems.
“Impress me,” Johnny challenged, his eyes taking on an aggressive aspect, his more compact build flexing a bit as he tried to convey a sense of gravity behind his statement.
McNaught cleared his throat. “I’d better be brief,” he managed, his voice slightly tense. “I need to get home, and you’re right, this isn’t the place for a full conversation. Even being seen talking with you is probably a bit risky, but I couldn’t resist myself when I caught sight of you. Essentially, I’m having an affair, someone found out, and they’re blackmailing me. Worse still, there’s a very awkward complication, and the blackmailer knows about it.”
Johnny continued to peer up at McNaught, squinting in the bright afternoon sun. Like a lot of sheltered academics and scientists, McNaught was a little slow on his feet, a little too trusting. Someone wiser to the ways of the world would have known to wait to talk with him privately, realizing the risks of a public encounter from the start. Johnny sympathized. He’d been a scientist once, albeit one specializing in applied research. He’d never lost his common sense, never accrued that distracted and insulated habit of the mind plaguing so many pure thinkers, but he knew the type well. This guy would need some hand-holding.
McNaught adjusted his baseball cap and shifted his feet uncomfortably, then slowly regained some resolve in his demeanor.
“I’m sorry, I can’t tell you here,” McNaught said definitively, his eyes meeting Johnny’s. “Monday. May I come by Monday? I mean, tomorrow. I’m losing track of the days.”
Johnny scowled and pondered. A part of him didn’t want another case right now, so soon after one just wrapped up. He was a little spent from the rounds of interviews he’d just finished – the airplanes and lonely nights in strange hotel rooms had worn him down. Yet, here was another case, standing right before him, imploring him for help. Even if the timing was bad, he felt like he needed to hear more. His personal creed was at stake. He’d studied neuroscience to help people and had pledged to do the same as a detective.
Besides, the familiar tingle of endorphins – the human opiate – had surged again as McNaught outlined his problem and hinted at something more intriguing. The infusion felt good. He knew he couldn’t resist it.
Feigning reluctance, Johnny reached into his wallet for a business card. McNaught would need his address.
“Sure,” he said, handing the card to McNaught. “Tomorrow, Monday. But don’t be early. Be late. I sleep in.”

Chapter 2
Line Up
Leaving Fenway, Johnny hoofed it home, aware that he was a little behind schedule. He’d arranged for an early Sunday dinner with his agent and current girlfriend, Mona Landau, and he didn’t want to be late. He wanted to recapture the feeling of privacy and intimacy his recent media tour had shattered.
He’d envisioned dinner with Mona as a perfect extension of a fine summer day – first, male bonding and baseball, then time with a favorite female. Now, it would mean even more, helping to restore his lost sense of hiatus. She would take his mind off his fatigue and McNaught’s interruption.
He quickly stopped by his condo to clean up, change into something other than a sweaty t-shirt and ratty shorts, and get his sunglasses. He needed to be at least bistro-ready. He had a reputation to preserve at Maurice’s, their favorite dinner spot. He had an image to uphold.
Mona had been Johnny’s agent for months, but was now much more. Since their relationship had blossomed in France, during what Johnny chose to call the Case of Spam and Eggs, he and Mona had tried to keep things to a low boil, limiting their dating to weekends and, even then, mostly to Saturday nights.
Tonight was the rare double-header, a Sunday follow-up. Last night had been a simple dinner and a movie, culminating in a nice brunch at a downtown eatery.
They were both left wanting more. It was part of the fun of limiting their interactions.
Johnny knew it would be an early evening in any event. Mona ran a busy agency managing local superstar clients, and she’d been feeling pressure from some of them. And now Johnny had McNaught coming over in the morning. He knew he’d be distracted. The potential case meant detective work was back on the agenda.
Even though a case had just closed, knowing another might be brewing had quickly changed his attitude. Walking to meet Mona, he unexpectedly felt ready for another case, his brain fighting back inertia. Mindless interviews and media events hadn’t kept him from getting bored. A new case would reestablish his focus and distance him from the media circus. His brain had spent a couple of weeks roasting in the relentless media oven, after all. It was time to get back into the game.
He felt energized as he walked into Maurice’s cool, air conditioned lobby.
He removed his sunglasses and glanced instinctively over at their usual table. Mona had already arrived. She looked lovely, her auburn hair tumbling over her soft taupe shoulders, her dark eyes resplendent with the bright light glinting in at end of day. It was the tail end of summer, and she’d browned nicely. She wore a soft yellow shift, tasteful, stylish, and sexy. He never tired of looking at her. She greeted him with a dazzling smile, and he stooped over for a soft kiss. He scratched his head as he sat down, tousling his hair into a new style of mess.
“Did they win?” Mona asked.
“Did they win?!” Johnny mocked. “You mean you weren’t glued to the television, pitch by pitch?”
Mona laughed. “Maybe someday you’ll take me to a game, but I expect that will be a cold day in hell,” she taunted.
Just a couple of months ago, Johnny had been of the opinion that Mona might have once worked as purgatory’s meteorologist, rising through the ranks to the exalted title of she-devil. To him, Mona had been a cold, calculating agent who cared little for him beyond the percentage they shared. Now he knew better. That had merely been her professional façade, something she invoked at will. Beneath it resided an interesting and beautiful woman.
“I owe Tucker a lot for everything he’s done lately, and he’s a huge fan,” Johnny pointed out. “He comes first, sorry. Where’s Ivan?” he asked, looking for his favorite bartender and waiter.
“He’ll be back,” Mona answered. “I think he had to go take a delivery.”
Just then, Ivan emerged from the kitchen, recognized Johnny, and smiled in his direction.
“The usual, Mr. Denovo?” he asked in a light Russian accent, wiping his hands on his apron.
“Please, Ivan,” Johnny replied. “You make the best ones.”
Ivan smiled at the compliment and went behind the bar to fix Johnny’s drink, a gin and tonic with lemon. Mona was already sipping from a glass of red wine.
“The money from the last case keeps coming in,” Mona noted. “Since we agreed not to talk business on date nights, I didn’t tell you last night. I just got confirmation Friday that the French insurers are sending you something sized in the low six figures, so it’s on my mind,” Mona related.
“Fine, fine,” Johnny said. “Most of it to the foundation, please, and some to me for cash on hand. You keep your share. I think I’ll have another case tomorrow.”
Mona took another sip of her wine as Ivan set Johnny’s drink in front of the detective.
“Another case already?” she asked, lowering her wine glass. “That’s quick.”
“Somebody at the game stopped me,” Johnny said after tasting his own drink. “A guy named Tom McNaught. He’s a biotech hot-shot.”
Mona arched her eyebrows at him over her wine. “And a very handsome one at that,” she said suggestively.
“You think so?” Johnny responded. “He’s tall and lanky. I guess you could call him handsome. I didn’t take him for your type. Kind of scrawny.”
Mona smiled an inscrutable smile. “Like I keep telling you, you have a lot to learn, Mr. Denovo,” she said in a voice shading to the sultry. “What’s his issue?”
Johnny sipped again from his gin. “Extra-marital affair,” he mumbled, chewing on a piece of ice. “Someone’s blackmailing him. That’s all pretty boring. But he said there’s a twist, something he wouldn’t divulge it in public.”
“I’m surprised he told you that much,” Mona noted.
“He’s been sheltered. I don’t think he realized the stakes. But it was pretty safe,” Johnny assured her. “He seemed a little desperate for help, and definitely jumpy. But I’m hoping for a real bombshell tomorrow when we meet. I don’t do petty adultery.”
Johnny was sound asleep when his phone rang the next morning. He slapped at it blearily. After a brief struggle, he managed to grasp it clumsily, fighting to recognize the device so that he put the right end to his ear. Satisfied after another moment of fumbling, he pressed a button and cleared his throat.
“Denovo,” he croaked.
“Johnny, it’s Tom McNaught,” said the voice on the other end. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”
Johnny rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “What time is it?”
“Six in the morning,” McNaught said. “Sorry, I’m an early riser. Could I stop by to continue our conversation?”
Johnny stifled a yawn. “How long will it take you to get here?” he asked.
“I’m right outside your building,” McNaught said. “I can be up in five minutes.”
Johnny groaned. Damn type-A personalities, they were adrenaline junkies. If their blood pressure wasn’t pushed to the max, they’d find a way to elevate it.
“Give me ten,” Johnny responded and hung up. He’d have to wake up fast. Fortunately, he’d been able to afford a system that controlled window shades and lighting. He reached for the remote he kept near his bed, fumbled with a few buttons, and accelerated his morning program. The blinds opened with a hum, sunlight pouring in. He heard his coffee maker click on and his computer boot. He flopped back down on his pillow and shut his eyes tight, stretching his legs and back to help himself wake up. After taking a deep breath, he flung his legs over the side of the bed. He scratched his scalp, then stretched his arms overhead, fingers intertwined. Dropping them back to his sides, he was officially awake.
Picking the phone up off the bed where he’d tossed it, Johnny called Wei Chou. Wei lived in and owned the restaurant on the main level of the building. In addition to being a great cook, Wei kept an eye out for problems.
The phone was answered on the second ring. Wei was already at work, something that subliminally annoyed and impressed Johnny as he glanced at his clock.
“Wei, it’s Johnny.”
“Oh, you sound bad, Denovo,” Wei joked. “Too early for you?”
“Yes, far too early,” Johnny admitted in a fading voice. “Wei, a man is coming up to see me. Let him through, and forget you saw him.”
“OK, Johnny, no problem,” Wei confirmed. “You want something to eat? I could fix something, I guess.”
“Maybe later, thanks. Start thinking about what you’d recommend,” Johnny replied with a short laugh. Wei always intuited Johnny’s meals for him.
Nine minutes later, Johnny ushered McNaught into his condominium, sunlight now filling the windows that just minutes earlier had been sealed against the day. The smell of coffee dominated the foyer.
McNaught was dressed in a sharp dark suit but no tie, looking every bit the CEO, his lankiness modified by his attire into an air of fitness and approachable authority.
“You should know,” Johnny said grimly as he stepped aside to let his potential client enter, “you are not conforming to Denovo hours, McNaught. In the future, if I take your case, I would kindly ask you to not call on me until after 10 a.m., unless it’s literally a matter of life or death.”
McNaught looked sincerely abashed at Johnny’s upbraiding. “I’m very sorry, Johnny. I just have to consult with you at an hour that isn’t likely to raise suspicions with anyone – my wife, my company, anyone.”
“I’ll let it go this time,” Johnny replied brusquely, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “Would you like some?” he offered in a friendlier tone.
“No, thanks,” McNaught said, waving his hand. “Already on high-octane.”
“OK,” Johnny said, the coffee searing his throat and tingling his nerves. “Now, tell me why you’re batting a thousand on the bizarre front.”
McNaught again grew uncomfortable and began to exhibit every sign of circumnavigating the story rather than plunging right into it. Perhaps it was the early hour or the fact that he’d been awakened so harshly, but Johnny was having none of it.
“Listen, McNaught, you woke me from my coffin,” Johnny snarled. “Either tell me now what’s going on or hit the road. Neither of us has time for a slow dance.”
McNaught seemed to galvanize with the reproach, his eyes taking on an adamantine quality.
“You’re right. Let’s cut to the chase,” he replied. “So, I’m having an affair. You know that. I’m being blackmailed over it. You know that as well. Now, here are some things you don’t know yet.”
Seating himself in an armchair, McNaught paused, gathering his thoughts into an efficient sentence or two. Johnny sat opposite him.
“The first bit of news is that I’ve learned that my mistress is my wife’s long-lost little sister. The second bit of news is that I think the blackmailer is also engaging in eco-terrorism of some kind, attacking my firm with one hand while he extorts money from me with the other.”
Johnny smiled, swallowing a large gulp of coffee. “You are batting a thousand, McNaught. I’m sorry if I ever doubted you.”
McNaught stood suddenly, towering over Johnny. “Now it’s my turn,” he said in a powerful, authoritative voice. “I’ve told you my story, and shown contrition for my early intrusion into your indulgent lifestyle. What I need from you is for you to take this matter seriously, and to drop the insouciant tone. Can we agree on that?”
Johnny had remained smiling at McNaught during the outburst, and sat in silence for a moment after McNaught finished, sipping from his coffee thoughtfully.
“Let’s be clear, McNaught,” Johnny finally replied in a dead-level voice, staring hard into McNaught’s eyes. “You need me. You don’t boss me around. I bat a thousand, too, on my terms. If you don’t like how I work, you can go to Dipshit Detective Agency and get Flunky Flatfoot to take your money and botch your case. Or you can engage me, on my terms. Are we clear? My terms, or no terms.”
McNaught had lowered himself into the chair once more during Johnny’s lecture. He looked contrite again, like a sullen teen, hunched in the armchair across from Johnny, his suit bunched up around his thin shoulders.
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “You’re absolutely right. I just haven’t stated my problem to anyone in such certain terms. I think hearing it echo back to me got under my skin. Apologies.”
“Apology accepted,” Johnny replied. “Now, I need to ask some questions. Just the standard fare. OK?”
“Right,” McNaught said, sinking back into the cushions, his long frame like a rolled carpet flopped over the chair.
Johnny started with the most obvious question. “Do you know who the blackmailer is?”
“No idea,” McNaught answered. “Absolutely no idea.”
“But you know it’s a man,” Johnny asked.
“The one time I heard a voice, it was male,” McNaught acknowledged.
“How does he communicate with you?” Johnny asked.
McNaught glanced downward. “Through a social networking site, a fan site,” he said with some level of embarrassment.
Johnny perked up. “What do you mean?” he inquired.
“Well,” McNaught explained, “there’s a page he’s set up at one of the larger social networking providers. I have to check it daily. If he wants money, he’ll post a photo of a sunset and a number, like 50. If this were the example, I’d have 24 hours to get $50,000 into his account, or he’d go public. If I pay, the page reverts to being an innocent little social networking page devoted to a kids’ cartoon character. I’ve never dared see what would happen if I failed to pay. I have too much to lose.”
Johnny whistled. “Brazen,” he stated. “When and how did he first contact you?”
“That first phone call, no caller ID,” McNaught replied. “He gave me the web site address and some bank information, then told me his plan. It’s been going on for about three months now.”
“You have bank information?” Johnny asked.
“It’s a dead-end,” McNaught replied. “I asked our accounts payable to check it out under another pretense. They said it’s an offshore shell account of some kind, and they couldn’t get any further.”
“Interesting. And why do you think he has the goods on you?” Johnny asked.
McNaught gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, I’ve seen what he has. He posts pictures on the site as proof, but only briefly and in an obscure area. They’re incriminating. He’s also posted other evidence that only I would be able to appreciate. I’ll get to that in a minute.”
“Do you have the URL?” Johnny asked.
“Oh, I’ll never forget it,” McNaught sighed. “I travel a lot, and I don’t want to bookmark it, so I’ve memorized it. I use Internet cafés or hotel business centers to check it. I don’t want it on any computer I’m associated with.”
“Very wise,” Johnny said approvingly. “There’s a pen on the table. Can you jot the URL on that notepad there next to you?” he asked, motioning to the end table nearest McNaught.
McNaught picked up the pen and scribbled for a moment, then handed the paper to Johnny.
“Does the owner have a profile or email address?” Johnny asked, glancing at the URL. It was innocuous.
“Nothing real that I could find,” McNaught answered. “I’ve checked around the site, and there’s nothing that seemed to tie back to anyone in the real world.”
“And the pictures,” Johnny continued. “Where has he taken your picture with your mistress?”
McNaught shifted his weight. “Lots of places, which is what’s so puzzling,” McNaught elaborated. “Some very compromising, intimate moments, some public moments, many different places. She travels for her organization occasionally, so we sometimes rendezvous on my business trips. But I haven’t seen any signs of anyone following me.”
“And he knows your mistress and your wife are sisters?”
McNaught scratched his throat nervously. “Yes, he does. A picture he posted recently showed them both together, a digital cut-and-paste job. They’ve never met as far I know, but yes, he knows. And he started to up the ante after that, doubling the requested money.”
“Does your wife know?” Johnny asked.
“I don’t think so,” McNaught said, scowling. “She and I began to grow apart a few years ago. She wasn’t the same person I fell in love with. Something bitter and angry started to work on her, and it turned me off. I guess I found someone who reminded me of her, but without the growing hostility. I ended up a little too close to home, though.”
Johnny shifted the subject slightly. “What are their names?”
“Who?” McNaught puzzled.
“Your wife. Your mistress.”
McNaught squirmed perceptibly. “I suppose you need to know that. Absolutely right. Well, my wife’s name is Heather, Heather McNaught. My mistress’ name is Ivy, last name Thomson. Thomson is the name of the family that adopted her as an infant. The house where she grew up with them was covered in ivy. She was told that’s how she got her name.”
“And Ivy is your wife’s long-lost sister?” Johnny asked.
McNaught laughed loudly and awkwardly. “Crazy, isn’t it? I mean, talk about lightning striking twice. Ivy has short, cropped hair, but there’s definitely a resemblance. I thought that was all there was to it. Then, I learned of the link after my wife had some genetic screening done, purely informative for breast cancer genes, back about six months ago. Because of my line of work, I had a friend who used to be our company physician administer and manage the testing. He spends most of his time running a small genetics company on the side. Unbeknownst to me, my mistress had a genetics test done that went through this guy’s private company as part of a health screening, too. A quality control procedure picked up what it thought was an error, but it was really the familial relationship. Our physician confirmed it, kept it under wraps, and told me about it. He was the only one in a position to know, really.”
“And this physician is not your blackmailer?” Johnny asked, testing the obvious.
McNaught laughed again, his body relaxing for the first time since he’d arrived. “No, no, most definitely not,” he insisted. “Jim’s not capable. He’s one of the most honest people I’ve ever met. Besides, he’s independently wealthy himself. Owns his own genetics company, Schwartz Genetics. He doesn’t need my money.”
Johnny wondered at this answer. Independent businessmen had a knack for keeping up appearances of prosperity even while burying themselves in financial troubles. When things got desperate, they could go to great lengths attempting to save themselves, their egos, and their reputations. He’d seen it many times over the years.
“So his name’s Jim?” Johnny asked.
“Yes, Jim Schwartz,” McNaught answered. “You can investigate him if you want to, but you’ll be wasting your time.”
Johnny nodded, jotting the name on the same piece of paper carrying the URL.
“Who else should I know about?” Johnny asked. “Your wife came from a family that gave up a daughter for adoption? Why didn’t they keep their second daughter?”
McNaught was clearly not enjoying being grilled. “You ask a lot of questions, but I guess that’s your job,” he said as preamble to his response. “My wife grew up in New Hampshire on a farm. I don’t think she even knows she has a long-lost sister. I’m certainly not going to ask her, and she’s never brought it up. But through birth records I was able to confirm that her mother did have another female baby, and the age checks out, so I feel like that confirms the genetic testing. All I can guess, knowing her family and their history, is that the farm went through a tough few years when my wife was a toddler and her sister was born. I think her mother gave up the baby because she couldn’t afford to keep her,” McNaught speculated. “I’ve never even met her mother. She stays holed up in New Hampshire. They’re not a close family.”
Johnny nodded, thinking about what a terrible choice giving up a child must have been. Family woes were nothing new to him, and he knew how they sat in your mind like a hot cinder in the carpet, threatening to burst into flame at any moment.
“Are your wife’s parents still alive?” Johnny asked.
“Her mother is,” McNaught answered. “Her father died many years ago, when Heather was a toddler and just before her sister would have been born. Drowned on a boating trip with friends. That probably contributed to the decision to put Ivy up for adoption.”
“Probably so,” Johnny nodded. “Does your mistress have any siblings via her adoptive parents?”
“No siblings,” McNaught answered. “She was the Thomson’s only child. Her adoptive parents were older, and both died a couple of years ago, her father first, her mother soon after. They were never in great health, but they raised a great daughter. She’s never even tried to find out who her birth parents were. She’s very well-adjusted.”
“OK,” Johnny uttered distractedly. “If I were to ask you again point-blank who is blackmailing you, who would you accuse?”
McNaught looked startled. “You asked that before, but saying all this makes me rethink the answer,” he replied, looking thoughtful. “Off the top of my head, I’d say I think it’s some functionary at either my company or Jim’s, someone who got hold of the information, doesn’t have a lot of money or scruples, and saw this as a way to make a fast buck.”
Johnny thought about this. It was a pretty safe answer, and not unreasonable. It seemed McNaught was truly stymied. He doubted his client would be a source of leads around this key question.
“Now, tell me about the attacks on your company. Why do you think it’s eco-terrorism?” Johnny said to McNaught.
“Ah yes, that,” McNaught responded. “I didn’t know if you’d remember.”
Johnny remained silent.
“Well, about the same time as the blackmail started,” McNaught said, “we started to see a concerted set of attacks on our manufacturing facilities, shipping routes, and labs. Nothing major, but persistent and focused. Everything was aimed at the side of the business that has to do with agriculture, like genetically modified seeds and disease-resistant crops. There haven’t been any attacks on any other part of the business, so our security people are operating under the assumption that these are eco-terrorists. At every attack site, there has been a green flag stuck in the ground, one of those landscaping flags on a thin wire. But nobody’s stepped forward to brag about it yet.”
“So,” Johnny said conclusively, “you’ve been trying to handle it privately so that you don’t scare off investors. The police have no idea.”
“Right,” McNaught confirmed. “The damage in each case has been in the hundreds or thousands of dollars, nobody’s been hurt, and we’ve been able to sweep it under the rug. But they’ve been getting more daring recently.”
“And you think these things are linked?”
“Someone’s trying to hurt me,” McNaught replied, an edge to his voice. “I think they’re attacking on two fronts. They started at about the same time. Call me paranoid, but it felt like a two-pronged attack when it started, so that’s what I think it is.”
Johnny paused in his interrogation, letting the facts sink in. Things were happening simultaneously – the blackmail, the vandalism. It was tempting to link them together but he needed to know more first.
“OK,” Johnny finally offered. “I think I need to talk with some people. This is a good start. You probably need to get back to your daily routine. How urgent is this?”
McNaught thought for a moment himself. “Given the fact that the blackmailer is becoming more demanding, the sabotage is costing my company thousands each week, and I see no end in sight otherwise, I’ll tell you what, Denovo – you solve this while keeping my name out of the media, and I’ll sign off on whatever dollar amount it takes.”
Johnny wasn’t impressed by the open coffers, and it showed, perhaps to McNaught’s dismay.
“All right, that’s fine,” Johnny said. “The sooner the better is what I get from that. This is growing in severity, not getting any better. I’ll work fast.”

Chapter 3
Clean Up
After McNaught left, Johnny closed the heavy door to his condo with a gentle push and leaned against the doorframe, lost in thought. This was an interesting situation. McNaught seemed to be telling him everything he knew. There were no evasive metaphors, only statements – no fanciful language, no comparisons, nothing theoretical. Fanciful descriptions weren’t always a sign of insincerity or disingenuous behavior, but with body language and other signals, they raised warnings that someone might be lying or knew more than they were telling. Johnny had been on his guard, knowing McNaught was capable of cheating on his wife.
It was worrisome.
After a few pensive moments, Johnny walked over to his computer and typed in the URL McNaught had given him. The site that appeared was innocuous, an infantile tribute site to a popular children’s cartoon character.
Johnny began to probe. The source code of the site wasn’t helpful, most of it concealed in templates driven by the social networking tool, too opaque to reveal any hand at work.
The layout was another template, barely customized and revealing nothing of particular interest. The wording on the site was standard. Judging from the comments users had left, the site’s fan base ranged from children to potheads.
Sometimes, the two were difficult to distinguish.
Checking for related domains and sites linking to it yielded nothing helpful. The usual logins he used to probe access only delivered error messages.
He considered setting Tucker loose on it, but he didn’t know enough yet to believe it would be worthwhile. Better to keep the big guns for when you need them, he thought. Besides, Tucker had just finished saving his hide on the Fabergé eggs case. He didn’t want to go to the well too often.
After a shower and shave, Johnny pondered his next step – approaching the genetics company owned by Dr. James Schwartz.
As McNaught’s company physician, friend, and confidant, Schwartz was in a pivotal position. His technical knowledge of genetics might shed some light, and Johnny needed to assess for himself how trustworthy and affluent Schwartz really was.
Friends were easy to fool.
It would also be nice to spend some time with a fellow scientist, Johnny thought, even if he wouldn’t be representing himself as a member of that global fraternity.
He deliberated about how to approach Schwartz, deciding the best course was the direct approach. He wanted to see his offices and the man in a natural state – what the moat around the place was like, how the guards inside the walls behaved. If it was a tense, high-security environment, the paranoia itself would tell him something. Announcing his arrival would skew the facts, allow them to adjust, perhaps concealing factors and behaviors he’d want to see firsthand.
Johnny found Schwartz Genetics’ address online and entered it into his phone for reference. He left his condo, climbed into his car, put the top down, and drove west out of the city, Boston’s sloping and extended skyline receding in his rearview mirror.
The sun gleamed overhead. The day was warm, almost mild, not hot enough to smell pavement but warm enough to feel heat off it.
Schwartz’s small company was tucked into the woods along the inner beltway northwest of the city. This was Boston’s business corridor, where companies large and small headquartered, their logos peering over the treetops, gazing down haughtily on the passing traffic.
Because Schwartz’s company wasn’t a multinational goliath, his offices were relatively modest and nondescript given the neighborhood. Hidden away, the secluded building might have housed anything – a shipping company, a cosmetics warehouse, a skating rink. Only when Johnny was almost on top of the place did the words “Schwartz Genetics” become clear, etched on a small sign near the front door, a red dot in an embossed chromosome serving as its logo.
Johnny pulled into the narrow, shaded drive and parked his car in one of the dozen or so spaces designated for visitors, noting how quiet the woods became once his engine’s noise died away. Birds and the soft rush from the distant freeway were the only sounds that lingered.
It was a peaceful scene.
The immediate area sported a minimum number of surveillance cameras, a good sign. The place wasn’t bristling with electronic surveillance at least. There had been no security gate. The loading docks were behind the back, down a narrow access drive. The small underground garage tucked beneath the building had simple passkey gates.
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