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The Critics on Lawrence Block


‘Scudder is one of the most appealing series characters around’


LA Times


‘Bull’s-eye dialogue and laser-image description . . . any search for false notes will prove futile . . . [Block’s] eye for detail is as sharp as ever, and characters almost real enough to touch abound’


New York Times Book Review


‘Fast-paced, insightful, and so suspenseful it zings like a high-tension wire’


Stephen King


‘Outstanding . . . excellent . . . smoothly paced, deftly plotted, brightly phrased study of perversity’


Chicago Tribune


‘One of the very best writers now working the beat’


Wall Street Journal


‘Cries out to be read at night . . . First class . . . Tough and sharp . . . It would be hard to find a better mystery’


People


‘Absolutely riveting . . . Block is terrific’


Washington Post


‘What he does best – writing popular fiction that always respects his readers’ desire to be entertained but never insults their intelligence’


GQ


‘There with the best . . . The real McCoy with a shocking twist and stylish too’


Observer




FOR ZANE who was present at the creation, and in memory of LENNIE SHECTER who introduced me to Scudder




THE SINS OF THE FATHERS
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ONE


He was a big man, about my height with a little more flesh on his heavy frame. His eyebrows, arched and prominent, were still black. The hair on his head was iron gray, combed straight back, giving his massive head a leonine appearance. He had been wearing glasses but had placed them on the oak table between us. His dark brown eyes kept searching my face for secret messages. If he found any, his eyes didn’t reflect them. His features were sharply chiseled – a hawk-bill nose, a full mouth, a craggy jawline – but the full effect of his face was as a blank stone tablet waiting for someone to scratch commandments on it.


He said, ‘I don’t know very much about you, Scudder.’


I knew a little about him. His name was Cale Hanniford. He was around fifty-five years old. He lived upstate in Utica where he had a wholesale drug business and some real-estate holdings. He had last year’s Cadillac parked outside at the curb. He had a wife waiting for him in his room at the Carlyle.


He had a daughter in a cold steel drawer at the city mortuary.


‘There’s not much to know,’ I said. ‘I used to be a cop.’


‘An excellent one, according to Lieutenant Koehler.’


I shrugged.


‘And now you’re a private detective.’


‘No.’


‘I thought –’


‘Private detectives are licensed. They tap telephones and follow people. They fill out forms, they keep records, all of that. I don’t do those things. Sometimes I do favors for people. They give me gifts.’


‘I see.’


I took a sip of coffee. I was drinking coffee spiked with bourbon. Hanniford had a Dewar’s and water in front of him but wasn’t taking much interest in it. We were in Armstrong’s, a good sound saloon with dark wood walls and a stamped tin ceiling. It was two in the afternoon on the second Tuesday in January, and we had the place pretty much to ourselves. A couple of nurses from Roosevelt Hospital were nursing beers at the far end of the bar, and a kid with a tentative beard was eating a hamburger at one of the window tables.


He said, ‘It’s difficult for me to explain what I want you to do for me, Scudder.’


‘I’m not sure that there’s anything I can do for you. Your daughter is dead. I can’t change that. The boy who killed her was picked up on the spot. From what I read in the papers, it couldn’t be more open-and-shut if they had the homicide on film.’ His face darkened; he was seeing that film now, the knife slashing. I went on quickly. ‘They picked him up and booked him and slapped him in the Tombs. That was Thursday?’ He nodded. ‘And Saturday morning they found him hanging in his cell. Case closed.’


‘Is that your view? That the case is closed?’


‘From a law enforcement standpoint.’


‘That’s not what I meant. Of course the police have to see it that way. They apprehended the killer, and he’s beyond punishment.’ He leaned forward. ‘But there are things I have to know.’


‘Like what?’


‘I want to know why she was killed. I want to know who she was. I’ve had no real contact with Wendy in the past three years. Christ, I didn’t even know for certain that she was living in New York.’ His eyes slipped away from mine. ‘They say she didn’t have a job. No apparent source of income. I saw the building she lived in. I wanted to go up to her apartment, but I couldn’t. Her rent was almost four hundred dollars a month. What does that suggest to you?’


‘That some man was paying her rent.’


‘She shared that apartment with the Vanderpoel boy. The boy who killed her. He worked for an antiques importer. He earned something in the neighborhood of a hundred and twenty-five dollars a week. If a man were keeping her as his mistress, he wouldn’t let her have Vanderpoel as a roommate, would he?’ He drew a breath. ‘I guess it must be fairly obvious that she was a prostitute. The police didn’t tell me that in so many words. They were tactful. The newspapers were somewhat less tactful.’


They usually are. And the case was the kind the newspapers like to play with. The girl was attractive, the murder took place in the Village, and there was a nice core of sex to it. And they had picked up Richard Vanderpoel running in the streets with her blood all over him. No city editor worth a damn would let that one slide past him.


He said, ‘Scudder? Do you see why the case isn’t closed for me?’


‘I guess I do.’ I made myself look deep into his dark eyes. ‘The murder was a door starting to open for you. Now you have to know what’s inside the room.’


‘Then you do understand.’


I did, and wished I didn’t. I had not wanted the job. I work as infrequently as I can. I had no present need to work. I don’t need much money. My room rent is cheap, my day-to-day expenses low enough. Besides, I had no reason to dislike this man. I have always felt more comfortable taking money from men I dislike.


‘Lieutenant Koehler didn’t understand what I wanted. I’m sure he only gave me your name as a polite way of getting rid of me.’ That wasn’t all there was to it, but I let it pass. ‘But I really need to know these things. Who was she? Who did Wendy turn into? And why would anyone want to kill her?’


Why did anyone want to kill anybody? The act of murder is performed four or five times a day in New York. One hot week last summer the count ran to fifty-three. People kill their friends, their relatives, their lovers. A man on Long Island demonstrated karate to his older children by chopping his two-year-old daughter to death. Why did people do these things?


Cain said he wasn’t Abel’s keeper. Are those the only choices, keeper or killer?


‘Will you work for me, Scudder?’ He managed a small smile. ‘I’ll rephrase that. Will you do me a favor? And it would be a favor.’


‘I wonder if that’s true.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘That open door. There might be things in that room you won’t want to look at.’


‘I know that.’


‘And that’s why you have to.’


‘That’s right.’


I finished my coffee. I put the cup down and took a deep breath. ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘I’ll give it a shot.’


He settled into his chair, took out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. It was his first since he’d walked in. Some people reach for a cigarette when they’re tense, others when the tension passes. He was looser now, and looked as though he felt he had accomplished something.


I had a new cup of coffee in front of me and a couple of pages filled in my notebook. Hanniford was still working on the same drink. He had told me a lot of things I would never need to know about his daughter. But any of the things he said might turn out to matter, and there was no way to guess which it might be. I had learned long ago to listen to everything a man had to say.


So I learned that Wendy was an only child, that she had done well in high school, that she had been popular with her classmates but had not dated much. I was getting a picture of a girl, not sharply defined, but a picture that would eventually have to find a way of blending with one of a slashed-up whore in a Village apartment.


The picture started to blur when she went away to college in Indiana. That was evidently when they began to lose her. She majored in English, minored in government. A couple of months before she was due to graduate she packed a suitcase and disappeared.


‘The school got in touch with us. I was very worried, she had never done anything like this before. I didn’t know what to do. Then we had a postcard. She was in New York, she had a job, there were some things she had to work out. We had another card several months after that from Miami. I didn’t know whether she had moved there or was vacationing.’


And then nothing until the telephone rang and they learned she was dead. She was seventeen when she finished high school, twenty-one when she dropped out of college, twenty-four when Richard Vanderpoel cut her up. That was as old as she was ever going to get.


He began telling me things I would learn over again in more detail from Koehler. Names, addresses, dates, times. I let him talk. Something bothered me, and I let it sort itself out in my mind.


He said, ‘The boy who killed her. Richard Vanderpoel. He was younger than she was. He was only twenty.’ He frowned at a memory. ‘When I heard what happened, what he had done, I wanted to kill that boy. I wanted to put him to death with my hands.’ His hands tightened into fists at the recollection, then opened slowly. ‘But after he committed suicide, I don’t know, something changed inside me. It struck me that he was a victim, too. His father is a minister.’


‘Yes, I know.’


‘A church in Brooklyn somewhere. I had an impulse. I wanted to talk to the man. I don’t know what I thought I might want to say to him. Whatever it was, after a moment’s reflection I realized I could never have that conversation. And yet –’


‘You want to know the boy. In order to know your daughter.’


He nodded.


I said, ‘Do you know what an Identikit portrait is, Mr Hanniford? You’ve probably seen them in newspaper stories. When the police have an eyewitness, they use this kit of transparent overlays to piece together a composite picture of a suspect. “Is this nose like this? Or is this one more like it? Bigger? Wider? How about the ears? Which set of ears comes the closest?” And so on until the features add up to a face.’


‘Yes, I’ve seen how that works.’


‘Then you’ve probably also seen actual photographs of the suspect side by side with the Identikit portraits. They never seem to resemble one another, especially to the untrained eye. But there is a factual resemblance, and a trained officer can often make very good use of it. Do you see what I’m getting at? You want photographs of your daughter and the boy who killed her. I’m not equipped to offer you that. No one is. I can dig up enough facts and impressions to make composite Identikit portraits for you, but the result may not be all that close to what you really want.’


‘I understand.’


‘You want me to go ahead?’


‘Yes. Definitely.’


‘I’m probably more expensive than one of the big agencies. They’d work for you either per diem or on an hourly basis. Plus expenses. I take a certain amount of money and pay my own expenses out of it. I don’t like keeping records. I also don’t like writing reports, or checking in periodically when there’s nothing to say for the sake of keeping a client contented.’


‘How much money do you want?’


I never know how to set prices. How do you put a value on your time when its only value is personal? And when your life has been deliberately restructured to minimize involvement in the lives of others, how much do you charge the man who forces you to involve yourself?


‘I want two thousand dollars from you now. I don’t know how long this will take or when you’ll decide you’ve seen enough of the dark room. I may ask you for more money somewhere along the way, or after it’s over. Of course you always have the option of not paying me.’


He smiled suddenly. ‘You’re a very unorthodox businessman.’


‘I suppose so.’


‘I’ve never had occasion to hire a detective, so I don’t really know how this is usually done. Do you mind a check?’


I told him a check was fine, and while he was writing it out, I figured out what had been bothering me earlier. I said, ‘You never hired detectives after Wendy disappeared from college?’


‘No.’ He looked up. ‘It wasn’t that long before we received the first of the two postcards. I’d considered hiring detectives, of course, but once we knew she was all right I dropped the idea.’


‘But you still didn’t know where she was, or how she was living.’


‘No.’ He lowered his eyes. ‘That’s part of it, of course. Why I’m busy now, locking up the empty stable.’ His eyes returned to mine, and there was something in them that I wanted to turn from, and couldn’t. ‘I have to know how much to blame myself.’


Did he really think he would ever have the answer to that one? Oh, he might find himself an answer, but it would not be the right answer. There is never a right answer to that inescapable question.


He finished writing the check and passed it to me. He had left space blank where my name belonged. He told me he thought I might like it made out to Cash. I said payable to me was fine, and he uncapped his pen again and wrote Matthew Scudder on the right line. I folded it and put it in my wallet.


I said, ‘Mr Hanniford, there’s something you left out. You don’t think it’s important, but it might be, and you think it might be.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘Instinct, I suppose. I spent a lot of years watching people decide how close they cared to come to the truth. There’s nothing you have to tell me, but –’


‘Oh, it’s extraneous, Scudder. I left it out because I didn’t think it would fit in, but – Oh, the hell with it. Wendy’s not my biological daughter.’


‘She was adopted?’


‘I adopted her. My wife is Wendy’s mother. Wendy’s father was killed before Wendy was born, he was a Marine, he died in the landing at Inchon.’ He looked away again. ‘I married Wendy’s mother three years after that. From the beginning I loved her as much as any real father could have. When I found out that I was . . . unable to father children myself, I was even more grateful for her existence. Well? Is it important?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Probably not.’ But of course it was important to me. It told me something more about Hanniford’s load of guilt.


‘Scudder? You’re not married, are you?’


‘Divorced.’


‘Any children?’


I nodded. He started to say something, and didn’t. I began wanting him to leave.


He said, ‘You must have been a very good policeman.’


‘I wasn’t bad. I had cop instincts, and I learned the moves. That’s at least ninety percent of it.’


‘How long were you on the force?’


‘Fifteen years. Almost sixteen.’


‘Isn’t there a pension or something if you stay twenty?’


‘That’s right.’


He didn’t ask the question, and that was strangely more annoying than if he had.


I said, ‘I lost the faith.’


‘Like a priest?’


‘Something like that. Not exactly, because it’s not rare for a cop to lose the faith and go on being a cop. He may never have had it in the first place. What it amounted to was that I found out I didn’t want to be a cop anymore.’ Or a husband, or a father. Or a productive member of society.


‘All the corruption in the department? That sort of thing?’


‘No, no.’ The corruption had never bothered me. I would have found it hard to support a family without it. ‘No, it was something else.’


‘I see.’


‘You do? Hell, it’s not a secret. I was off duty one night in the summer. I was in a bar in Washington Heights where cops didn’t have to pay for their drinks. Two kids held up the place. On their way out they shot the bartender in the heart. I chased them into the street. I shot one of them dead and caught the other in the thigh. He’s never going to walk right again.’


‘I see.’


‘No, I don’t think you do. That wasn’t the first time I ever killed anyone. I was glad the one died and sorry the other recovered.’


‘Then –’


‘One shot went wide and ricocheted. It hit a seven-year-old girl in the eye. The ricochet took most of the steam off the bullet. An inch higher and it probably would have glanced off her forehead. Would have left a nasty scar but nothing much worse than that. This way, though, nothing but soft tissue, and it went right on into her brain. They tell me she died instantly.’ I looked at my hands. The tremor was barely visible. I picked up my cup and drained it. I said, ‘There was no question of culpability. As a matter of fact, I got a departmental commendation. Then I resigned. I just didn’t want to be a cop anymore.’


I sat there for a few minutes after he left. Then I caught Trina’s eye and she brought over another cup of laced coffee. ‘Your friend’s not much of a drinker,’ she said.


I agreed that he wasn’t. Something in my tone must have alerted her because she sat down in Hanniford’s chair and put her hand on top of mine for a moment.


‘Troubles, Matt?’


‘Not really. Things to do, and I’d rather not do them.’


‘You’d rather just sit here and get drunk.’


I grinned at her. ‘When did you ever see me drunk?’


‘Never. And I never saw you when you weren’t drinking.’


‘It’s a nice middle ground.’


‘Can’t be good for you, can it?’


I wished she would touch my hand again. Her fingers were long and slender, her touch very cool. ‘Nothing’s much good for anybody,’ I said.


‘Coffee and booze. It’s a very weird combination.’


‘Is it?’


‘Booze to get you drunk, and coffee to keep you sober.’


I shook my head. ‘Coffee never sobered anybody. It just keeps you awake. Give a drunk plenty of coffee and you’ve got a wide-awake drunk on your hands.’


‘That what you are, baby? A wide-awake drunk?’


‘I’m neither,’ I told her. ‘That’s what keeps me drinking.’


I got to my savings bank a little after four. I stuck five hundred in my account and took the rest of Hanniford’s money in cash. It was my first visit since the first of the year, so they entered some interest in my passbook. A machine figured it all out in the wink of an eye. The sum involved was hardly large enough to warrant wasting the machine’s time on it.


I walked back on Fifty-seventh Street to Ninth, then headed uptown past Armstrong’s and the hospital to St Paul’s. Mass was just winding up, and I waited outside while a couple dozen people straggled out of the church. They were mostly middle-aged women. Then I went inside and slipped four fifty-dollar bills into the poor box.


I tithe. I don’t know why. It’s become a habit, as indeed it has become my habit to visit churches. I began doing this shortly after I moved into my hotel room.


I like churches. I like to sit in them when I have things to think about. I sat around the middle of this one on the aisle. I suppose I was there for twenty minutes, maybe a little longer.


Two thousand dollars from Cale Hanniford to me, two hundred dollars from me to St Paul’s poor box. I don’t know what they do with the money. Maybe it buys food and clothing for poor families. Maybe it buys Lincolns for the clergy. I don’t really care what they do with it.


The Catholics get more of my money than anybody else. Not because I’m partial to them, but because they put in longer hours. Most of the Protestants close up shop during the week.


One big plus for the Catholics, though. You get to light candles. I lit three on the way out. For Wendy Hanniford, who would never get to be twenty-five, and for Richard Vanderpoel, who would never get to be twenty-one. And, of course, for Estrellita Rivera, who would never get to be eight.




TWO


The Sixth Precinct is on West Tenth Street. Eddie Koehler was in his office reading reports when I got there. He didn’t look surprised to see me. He pushed some papers to one side, nodded at the chair alongside his desk. I settled into it and reached over to shake hands with him. Two tens and a five passed smoothly from my hand to his.


‘You look like you need a new hat,’ I told him.


‘I do indeed. One thing I can always use is another hat. How’d you like Hanniford?’


‘Poor bastard.’


‘Yeah, that’s about it. It all happened so quick he’s left standing there with his jaw hanging. That’s what did it for him, you know. The time element. If it takes us a week or a month to make a collar, say. Or if there’s a trial, and it drags on for a year or so. That way things keep going on for him, it gives him a chance to get used to what happened while it’s all still in process. But this way, bam, one thing after another, we got the killer in a cell before he even hears his daughter’s dead, and by the time he gets his ass in gear the kid hangs himself, and Hanniford can’t get used to it because he’s had no time.’ He eyed me speculatively. ‘So I figured an old buddy could make a couple of bills out of it.’


‘Why not?’


He took a cold cigar out of the ashtray and relit it. He could have afforded a fresh one. The Sixth is a hot precinct, and his desk was a good one. He could also have afforded to send Hanniford home instead of referring him to me so that I could knock back twenty-five to him. Old habits die hard.


‘Get yourself a clipboard, bounce around the neighborhood, ask some questions. Run yourself a week’s work out of it without wasting more’n a couple of hours. Hit him up for a hundred a day plus expenses. That’s close to a K for you, for Christ’s sake.’


I said, ‘I’d like a look at your file on the thing.’


‘Why go through the motions? You’re not gonna find anything there, Matt. It was closed before it was opened. We had cuffs on the fucking kid before we even knew what he did.’


‘Just for form.’


His eyes narrowed just a little. We were about the same age, but I had joined the force earlier and was just getting into plainclothes when he was going through the Academy. Koehler looked a lot older now, droopy in the jowls, and his desk job was spreading him in the seat. There was something about his eyes I didn’t care for.


‘Waste of time, Matt. Why take the trouble?’


‘Let’s say it’s the way I work.’


‘Files aren’t open to unauthorized personnel. You know that.’


I said, ‘Let’s say another hat for a look at what you’ve got. And I’ll want to talk to the arresting officer.’


‘I could set that up, arrange an introduction. Whether he wants to talk to you is up to him.’


‘Sure.’


Twenty minutes later I was alone in the office. I had twenty-five dollars less in my wallet and a manila folder on the desk in front of me. It didn’t look like good value for the money, didn’t tell me much I didn’t already know.


Patrolman Lewis Pankow, the arresting officer, led off with his report. I hadn’t read one of those in a while, and it took me back, from ‘While proceeding in a westerly direction on routine foot patrol duty’ all the way through to ‘at which time the alleged perpetrator was delivered for incarceration to the Men’s House of Detention.’ The Coptic jargon is a special one.


I read Pankow’s report a couple of times through and took some notes. What it amounted to, in English, was a clear enough statement of facts. At eighteen minutes after four he’d been walking west on Bank Street. He heard sounds of a commotion and shortly encountered some people who told him there was a lunatic on Bethune Street, dancing around with blood all over him. Pankow ran around the block to Bethune Street where he found ‘the alleged miscreant, subsequently identified as Richard Vanderpoel of 194 Bethune Street, his clothes in disarray and covered with what appeared to be blood, uttering obscene language at high volume and exposing his private parts to passersby.’


Pankow sensibly cuffed him and managed to determine where he lived. He led the suspect up two flights of stairs and into the apartment Vanderpoel and Wendy Hanniford had occupied, where he found Wendy Hanniford ‘apparently deceased, unclothed, and disfigured by slashes apparently inflicted by a sharp weapon.’


Pankow then phoned in, and the usual machinery went into action. The medical examiner’s man had come around to confirm what Pankow had figured out – that Wendy was, in fact, dead. The photo crew took their pictures, several of the blood-spattered apartment, a great many of Wendy’s corpse.


There was no telling what she might have looked like alive. She had died from loss of blood, and Lady Macbeth was right about that; no one would guess how much blood a body can lose in the process of dying. You can put an ice pick in a man’s heart and barely a drop of blood will show on his shirtfront, but Vanderpoel had cut her breasts and thighs and belly and throat, and the whole bed was an ocean of blood.


After they’d photographed the body, they removed it for autopsy. A Dr Jainchill of the medical examiner’s office had done the full postmortem. He stated that the victim was a Caucasian female in her twenties, that she had had recent sexual intercourse, both oral and genital, that she had been slashed twenty-three times with a sharp instrument, most probably a razor, that there were no stab wounds (which might have been why he was opting for the razor), that various veins and arteries, which he conscientiously named, had been wholly or partially severed in the course of this mistreatment, that death had occurred at approximately four o’clock that afternoon, give or take twenty minutes, and that there was in his opinion no possibility whatsoever that the wounds had been self-inflicted.
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