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CHAPTER 1
Megan and our little one-year-old girl Liddy were waiting on a furniture delivery 

for our new home in the Old Town section of Marblehead, MA. Old Town streets are notoriously narrow and each place is practically on top of the next. Anything built after 1790 is considered new construction.  It was our first real house together as a family, on dry land that is.

Prior to the move we called my fifty-six foot cruising catamaran, The 
Wiffersnapper, home.  She’s more of a floating condominium than a sail boat, with 
four king sized births, four heads, a generous full sized salon, a full Viking galley and a 

surround-sound entertainment system that’d put most movie theaters to shame. There was plenty of room and we needed every bit of it. Because there were three others in the 

family, my two huge  English Mastiffs, Rowlf and Blanche and Megan’s all black 

Portuguese Water Dog, Spot. How’d she come up with that name for a dog without any? 

“Cause I always wanted a dog named Spot, that’s why.”

Most times it’s best to just go with the flow. Megan was overjoyed with our new 

home. I had mixed emotions. But then, management and labor are often at odds. There was an upside though. At least she didn’t make me sell the boat. I take my victories wherever I can. 

 I was going over some paperwork in my one man office right around the corner 

with my two Mastiffs sprawled out in front of my desk. No water views from the second floor, but the yellow 1727 colonial I’m in’s right across the street from Maddies Sail Loft, best drinks and eats in town and a genuine Marblehead institution. There’s worse spots I could be. It was a little brisk, the air heavy with the smell of the sea.

 I make my living as a private detective. I was in my usual early fall uniform, red Polo cotton sweater, blue cords and Sperry Top Siders, no sox. I keep my full beard well trimmed and always make sure my gold loop earring’s in place, but for the most part, that’s about as formal as I get. 

 
There was a knock at the door, and then she walked in right behind it. The 

dogs looked up but almost immediately put their heads back down and resumed their 

naps. If she had been a cheese burger they would have been more attentive, but she 

wasn’t.

 
She was an older woman in a black Chanel suite, tall and slender with high 

cheek bones, a long thin straight nose and just a hint of gold in her almost pure white  

short styled hair, more platinum than white really. Her bag matched her heels. There was a rock on her finger in a simple single stone setting that had to be close to ten carats. Almost  six feet tall, she must have been incredible as a young woman. She was no slouch now. Her eyes were deep blue and betrayed her intelligence.  She turned them right on me and smiled as she achieved the desired effect. I almost fell off my swivel chair as I got to my feet.


“I’m looking for a Mr. Fenway Burke,” she said, without introducing herself.


“That’d be me,” I said, and as ridiculous as this sounds, I felt my face flush. 

 “You’re the private detective?” she said. It was a question 

that wasn’t. 


“That’s what it says on the door,” I said. 


She just stood there for a minute taking in the whole scene, and then stepped 

around the dogs, reached across the desk and took my hand.

“Well…you’re a rugged looking man, I’ll give you that.”

“Nice of you to say so.”

“Just an observation,” she said. “Janet Forbes.”

“Call me Fenway,” I said.

“Call me Mrs. Forbes.”

“A pleasure,” I said, and gave her my most engaging smile, oddly with negligible impact.  “Won’t you sit down?” I motioned to one of the leather wing 

chairs facing my desk.

  She smiled as she just about had to crawl over Rowlf and Blanche to get to it. 

They never stirred. 


“Are those things dogs or pieces of furniture?” she said.


“Hard to tell,” I said. “What can I do for you?”


“My grandson’s recently married.”


“Not an unusual scenario.”


“His wife’s in trouble.”


“I’m listening.”


“The police have her…There was a theft, a guard killed, the Lidomaian Kestrel.”


“The what?”


She crinkled her brow, her lips grew thin. “I’m in no mood for levity.”


I showed her the palms of my hands.


“It’s all over the Internet, TV…newspapers.”


“Been on surveillance for the last three days, like being under a rock.”


“Huntington Michelle Museum, a rare artifact stolen, exceeding rare. Over the top security, they’re saying it almost certainly had to be an inside job.”  


“She works there?”

“Did…They arrested her in Los Angles. She was about to board a freighter for Main Land China. The police say there’s no telling where she was planning to jump off to from there. She says she has no recollection of how she got to the West Coast.”


I leaned back in my chair. “But somehow the cops aren’t buying that.”


“They have her on surveillance tapes at the ticket counter in Boston.”


“But she knows nothing.”


“Nothing.”


“Well then-”


She leaned toward me and looked me right in the eye.

 “They say you have a problem with authority figures.”


“What me?”


“Unorthodox, completely irreverent and that you find yourself terribly amusing.”


I held up my hands. “Okay, you got me, but don’t let-“

“However…You’re supposed to be the best.”

“Modesty prohibits comment. I’m very proud of my modesty.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“It pays to advertise.”

 She shook her head just slightly, not a hint of a smile.

“Your last case read like a novel,” she said.

“The Columbian affair.”

 “Front page in the Globe”

“That was actually a couple of cases ago. Most of our work gets a lot less attention.”

She reached in her purse, pulled out a tan envelope and slid it across the desk to me.

“I want to hire you.”


I opened the envelope. The check was easily enough to cover the purchase price of a small piece of waterfront property…Rhode Island.

“This a joke?”


“I never joke about business. There’s a bonus if you get her off.”

Neither one of us said anything for a long minute

“Way it works-“

“Yes?” she said.

“I go where the facts lead me. It’s just possible you won’t like where the facts take us. No guarantees she’ll get off. I do guarantee to get to the truth. I don’t back off until I get there…no matter what. If you’re all right with that I can help. If not…” I put her check on the desk and slid it back to her.

“My grandson no longer works there. But he could end up being pulled into this thing too. ” She pushed the check back to me.

“You’re more concerned about your grandson?”

She shrugged.

“Do you think your grandson could be involved?

“Oh please, he’s not bright enough to get into any real trouble.”

“But he is your grandson.”

“One of them…yes.”

“Not one of your favorites I take it.”

“Perceptive of you.”

“That’s nothing, just wait til your check clears. Then I’ll show you perceptive. How valuable is this kestrel?”

“I don’t know really…A billion perhaps.”

“A bil…A billion dollars? That’s motivation.”

“Sumner came into his trust fund when he turned twenty-one. A billion dollars…Really, what ever would he do with a billion dollars?”

“Right a billion here, a billion there, what’s the difference.”

“ Rule out money as any motivation.”

“Too early to rule anything out. What’s his wife’s name?”

“Caroline Sloan-Forbes.” She reached in her purse and pulled out a sheet of paper. “I have all her contact information right here, address, phone, email and everybody and anybody who might be of assistance to you.”

“Her boss at the museum?”

“All there.”

“I’ll see him tomorrow.”

“He’ll be expecting you.”

“Have to make a trip out to LA to see your daughter in law.”

“No need, she’s flying back to Boston tomorrow.”

“That’s quick. Do you know where she’ll be held?”

“She made bail.”

“On a murder charge?”

“Our family is not without influence.”

“Yeah but…She wearing an ankle bracelet?”

“Bracelet?”

“Tracking device.”

“No, no, none of that nonsense.”

“But they apprehended her three thousand miles from the crime scene, and you say she was about to board a freighter?”

She shook her head. “Have you ever heard of The Desire, Fenway? She sailed right out of Marblehead, right around the corner. The quay’s still there.”

“Sure the first American slave ship, but-” 

“1637…My family financed it, that one and many, many others. My people were major players in the trade for more than two hundred years.”

“And that’s the source of the family fortune?”

“That was one of our endeavors. You won’t find many of the old money families in New England that weren’t involved one way or another. Just swing by Brown University sometime why don’t you, bought and paid for with slave money. That’s an historical fact.”

“Old school entrepreneurs, providing a valued service to the community.”

She gave me a tight smile. “Point is, Mr. Burke,” (No way she was going to call me Fenway after that comment.) “My family’s influence runs deep. Whatever resources you may require in the performance of your duties, they’ll be there for you.”

“Good to know.”

There was shout from below and rapid heavy foot steps up the stairs.

“Hey Fenway! Let’s get a move on!”

The door flew open and my pal Ax filled the doorway. More than filled, I’m six foot three and around two hundred ten. Ax has four inches on me and close to ninety pounds, all muscle. He had on a heavy green sweater and jeans. We had been planning on taking The Wiffersnapper out for a sail. Ax has a broken nose, a twenty-six and a half inch neck and a shaved head. Twelve years younger than I am and a former Navy Seal, he could have had a brilliant career, if he hadn’t decided to beat the hell out of a superior officer. People tend to get out of his way.

“Hey,” he said, a little too loud. “Oh, sorry, thought you was alone up here.”

I didn’t bother standing up. “Mrs. Forbes, my associate, Ax.  Ax, Mrs. Forbes.”

She looked up at him, smiled and offered him her hand.

“Janet,” she said.

“Pleased ta meet cha,” Ax said, and then took the other leather wing chair next to her. She never took her eyes off him. 

“We’re going to be doing some work for Janet here,” I said.

Ax nodded. Mrs. Forbes gave me a look.

“Are there any other questions, Mr. Burke?”

“A couple.” I put my hand on the back of my neck and leaned my head way back a la Grouch Marx. “Do you think a girl looses all respect for a boy if he kisses on the first date? Do you think they’ll always marry the other kind?”

Still not even a hint of a smile. “I don’t intimidate you at all, do I Mr. Burke.”

“Not so much,” I said. “No.”

She took out her card and put it on my desk.

“I’ll expect to be kept completely up to date,” she said, and then turned to Ax who started to stand up with her. She took his hand.

“A pleasure to meet you…Ax,” she said. She beamed at him.

 Bastard, he got the smile I’d worked so hard for, surrounded by assassins. 

“Mr. Burke,” she said.

That was all I got. The door closed quietly behind her.

“Interesting lady,” I said.

“Yeah,” Ax said. “Wonder what she’s doin for dick.”

“Nice, Ax…Very nice.

CHAPTER 2 


I put our sail on hold and walked down to the end of State Street with Rowlf and Blanche leading the way, then took a left on Front, right on the ocean. Our house was four down on the right. There were two black pick ups out front and I could hear the workman going to town with their power tools. The place was a fixer-upper. But even after the economy hit the skids, anything on the water in Marblehead was not what you’d call a bargain. She’d cost us a cool million one and we had already dropped another one-fifty making her livable, not done yet by a long shot.

My uncle Whiff Abbott was the source of the family fortune, him and a few people like my pal Mrs. Forbes. He left me a very nice piece of change and his entire lobster fleet, twenty-four boats in the water, a regular going concern.

 Between the two of us, we did okay. I ran my little office. Megan dealt with the wholesalers on the docks and generally ran the lobster operation. Once in a while she’d even fill in on the boats for an AWOL lobsterman. Odd occupation for a Harvard grad, but she gave herself mother’s hours and she really liked the work. 


Her car was in the drive but I knew her routine. She was at one of her aerobics classes. The woman was a fanatic. It was a four mile run to the gym pushing Liddy in her three wheel stroller. She dropped Liddy with her pals in child care, and then Megan hit it hard for forty-five minutes of high impact aerobics. After that it was her four mile run back, Megan Griffin-Burke, in a league of her own. 


There was a new leather couch in the living room. The delivery men had come and gone. I waved to the workmen who were putting the finishing touches on our new deck and headed upstairs and grabbed my lap top. It was time to learn a little something about The Lidomain Kestrel. We’re on Verizon High Speed now, but I kept my old AOL address. The AOL page still pops up on the screen when I log on. I can see why the Globe’s in trouble. All the hard news is right at your finger tips and it’s all for free too, goodie.


“Shocker Bombshell Dropped On Bachelorette” “Britney Reveals New Darker Look” “Reality Star Stuns In White Bikini” And apparently, Jackie Kennedy boned Marlon Brando in ‘64. I didn’t bother with that last one. We get the Sunday Times, probably be in depth in the Society Section.

 I Googled Lidomain Kestrel and got a couple of dozen hits. The first one caught my eye.

“Thought to be the inspiration for Dashell Hammett’s famous novel, The Maltese Falcon.”

I’d seen the movie a long time ago but never read the book. I made a note to down load the movie through Netflix, maybe watch it tonight with Megan. I’d buy the book from Amazon. 

Wikipedia looked like my best shot for detail. I clicked on and got quite an eyeful.

There was picture of a bookish looking man holding up an ornately decorated bird of prey. It was gold with fierce dark red ruby eyes and powerful talons wrapped around a writhing serpent. The feathers were completely encrusted in diamonds. It was about three quarter pigeon sized.

There was another picture but in solid black with a notation beneath it.

 “Kestrel in dark patina as unearthed in 1947.”

 And then below was far more information on its history than I would ever need  to know, page after page.

I made some notes:

“The standard of King Xerxes of Persia during the second invasion of Greece, 480 BC. An ornate gold bird with a threaded aperture beneath for mounting on a gold staff. Made especially for King Xerxes in the ancient Persian city of Lidoma by a Persian holy man who’s name has been lost to history. The Kestrel purportedly has mystical powers. Any army marching behind The Lidomaian Kestrel is said to be invincible.

Disappeared, then reappeared in 331 BC. Alexander the Great’s Armies said to have marched under the Standard of the Kestrel conquering all of Persia and burning the Persian capitol city of Persepolis in 332 BC.  

The Kestrel disappeared with the death of Alexander the Great in the captured city of Babylon, 323 BC

Resurfaces once again and carried into the siege of Jerusalem by the Saladin. Jerusalem falls in 1187 AD.

 The Kestrel changes hands three times between the Saladin and Richard the Lionhearted to be used by both Armies’ as their standard. 

 Richard’s army marches under the Kestrel and sacked the ancient Muslim city of Acre, in 1191 AD, only to have the Kestrel stolen back again by agents of the Saladin. 

 King Richard holds over three thousand defenseless citizens of Acre hostage demanding the Saladin return the Kestrel.

When the Saladin refused to comply, all three thousand men women and children, bound hand and foot are hacked to death by Richard’s Christian Army. 

The Saladin goes to his grave never revealing the whereabouts of the Kestrel. The Kestrel is rumored to have been in the possession of both Napoleon Bonaparte and Adolph Hitler at various times while in power but this was never confirmed.

In 1947 the Kestrel was discovered in an isolated cave in Northern Ethiopia. Initially unrecognized as it was covered in its dark black patina, it was restored and was on display at the London Royal Museum of Antiquities. 

Recently on loan to the Huntington Michelle Museum of Boston MA, the Kestrel has once again disappeared. 

Its value is incalculable.” 

That ought to do it. I logged off and then heard Megan talking to the workmen. She and Liddy must have just gotten back. 

Megan was in a white jersey, with pink running shorts and a matching head band. She wears her brunette hair short now. She’s five, ten with olive skin, bright eyes more gold than green, full lips and legs that go on forever. She’s looked like she had just come back from a stroll in the park. 

She was just taking Liddy, who’s a miniature Megan, out of the stroller when I came down the stairs. I’m a fair skinned blue eyed blonde. The only thing Liddy inherited from me is her appetite. Megan flashed me a killer smile and gave me a kiss.

“Thought you’d be out for a sail with Ax,” she said.

“Change of plans, just doing a little research. Got myself a new client.”

“Get a retainer?”

“Right here.” I handed her Mrs. Forbes’ check.

She looked at it, and then stood stock still for a minute.

“I take it this isn’t some routine unfaithful spouse spying job.”

“You take it right, working with Bogie on the Maltese Falcon.”
She didn’t even blink. 

“Uh huh…Sam Spade?” 

“The one and only,” I said.

She stuffed the check in her purse.

“Then your success is assured.”

“That’s how I see it, sweetheart.”

 She made a face. My Bogie needed a little work.

“Mind if we order pizza? I’m a little done in.”

“What’s this, Wonder Woman needs a breather?”

“Liddy needs a bath.”

 That was not one of the kid’s favorite activities and she was never bashful about making her feelings known. It was not one of my favorite jobs either. 

“I can do dinner for us or get Liddy in the tub, but I’m not up for both.”

“Pizza’s fine,” I said. 

“The number’s pinned up on the bulletin board.”

She lifted Liddy out of the high chair and headed for the bathroom. Liddy knew the drill. She promptly threw her rattle on the floor, the first salvo fired. It went under the couch, Megan bent over right in front of me giving me quite a view. She turned and caught me right in the act.

“Honestly,” she said.

Busted…I made the call. 

CHAPTER 3 

It was a gray morning and I was getting an early start. I grabbed myself a French Roast Venti at my neighborhood Starbucks to fortify myself for the ride into Boston, then threaded my way though the maze of narrow streets that was Marblehead. Marblehead is just fifteen miles north of the capitol but still manages to be in the middle of nowhere. There’s no direct route in. You have to go through two other towns just to get to a main access road. Part of the charm I guess. But there’s no way in the world I’d live there if I had to get into Beantown every day.


I hit Route 1 twenty minutes later and landed exactly where I knew I would, rush hour traffic. I polished off the Venti and still had another half hour at the minimum to get to the museum. Assuming there were no problems on the way in. And that I’ve never seen that happen.

 From April to the end of December I tool around in an antique 1956 Porsche Speedster. I’m a die hard, but in the dead of winter I’m forced to drive a real car. She’s bright red and a genuine joy to drive…except when it rains. It started coming down hard just as Route 1 turned into a parking lot. The top leaks. I was getting drenched. The defroster’s no bargain either, I couldn’t see where the hell I was going. I klenched my teeth, put my faith in the lord and forged ahead. Made good time to. An hour and a half later I pulled into a no parking zone right in front of the museum and ran up the broad granite steps to the entree like a mad man. By now it was coming down in torrents.

Under the shelter of the arch I looked up. There were nine huge pillars. Above them in bold serif lettering it read:

HUNINGTON MICHELLE MUSEUM

There were a half dozen lounging statues with togas and laurel wreaths up by the script. I had no idea who they were supposed to be but the place looked like the Halls of Justice.

I went in and headed for the Men’s Room and hand dried my hair with a couple of paper towels. Then I asked a dulcet how to get to the Curator’s Office. 

The receptionist looked like my old English teacher from high school. There was a name plate on her desk, Mrs. Flora Gibson. She apologized. He was running late for our appointment, something about traffic. I nodded and took a seat in the reception area and was working on my third National Geographic when the she finally gave me the call.

“Dr. Whitmore will see you now,” she said. She gave me a security badge and sent me on my way. He was two floors up and around the corner to the left. There it was in gold letters right on the door, “George E. Whitmore, Curator.” I knocked and went right in.

Whitmore’s office had dark walnut paneling, gray carpeting and tufted leather wine colored furniture. He was sitting behind an ornate mahogany desk and rose to greet me as I came in.

He was bald and going to fat. His white hair was close cropped on the sides. He had on the obligatory blue pin stripe suit but it seemed a little baggy on him, defense mechanism doubtless. I smiled to myself, guy half way remained me of Sidney Greenstreet. I wondered if I should have worn sox.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Burke,” he said, and then offered me seat. “Mrs. Forbes told me to expect you but I’ve already told the police everything I know. I don’t see just what-“

“I’ll be speaking to the cops too, but suppose you tell me all over again,” I said.

Whitman took a deep breath, then let it out.

“Bad business sir, bad business.”

 Guy was starting to sound like Greenstreet too.

 “I assume you’re familiar with the Kestrel.”

“I am,” I said.

“It was gone without a trace before we even had a chance to set up the velvet ropes.”

“Your security cameras?”

“I’ll have you talk to Ronald Ballenger, he’s head of security, but they were just setting up. Somehow they were turned off.”

“Jesus.”

“Jesus indeed.”

“Your insurance company must love that. How’s that possible?”

“Only three people know the security code to the cameras, Myself, Ballenger and our Archivists, Dr. Caroline Slone-Forbes.”

“Doctor?”

“PhD in Library Sciences.”

“Didn’t know you could get a PhD in the Dewey Decimal System.”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that.”

“I’m sure.”

 Dr. Slone-Forbes was the only one of us on site. I was in the Cabot Building across the street cataloging some newly acquired artifacts. Ballenger was on his way in but not in the building.”

“You’ve got a billion dollar artifact on display and the head of security’s not in the building?”

“You’ll have to speak to him about that. He’s on the carpet at the moment.”

“Not surprising. What about your Archivists, where was she?”

“Outside of the security guard who was killed, she was the only one in the area.”

“Doesn’t really make sense does it? One guard?”

“There were more than a dozen guards, just no additional personal in that particular area right at that time. The building itself was locked and tighter than a drum.”

“But-“

“It’s a nightmare.” Whitmore sighed and slumped in his chair like a deflated balloon. 

“What can you tell me about your Archivists?”

“Impeccable credentials…Advanced degrees form both Harvard and Yale.”

“How long’s she been in your employ?”

Whitmore thought for a moment. “Close to five years.”

“Have you ever had a problem with her?”

“Never.”

“Never gave you the slightest cause for concern?”

“She did not…But now this.”

“Yeah, now this, her husband, Sumner Forbes, he had advanced degrees too?”

“BA…Business administration, I think.”

“But he’s no longer in your employ.”

“No he is not.”

“What exactly did he do here?”

“Good question.”

“You’re not entirely sure?”

“Mr. Burke, the Forbes Family Endowment to this institution is over two hundred million dollars. If a Forbes applies for employment, he’s hired.”

“But you don’t have a clue just what he was actually doing here?”

“Have to speak to Personal.”

“I plan to, Ballenger too.”

“He’s taking some personal time, be back by the end of the week.”

“So will I.”

“I thought you might.”

I went back and forth with him for close to a half hour but got nothing more. He was just about on his back and I was tired to talking to him. I finally cut him some slack when I couldn’t think of anything else to ask him.

One more stop, my old Alma Mature, The BPD, then I was done for the day.

  I had a long day ahead of me the following day. I was meeting with Ms Sloan-Forbes in her second home up in Camden Maine. Camden’s a good four hour drive and change from Marblehead. I’d have to get an early start. 

I checked in with Personal on the way out. They didn’t know what the hell Sumner Forbes was doing there either. There were two parking tickets on my windshield and one tied to the radio antenna. I was on a roll.
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