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      For Lenore Nathan Block Rosenberg
Hi, Mom!

   
      
      

      
      
         Several of nature’s people
         

         
         I know, and they know me;

         
         I feel for them a transport

         
         Of cordiality;

         
      

      
      
         But never met this fellow,

         
         Attended or alone,

         
         Without a tighter breathing,

         
         And zero at the bone.

         
      

      
      —EMILY DICKINSON, ‘The Snake’
      

      
      
         A bloody and a sudden end,

         
         Gunshot or a noose,

         
         For Death who takes what man would keep,

         
         Leaves what man would lose.

         
         He might have had my sister,

         
         My cousins by the score,

         
         But nothing satisfied the fool

         
         But my dear Mary Moore;

         
         None other knows what pleasures man

         
         At table or in bed.

         
         What shall I do for pretty girls

         
         Now my old bawd is dead?

          —WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS,

       ‘John Kinsella’s Lament for Mrs Mary Moore’

      

      
   
      
      ONE

      
      New York had a cold snap that year right around the time of the World Series. Oakland and the Dodgers were in it, so our weather
         didn’t affect the outcome. The Dodgers surprised everybody and won it in five, with Kirk Gibson and Hershiser providing the
         heroics. The Mets, who’d led their division since Opening Day, were in it through seven playoff games. They had the power
         and the pitching, but the Dodgers had something more. Whatever it was, it carried them all the way.
      

      
      I watched one of the games at a friend’s apartment and another at a saloon called Grogan’s Open House and the rest in my hotel
         room. The weather stayed cold through the end of October and there were speculative stories in the papers about long hard
         winters. On the local news shows, reporters took camera crews to farms in Ulster County and got rustics to point out the thick
         coats on the livestock and the woolly fur on the caterpillars. Then the first week of November Indian summer came along and
         people were out on the streets in their shirtsleeves.
      

      
      It was football season, but the New York teams weren’t showing much. Cincinnati and Buffalo and the Bears were shaping up
         as the power in the NFL, and the best Giants linebacker since Sam Huff drew a thirty-day suspension for substance abuse, which
         was the current euphemism for cocaine. The first time this had happened he’d told reporters that he had learned a valuable
         lesson. This time he declined all interviews.
      

      
      I kept busy and enjoyed the warm weather. I was doing some per diem work for a detective agency, an outfit called Reliable Investigations with offices in the Flatiron Building
         at Twenty-third and Broadway. Their clients ran heavily to attorneys representing plaintiffs in negligence suits, and my work
         consisted largely of tracing potential witnesses and getting preliminary statements from them. I didn’t like it much, but
         it would look good on paper if I decided to get myself properly credentialed as a licensed private investigator. I wasn’t
         sure that I wanted to do this, but I wasn’t sure that I didn’t, and in the meantime I could keep busy and earn a hundred dollars
         a day.
      

      
      I was between relationships. I guess that’s what they call it. I had been keeping company for a while with a woman named Jan
         Keane, and that had ended some time ago. I wasn’t certain it was done forever, but it was done for now, and the little dating
         I’d done since had led nowhere. Most evenings I went to AA meetings, and afterward I generally hung out with friends from
         the program until it was time to go home and to bed. Sometimes, perversely, I went and hung out in a saloon instead, drinking
         Coke or coffee or soda water. That’s not recommended, and I knew that, but I did it anyway.
      

      
      Then, on a Tuesday night about ten days into the warm weather, the god who plays pinball with my world turned a shoulder to
         the machine and lurched into it. And the Tilt sign came on, bright and clear.
      

      
      I had spent most of the day finding and interviewing a ferret-faced little man named Neudorf, who had presumably witnessed
         a collision involving a Radio Shack delivery van and a bicycle. Reliable had been retained by the bicyclist’s attorney, and
         Neudorf was supposed to be able to testify that the van’s driver had thrown open the door of his vehicle in such a manner that the bicyclist could not avoid running right into it.
      

      
      Our client was one of those ambulance chasers who advertise on television, and he made his money on volume. His case looked
         solid enough, with or without Neudorf’s testimony, and it figured to be settled out of court, but in the meantime everybody
         had to go through the motions. I was getting a hundred dollars a day for my part in the dance, and Neudorf was trying to find
         out what he could get for his. ‘I dunno,’ he kept saying. ‘You spend a couple days in court, you got your expenses, you got
         your loss of income, and you wanna do the right thing but how can you afford to do it, you know what I mean?’
      

      
      I knew what he meant. I knew, too, that his testimony was worth nothing if we paid him for it and not much more than that
         if he wasn’t well motivated to supply it. I let him think he’d get paid off under the table when he testified in court, and
         meanwhile I got his signature on a strong preliminary statement that might help our client get the case settled.
      

      
      I didn’t really care how the case was resolved. Both parties looked to be at fault. Neither one had been paying sufficient
         attention. It cost the van a door, and it cost the girl on the bicycle a broken arm and two broken teeth. She deserved to
         get something out of it, if not the three million dollars her lawyer was asking for. As far as that went, maybe Neudorf deserved
         something, too. Expert witnesses in civil and criminal proceedings get paid all the time – psychiatrists and forensic experts,
         lining up on one side or the other and contradicting the experts on the other side. Why not pay eye-witnesses, too? Why not
         pay everybody?
      

      
      I wrapped up Neudorf around three, went back to Reliable’s offices and typed up my report. AA Intergroup has its offices in the Flatiron Building, so I stopped on my way out and answered phones for an hour. People call there all
         the time, out-of-town visitors looking for a meeting, drunks who are beginning to suspect that something may not be working
         for them, and people coming off a bender and looking for help to get into a detox or rehab. There are callers, too, who are
         just trying to stay sober a day at a time and need someone to talk to. Volunteers work the phones. It’s not dramatic, like
         the 911 command center at Police Plaza or the hotline at Suicide Prevention League, but it’s service and it keeps you sober.
         I don’t think anybody ever got drunk while he was doing it.
      

      
      I ate dinner at a Thai place on Broadway, and at six-thirty I met a fellow named Richie Gelman at a Columbus Circle coffee
         shop. We sat over cups of coffee for ten minutes before a woman named Toni rushed in, apologizing for having lost track of
         the time. We went down into the subway and took a couple of trains, the second one a BMT line that let us off at Jamaica Avenue
         and 121st Street. That’s a good ways out in Queens, in a neighborhood called Richmond Hill. We asked directions at a drugstore
         and walked half a dozen blocks to a Lutheran church. In the large basement room there were forty or fifty chairs set up, and
         some tables, and a lectern for the speaker. There were two large urns, one with coffee and the other with hot water for tea
         or instant decaf. There was a plate of oatmeal cookies with raisins, and there was a table of literature.
      

      
      There are two basic types of AA meetings in the New York area. At the discussion meetings, a single speaker talks for twenty
         minutes or so, and then the meeting is open for general discussion. At speaker meetings, two or three speakers tell their
         stories, and that takes the entire hour. This particular group in Richmond Hill held speaker meetings on Tuesday nights, and this particular Tuesday we were
         the speakers. Groups all over the city send members to speak at other groups; otherwise we’d hear the same people telling
         the same stories all the time, and the whole thing would be even more boring than it already is.
      

      
      Actually it’s pretty interesting a fair percentage of the time, and sometimes it’s better than a night out at a comedy club.
         When you speak at an AA meeting you’re supposed to tell what your life used to be like, what happened, and what it’s like
         now. Not surprisingly, a lot of the stories are pretty grim – people don’t generally decide to quit drinking because they’ve
         been hurting their sides laughing all the time. Still, the grimmest stories come out funny some of the time, and that’s how
         it went that night in Richmond Hill.
      

      
      Toni went first. She’d been married for a time to a compulsive gambler, and she told how he had lost her in a poker game and
         won her back several months later. It was a story I’d heard before, but it was especially funny the way she told it this time.
         She got laughs all through her talk, and I guess her mood was infectious, because I followed her and found myself telling
         stories from my days on the job, first as a patrolman and then as a detective. I was coming up with things I hadn’t even thought
         of in years, and they were coming out funny.
      

      
      Then Richie finished out the hour. He’d run his own public-relations firm through years of blackout drinking, and some of
         his stories were wonderful. For years he had his first drink of the day every morning in a Chinese luncheonette on Bayard
         Street. ‘I got off the subway, put a five-dollar bill on the counter, drank a double scotch neat, got back on the subway and
         rode to my office. I never said a word to them and they never said a word to me. I knew I was safe there, because what the hell did they know? And, more important, who could they tell?’
      

      
      We had coffee and cookies afterward and one of the members gave us a lift to the subway. We rode back into Manhattan and uptown
         to Columbus Circle. It was past eleven by the time we got there, and Toni said she was hungry and asked if anybody wanted
         to get something to eat.
      

      
      Richie begged off, saying he was tired and wanted to make an early night of it. I suggested the Flame, a coffee shop where
         a lot of the crowd from our home group generally winds up after a meeting.
      

      
      ‘I think I’d like something a little more upscale,’ she said. ‘And more substantial. I missed dinner. I had a couple of cookies
         at the meeting, but aside from that I haven’t eaten anything since lunch. Do you know a place called Armstrong’s?’
      

      
      I had to laugh, and she asked me what was so funny. ‘I used to live there,’ I said. ‘Before I got sober. The place used to
         be on Ninth Avenue between Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth, which put it right around the corner from my hotel. I ate there,
         I drank there, I cashed checks there, I ran a tab there, I met clients there, Jesus, I did everything but sleep there. I probably
         did that too, come to think of it.’
      

      
      ‘And now you don’t go there anymore.’

      
      ‘I’ve tended to avoid it.’

      
      ‘Well, we can go someplace else. I didn’t live around here when I was drinking so I just think of the place as a restaurant.’

      
      ‘We can go there.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      The new Armstrong’s is a block west, at Fifty-seventh and Tenth. We took a table along the wall and I looked around while Toni made a pilgrimage to the ladies’ room. Jimmy wasn’t around, and there was no one in the joint I recognized,
         neither employees nor customers. The menu was more elaborate than it used to be, but the same sort of dishes were featured,
         and I recognized some of the photos and artwork on the walls. The general feel of the place had been upgraded and yuppified
         a notch, and the overall effect was more fern bar than saloon, but it wasn’t all that different.
      

      
      I said as much to Toni when she came back. She asked if they’d played classical music in the old days. ‘All the time,’ I told
         her. ‘When he first opened up Jimmy had a jukebox, but he ripped it out and brought in Mozart and Vivaldi. It kept the kids
         out, and that made everybody happy.’
      

      
      ‘So you used to get drunk to Eine Kleine Nachtmusik?’
      

      
      ‘It did the job.’

      
      She was a pleasant woman, a couple of years younger than I, sober about the same length of time. She managed a showroom for
         a Seventh Avenue manufacturer of women’s wear, and she’d been having an affair for a year or two with one of her bosses. He
         was married, and for months now she’d been speaking up at meetings and saying she had to end the relationship, but her voice
         never carried much conviction and the affair survived.
      

      
      She was a tall leggy woman, with black hair that I suspect she dyed and a squareness to her jawline and her shoulders. I liked
         her and thought her good-looking, but I wasn’t attracted to her. Or she to me – her lovers were always married and balding
         and Jewish, and I was none of the above, so that left us free to be friends.
      

      
      We were there well past midnight. She had a small salad and a plate of the black-bean chili. I had a cheeseburger, and we
         both drank a lot of coffee. Jimmy had always given you a good cup of coffee. I used to drink it laced with bourbon, but it was even good all by itself.
      

      
      Toni lived at Forty-ninth and Eighth. I walked her home and dropped her at the lobby of her high rise, then started back to
         my hotel. Something stopped me before I’d gone more than a block. Maybe I was wired from speaking in Richmond Hill, or stirred
         up some from returning to Armstrong’s after such a long absence. Maybe it was the coffee, maybe it was the weather, maybe
         it was the phase of the moon. Whatever it was, I was restless. I didn’t want to go back to my little room and its four walls.
      

      
      I walked two blocks west and went to Grogan’s.

      
      I had no business there. Unlike Armstrong’s, Grogan’s is a pure ginmill. There’s no food served, there’s no classical music,
         and there are no potted Boston ferns hanging from the ceiling. There’s a jukebox, with selections by the Clancy Brothers and
         Bing Crosby and the Wolfe Tones, but it doesn’t get much play. There’s a television set and a dart board, and a couple of
         mounted fish, and dark wood walls and a tile floor and a stamped-tin ceiling. There’s neon in the window advertising Guinness
         stout and Harp lager. The Guinness is on draft.
      

      
      Mick Ballou owns Grogan’s, although someone else has his name on the license and ownership papers. Ballou is a big man, a
         hard drinker, a career criminal, a brooding man of cold dark rage and sudden violence. Circumstance had thrown us together
         not too long ago, and some curious chemistry kept drawing me back. I hadn’t figured it out yet.
      

      
      The crowd was sparse, and Ballou himself wasn’t there. I ordered a glass of club soda and sat at the bar with it. There was
         a movie playing on one of the cable stations, a colorized version of an old Warner Bros. gangster movie. Edward G. Robinson
         was in it, and half a dozen others I recognized but couldn’t name. Five minutes into the movie the bartender went over to the set and turned down the color-level
         knob, and the film was magically restored to its original black-and-white.
      

      
      ‘Some things should be fucking left alone,’ he said.

      
      I watched about half of the movie. When my club soda was gone I had a Coke, and when that was gone I put a couple of dollars
         on the bar and went home.
      

      
      Jacob was on the hotel desk. He’s a mulatto, with freckles on his face and the backs of his hands, and curly red hair that’s
         starting to go thin on top. He buys books of difficult crossword puzzles and Double-Crostics and works them in pen-and-ink,
         staying slightly buzzed all the while on terpin hydrate and codeine. The management has fired him a couple of times over the
         years for unspecified reasons, but they always hire him back.
      

      
      He said, ‘Your cousin called.’

      
      ‘My cousin?’

      
      ‘Been calling all night. Four, five calls, must of been.’ He plucked a sheaf of message slips from my pigeonhole, leaving
         the letters behind. ‘One, two, three, four, five,’ he counted. ‘Says call her whenever you come in.’
      

      
      Someone must have died, and I wondered who. I wasn’t even sure who was left. What family there was had long since scattered
         far and wide. Sometimes I got a card or two at Christmas, once in a great while a phone call if an uncle or cousin was in
         town and at loose ends. But what cousin did I have who would call more than once to make sure a message got to me?
      

      
      Her, he’d said. Call her.
      

      
      I reached for the handful of slips, scanned the top one. Cousin called, it read. Nothing else, and the time of the call was left blank.
      

      
      ‘There’s no number,’ I said.
      

      
      ‘She said you’d know it.’

      
      ‘I don’t even know who she is. Which cousin?’

      
      He shook himself, straightened up in his chair. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Getting a little too relaxed here. I wrote her name on
         one of them slips. I didn’t write it each time. It was the same person over and over again.’
      

      
      I sorted the slips. Actually he’d written it twice, on what seemed to be the first two slips. Please call your cousin Frances, I read. And, on the other: Call cousin Frances.

      
      ‘Frances,’ I said.

      
      ‘That’s it. That’s the name.’

      
      Except I couldn’t recall a Cousin Frances. Had one of my male cousins married a woman named Frances? Or was Frances some cousin’s
         child, a new cousin whose name I’d never managed to learn?
      

      
      ‘You’re sure it was a woman?’

      
      ‘’Course I’m sure.’

      
      ‘Because sometimes Francis is a man’s name, and—’

      
      ‘Oh, please. Don’t you think I know that? It was a woman, said her name was Frances. Don’t you know your own cousin?’

      
      Evidently I didn’t. ‘She asked for me by name?’

      
      ‘Said Matthew Scudder.’

      
      ‘And I was to call her as soon as I came in.’

      
      ‘That’s right. Last time or two she called, it was already late, and that was when she stressed it. No matter how late, call
         her right away.’
      

      
      ‘And she didn’t leave a number.’

      
      ‘Said you knew it.’

      
      I stood there, frowning, trying to think straight, and in a wink the years fell away and I was a cop, a detective attached
         to the Sixth Precinct. ‘Call for you, Scudder,’ someone was saying. ‘It’s your cousin Frances.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ I said now.
      

      
      ‘Something?’

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ I told Jacob. ‘I suppose it would have to be her. It couldn’t be anybody else.’

      
      ‘She said—’

      
      ‘I know what she said. It’s all right, you got it straight. It just took me a minute, that’s all.’

      
      He nodded. ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘it’ll do that.’

      
      I didn’t know the number. I had known it, of course. I had known it well for many years, but I hadn’t called it in a while
         and couldn’t summon it up from my memory. It was in my address book, though. I had recopied my address books several times
         since I’d last had occasion to call that number, but I must have known I’d want to call it again, because each time I’d chosen
         to preserve it.
      

      
      Elaine Mardell, I had written. And an address on East Fifty-first Street. And a phone number that was familiar to me once I saw it.
      

      
      I have a phone in my room, but I didn’t go upstairs to use it. Instead I crossed the lobby to the pay phone, dropped a quarter
         in the slot, and made the call.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      An answering machine picked up on the second ring, and Elaine’s recorded voice repeated the phone number’s final four digits
         and advised me to leave a message at the sound of the tone. I waited for it and said, ‘This is your cousin returning your
         call. I’m home now, and you have the number, so—’
      

      
      ‘Matt? Let me turn this thing off. Thank God you called.’

      
      ‘I was out late, I just got your message. And for a minute or two there I couldn’t remember who my cousin Frances was supposed
         to be.’
      

      
      ‘I guess it’s been a while.’

      
      ‘I guess it has.’

      
      ‘I need to see you.’

      
      ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m working tomorrow, but it’s not something I can’t find a free hour in. What’s good for you? Sometime
         in the morning?’
      

      
      ‘Matt, I really need to see you now.’

      
      ‘What’s the problem, Elaine?’

      
      ‘Come on over and I’ll tell you.’

      
      ‘Don’t tell me history’s repeating itself. Did someone go and blow a main fuse?’

      
      ‘God. No, it’s worse than that.’

      
      ‘You sound shaky.’

      
      ‘I’m scared to death.’

      
      She had never been a woman who scared easy. I asked if she was still living in the same place. She said she was.

      
      I said I’d be right over.

      
      *

      
      As I left the hotel an empty cab was cruising by on the other side of the street, heading east. I yelled at him and he stopped
         with a squeal of brakes and I trotted across and got in. I gave him Elaine’s address and settled back in my seat, but I couldn’t
         stay settled back. I rolled down the window and sat on the edge of the seat and looked out at the passing landscape.
      

      
      Elaine was a hooker, a classy young prostitute who worked out of her own apartment and got along just fine without a pimp
         or a mob connection. We got to know each other back when I was a cop. I met her for the first time a couple of weeks after
         I made detective. I was at an after-hours in the Village, feeling very good about the new gold shield in my pocket, and she
         was at a table with three European manufacturers and two other working girls. At the time I noted that she looked a good deal
         less whorish than her sisters, and a lot more attractive.
      

      
      A week or so after that I met her in a bar on West Seventy-second Street called Poogan’s Pub. I don’t know who she was with,
         but she was at Danny Boy Bell’s table, and I went over to say hello to Danny Boy. He introduced me to everyone there, Elaine
         included. I saw her once or twice after that around town, and then one night I went to the Brasserie for a late bite and she
         was at a table with another girl. I joined the two of them. Somewhere down the line the other girl went off on her own, and
         I went home with Elaine.
      

      
      For the next several years I don’t suppose there was a week when I didn’t see her at least once, unless one or the other of
         us was out of town. We had an interesting relationship, and one which seemed to serve us both. I was a sort of protector for
         her, usefully supplied with cop skills and cop connections, someone she could lean on, someone who could push back hard if
         anybody tried to lean on her. I was, too, the closest thing she had or wanted to a boyfriend, and she was as much of a girlfriend or mistress as I
         could have handled. Sometimes we went out – for a meal, to a fight at the Garden, to a bar or an after-hours. Sometimes I
         dropped in on her for a quick drink and a quick bounce. I didn’t have to send flowers or remember her birthdays, and neither
         of us had to pretend we were in love.
      

      
      I was married then, of course. The marriage was a mess, but I’m not sure I realized it at the time. I had a wife and two young
         sons living in a mortgaged house out on Long Island, and I more or less assumed the marriage would last, just as I assumed
         I would stay on with the NYPD until departmental regulations forced me to retire. I was drinking with both hands in those
         days, and while it didn’t seem to get in my way any it was having a subtler effect all along, making it remarkably easy for
         me to turn a blind eye on the things in my life I didn’t want to look at.
      

      
      Ah, well. What Elaine and I had was a nonmarriage of convenience, I suppose, and we were hardly the first cop and hooker to
         have found this particular way to do each other some good. Still, I doubt it would have lasted so long or suited us so well
         if we hadn’t liked each other.
      

      
      She had become my cousin Frances so that she could leave messages for me without arousing suspicion. We didn’t use the code
         often because there wasn’t much need for it; our relationship was such that it was usually I who called her, and I could leave
         whatever message I wanted. When she called me, it was generally either to break a date or because of an emergency.
      

      
      One such emergency had come to mind while I was talking to her, and I’d alluded to it, recalling when someone had blown a
         main fuse. The someone in question had been a client, an overweight patent attorney with offices way downtown on Maiden Lane and a home up in Riverdale. He’d been a regular john of Elaine’s, showing up two or three
         times a month, never giving her any grief until the afternoon he picked her bed as the site for what a medical examiner later
         called a massive myocardial infarction. It’s high on every call girl’s list of nightmares, and most of them have given a little
         thought to what they’ll do if it happens. What Elaine did was call me at the station house, and when they said I was out she
         told them to get word to me, that it was a family emergency, that I should call my cousin Frances.
      

      
      They couldn’t reach me, but I called in myself within the half hour and they gave me the message. After I spoke with her I
         found an officer I could trust and we rode up to her apartment. With Elaine’s help, we got the poor bastard into his clothes.
         He’d been wearing a three-piece suit, and we dressed him up all right, knotting his tie, tying his shoes, hooking his cuff
         links. My buddy and I each looped one of his arms over our shoulders, and we walked him out to the freight elevator, where
         one of the building’s porters had the car waiting. We told him our friend had had too much to drink. I doubt that he bought
         it – the guy we were dragging looked a lot more like a stiff than a drunk – but he knew we were cops and he remembered the
         kind of tips Miss Mardell passed out at Christmas, so if he had any reservations he kept them to himself.
      

      
      I was driving a department vehicle, an unmarked Plymouth sedan. I brought it around to the service entrance and we wrestled
         the dead lawyer into it. By the time we had him in the car it was past five o’clock, and by the time we fought our way down
         to the Wall Street area the offices were closed and most of the workers on their way home. We parked across the entrance to
         a narrow alley off Gold Street, maybe three blocks from the man’s office, and we left him in the alley.
      

      
      His appointment book had the notation ‘E.M. – 3:30’ under that day’s date. That seemed cryptic enough, so I returned the book
         to his breast pocket. I checked his address book, and she wasn’t listed under the M’s, but he had her number and address with
         the E’s, listed by her first name only. I was going to tear out the page, but I noticed other female first names listed here
         and there, and I couldn’t see any reason to inflict all of that on the widow, so I stuck the address book in my pocket and
         ditched it later on.
      

      
      He had a lot of cash in his wallet, close to five hundred dollars. I took all of it and split it with the cop who was helping
         me out. I figured it was just as well to let it look as though someone had rolled our friend. Besides, if we didn’t take it
         the first cops on the scene would, and look at all we’d done to earn it.
      

      
      We got out of there without attracting any attention. I drove us up to the Village and bought my buddy a couple of drinks,
         and then we called it in to Headquarters anonymously and let them route it to the local precinct. The ME didn’t miss noticing
         that the deceased had died elsewhere, but death itself was clearly a result of natural causes, so nobody had any reason to
         make waves. The old whoremaster died with his reputation unbesmirched, Elaine stayed out of trouble, and I got to be a hero.
      

      
      I’ve told that story a couple of times at AA meetings. Sometimes it comes out funny, and other times it’s anything but that.
         It depends, I guess, on how it’s told, or how you listen.
      

      
      Elaine lived on Fifty-first between First and Second, on the sixteenth floor of one of those white brick apartment buildings that went up all over town in the early sixties. Her doorman was a West Indian black, very dark-skinned, with perfect
         posture and the build of a wide receiver. I gave him her name and mine and waited while he spoke on the intercom. He listened,
         looked at me, said something, listened again, and handed me the phone. ‘She wants to talk to you,’ he said.
      

      
      I said, ‘I’m here. What’s up?’

      
      ‘Say something.’

      
      ‘What do you want me to say?’

      
      ‘You just mentioned a man who blew a fuse. What was his name?’

      
      ‘What is this, a test? Can’t you recognize my voice?’

      
      ‘This thing distorts voices. Look, humor me. What was the fuse man’s name?’

      
      ‘I don’t remember his name. He was a patent lawyer.’

      
      ‘Okay. Let me talk to Derek.’

      
      I handed the thing to the doorman. He listened for a moment while she assured him I was okay, then motioned me to the elevator.
         I rode up to her floor and rang her bell. Even after the ritual over the intercom, she checked the judas peephole before opening
         the door for me.
      

      
      ‘Come in,’ she said. ‘I apologize for the dramatics. I’m probably being silly, but maybe not. I don’t know.’

      
      ‘What’s the matter, Elaine?’

      
      ‘In a minute. I feel a lot better now that you’re here, but I’m still a little shaky. Let me look at you. You look terrific.’

      
      ‘You look pretty good yourself.’

      
      ‘Do I? That’s hard to believe. I’ve had some night. I couldn’t stop calling you. I must have called half a dozen times.’

      
      ‘There were five messages.’

      
      ‘Is that all? I don’t know why I thought five messages would be more forceful than one, but I kept picking up the phone and dialing your number.’
      

      
      ‘Five messages may have been better,’ I said. ‘They made it a little harder to ignore. What’s the problem?’

      
      ‘The problem is I’m scared. I feel better now, though. I’m sorry for the inquisition before but it’s impossible to recognize
         a voice over my intercom. Just for your information, the patent attorney’s name was Roger Stuhldreher.’
      

      
      ‘How could I ever have forgotten it?’

      
      ‘What a day that was.’ She shook her head at the memory. ‘But I’m being a terrible hostess. What can I get you to drink?’

      
      ‘Coffee, if you’ve got some.’

      
      ‘I’ll make some.’

      
      ‘It’s too much trouble.’

      
      ‘It’s no trouble at all. You still like it with bourbon in it?’

      
      ‘No, just black.’

      
      She looked at me. ‘You stopped drinking,’ she said.

      
      ‘Uh-huh.’

      
      ‘I remember you were having some trouble with it the last time I saw you. Is that when you stopped?’

      
      ‘Around then, yes.’

      
      ‘That’s great,’ she said. ‘That’s really great. Give me a minute and I’ll get some coffee made.’

      
      The living room was as I remembered it, done in black-and-white with a white shag rug and a chrome-and-black leather couch
         and some matte black mica shelving. A couple of abstract paintings provided the room’s only color. I think they were the same
         paintings she’d had before, but I couldn’t swear to it.
      

      
      I went over to the window. There was a gap between two buildings that afforded a view of the East River, and the borough of Queens on the other side of it. I’d been over there
         a matter of hours earlier, telling funny stories to a bunch of drunks in Richmond Hill. It seemed ages ago now.
      

      
      I stayed at the window for a few minutes. I was in front of one of the paintings when she came back with two cups of black
         coffee. ‘I think I remember this one,’ I said. ‘Or did you just get it last week?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had it for years. I bought it on impulse at a gallery on Madison Avenue. I paid twelve hundred dollars for it. I couldn’t
         believe I was paying that kind of money for something to hang on the wall. You know me, Matt. I’m not extravagant. I always
         bought nice things, but I always saved my money.’
      

      
      ‘And bought real estate,’ I said, remembering.

      
      ‘You bet I did. When you’re not handing it to a pimp or sucking it up your nose, you can buy a lot of houses. But I thought
         I was crazy, paying all that money for a painting.’
      

      
      ‘Look at the pleasure it’s brought you.’

      
      ‘More than pleasure, honey. You know what it’s worth now?’

      
      ‘A lot, evidently.’

      
      ‘Forty thousand, minimum. Probably more like fifty. I ought to sell it. Sometimes it makes me nervous, having fifty grand
         hanging on the wall. For Christ’s sake, when I first hung it I got nervous having twelve hundred dollars on my wall. How’s
         the coffee?’
      

      
      ‘It’s fine.’

      
      ‘Is it strong enough?’

      
      ‘It’s fine, Elaine.’

      
      ‘You really look great, you know that?’

      
      ‘So do you.’

      
      ‘How long has it been? I think the last time we saw each other must have been about three years ago, but we haven’t really
         seen anything much of each other since you left the police department, and that must be close to ten years.’
      

      
      ‘Something like that.’

      
      ‘You still look the same.’

      
      ‘Well, I’ve still got all my hair. But there’s a little gray there if you look closely.’

      
      ‘There’s a lot of gray in mine, but you can look as close as you like and you won’t see it. Thanks to modern science.’ She
         drew a breath. ‘The rest of the package hasn’t changed too much, though.’
      

      
      ‘It hasn’t changed at all.’

      
      ‘Well, I’ve kept my figure. And my skin’s still good. I’ll tell you, though, I never thought I’d have to put so much work
         into it. I’m at the gym three mornings a week, sometimes four. And I watch what I eat and drink.’
      

      
      ‘You were never a drinker.’

      
      ‘No, but I used to drink Tab by the gallon, Tab and then Diet Coke. I cut out all of that. Now it’s pure fruit juice or plain
         water. I have one cup of coffee a day, first thing in the morning. This cup’s a concession to special circumstances.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe you should tell me what they are.’

      
      ‘I’m getting there. I have to sort of ease into it. What else do I do? I walk a lot. I watch what I eat. I’ve been a vegetarian
         for almost three years now.’
      

      
      ‘You used to love steak.’

      
      ‘I know. I didn’t think it was a meal unless there was meat in it.’

      
      ‘And what was it you used to have at the Brasserie?’

      
      ‘Tripes à la mode de Caen.’

      
      ‘Right. A dish I never liked to think about, but I had to admit it was tasty.’
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t guess when I had it last. I haven’t had any meat in close to three years. I ate fish for the first year, but then
         I dropped that, too.’
      

      
      ‘Ms Natural.’

      
      ‘C’est moi.’

      
      ‘Well, it agrees with you.’

      
      ‘And not drinking agrees with you. Here we are, telling each other how good we look. That’s how you know you’re old, isn’t
         that what they say? Matt, I was thirty-eight on my last birthday.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not so bad.’

      
      ‘That’s what you think. My last birthday was three years ago. I’m forty-one.’

      
      ‘That’s not so bad either. And you don’t look it.’

      
      ‘I know I don’t. Or maybe I do. That’s what somebody told Gloria Steinem when she turned forty, that she didn’t look it. And
         she said, “Yes I do. This is what forty looks like now.”’
      

      
      ‘Pretty good line.’

      
      ‘That’s what I thought. Sweetie, you know what I’ve been doing? I’ve been stalling.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘To keep it from being real. But it’s real. This came in today’s mail.’

      
      She handed me a newspaper clipping and I unfolded it. There was a photograph, a head shot of a middle-aged gentleman. He was
         wearing glasses and his hair was neatly combed, and he looked confident and optimistic, an expression that seemed out of keeping
         with the headline. It ran across three columns, and it said, AREA BUSINESSMAN SLAYS WIFE, CHILDREN, SELF. Ten or twelve column inches of text elaborated on the headline. Philip Sturdevant, proprietor of Sturdevant Furniture with four retail outlets
         in Canton and Massillon, had apparently gone berserk in his home in suburban Walnut Hills. After using a kitchen knife to
         kill his wife and three small children, Sturdevant had called the police and told them what he had done. By the time a police
         cruiser arrived on the scene, Sturdevant was dead of a self-inflicted shotgun wound to the head.
      

      
      I looked up from the clipping. ‘Terrible thing,’ I said.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Did you know him?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Then—’

      
      ‘I knew her.’

      
      ‘The wife?’

      
      ‘We both knew her.’

      
      I studied the clipping again. The wife’s name was Cornelia, and her age was given as thirty-seven. The children were Andrew,
         six; Kevin, four; and Delcey, two. Cornelia Sturdevant, I thought, and no bells rang. I looked at her, puzzled.
      

      
      ‘Connie,’ she said.

      
      ‘Connie?’

      
      ‘Connie Cooperman. You remember her.’

      
      ‘Connie Cooperman,’ I said, and then I remembered a bouncy blond cheerleader of a girl. ‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘How in hell did
         she wind up in – where was this, anyway? Canton, Massillon, Walnut Hills. Where are all these places?’
      

      
      ‘Ohio. Northern Ohio, not far from Akron.’

      
      ‘How did she get there?’

      
      ‘By marrying Philip Sturdevant. She met him, I don’t know, seven or eight years ago.’

      
      ‘How? Was he a john?’

      
      ‘No, nothing like that. She was on vacation, she was up at Stowe on a ski weekend. He was there, he was divorced and unattached,
         and he fell for her. I don’t know that he was rich but he was comfortably well off, he owned furniture stores and made a good
         living from them. And he was crazy about Connie and he wanted to marry her and have babies with her.’
      

      
      ‘And that’s what they did.’

      
      ‘That’s what they did. She thought he was wonderful, and she was ready to get out of the life and out of New York. She was
         sweet and cute and guys liked her, but she was hardly what you’d call a born whore.’
      

      
      ‘Is that what you are?’

      
      ‘No, I’m not. I was a lot like Connie actually, we were both a couple of NJGs who drifted into it. I turned out to be good
         at it, that’s all.’
      

      
      ‘What’s an NJG?’

      
      ‘A neurotic Jewish girl. It’s not just that I turned out to be good at it. I turned out to be capable of living the life without
         getting eaten up by it. It grinds down an awful lot of girls, it erodes what little self-esteem they started out with. But
         it hasn’t hurt me that way.’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘At least that’s what I think most of the time.’ She gave me a brave smile. ‘Except on the occasional bad night, and everybody
         has a few of those.’
      

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘It may have been good for Connie early on. She was fat and unpopular in high school, and it did her good to find out that
         men wanted her and found her attractive. But then it stopped being good for her, and then she got lucky and met Philip Sturdevant,
         and he fell for her and she was crazy about him, and they went out to Ohio to make babies.’
      

      
      ‘And then he found out about her past and went nuts and killed her.’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘No?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘He knew all along. She told him from the jump. It was very brave of her, and it turned out to be the
         absolute right thing to do, because it didn’t bother him and otherwise there would have been that secret between them. He
         was a pretty worldly guy, as it turned out. He was fifteen or twenty years older than Connie, and he’d been married twice,
         and while he’d lived all his life in Massillon he’d traveled a lot. He didn’t mind that she’d spent a few years in the life.
         If anything I think he got a kick out of it, especially since he was taking her away from all that.’
      

      
      ‘And they lived happily ever after.’

      
      She ignored that. ‘I had a couple of letters from her over the years,’ she said. ‘Only a couple, because I never get around
         to answering letters, and when you don’t write back people stop writing to you. Most of the time I would get a card from her
         at Christmas. You know those cards people have made up with pictures of their children? I got a few of those from her. Beautiful
         children, but you would expect that. He was a good-looking man, you can see that from the newspaper photo, and you remember
         how pretty Connie was.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘I wish I had the last card she sent. I’m not the kind of person who keeps things. By the tenth of January all my Christmas
         cards are out with the garbage. So I don’t have one to show you, and I won’t be getting a new one next month because—’
      

      
      She wept silently, her shoulders drawn in and shaking, her hands clasped. After a moment or two she caught hold of herself, drew in a deep breath, let it out.
      

      
      I said, ‘I wonder what made him do it.’

      
      ‘He didn’t do it. He wasn’t the type.’

      
      ‘People surprise you.’

      
      ‘He didn’t do it.’

      
      I looked at her.

      
      ‘I don’t know a soul in Canton or Massillon,’ she said. ‘The only person I ever knew there was Connie, and the only person
         who could have known she knew me was Philip Sturdevant, and they’re both dead.’
      

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘So who sent me the clipping?’

      
      ‘Anybody could have sent it.’

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘She could have mentioned you to a friend or neighbor there. Then, after the murder and suicide, the friend goes through Connie’s
         things, finds her address book, and wants to let her out-of-town friends know what happened.’
      

      
      ‘So this friend clips the story out of the paper and sends it all by itself? Without a word of explanation?’

      
      ‘There was no note in the envelope?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Maybe she wrote a note and forgot to put it in the envelope. People do that sort of thing all the time.’

      
      ‘And she forgot to put her return address on the envelope?’

      
      ‘You have the envelope?’

      
      ‘In the other room. It’s a plain white envelope with my name and address hand-printed.’

      
      ‘Can I see it?’

      
      She nodded. I sat in my chair and looked at the picture that was supposed to be worth fifty thousand dollars. Once I’d come
         very close to emptying a gun into it. I hadn’t thought about that incident in a long time. It looked as though I’d be thinking of it a lot now.
      

      
      The envelope was as she’d described it, five-and-dime stuff, cheap and untraceable. Her name and address had been block-printed
         in ballpoint. No return address in the upper-left corner or on the back flap.
      

      
      ‘New York postmark,’ I said.

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘So if it was a friend of hers—’

      
      ‘The friend carried the clipping all the way to New York and put it in the mail.’

      
      I stood up and walked over to the window. I looked through it without seeing anything, then turned to face her. ‘The alternative,’
         I said, ‘is that someone else killed her. And her kids. And her husband.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And faked it to look like murder and suicide. Faked a call to the cops while he was at it. And then waited until the story
         was printed in the local paper, and clipped it, and brought it back to New York and put it in the mail.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘I guess we’re thinking of the same person.’

      
      ‘He swore he’d kill Connie,’ she said. ‘And me. And you.’

      
      ‘He did, didn’t he.’

      
      ‘“You and all your women, Scudder.” That’s what he said to you.’

      
      ‘A lot of bad guys say a lot of things over the years. You can’t take all that crap seriously.’ I went over and picked up
         the envelope again, as if I could read its psychic vibrations. If it held any, they were too subtle for me.
      

      
      I said, ‘Why now, for God’s sake? What’s it been, twelve years?’

      
      ‘Just about.’

      
      ‘You really think it’s him, don’t you?’
      

      
      ‘I know it is.’

      
      ‘Motley.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘James Leo Motley,’ I said. ‘Jesus.’

   
      
      THREE

      
      James Leo Motley. I’d first heard the name in that same apartment, but not in the black-and-white living room. I’d called Elaine
         one afternoon, dropped by shortly thereafter. She fixed bourbon for me and a diet cola for herself, and a few minutes later
         we were in her bedroom. Afterward I touched the tip of one finger to a discolored area alongside her rib cage and asked her
         what happened.
      

      
      ‘I almost called you,’ she said. ‘I had a visitor yesterday afternoon.’

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Someone new. He’d called, said he was a friend of Connie’s. That’s Connie Cooperman. You met her, remember?’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘He said she gave him my number. So we talked, and he sounded all right, and he came over. I didn’t like him.’

      
      ‘What was wrong with him?’

      
      ‘I don’t know exactly. There was something weird about him. Something about his eyes.’

      
      ‘His eyes?’

      
      ‘The way he looks at you. What is it Superman’s got? X-ray vision? I felt as though he could look at me and see clear through
         to the bone.’
      

      
      I ran a hand over her. ‘You’d miss a lot of nice skin that way,’ I said.

      
      ‘And there was something very cold about it. Reptilian, like a lizard watching flies. Or like a snake. Coiled, ready to strike
         without warning.’
      

      
      ‘What’s he look like?’
      

      
      ‘That may have been part of it. He’s kind of strange-looking. A very long narrow face. Mouse-colored hair, and a lousy haircut,
         one of those soup-bowl jobs. It made him look like a monk. Very pale skin. Unhealthy, or at least that’s how it looked.’
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