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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
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If God should punish men according to what they deserve, He would not leave so much as a beast on the back of the earth.


THE KORAN





ONE



Midway into the fifth round the kid in the blue trunks rocked his opponent with a solid left to the jaw. He followed it with a straight right to the head.


‘He’s ready to fall,’ Mick Ballou said.


He looked it, too, but when the kid in blue waded in the other boy slipped a punch and groped his way into a clinch. I got a look at his eyes before the referee stepped between the two fighters. They looked glazed, unfocused.


‘How much time is there?’


‘More than a minute.’


‘Plenty of time,’ Mick said. ‘Watch your man take the lad right out. For a small man he’s strong as a bull.’


They weren’t that small. Junior middleweights, which I guess would put them somewhere around 155 pounds. I used to know the weight limits for all the classes, but it was easy then. Now they’ve got more than twice as many classifications, with junior this and super that, and three different governing bodies each recognizing a different champion. I think the trend must have started when someone figured out that it was easier to promote a title bout, and it’s getting to the point where you rarely see anything else.


The card we were watching, however, was strictly non-title, and a long ways removed from the glamour and showmanship of championship fights staged in Vegas and Atlantic City casinos. We were, to be precise, in a concrete-block shed on a dark street in Maspeth, an industrial wasteland in the borough of Queens bordered on the south and east by the Greenpoint and Bushwick sections of Brooklyn and set off from the rest of Queens by a half-circle of cemeteries. You could live a lifetime in New York without ever getting to Maspeth, or you could drive through it dozens of times without knowing it. With its warehouses and factories and drab residential streets, Maspeth’s not likely to be on anybody’s short list for potential gentrification, but I suppose you never know. Sooner or later they’ll run out of other places, and the crumbling warehouses will be reborn as artists’ lofts while young urban homesteaders rip the rotted asphalt siding from the row houses and set about gutting the interiors. You’ll have gingko trees lining the sidewalk on Grand Avenue, and a Korean greengrocer on every corner.


For now, though, the New Maspeth Arena was the only sign I’d seen of the neighborhood’s glorious future. Some months earlier Madison Square Garden had closed the Felt Forum for renovations, and sometime in early December the New Maspeth Arena had opened with a card of boxing matches every Thursday night, with the first prelim getting under way around seven.


The building was smaller than the Felt Forum, and had a no-frills feel to it, with untrimmed concrete-block walls and a sheet-metal roof and a poured concrete slab for a floor. It was rectangular in shape, and the boxing ring stood in the center of one of the long walls, opposite the entrance doors. Rows of metal folding chairs framed the ring’s three open sides. The chairs were gray, except for the first two rows in each of the three sections, which were blood red. The red seats at ringside were reserved. The rest of the arena was open seating, and a seat was only five dollars, which was two dollars less than the price of a first-run movie in Manhattan. Even so, almost half of the gray chairs remained unoccupied.


The price was low in order to fill as many of the seats as possible, so that the fans who watched the fights on cable TV wouldn’t realize the event had been staged solely on their behalf. The New Maspeth Arena was a cable phenomenon, thrown up to furnish programming for FBCS, Five Borough Cable Sportscasts, the latest sports channel trying to get a toehold in the New York metro area. The FBCS trucks had been parked outside when Mick and I arrived a few minutes after seven, and at eight o’clock their coverage began.


Now the fifth round of the final prelim fight was ending with the boy in the white trunks still on his feet. Both fighters were black, both local kids from Brooklyn, one introduced as hailing from Bedford-Stuyvesant, the other from Crown Heights. Both had short haircuts and regular features, and they were the same height, although the kid in blue looked shorter in the ring because he fought in a crouch. It’s good their trunks were different colors or it would have been tough to tell them apart.


‘He should have had him there,’ Mick said. ‘The other lad was ready to go and he couldn’t finish him.’


‘The boy in the white has heart,’ I said.


‘He was glassy-eyed. What’s his name, the one in blue?’ He looked at the program, a single sheet of blue paper with the bouts listed. ‘McCann,’ he said. ‘McCann let him off the hook.’


‘He was all over him.’


‘He was, and punching away at him, but he couldn’t pull the trigger. There’s a lot of them like that, they get their man in trouble and then they can’t put him down. I don’t know why it is.’


‘He’s got three rounds left.’


Mick shook his head. ‘He had his chance,’ he said.


He was right. McCann won the remaining three rounds handily, but the fight was never closer to a knockout than it had been in the fifth. At the final bell they clung together briefly in a sweaty embrace, and then McCann bopped over to his corner with his gloves raised in triumph. The judges agreed with him. Two of them had him pitching a shutout, while the third man had the kid in white winning a round.


‘I’ll get a beer,’ Mick said. ‘Will you have something?’


‘Not right now.’


We were in the first row of gray chairs over on the right-hand side of the ring as you entered. That way I could keep an eye on the entrance, although I hadn’t been looking anywhere much outside the ring. I looked over there now while Mick made his way to the refreshment stand at the far end of the hall, and for a change I saw someone I recognized, a tall black man in a well-tailored navy pinstripe suit. I stood up at his approach and we shook hands.


‘I thought it was you,’ he said. ‘I ducked in before to watch a couple minutes of Burdette and McCann from the back, and I thought I saw my friend Matthew over here in the cheap seats.’


‘They’re all cheap seats in Maspeth.’


‘Isn’t that the truth.’ He put a hand on my shoulder. ‘First time I saw you was at the fights, wasn’t it? The Felt Forum?’


‘That’s right.’


‘You were with Danny Boy Bell.’


‘You were with Sunny. I don’t remember her last name.’


‘Sunny Hendryx. Sonya, her name was, but nobody ever called her that.’


I said, ‘Join us, why don’t you? My friend’s getting a beer, but the whole row’s empty, or almost. If you don’t mind sitting in a cheap seat.’


He grinned. ‘I got a seat,’ he said. ‘Over by the blue corner. Got to cheer my man to victory. You remember Kid Bascomb, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do. He was on the card the night we met, he beat some Italian kid that I don’t remember at all.’


‘Nobody does.’


‘He took the heart out of him with a body punch, I remember that. The Kid’s not fighting tonight, is he? He’s not on the program.’


‘No, he’s retired. He hung ’em up a couple of years ago.’


‘That’s what I thought.’


‘He’s sitting right over there,’ he said, pointing. ‘No, my man in the main event’s Eldon Rasheed. He ought to win, but the boy he’s fighting is sitting on eleven wins and two defeats, and one of those they stole the decision from him. So he’s not just an opponent.’


He was talking about fight strategy when Mick came back carrying two large paper cups. One held beer, the other Coke. ‘In case you get thirsty,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t care to stand in that long a line for a single beer.’


I said, ‘Mickey Ballou, Chance—’


‘Chance Coulter.’


‘A pleasure,’ Mick said. He was still holding on to both drinks, so they couldn’t shake hands.


‘Here comes Dominguez now,’ Chance said. The fighter came down the aisle flanked by his retinue. He wore a royal-blue robe with navy piping. He was good-looking, with a long, square-jawed face and a neat black mustache. He smiled and waved at fans, then climbed up into the ring.


‘He looks good,’ Chance said. ‘Eldon may have his hands full.’


‘You’re supporting the other one?’ Mick asked.


‘Yes, Eldon Rasheed. Here he comes now. Maybe we can all have a drink afterward.’


I said that sounded good. Chance made his way over to his seat near the blue corner. Mick gave me both cups to hold while he settled himself in his seat. ‘“Eldon Rasheed versus Peter Dominguez,”’ he read. ‘Where do they get their names?’


‘Peter Dominguez is a pretty straightforward name,’ I said.


He gave me a look. ‘Eldon Rasheed,’ he pronounced, as Rasheed climbed through the ropes. ‘Well, if it was a beauty contest, you’d have to hand it to Pedro. Rasheed looks as though God hit him in the face with a shovel.’


‘Why would God do a thing like that?’


‘Why does God do half the things He does? Your friend Chance is a good-looking man. How do you come to know him?’


‘I did some work for him a few years ago.’


‘Detective work?’


‘That’s right.’


‘I thought he looked like a lawyer. Dresses the part.’


‘Actually he’s a dealer in African art.’


‘Carvings, like?’


‘That sort of thing.’


The announcer was in the ring, ballyhooing the coming bout and doing what he could to hype next week’s card. He introduced a local welterweight who’d be fighting in next week’s main event, then called up a few other celebrities seated at ringside, including Arthur ‘Kid’ Bascomb. The Kid got the same lackadaisical round of applause that had greeted everyone else.


The referee got an introduction, and the three judges, and the timekeeper, and the guy whose job it was to count in the event of a knockdown. He figured to get some work tonight; the fighters were heavyweights, and both had knocked out most of their previous opponents. Eight of Dominguez’s eleven wins were by knockout, and Rasheed, undefeated in ten professional bouts, had only had one fight that had gone the distance.


Dominguez got a big hand from an Hispanic contingent at the far end of the arena. Rasheed’s ovation was more restrained. They huddled together in the center of the ring while the referee told them nothing that they didn’t already know, then touched gloves and went back to their corners. The bell rang and the fight got under way.


The first round was largely exploratory, but both fighters landed some shots. Rasheed worked nicely off a strong left jab and went to the body effectively. He moved well for a man his size. Dominguez was awkward in comparison, an ungainly fighter, but he had a straight overhand right that was very sudden, and he caught Rasheed over the left eye with it with thirty seconds to go in the round. Rasheed shook it off, but you could see he felt it.


Between rounds Mick said, ‘He’s strong, that Pedro. He might have stolen the round with that punch.’


‘I never know how they’ll score it.’


‘A few more blows like that last and there’ll be no need to keep score.’


Rasheed had the edge in the second round. He stayed away from the right and landed some solid body shots. During the round I happened to notice a man sitting at ringside in the center section. I’d noticed him before, and something made me look at him again.


He was around forty-five, balding, with dark brown hair and prominent eyebrows. He was cleanshaven. He had a lumpy sort of a face, as though he might have been a fighter once himself, but if so I figured they would have introduced him. They were not exactly awash in celebrities, and anybody who’d gone three rounds in the Golden Gloves stood a good chance of being called up to take a bow for the FBCS cameras. And he was right at ringside; all he’d have had to do was climb over the ropes and bask in the applause.


There was a boy with him, and the man had one arm around him, his hand resting on the boy’s shoulder while he gestured with the other hand, pointing things out in the ring. I assumed they were father and son, although I couldn’t see much resemblance; the boy, in his early teens, had light brown hair with a sharply defined widow’s peak. Any widow’s peak the father might have had was long gone. The father wore a blue blazer and gray flannel slacks. His tie was light blue, with black or navy polka dots, big ones, close to an inch in diameter. The boy wore a red plaid flannel shirt and navy corduroy pants.


I couldn’t think how I knew him.


The third round looked even to me. I didn’t keep count, but I had the impression that Rasheed landed more punches. Dominguez hit him a few good shots, though, and they had more authority than the ones Rasheed got in. When the round ended I didn’t look over at the man with the polka-dot tie because I was looking instead at another man.


This one was younger, thirty-two to be exact. He stood about five-eleven and he was built like a light heavyweight. He had shucked his suit jacket and tie and was wearing a white button-down shirt with a blue stripe. He approached the sort of handsomeness you see in menswear catalogs, a combination of chiseled features and attitude, spoiled by a little too much fullness in the pouty lower lip and a brutish thickness to the nose. A full head of dark hair, styled and blown dry. A tan, a souvenir of a week in Antigua.


His name was Richard Thurman, and he was producing the telecast for Five Borough Cable Sportscasts. He was standing on the ring apron now, outside of the ropes, talking to a cameraman. The girl with the placard came around, showing us that the fourth round was coming up next, and showing us a bit more than that in her abbreviated costume. The audience at home would miss that part of the show. They’d be watching a beer commercial while she showed the world what she had. She was a tall, leggy girl with a lush figure, and she was displaying a lot of skin.


She came over to the camera and said something to Thurman, and he reached out a hand and gave her a pat on the fanny. She didn’t seem to notice. Maybe he was used to touching women and she was used to being touched. Maybe they were old friends. She was all pink, though, so it seemed unlikely that he’d taken her along to Antigua.


She got out of the ring and he climbed down and they rang the warning bell. The fighters got off their stools and it was time for Round Four.


In the first minute of the round Dominguez got the straight right in and opened up a cut over Rasheed’s left eye. Rasheed jabbed a lot and hammered Dominguez with body punches, and toward the end of the round snapped his head back with a good uppercut. Dominguez landed another good right at the bell. I had no idea how to score the round, and said as much to Mick.


‘No matter,’ he said. ‘It’ll never go ten.’


‘Who do you like?’


‘I like the black fellow,’ he said, ‘but I don’t care for his chances. Pedro’s too fucking strong.’


I looked over at the man and the boy. ‘That fellow over there,’ I said. ‘First row, sitting next to the kid. Blue jacket, polka-dot tie.’


‘What about him?’


‘I think I know him,’ I said, ‘but I can’t place him. Do you recognize him?’


‘Never saw him before.’


‘I can’t think where I know him from.’


‘He looks like a cop.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Do you really think so?’


‘I’m not saying he’s a cop, I’m saying he has that look. You know who he looks like? It’s an actor who plays cops, I can’t think of his name. It’ll come to me.’


‘An actor who plays cops. They all play cops.’


‘Gene Hackman,’ he said.


I looked again. ‘Hackman’s older,’ I said. ‘And thinner. This guy’s burly where Hackman’s sort of wiry. And Hackman’s got more hair, doesn’t he?’


‘Jesus help us,’ he said. ‘I didn’t say he was Hackman. I said that’s who he looks like.’


‘If it was Hackman they’d have made him come up and take a bow.’


‘If it was Hackman’s fucking cousin they’d have made him take a bow, desperate as they are.’


‘But you’re right,’ I said. ‘There’s a definite resemblance.’


‘Not that he’s the spitting image, mind you, but—’


‘But there’s a resemblance. That’s not why he looks familiar. I wonder where I know him from.’


‘One of your meetings, maybe.’


‘That’s possible.’


‘Unless that’s a beer he’s drinking. If he’s a member of your lot he wouldn’t be drinking a beer, would he now?’


‘Probably not.’


‘Although not all of your lot make it, do they?’


‘No, not all of us do.’


‘Well then, let’s hope it’s a Coke in his cup,’ he said. ‘Or if it’s a beer, let’s pray he gives it to the lad.’


Dominguez got the better of it in the fifth round. A lot of his big punches missed, but a couple got through and hurt Rasheed. He rallied nicely at the end but the round still clearly belonged to the Latin fighter.


In the sixth, Rasheed took a straight right to the jaw and went down.


It was a solid knockdown and it brought the crowd to its feet. Rasheed was up at five and took the mandatory eight count, and when the ref motioned for them to resume fighting Dominguez rushed in swinging for the fences. Rasheed was wobbly but he showed a lot of class, ducking, slipping punches, playing for time in clinches, fighting back gamely. The knockdown came fairly early in the round, but at the end of the three minutes Rasheed was still on his feet.


‘One more round,’ Mick Ballou said.


‘No.’


‘Oh?’


‘He had his chance,’ I said. ‘Like that fellow in the last bout, what was his name? The Irishman.’


‘The Irishman? What Irishman?’


‘McCann.’


‘Ah. Black Irish, that would be. You think Dominguez is another one who doesn’t know how to pull the trigger?’


‘He knows how, he just didn’t have what he needed. He threw too many punches. Punching tires you, especially when you don’t hit anything. I think the round took more out of him than it did out of Rasheed.’


‘You think it’ll go to the judges? They’ll give it to Pedro then, unless your man Chance put the fix in.’


You wouldn’t fix a fight like that. There’s no betting. I said, ‘It won’t go to a decision. Rasheed’ll knock him out.’


‘Matt, you’re dreaming.’


‘You’ll see.’


‘Do you want to bet? I don’t want to bet money, not with you. What shall we bet?’


‘I don’t know.’


I looked over at the father and son. Something was hovering at the edge of thought, nagging at me.


‘If I win,’ he said, ‘we’ll make a night of it and go to the eight o’clock mass at St Bernard’s. The butchers’ mass.’


‘And if I win?’


‘Then we won’t go.’


I laughed. ‘That’s a great bet,’ I said. ‘We’re already not going, so what would I be winning?’


‘All right then,’ he said. ‘If you win I’ll go to a meeting.’


‘A meeting?’


‘A fucking AA meeting.’


‘Why would you want to do that?’


‘I wouldn’t want to do it,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that the fucking point? I’d be doing it because I lost the bet.’


‘But why would I want you to go to a meeting?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘If you ever want to go,’ I said, ‘I’ll be happy to take you. But I certainly don’t want you to go on my account.’


The father put his hand on the boy’s forehead and smoothed his hair back. There was something about the gesture that hit me like a hard right hand to the heart. Mick said something but I’d gone momentarily deaf to it. I had to ask him to repeat it.


‘Then I guess there’s no bet,’ he said.


‘I guess not.’


The bell rang. The fighters rose from their stools.


‘It’s just as well,’ he said. ‘I think you’re right. I think that fucking Pedro punched himself out.’


That’s how it turned out. It wasn’t that clear-cut in the seventh round because Dominguez was still strong enough to land a few shots that got the crowd cheering. But it was easier to get the crowd on its feet than to knock Rasheed off his, and he looked as strong as ever, and confident in the bargain. Late in the round he landed a short stiff right to the solar plexus and Mick and I looked at each other and nodded. Nobody had cheered, nobody had shouted, but that was the fight, and we knew it and so did Eldon Rasheed. I think Dominguez did, too.


Between rounds Mick said, ‘I got to hand it to you. You saw something in the round before that I never saw. All those body punches, they’re money in the bank, aren’t they? They don’t look like anything at all, and then all at once your man has no legs under him. Speaking of legs.’


The placard girl was letting us know that Round Eight was next.


‘She looks familiar, too,’ I said.


‘You met her at a meeting,’ he suggested.


‘Somehow I don’t think so.’


‘No, you’d remember her, wouldn’t you? A dream, then. You were with her in a dream.’


‘That’s more like it.’ I looked from her to the man with the polka-dot tie, then back at her again. ‘They say that’s one of the ways you know you’re middle-aged,’ I said. ‘When everybody you meet reminds you of somebody else.’


‘Is that what they say?’


‘Well, that’s one of the things they say,’ I said, and they rang the bell for the eighth round. Two minutes into it Eldon Rasheed staggered Peter Dominguez with a brutal left hook to the liver. Dominguez’s hands fell and Rasheed dropped him with a right cross to the jaws.


He was up at eight, but it must have been pure machismo that got him on his feet. Rasheed was all over him, and three shots to the midsection put Dominguez on the canvas again. This time the ref didn’t even bother to count. He stepped between the fighters and raised Rasheed’s arms overhead.


Most of the same people who’d been rooting for a Dominguez knockout were on their feet again now, cheering for Rasheed.


We were standing next to Chance and Kid Bascomb, over by the blue corner, when the ring announcer quieted the crowd and told us what we already knew, that the referee had stopped the fight after two minutes and thirty-eight seconds of the eighth round, that the winner by a technical knockout was Eldon ‘the Bulldog’ Rasheed. There were two more four-round bouts to follow, he added, and we wouldn’t want to miss a minute of the nonstop boxing action here at the New Maspeth Arena.


The boxers competing in those two four-rounders had a thankless task ahead of them, because they were going to be playing to a near-empty house. The fights were on the card as insurance for FBCS. If the prelims had finished early, one of them would have been shoehorned in before the main event; if Rasheed had kayoed Dominguez in the second round, or been knocked out himself, there would be a bout or two left to fill up the television time slot.


But it was almost eleven now, so neither of the remaining bouts would make it onto the screen. And just about everybody was heading for home, like baseball fans streaming out of Dodger Stadium in the seventh inning of a tie game.


Richard Thurman was in the ring now, helping his cameraman pack up his gear. I didn’t see the placard girl anywhere. I didn’t see the father and son team from ringside, either, although I looked for them, thinking I’d point them out to Chance and see if he recognized the man.


The hell with it. Nobody was paying me to figure out why some doting father looked familiar. My job was to get a line on Richard Thurman, and to find out whether or not he had murdered his wife.





TWO



Back in November, Richard and Amanda Thurman had attended a small dinner party on Central Park West. They left the party shortly before midnight. It was a pleasant night, it had been unseasonably warm all week, so they elected to walk home.


Their apartment occupied the entire top floor of a five-story brownstone on West Fifty-second Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenues. The ground floor housed an Italian restaurant, while a travel agent and a theatrical broker shared the second floor. The third and fourth floors were both residential. There were two apartments on the third floor, one housing a retired stage actress, the other a young stockbroker and a male model. The fourth floor held a single apartment; the tenants, a retired attorney and his wife, had flown to Florida on the first of the month and wouldn’t be back until the first week in May.


When the Thurmans got home, somewhere between twelve and twelve-thirty, they reached the fourth-floor landing just as a pair of burglars emerged from the attorney’s empty apartment. The burglars, two large and muscular white males in their late twenties or early thirties, drew guns and herded the Thurmans into the apartment they had just ransacked. There they relieved Richard of his watch and wallet, took Amanda’s jewelry, and told the two that they were a pair of worthless yuppies and they deserved to die.


They gave Richard Thurman a beating, tied him up and taped his mouth. Then they sexually assaulted his wife in front of him. Eventually one of them struck Richard over the head with what he believed was a crowbar or pry bar and he lost consciousness. When he came to the burglars were gone and his wife was lying on the floor across the room, nude and apparently unconscious.


He rolled off the bed onto the floor and tried kicking at the floor, but it was thickly carpeted and he couldn’t make enough noise to attract the attention of the tenant in the apartment below. He knocked over a lamp but no one responded to the noise it made. He made his way over to where his wife was lying, hoping to arouse her, but she did not respond and did not appear to be breathing. Her skin felt cool to him and he was afraid that she was dead.


He couldn’t free his hands and his mouth was still taped. It took some doing to loosen the tape. He tried shouting but no one responded. The windows were closed, of course, and the building was an old one, with thick walls and floors. He finally managed to upend a small table and knock a telephone down onto the floor. Also on the table was a metal tool that the attorney used to tamp down the tobacco in his pipe. Thurman gripped that between his teeth and used it to ring 911. He gave the operator his name and address and said he was afraid his wife was dead or dying. Then he passed out, and that’s how the police found him.


That was on the second weekend in November, Saturday night and Sunday morning. On the last Tuesday in January, I was sitting in Jimmy Armstrong’s at two in the afternoon drinking a cup of coffee. Across the table from me sat a man about forty years old. He had short dark hair and a closely trimmed beard that was showing a little gray. He wore a brown tweed jacket over a beige turtleneck. He had an indoor complexion, no rare thing in the middle of a New York winter. His gaze, behind metal-framed eye-glasses, was thoughtful.


‘I think that bastard killed my sister,’ he said. The words were angry but the voice was cool, the inflection level and neutral. ‘I think he murdered her and I think he’s getting away with it, and I don’t want that to happen.’


Armstrong’s is at the corner of Tenth and Fifty-seventh. It’s been there a few years now, but before then it was on Ninth Avenue between Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth, in premises now occupied by a Chinese restaurant. In those days I just about lived in the place. My hotel was right around the corner, and I ate one or more meals a day there, met clients there, and spent most of my evenings at my usual table in the back, talking with people or brooding by myself, drinking my bourbon neat or on the rocks or, as an aid to staying awake, mixing it with coffee.


When I stopped drinking, Armstrong’s was at the top of my unwritten list of people, places, and things to avoid. That became easier to do when Jimmy lost his lease and moved a block west, out of my usual daily traffic pattern. I didn’t go there for a long time, and then a sober friend suggested we stop there for a late bite, and since then I’ve probably had half a dozen meals there. They say it’s a bad idea to hang out in ginmills when you’re trying to stay sober, but Armstrong’s felt more like a restaurant than a ginmill anyway, especially in its current incarnation with its exposed brick walls and potted ferns overhead. The background music was classical, and on weekend afternoons they had live trios playing chamber music. Not exactly your typical Hell’s Kitchen bucket of blood.


When Lyman Warriner said he was down from Boston I suggested we meet at his hotel, but he was staying at a friend’s apartment. My own hotel room is tiny, and my lobby is too shabby to inspire confidence. So once again I had picked Jimmy’s saloon as a place to meet a prospective client. Now a baroque woodwind quintet played on the sound system while I drank coffee and Warriner sipped Earl Grey tea and accused Richard Thurman of murder.


I asked him what the police had said.


‘The case is open.’ He frowned. ‘That would seem to suggest that they’re working on it, but I gather it means the reverse, that they’ve largely abandoned hope of solving it.’


‘It’s not that cut-and-dried,’ I said. ‘It usually means the investigation is no longer being actively pursued.’


He nodded. ‘I spoke to a Detective Joseph Durkin. I gather the two of you are friends.’


‘We’re friendly.’


He arched an eyebrow. ‘A nice distinction,’ he said. ‘Detective Durkin didn’t say that he thought Richard was responsible for Amanda’s death, but it was the way he didn’t say it, if you know what I mean.’


‘I think so.’


‘I asked him if he could think of anything I might do to help resolve the situation. He said that everything that could be done through official channels had been done. It took me a minute before I realized he couldn’t specifically suggest I hire a private detective, but that was where he was leading me. I said, “Perhaps someone unofficial, say a private detective—” and he grinned as if to say that I’d caught on, that I was playing the game.’


‘He couldn’t come right out and say it.’


‘No. Nor, I gather, could he come right out and recommend your services. “As far as a recommendation’s concerned, all I’m really supposed to do is refer you to the Yellow Pages,” he said. “Except I should say that there’s one fellow right here in the neighborhood who you won’t find in the book, on account of he’s unlicensed, which makes him very unofficial.” You’re smiling.’


‘You do a good Joe Durkin imitation.’


‘Thank you. Pity there’s not much call for it. Do you mind if I smoke?’


‘Not at all.’


‘Are you sure? Almost everyone’s quit. I quit, but then I started again.’ He seemed about to elaborate on that, then took out a Marlboro and lit it. He drew in the smoke as if it were something life-sustaining.


He said, ‘Detective Durkin said you were unorthodox, even eccentric’


‘Were those his words?’


‘They’ll do. He said your rates are arbitrary and capricious, and no, those weren’t his words either. He said you don’t furnish detailed reports or keep track of expenses.’ He leaned forward. ‘I can live with that. He also said when you get your teeth in something you don’t let go, and that’s what I want. If that son of a bitch killed Amanda I want to know it.’


‘What makes you think he did?’


‘A feeling. I don’t suppose that’s terribly scientific’


‘That doesn’t mean it’s wrong.’


‘No.’ He looked at his cigarette. ‘I never liked him,’ he said. ‘I tried to, because Amanda loved him, or was in love with him, or whatever you want to call it. But it’s difficult to like someone who clearly dislikes you, or at least I found it difficult.’


‘Thurman disliked you?’


‘Immediately and automatically. I’m gay.’


‘And that’s why he disliked you?’


‘He may have had other reasons, but my sexual orientation was enough to place me beyond the pale of his circle of potential friends. Have you ever seen Thurman?’


‘Just his photo in the newspapers.’


‘You didn’t seem surprised when I told you I was gay. You knew right away, didn’t you?’


‘I wouldn’t say I knew. It seemed likely.’


‘On the basis of my appearance. I’m not setting traps for you, Matthew. Is it all right if I call you Matthew?’


‘Certainly.’


‘Or do you prefer Matt?’


‘Either one.’


‘And call me Lyman. My point is that I look gay, whatever that means, although to people who haven’t been around many homosexuals my own gayness, if you will, is probably a good deal less evident. Well. My take on Richard Thurman, based on his appearance, is that he’s so deep in the closet he can’t see over the coats.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning I don’t know that he’s ever acted out, and he may very well not be consciously aware of it, but I think he prefers men. Sexually. And dislikes openly gay men because he fears we’re sisters under the skin.’


The waitress came over and poured me more coffee. She asked Warriner if he wanted more hot water for his tea. He told her he would indeed like more hot water, and a fresh tea bag to go with it.


‘A pet peeve,’ he told me. ‘Coffee drinkers get free refills. Tea drinkers get free hot water, but if you want another tea bag they charge you for a second cup. Tea costs them less than coffee anyway.’ He sighed. ‘If I were a lawyer,’ he said, ‘I might mount a class-action suit. I’m joking, of course, but somewhere in our litigious society, someone is probably doing just that.’


‘I wouldn’t be surprised.’


‘She was pregnant, you know. Almost two months. She’d been to the doctor.’


‘It was in the papers.’


‘She’s my only sibling. So the bloodline dies out when I go. I keep thinking that should trouble me, but I don’t know that it does. What does trouble me is the idea of Amanda dying at the hands of her husband, and of him getting away with it. And of not knowing for sure. If I knew for sure—’


‘What?’


‘It would trouble me less.’


The waitress brought his tea. He dunked the fresh tea bag. I asked him what might have motivated Thurman to kill Amanda.


‘Money,’ he said. ‘She had some.’


‘How much?’


‘Our father made a lot of money. In real estate. Mother found ways to piss away a good deal of it, but there was still some left when she died.’


‘When was that?’


‘Eight years ago. When the will cleared probate Amanda and I each inherited slightly in excess of six hundred thousand dollars. I rather doubt that she spent it all.’


By the time we were through it was getting close to five o’clock and the bar business was beginning to pick up as the first of the Happy Hour set arrived. I had filled several pages in my pocket notebook and had begun turning down coffee refills. Lyman Warriner had switched from tea to beer and was halfway through a tall glass of Prior dark.


It was time to set a fee, and as always I didn’t know how much to ask for. I gathered that he could afford whatever I charged him but that didn’t really enter into my calculations. The number I settled on was $2500, and he didn’t ask me how I’d arrived there, just took out a checkbook and uncapped a fountain pen. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen one.


He said, ‘Matthew Scudder? Two t’s, two d’s?’ I nodded and he wrote out the check and waved it to dry the ink. I told him that he might have a refund coming if things went faster than I expected, or that I might ask for more money if it seemed appropriate. He nodded. He didn’t seem terribly concerned about this.


I took the check, and he said, ‘I just want to know, that’s all.’


‘That might be the most you can hope for. Finding out that he did it and turning up something that’ll stand up in court are two different things. You could wind up with your suspicions confirmed and your brother-in-law still getting away with it.’


‘You don’t have to prove anything to a jury, Matthew. Just prove it to me.’


I didn’t feel that I could let that go. I said, ‘It sounds as though you’re thinking of taking matters into your own hands.’


‘I’ve already done that, haven’t I? Hiring a private detective. Not letting matters take their own course, not allowing the mills of God to grind in their traditional slow fashion.’


‘I wouldn’t want to be part of something that winds up with you on trial for Richard Thurman’s murder.’


He was silent for a moment. Then he said, ‘I won’t pretend it hasn’t occurred to me. But I honestly don’t think I would do it. I don’t think it’s my style.’


‘That’s just as well.’


‘Is it? I wonder.’ He motioned for the waitress, gave her twenty dollars and waved away change. Our check couldn’t have come to more than a quarter of that, but we’d taken up a table for three hours. He said, ‘If he killed her, he was exceedingly stupid.’


‘Murder is always stupid.’


‘Do you really think so? I’m not sure I agree, but you’re more the expert than I. No, my point is that he acted prematurely. He should have waited.’


‘Why?’


‘More money. Don’t forget, I inherited the same amount Amanda did, and I can assure you I haven’t pissed it away. Amanda would have been my heir, and the beneficiary of my insurance.’ He took out a cigarette, put it back in the pack. ‘I wouldn’t have had anyone else to leave it to,’ he said. ‘My lover died a year and a half ago, of a four-letter disease.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Not gout. The other one.’


I didn’t say anything.


‘I’m HIV-positive,’ he said. ‘I’ve known for several years. I lied to Amanda. I told her I’d been tested and I was negative, so I had nothing to worry about.’ His eyes sought mine. ‘That seemed like an ethical lie, don’t you think? Since I wasn’t about to have sex with her, why burden her with the truth?’ He took out the cigarette but didn’t light it. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘there was a chance I might not get sick. Having the antibody may not necessarily mean having the virus. Well, scratch that. The first telltale purple blotch appeared this past August. KS. That’s Kaposi’s sarcoma.’


‘I know.’


‘It’s not the short-term death sentence it was a year or two ago. I could live a long time. I could live ten years, even more.’ He lit the cigarette. ‘But,’ he said, ‘somehow I have a feeling that’s not going to happen.’


He stood up, got his topcoat from the rack. I reached for mine and followed him out to the street. A cab came along right away and he hailed it. He opened the rear door, then turned to me once more.


‘I hadn’t got around to telling Amanda,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d tell her at Thanksgiving, but of course by then it was too late. So she didn’t know, and of course he wouldn’t have known, so he couldn’t have realized the financial advantage in delaying her murder.’ He threw his cigarette away. ‘It’s ironic,’ he said, ‘isn’t it? If I’d told her I was dying, she might be alive today.’





THREE



I got up the next morning and put Warriner’s check in the bank and drew some walking-around money while I was at it. We’d had a little snow over the weekend but most of it was gone now, with just a little gray residue left at the curbs. It was cold out, but there wasn’t much wind and it wasn’t a bad day for the middle of winter.


I walked over to Midtown North on West Fifty-fourth, hoping to catch Joe Durkin, but he wasn’t there. I left word for him to call me and walked on down to the main library at Forty-second and Fifth. I spent a couple of hours reading everything I could find about the murder of Amanda Warriner Thurman. While I was at it I looked for her and her husband in the New York Times Index over the past ten years. I read their wedding announcement, which had appeared four years ago September. She would already have come into her inheritance by then.


I had already learned when they were married from Warriner, but it never hurts to confirm things a client tells you. The announcement furnished me with other information Warriner hadn’t given me – the names of Thurman’s parents and others in the wedding party, the schools he’d attended, the jobs he’d held before he went with Five Borough Cable.


Nothing I turned up told me that he had or hadn’t murdered his wife, but I hadn’t figured to solve the case with two hours of library research.


I called Midtown North from a pay phone on the corner. Joe hadn’t come back. I had a Sabrett hot dog and a knish for lunch and walked over to the Swedish church on Forty-eighth, where there’s a twelve-thirty meeting on weekdays. The speaker was a commuter who lived with his family on Long Island and worked for one of the Big Six accounting firms. He’d been sober ten months and couldn’t get over how wonderful it was.


‘I got your message,’ Durkin said. ‘I tried you at your hotel but they said you were out.’


‘I was on my way there now,’ I said. ‘I thought I’d take a chance, see if I’d catch you in.’


‘Well, today’s your lucky day, Matt. Have a seat.’


‘A fellow came to see me yesterday,’ I said. ‘Lyman Warriner.’


‘The brother. I figured he’d call you. You gonna do something for him?’


‘If I can,’ I said. I had palmed a hundred-dollar bill and I tucked it between his fingers. ‘I appreciate the referral.’


We were alone in the office, so he felt free to unfold the bill and look at it. ‘It’s a good one,’ I assured him. ‘I was there when they printed it.’


‘Now I feel better,’ he said. ‘No, what I was just thinking is I shouldn’t even take this from you. You want to know why? Because it’s not just a case of throwing a couple of bucks your way and keeping the citizen happy. I’m glad you took the guy on. I’d love to see you do him some good.’


‘You think Thurman did his wife?’


‘Do I think? I fucking know it.’


‘How?’


He considered the question. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Cop instinct. How’s that?’


‘It sounds good to me. Between your cop instinct and Lyman’s feminine intuition, I figure Thurman’s lucky to be walking around free.’


‘Have you met the guy, Matt?’


‘No.’


‘See if you don’t read him the same way I did. He’s one phony son of a bitch, I swear to God. I caught that case, I was the first person in there after the blues who responded to the 911 call. I saw him then, when he was still in shock and bleeding from a head wound and with his face red and raw from where he’d worked the tape off of his mouth. I saw him I don’t know how many times over the next couple of weeks. Matt, he never rang true. I just did not buy that he was sorry she was dead.’


‘That wouldn’t necessarily mean he killed her.’


‘That’s a point. I’ve known killers who were sorry their victim was dead and I suppose it works the other way around. And I’m not setting myself up as Joseph Durkin the Human Polygraph. I can’t always tell when somebody’s lying. But with him it’s easy. If his lips are moving, he’s feeding you a line of shit.’


‘All by himself?’


He shook his head. ‘I don’t see how. The woman was raped fore and aft with signs of forced entry. Semen deposited vaginally was definitely not from the husband. Different blood type.’


‘And in back?’


‘No semen deposited anally. Maybe the guy in back was practicing safe sex.’


‘Rape in the modern age,’ I said.


‘Well, it’s all those leaflets the Surgeon General mailed out, raising the level of public consciousness and all. Anyway, from the looks of it you got your two burglars just the way the husband told it.’


‘Any other physical evidence besides semen?’


‘Short and curlies. Seem to be two types, one that’s definitely not the husband’s, the other that’s a possible. The thing is, you can’t tell too much from pubic hair. You can tell both samples are from male Caucasians but that’s about all you can get. Plus it doesn’t prove anything if some of the hairs are Thurman’s, because they were married, for Christ’s sake, and it’s not unheard of to carry your husband’s pubic hair around in your bush for a day or two.’


I thought for a moment. I said, ‘In order for Thurman to have done it solo—’


‘Couldn’t happen.’


‘Sure it could. All he needed was some foreign semen and pubic hair.’


‘How would he come by that? Blow a sailor and spit in a Glad bag?’


I thought fleetingly of Lyman Warriner’s perception of Thurman as a closet case. ‘I suppose that’s as good a way as any,’ I said. ‘I’m just running through what’s remotely possible and what isn’t. One way or another he obtained specimens of foreign semen and hair. He went to the party with his wife, came home—’


‘Climbed three flights of stairs and told her to wait a minute while he forced entry to the Gottschalk apartment. “Look, honey, I learned this neat way to open doors without the key.’”


‘The door was forced?’


‘Jimmied.’


‘That could have been done after.’


‘After what?’


‘After he’d killed her and before he called 911. Say he had a key to the Gottschalk place.’


‘That’s not what the Gottschalks say.’


‘He could have had one without them knowing about it.’


‘They had a couple of locks on the door.’


‘He could have had a couple of keys. “Hang on, honey, I promised Roy and Irma I’d water the plants.’”


‘That’s not their names. Alfred Gottschalk, that’s the lawyer. I forget the wife’s name.’


‘“I promised Alfred and Whatsername I’d water the plants.’”


‘At one in the morning?’


‘What’s the difference? Maybe he says he wants to borrow a book from the Gottschalks, something he’s been wanting to read. Maybe they’re both a little giddy from the party and he tells her they’ll sneak into the Gottschalk apartment and screw in their bed.’


‘“It’ll be exciting, honey, like before we were married.’”


‘That’s the idea. He gets her in there, he kills her, he makes it look like rape, he plants the physical evidence, the sperm and the pubic hairs. Did they find anything under her nails, anything to suggest she scratched anybody?’


‘No, but he didn’t say anything about her fighting them off. And you had two of them, so one could hold her hands while the other made whoopee.’


‘Let’s get back to the idea of him doing it all by himself. He kills her and fakes the rape. He sets the stage in the Gottschalk apartment, makes it look like the place was burglarized. Did you get the Gottschalks to come up and see what was missing?’


He nodded. ‘He came up, Alfred. He said his wife’s been ill, she’s supposed to avoid unnecessary travel. They keep a couple hundred dollars cash in the refrigerator for emergencies, and that was gone. There was some jewelry missing, heirloom stuff, cuff links and rings he’d inherited but doesn’t wear. Jewelry of hers, but he couldn’t describe it because he didn’t know what she’d taken to Florida and what was in the safe-deposit box. The good stuff was all in the bank or in Florida, so he didn’t expect the loss would amount to much, but he’d have to have Ruth make up a detailed list of what was missing. That’s the wife’s name, Ruth. I knew it would come to me.’


‘What about furs?’


‘She doesn’t own any. She’s an animal-rights activist. Not that she’d need a fur coat in the first place, spending six months and a day in Florida every year.’


‘Six months and a day?’


‘Minimum, so they qualify as Florida residents for tax purposes. There’s no state income tax in Florida.’


‘I thought he was retired.’


‘Well, he still has an income. From investments and so on.’


‘Anyway, no furs,’ I said. ‘Anything bulky? A stereo, a television set?’


‘Nothing. There were two TVs, a big rear-projection set in the living room and a smaller model in the back bedroom. They unplugged the bedroom set and moved it into the living room but left it there. The way it reads, they were planning on taking the set and they either forgot it in the excitement or decided not to risk looking suspicious, not with a dead woman in the apartment.’


‘Assuming they knew she was dead.’


‘They beat her face in and wrapped her panty hose around her neck. They damn well knew she was in worse shape than before she ran into them.’


‘So they took some cash and some jewelry.’
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