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I had been urban-renewed right out of my office and had to move uptown. My new place was on the second floor of a two-storey round turret that stuck out over the corner of Mass Ave and Boylston Street above a cigar store. The previous tenant had been a fortuneteller and I was standing in the window scraping her patchy gilt lettering off the pane with a razor blade when I saw him. He had on a pale-green leisure suit and a yellow shirt with long pointed collar, open at the neck and spilling onto the lapels of the suit. He was checking the address on a scrap of paper and looking unhappily at the building.


‘I’ve either got my first client in the new office,’ I said, ‘or the last of Madam Sosostris’.’


Behind me Susan Silverman, in cut-off jeans and a blue-and-white-striped tank top, was working on the frosted glass of the office door with Windex and a paper towel. She stepped to the window and looked down.


‘He doesn’t look happy with the neighborhood,’ she said.


‘If I were in a neighborhood that would make him happy, he couldn’t afford me.’


The man disappeared into the small door beside the tobacco store and a minute later I heard his footsteps on the stairs. He paused, then a knock. Susan opened the door. He looked uncertainly in. There were files on the floor in cardboard boxes that said FALSTAFF on them, the walls still smelled of rubber-based paint and brushes and cans of paint clustered on newspaper to the left of the door. It was hot in the office and I was wearing only a pair of paint-stained jeans and worse sneakers.


‘I’m looking for a man named Spenser,’ he said.


‘Me,’ I said. ‘Come on in.’ I laid the razor blade on the windowsill and came around the desk to shake his hand. I needed a client. I bet Philo Vance never painted his own office.


‘This is Mrs Silverman,’ I said. ‘She’s helping me to move in. The city knocked down my old office.’ I was conscious of the trickle of sweat that was running down my chest as I talked. Susan smiled and said hello.


‘My name is Shepard,’ he said. ‘Harvey Shepard. I need to talk.’


Susan said, ‘I’ll go out and get a sandwich. It’s close to lunchtime. Want me to bring you back something?’


I shook my head. ‘Just grab a Coke or something. When Mr Shepard and I are finished I’ll take you to lunch somewhere good.’


‘We’ll see,’ she said. ‘Nice to have met you, Mr Shepard.’


When she was gone, Shepard said, ‘Your secretary?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Just a friend.’


‘Hey, I wish I had a friend like that.’


‘Guy with your kind of threads,’ I said, ‘shouldn’t have any trouble.’


‘Yeah, well, I’m married. And I work all the time.’


There was silence. He had a high-colored square face with crisp black hair. He was a little soft around the jowls and his features seemed a bit blurred, but he was a good-looking guy. Black Irish. He seemed like a guy who was used to talking and his failure to do so now was making him uncomfortable. I primed the pump.


‘Who sent you to me, Mr Shepard?’


‘Harv,’ he said. ‘Call me Harv, everyone does.’


I nodded.


‘I know a reporter on the New Bedford Standard Times. He got your name for me.’


‘You from New Bedford, Harv?’


‘No, Hyannis.’


‘You’re gonna run for President and you want me for an advance man.’


‘No.’ He did a weak uncertain smile. ‘Oh, I get it, Hyannis, hah.’


‘Okay,’ I said, ‘you’re not going to run for President. You don’t want me as an advance man. What is your plan?’


‘I want you to find my wife.’


‘Okay.’


‘She’s run away, I think.’


‘They do that sometimes.’


‘I want her back.’


‘That I can’t guarantee. I’ll find her. But I don’t do kidnaping. If she comes back is between you and her.’


‘She just left. Me and three kids. Just walked out on us.’


‘You been to the cops?’


He nodded.


‘They don’t suspect, if you’ll pardon the expression, foul play?’


He shook his head. ‘No, she packed up her things in a suitcase and left. I know Deke Slade personally and he is convinced she’s run off.’


‘Slade a cop?’


‘Yes, Barnstable police.’


‘Okay. A hundred a day and expenses. The expenses are going to include a motel room and a lot of meals. I don’t want to commute back and forth from Boston every day.’


‘Whatever it costs, I’ll pay. You want something up front?’


‘Harv, if you do run for President I will be your advance man.’


He smiled his weak smile again. I wasn’t taking his mind off his troubles.


‘How much you want?’


‘Five hundred.’


He took a long wallet from his inside coat pocket and took five hundred-dollar bills out of it and gave them to me. I couldn’t see how much was left in the wallet. I folded them up and stuck them in my pants pocket and tried to look like they were joining others.


‘I’ll come down in the morning. You be home?’


‘Yeah. I’m on Ocean Street, 18 Ocean Street. When do you think you’ll get there? I got just a ton of work to do. Jesus, what a time for her to walk out on us.’


‘I’ll be there at nine o’clock. If you got pictures of her, get them ready, I’ll have copies made. If you have any letters, phone bills, charge-card receipts, that sort of thing, dig them out, I’ll want to see them. Check stubs? List of friends or family she might go to? How about another man?’


‘Pam? Naw. She’s not interested much in sex.’


‘She might be interested in love.’


‘I give her that, Spenser. All she could ever use.’


‘Well, whatever. How about the kids? Can I talk in front of them?’


‘Yeah, we don’t hide things. They know she took off. They’re old enough anyway, the youngest is twelve.’


‘They have any thoughts on their mother’s whereabouts?’


‘I don’t think so. They say they don’t.’


‘But you’re not certain?’


‘It’s just, I’m not sure they’d tell me. I mean, I haven’t talked with them much lately as much as I should. I don’t know for sure that they’re leveling with me. Especially the girls.’


‘I have that feeling all the time about everybody. Don’t feel bad.’


‘Easy for you.’


‘Yeah, you’re right. You have anything else to tell me?’


He shook his head.


‘Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow at nine.’


We shook hands.


‘You know how to get there?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I know Hyannis pretty well. I’ll find you.’


‘Will you find her, Spenser?’


‘Yep.’
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When Susan Silverman came back from her Coke I was sitting at the desk with the five one-hundred-dollar bills spread out in front of me.


‘Whose picture is on a one-hundred-dollar bill?’ I said.


‘Nelson Rockefeller.’


‘Wrong.’


‘David Rockefeller?’


‘Never mind.’


‘Laurance Rockefeller?’


‘Where would you like to go to lunch?’


‘You shouldn’t have shown me the money. I was ready to settle for Ugi’s steak and onion subs. Now I’m thinking about Pier 4.’


‘Pier 4 it is. Think I’ll have to change?’


‘At least wipe the sweat off your chest.’


‘Come on, we’ll go back to my place and suit up.’


‘When you get a client,’ Susan said, ‘you really galvanize into action, don’t you?’


‘Yes, ma’am. I move immediately for the nearest restaurant.’


I clipped my gun on my right hip, put on my shirt and left the shirt-tail out to hide the gun and we left. It was a ten-minute walk to my apartment, most of it down the mall on Commonwealth Ave. When we got there, Susan took the first shower and I had a bottle of Amstel while I called for reservations. In fact I had three.


Pier 4 looms up on the waterfront like a kind of Colonial Stonehenge. Used brick, old beams and a Hudson River excursion boat docked alongside for cocktails. A monument to the expense account, a temple of business lunches. One of the costumed kids at the door parked my convertible with an embarrassed look. Most of the cars in the lot were newer and almost none that I could see had as much gray tape patching the upholstery.


‘That young man seemed disdainful of your car,’ Susan said.


‘One of the troubles with the culture,’ I said. ‘No respect for age.’


There’d be a wait for our table. Would we care for a cocktail in the lounge? We would. We walked across the enclosed gangplank to the excursion boat and sat and looked at Boston Harbor. Susan had a margarita, I had some Heinekens. Nobody has Amstel. Not even Pier 4.


‘What does your client want you to do?’


‘Find his wife.’


‘Does it sound difficult?’


‘No. Sounds like she’s simply run off. If she has she’ll be easy to find. Most wives who run off don’t run very far. The majority of them, in fact, want to be found and want to come home.’


‘That doesn’t sound particularly liberated.’


‘It isn’t particularly liberated but it’s the way it is. For the first time the number of runaway wives exceeds the number of runaway husbands. They read two issues of Ms magazine, see Marlo Thomas on a talk show and decide they can’t go on. So they take off. Then they find out that they have no marketable skills. That ten or fifteen years of housewifing has prepared them for nothing else and they end up washing dishes or waiting table or pushing a mop and they want out. Also lots of them get lonesome.’


‘And they can’t just go home,’ Susan said, ‘because they are embarrassed and they can’t just go crawling back.’


‘Right. So they hang around and hope someone looks for them.’


‘And if someone does look for them it’s a kind of communicative act. That is, the husband cared enough about them to try to find them. It’s a gesture, in its odd way, of affection.’


‘Right again. But the guilt, particularly if they have kids, the guilt is killing them. And when they get home things are usually worse than they were when they left.’


Susan sipped at her margarita. ‘The husband has a new club to beat her with.’


I nodded. ‘Yep. And partly he’s right. Partly he’s saying, hey, you son of a bitch. You ducked out on us. You left me and the kids in the goddamned lurch and you ran. That’s no reason for pride, sweetheart. You owe us.’


‘But,’ Susan said.


‘Of course, but. Always but. But she’s lived her life in terms of them and she needs a chance to live it in terms of her. Natch.’ I shrugged and drank the rest of my beer.


‘You make it sound so routine.’


‘It is routine in a way,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen it enough. In the sixties I spent most of my time looking for runaway kids. Now I spend it looking for runaway mommas. The mommas don’t vary the story too much.’


‘You also make it sound, oh I don’t know, trivial. Or, commonplace. As if you didn’t care. As if they were only items in your work. Things to look for.’


‘I don’t see much point to talking with a tremor in my voice. I care enough about them to look for them. I do it for the money too, but money’s not hard to make. The thing, in my line of work at least, is not to get too wrapped up in caring. It tends to be bad for you.’ I gestured to the waitress for another beer. I looked at Susan’s drink. She shook her head.


Across the harbor a 747 lifted improbably off the runway at Logan and swung slowly upward in a lumbering circle before heading west. LA? San Francisco?


‘Suze,’ I said. ‘You and I ought to be on that.’


‘On what?’


‘The plane, heading west. Loosing the surly bonds of earth.’


‘I don’t like flying.’


‘Whoops!’ I said, ‘I have trod on a toe.’


‘Why do you think so?’


‘Tone, babe, tone of voice. Length of sentence, attitude of head. I am, remember, a trained investigator. Clues are my game. What are you mad at?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘That’s a start.’


‘Don’t make fun of me, Spenser. I don’t exactly know. I’m mad at you, or at least in that area. Maybe I’ve read Ms magazine, maybe I spend too much time seeing Marlo Thomas on talk shows. I was married and divorced and maybe I know better than you do what this man’s wife might be going through.’


‘Maybe you do,’ I said. The maître d’ had our table and we were silent as we followed him to it. The menus were large and done in a stylish typeface. The price of lobster was discreetly omitted.


‘But say you do,’ I picked up. ‘Say you understand her problem better than I do. What’s making you mad?’


She looked at her menu. ‘Smug,’ she said. ‘That’s the word I was looking for, a kind of smugness about that woman’s silly little fling.’


The waitress appeared. I looked at Susan. ‘Escargots,’ she said to the waitress. ‘And the cold crab.’ I ordered assorted hot hors d’oeuvres and a steak. The waitress went away.


‘I don’t buy smug,’ I said. ‘Flip, maybe, but not smug.’


‘Condescending,’ Susan said.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Annoyed, maybe, if you push me. But not at her, at all the silliness in the world. I’m sick of movements. I’m sick of people who think that a new system will take care of everything. I’m sick of people who put the cause ahead of the person. And I am sick of people, whatever sex, who dump the kids and run off: to work, to booze, to sex, to success. It’s irresponsible.’


The waitress reappeared with our first course. My platter of hot hors d’oeuvres included a clam casino, an oyster Rockefeller, a fried shrimp, a soused shrimp and a stuffed mushroom cap.


‘I’ll trade you a mushroom cap for a snail,’ I said to Susan.


She picked a snail up in the tongs and put it on my plate. ‘I don’t want the mushroom,’ she said.


‘No need for a hunger strike, Suze, just because you’re mad.’ I poked the snail out of its shell and ate it. ‘Last chance for the mushroom.’


She shook her head. I ate the mushroom.


Susan said, ‘You don’t know why she ran off.’


‘Neither of us does.’


‘But you assumed a feminist reason.’


‘I should not have. You are right.’


‘I’ll take that soused shrimp,’ Susan said. I put it on her plate with my fork.


I said, ‘You know they’re my favorite.’


She said, ‘And I know you don’t care that much for the mushroom caps.’


‘Bitch.’


Susan smiled. ‘The way to a man’s remorse,’ she said, ‘is through his stomach.’


The smile did it, it always did it. Susan’s smile was Technicolor, Cinemascope and stereophonic sound. I felt my stomach muscles tighten, like they always did when she smiled, like they always did when I really looked at her.


‘Where in hell were you,’ I said, ‘twenty years ago?’


‘Marrying the wrong guy,’ she said. She put her right hand out and ran her forefinger over the knuckles on my left hand as it lay on the tabletop. The smile stayed but it was a serious smile now. ‘Better late than never,’ she said.


The waitress came with the salad.
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I was up early and on my way to Hyannis before the heavy rush-hour traffic started in Boston. Route 3 to the Cape is superhighway to the Sagamore Bridge. Twenty years ago there was no superhighway and you went to the Cape along Route 28 through the small southern Mass towns like Randolph. It was slow but it was interesting, and you could look at people and front yards and brown mongrel dogs, and stop at diners and eat hamburgers that were cooked before your very eyes. Driving down Route 3 that morning the only person I saw outside a car was a guy changing a tire near a sign that said PLYMOUTH.


As I arched up over the Cape Cod Canal at the Sagamore Bridge, Route 3 became Route 6, the Mid-Cape Highway. In the center strip and along each roadside was scrub white pine, and some taller, an occasional maple tree and some small oak trees. At high points on the road you could see ocean on both sides, Buzzards Bay to the south, Cape Cod Bay to the north. In fact the whole Cape echoed with a sense of the ocean, not necessarily its sight and not always its scent or sound. Sometimes just the sense of vast space on each side of you. Of open brightness stretching a long way under the sun.


Route 132 took me into Hyannis center. The soothing excitements of scrub pine and wide sea gave way to McDonald’s and Holiday Inn and prefab fence companies, shopping malls and Sheraton Motor Inns, and a host of less likely places where you could sleep and eat and drink in surroundings indistinguishable from the ones you’d left at home. Except there’d be a fishnet on the wall. If Bartholomew Gosnold had approached the Cape from this direction he’d have kept on going.


At the airport circle, I headed east on Main Street. Hyannis is surprisingly congested and citylike as you drive into it. Main Street is lined with stores, many of them branches of Boston and New York stores. The motel I wanted was at the east end of town, a big handsome resort motel with a health club and a good restaurant of Victorian décor. A big green sign out front said DUNFEY’S. I had stayed there two months ago with Brenda Loring and had a nice time.


I was in my room and unpacked by nine thirty. I called Shepard. He was home and waiting for me. Ocean Street is five minutes from the motel, an extension of Sea Street, profuse with weathered shingles and blue shutters. Shepard’s house was no exception. A big Colonial with white cedar shingles weathered silver, and blue shutters at all the windows. It was on a slight rise of ground on the ocean side of Ocean Street. A white Caddie convertible with the top down was parked in front. A curving brick path ran up to the front door and small evergreens clustered along the foundation. The front door was blue. I rang the bell and heard it go bing-bong inside. To the left of the house was a beach, where the street curved. To the right was a high hedge concealing the neighbors’ house next door. A blond teenage girl in a very small lime-green bikini answered the door. She looked maybe seventeen. I carefully did not leer at her when I said, ‘My name’s Spenser to see Mr Shepard.’


The girl said, ‘Come in.’


I stepped into the front hallway and she left me standing while she went to get her father. I closed the door behind me. The front hall was floored in flagstone and the walls appeared to be cedar paneling. There were doors on both sides and in the rear, and a stairway leading up. The ceilings were white and evenly rough, the kind of plaster ceiling that is sprayed on and shows no mark of human hand.


Shepard’s daughter came back. I eyed her surreptitiously behind my sunglasses. Surreptitious is not leering. She might be too young, but it was hard to tell.


‘My dad’s got company right now; he says can you wait a minute?’


‘Sure.’


She walked off and left me standing in the hall. I didn’t insist on port in the drawing room, but standing in the hall seemed a bit cool. Maybe she was distraught by her mother’s disappearance. She didn’t look distraught. She looked sullen. Probably mad at having to answer the door. Probably going to paint her toenails when I’d interrupted. Terrific-looking thighs though. For a little kid.


Shepard appeared from the door past the stairs. With him was a tall black man with a bald head and high cheekbones. He had on a powder-blue leisure suit and a pink silk shirt with a big collar. The shirt was unbuttoned to the waist and the chest and stomach that showed were as hard and unadorned as ebony. He took a pair of wraparound sunglasses from the breast pocket of the jacket and as he put them on, he stared at me over their rims until very slowly the lenses covered his eyes and he stared at me through them.


I looked back. ‘Hawk,’ I said.


‘Spenser.’


Shepard said, ‘You know each other?’


Hawk nodded.


I said, ‘Yeah.’


Shepard said to Hawk, ‘I’ve asked Spenser here to see if he can find my wife, Pam.’


Hawk said, ‘I’ll bet he can. He’s a real firecracker for finding things. He’ll find the ass off of a thing. Ain’t that right, Spenser?’


‘You always been one of my heroes too, Hawk. Where you staying?’


‘Ah’m over amongst de ofays at de Holiday Inn, Marse Spensah.’


‘We don’t say ofays anymore, Hawk. We say honkies. And you don’t do that Kingfish dialect any better than you used to.’


‘Maybe not, but you should hear me sing “Shortnin’ Bread,” babe.’


‘Yeah, I’ll bet,’ I said.


Hawk turned toward Shepard. ‘I’ll be in touch, Mr Shepard,’ he said. They shook hands and Hawk left. Shepard and I watched him from the front door as he walked down toward the Caddie. His walk was graceful and easy, yet there was about him an aura of taut muscle, of tight-coiled potential, that made it seem as if he were about to leap.


He looked at my ’68 Chevy, and looked back at me with a big grin. ‘Still first cabin all the way, huh, baby?’


I let that pass and Hawk slid into his Cadillac and drove away. Ostentatious.


Shepard said, ‘How do you know him?’


‘We used to fight on the same card twenty years ago. Worked out in some of the same gyms.’


‘Isn’t that amazing, and twenty years later you run into him here.’


‘Oh, I’ve seen him since then. Our work brings us into occasional contact.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah.’


‘You know, I could sense that you knew each other pretty well. Salesman’s instinct at sizing people up, I guess. Come on in. Have a cup of coffee or something? It’s pretty early for a drink, I guess.’


We went into the kitchen. Shepard said, ‘Instant okay?’


I said, ‘Sure,’ and Shepard set water to boiling in a red porcelain teakettle.


The kitchen was long with a divider separating the cooking area from the dining area. In the dining area was a big rough-hewn picnic table with benches on all four sides. The table was stained a driftwood color and contrasted very nicely with the blue floor and counter tops.


‘So you used to be a fighter, huh?’


I nodded.


‘That how your nose got broken?’


‘Yep.’


‘And the scar under your eye, too, I’ll bet.’


‘Yep.’


‘Geez, you look in good shape, bet you could still go a few rounds today, right?’


‘Depends on who I went them with.’


‘You fight heavyweight?’


I nodded again. The coffee water boiled. Shepard spooned some Taster’s Choice from a big jar into each cup. ‘Cream and sugar?’


‘No thank you,’ I said.


He brought the coffee to the table and sat down across from me. I’d been hoping maybe for a doughnut or a muffin. I wondered if Hawk had gotten one.


‘Cheers,’ Shepard said, and raised his cup at me.


‘Harv,’ I said, ‘you got more troubles than a missing wife.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘I mean I know Hawk, I know what he does. He’s an enforcer, what the kids on my corner used to call a legbreaker. He freelances and these days he freelances most often for King Powers.’


‘Now wait a minute. I hired you to find my wife. Whatever business I’m in with Hawk is my business. Not yours. I’m not paying you to nose around in my business.’


‘That’s true,’ I said. ‘But if you are dealing with Hawk, you are dealing with pain. Hawk’s a hurter. You owe Powers money?’


‘I don’t know a goddamned thing about Powers. Don’t worry about Powers or Hawk or anybody else. I want you looking for my wife, not peeking into my books, you know?’


‘Yeah, I know. But I’ve spent a lot of years doing my business with people like Hawk. I know how it goes. This time Hawk came and talked to you, pleasantly enough, spelled out how much you owed and how far behind you were on the vig and when you had to pay it by.’


‘How the hell do you know what we were talking about?’


‘And at the end he told you, with a friendly enough smile, what would happen if you didn’t pay. And then I came and he said goodbye politely and he left.’


‘Spenser, are you going to talk about this anymore or are you going to get to work on what I hired you for?’


‘Harv. Hawk means it. Hawk is a bad man. But he keeps his word. If you owe money, pay it. If you haven’t the money, tell me now, and we can work on the problem. But don’t bullshit me, and don’t bullshit yourself. If you’re dealing with Hawk you are in way, way, far way, over your head.’


‘There’s nothing to talk about. Now that’s it. There’s no more to say about it.’


‘You may even be in over mine,’ I said.
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I had a sense, call it a hunch, that Shepard didn’t want to talk about his dealings with Hawk, or King Powers or anybody else. He wanted to talk about his wife.


‘Your wife’s name is Pam, right?’


‘Right.’


‘Maiden name?’


‘What difference does that make?’


‘She might start using it when she took off.’


‘Pam Neal.’ He spelled it.


‘Folks living?’


‘No.’


‘Siblings?’


He looked blank.


‘Brothers or sisters,’ I said.


‘No. She’s an only child.’


‘Where’d she grow up?’


‘Belfast, Maine. On the coast, near Searsport.’


‘I know where it is. She have friends up there she might visit?’


‘No. She left there after college. Then her folks died. She hasn’t been back in fifteen years, I’d bet.’


‘Where’d she go to college?’


‘Colby.’


‘In Waterville?’


‘Yeah.’


‘What year she graduate?’


‘1954, both of us. College sweethearts.’


‘How about college friends?’


‘Oh, hell, I don’t know. I mean we still see a lot of people we went to school with. You think she might be visiting someone?’


‘Well, if she ran off, she had to run somewhere. She ever work?’


He shook his head strongly. ‘No way. We got married right after graduation. I’ve supported her since her father stopped.’


‘She ever travel without you, separate vacations, that sort of thing?’


‘No, Christ, she gets lost in a phone booth. I mean she’s scared to travel. Anywhere we’ve ever gone, I’ve taken her.’


‘So if you were her, no work experience, no travel skills, no family other than this one, and you ran off, where would you go?’


He shrugged.


‘She take money?’ I said.


‘Not much. I gave her the food money and her house money on Monday and she took off Thursday, and she’d already done the food shopping. She couldn’t a had more than twenty bucks.’


‘Okay, so we’re back to where could she go. She needed help. There’s not a lot you can do on twenty bucks. What friends could she have gone to?’


‘Well, I mean most of her friends were my friends too, you know. I mean I know the husband and she knows the wife. I don’t think she could be hiding out anywhere like that. One of the guys would tell me.’


‘Unmarried friend?’


‘Hey, that’s a problem. I don’t think I know anybody who isn’t married.’


‘Does your wife?’


‘Not that I know. But, hell, I don’t keep track of her every move. I mean she had some friends from college I don’t think ever married. Some of them weren’t bad either.’


‘Could you give me their names, last known address, that sort of thing?’


‘Jesus, I don’t know. I’ll try, but you gotta give me a little time. I don’t really know too much about what she did during the day. I mean maybe she wrote to some of them, I don’t know.’


‘Any who live around here?’


‘I just don’t know, Spenser. Maybe Millie might know.’


‘Your daughter?’


‘Yeah, she’s sixteen. That’s old enough for them to have girl talk and stuff, I imagine. Maybe she’s got something you could use. Want me to get her?’


‘Yeah, and old phone bills, letters, that kind of thing, might be able to give us a clue as to where she’d go. And I’ll need a picture.’


‘Yeah, okay. I’ll get Millie first, and I’ll look for that stuff while you’re talking with her.’ He hadn’t come right home and done it like I told him. Maybe I lacked leadership qualities.


Millie didn’t look happy to talk with me. She sat at the table and turned her father’s empty coffee cup in a continuous circle in front of her. Shepard went off to collect the phone bills and letters. Millie didn’t speak.


‘Any thoughts on where your mother might be, Millie?’


She shook her head.


‘Does that mean you don’t know or you won’t say.’


She shrugged and continued to turn the coffee cup carefully.


‘You want her back?’


She shrugged again. When I turn on the charm they melt like butter.


‘Why do you think she ran off?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said, staring at the cup. Already she was starting to pour out her heart to me.


‘If you were she,’ I said, ‘would you run off?’


‘I wouldn’t leave my children,’ she said, and there was some emphasis on the my.


‘Would you leave your husband?’


‘I’d leave him,’ she said, and jerked her head toward the door her father had gone through.


‘Why?’


‘He’s a jerk.’


‘What’s jerky about him?’


She shrugged.


‘Work too hard? Spend too much time away from the family?’


She shrugged again.


‘Honey,’ I said. ‘On the corner I hang out, when you call someone a jerk you’re supposed to say why, especially if it’s family.’


‘Big deal,’ she said.


‘It’s one of the things that separate adults from children,’ I said.


‘Who wants to be an adult?’


‘I been both and adult is better than kid.’


‘Sure,’ she said.


‘Who’s your mother’s best friend?’ I said.


She shrugged again. I thought about getting up and throwing her through the window. It made me feel good for a minute, but people would probably call me a bully.


‘You love your mother?’


She rolled her eyes at the ceiling and gave a sigh.


‘Course,’ she said, and looked back at the circles she was making with the coffee cup. Perhaps I could throw it through the window instead.


‘How do you know she’s not in trouble?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘How do you know she’s not kidnaped?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Or sick someplace with no one to help her.’ Ah, the fertility of my imagination. Maybe she was the captive of a dark mysterious count in a castle on the English moors. Should I mention to the kid a fate worse than death?


‘I don’t know. I mean my father just said she ran away. Isn’t he supposed to know?’


‘He doesn’t know. He’s guessing. And he’s trying to spare you in his jerky way from worse worry.’


‘Well, why doesn’t he find out?’


‘Ahhh, oh giant of brain, come the light. What the hell do you think he’s hired me for?’


‘Well, why don’t you find out.’ She had stopped turning the coffee cup.


‘That’s what I’m trying to do. Why don’t you help? So far your contribution to her rescue is four I-don’t-knows and six shrugs. Plus telling me your old man’s a jerk but you don’t know why.’


‘What if she really did run away and doesn’t want to come back?’


‘Then she doesn’t come back. I almost never use my leg irons on women anymore.’


‘I don’t know where she is.’


‘Why do you suppose she left?’


‘You already asked me that.’


‘You didn’t answer.’


‘My father got on her nerves.’


‘Like how?’


‘Like, I don’t know. He was always grabbing at her, you know. Patting her ass, or saying gimme a kiss when she was trying to vacuum. That kind of stuff. She didn’t like it.’


‘They ever talk about it?’


‘Not in front of me.’


‘What did they talk about in front of you?’


‘Money. That is, my old man did. My old lady just kind of listened. My old man talks about money and business all the time. Keeps talking about making it big. Jerk.’


‘Your father ever mistreat your mother?’


‘You mean hit her or something?’


‘Whatever.’


‘No. He treated her like a goddamned queen, actually. That’s what was driving her crazy. I mean he was all over her. It was gross. He was sucking after her all the time. You know?’


‘Did she have any friends that weren’t friends of your father’s?’


She frowned a little bit, and shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. I don’t know any.’


‘She ever go out with other men?’


‘My mother?’


‘It happens.’


‘Not my mother. No way.’


‘Is there anything you can think of, Millie, that would help me find your mother?’


‘No, nothing. Don’t you think I’d like her back. I have to do all the cooking and look out for my brother and sister and make sure the cleaning lady comes and a lot of other stuff.’


‘Where’s your brother and sister?’


‘At the beach club, the lucky stiffs. I have to stay home for you.’


‘For me?’


‘Yeah, my father says I have to be the hostess and stuff till my mother comes home. I’m missing the races and everything.’


‘Life’s hard sometimes,’ I said. She made a sulky gesture with her mouth. We were silent for a minute.


‘The races go on all week,’ she said. ‘Everybody’s there. All the summer kids and everybody.’


‘And you’re missing them,’ I said. ‘That’s a bitch.’


‘Well, it is. All my friends are there. It’s the biggest time of the summer.’


So young to have developed her tragic sense so highly.


Shepard came back in the room with a cardboard carton filled with letters and bills. On top was an 8 ½ × 11 studio photo in a gold filigree frame. ‘Here you go, Spenser. This is everything I could find.’


‘You sort through any of it?’ I asked.


‘Nope. That’s what I hired you for. I’m a salesman, not a detective. I believe in a man doing what he does best. Right, Mill?’


Millie didn’t answer. She was probably thinking about the races.


‘A man’s gotta believe in something,’ I said. ‘You know where I’m staying if anything comes up.’


‘Dunfey’s, right? Hey, mention my name to the maître d’ in The Last Hurrah, get you a nice table.’


I said I would. Shepard walked me to the door. Millie didn’t. ‘You remember that. You mention my name to Paul over there. He’ll really treat you good.’


As I drove away I wondered what races they were running down at the beach club.
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I asked at the town hall for directions to the police station. The lady at the counter in the clerk’s office told me in an English accent that it was on Elm Street off Barnstable Road. She also gave me the wrong directions to Barnstable Road, but what can you expect from a foreigner? A guy in a Sunoco station straightened me out on the directions and I pulled into the parking lot across the street from the station a little before noon.


It was a square brick building with a hip roof and two small A dormers in front. There were four or five police cruisers in the lot beside the station: dark blue with white tops and white front fenders. On the side was printed BARNSTABLE POLICE. Hyannis is part of Barnstable Township. I know that but I never did know what a township was and I never found anyone else who knew.


I entered a small front room. To the left behind a low rail sat the duty officer with switchboard and radio equipment. To the right a long bench where the plaintiffs and felons and penitents could sit in discomfort while waiting for the captain. All police stations had a captain you waited for when you came in. Didn’t matter what it was.


‘Deke Slade in?’ I asked the cop behind the rail.


‘Captain’s busy right now. Can I help you?’


‘Nope, I’d like to see him.’ I gave the cop my business card. He looked at it with no visible excitement.


‘Have a seat,’ he said, nodding at the bench. ‘Captain’ll be with you when he’s free.’ It’s a phrase they learn in the police academy. I sat and looked at the color prints of game birds on the walls on my side of the office.


I was very sick of looking at them when, about oneten, a gray-haired man stuck his head through the door on my side of the railing and said, ‘Spenser?’


I said, ‘Yeah.’


He jerked his head and said, ‘In here.’ The head jerk is another one they learn in the police academy. I followed the head jerk into a square shabby office. One window looked out onto the lot where the cruisers parked. And beyond that a ragged growth of lilacs. There was a green metal filing cabinet and a gray metal desk with matching swivel chair. The desk was littered with requisitions and flyers and such. A sign on one corner said CAPTAIN SLADE.


Slade nodded at the gray metal straight chair on my side of the desk. ‘Sit,’ he said. Slade matched his office. Square, uncluttered and gray. His hair was short and curly, the face square as a child’s block, outdoors tan, with a gray-blue sheen of heavy beard kept close shave. He was short, maybe five-eight, and blocky, like an offensive guard from a small college. The kind of guy that should be running to fat when he got forty, but wasn’t. ‘What’ll you have?’ he said.


‘Harv Shepard hired me to look for his wife. I figured you might be able to point me in the right direction.’


‘License?’


I took out my wallet, slipped out the plasticized photostat of my license and put it in front of him on the desk. His uniform blouse had short sleeves and his bare arms were folded across his chest. He looked at the license without unfolding his arms, then at me and back at the license again.


‘Okay,’ he said.


I picked up the license, slipped it back in my wallet.


‘Got a gun permit?’


I nodded, slipped that out of the wallet and laid it in front of him. He gave it the same treatment and said,


‘Okay.’


I put that away, put the wallet away and settled back in the chair.


Slade said, ‘Far as I can tell she ran off. Voluntary. No foul play. Can’t find any evidence that she went with someone. Took an Almeida bus to New Bedford and that’s as far as we’ve gone. New Bedford cops got her description and all, but they got things more pressing. My guess is she’ll be back in a week or so dragging her ass.’


‘How about another man?’


‘She probably spent the night prior to her disappearance with a guy down the Silver Seas Motel. But when she got on the bus she appeared to be alone.’


‘What’s the guy’s name she was with?’


‘We don’t know.’ Slade rocked back in his chair.


‘And you haven’t been busting your tail looking to find out either.’


‘Nope. No need to. There’s no crime here. If I looked into every episode of extramarital fornication around here I’d have the whole force out on condom patrol. Some babe gets sick of her husband, starts screwing around a little, then takes off. You know how often that happens?’ Slade’s arms were still folded.


‘Yeah.’


‘Guy’s got money, he hires somebody like you to look. The guy he hires fusses around for a week or so, runs up a big bill at the motel and the wife comes back on her own because she doesn’t know what else to do. You get a week on the Cape and a nice tan, the husband gets a tax deduction, the broad starts sleeping around locally again.’


‘You do much marriage counseling?’


He shook his head. ‘Nope, I try to catch people that did crimes and put them in jail. You ever been a cop? I mean a real one, not a private license?’


‘I used to be on the States,’ I said. ‘Worked out of the Suffolk County DA’s office.’


‘Why’d you quit?’


‘I wanted to do more than you do.’


‘Social work,’ he said. He was disgusted.


‘Any regular boyfriends you know of?’


He shrugged. ‘I know she slept around a little, but I don’t think anybody steady.’


‘She been sleeping around long or has this developed lately?’


‘Don’t know.’


I shook my head.


Slade said, ‘Spenser, you want to see my duty roster? You know how many bodies I got to work with here. You know what a summer weekend is like when the weather’s good and the Kennedys are all out going to Mass on Sunday.’


‘You got any suggestions who I might talk to in town that could get my wheels turning?’ I said.


‘Go down the Silver Seas, talk with the bartender, Rudy. Tell him I sent you. He pays a lot of attention and the Silver Seas is where a lot of spit gets swapped. Pam Shepard hung out down there.’


I got up. ‘Thank you, captain.’


‘You got questions I can answer, lemme know.’


‘I don’t want to take up too much of your time.’


‘Don’t be a smart-ass, Spenser, I’ll do what I can. But I got a lot of things to look at and Pam Shepard’s just one of them. You need help, gimme a call. If I can, I’ll give you some.’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Okay.’ We shook hands and I left.


It was two fifteen when I pulled into the lot in front of the Silver Seas Motel. I was hungry and thirsty. While I took care of that I could talk to Rudy, start running up that big bar bill. Slade was probably right, but I’d give Shepard his money’s-worth before she showed up. If she was going to.


There’s something about a bar on the Cape in the daytime. The brightness of lowland surrounded by ocean maybe makes the air-conditioned dimness of the bar more striking. Maybe there’s more people there and they are vacationers rather than the unemployed. Whatever it is, the bar at the Silver Seas Motel had it. And I liked it.


On the outside, the Silver Seas Motel was two-storied, weathered shingles, with a verandah across both stories in front. It was tucked into the seaward side of Main Street in the middle of town between a hardware store and a store that sold scallop-shell ashtrays and blue pennants that said CAPE COD on them. The bar was on the right, off the lobby, at one end of the dining room. A lot of people were eating lunch and several were just drinking. Most of the people looked like college kids, cut-offs and T-shirts, sandals and halter tops. The décor in the place was surfwood and fishnet. Two oars crossed on one wall, a harpoon that was probably made in Hong Kong hung above the mirror behind the bar. The bartender was middle-aged and big-bellied. His straight black hair was streaked here and there with gray and hung shoulder length. He wore a white shirt with a black string bow tie like a riverboat gambler. The cuffs were turned neatly back in two careful folds. His hands were thick, with long tapering fingers that looked manicured.


‘Draft beer?’ I asked.


‘Schlitz,’ he said. He had a flat nose and dark coppery skin. American Indian? Maybe.


‘I’ll have one.’ He drew it in a tall straight glass. Very good. No steins, or schooners or tulip shapes. Just a tall glass the way the hops god had intended. He put down a paper coaster and put the beer on it, fed the check into the register, rang up the sale and put the check on the bar near me.


‘What have you got for lunch?’ I said.


He took a menu out from under the bar and put it in front of me. I sipped the beer and read the menu. I was working on sipping. Susan Silverman had lately taken to reprimanding me for my tendency to empty the glass in two swallows and order another. The menu said linguica on a crusty roll. My heart beat faster. I’d forgotten about linguica since I’d been down here last. I ordered two. And another beer. Sip. Sip.


The jukebox was playing something by Elton John. At least the box wasn’t loud. They’d probably never heard of Johnny Hartman here. Rudy brought the sandwiches and looked at my half-sipped glass. I finished it – simple politeness, otherwise he’d have had to wait while I sipped – and he refilled the glass.


‘You ever hear of Johnny Hartman?’ I said.


‘Yeah. Great singer. Never copped out and started singing this shit.’ He nodded at the jukebox.


‘You Rudy?’ I said.


‘Yeah.’


‘Deke Slade told me to come talk with you.’ I gave him a card. ‘I’m looking for a woman named Pam Shepard.’


‘I heard she was gone.’


‘Any idea where?’ I took a large bite of the linguica sandwich. Excellent. The linguica had been split and fried and in each sandwich someone had put a fresh green pepper ring.


‘How should I know?’


‘You knew Johnny Hartman, and you add green peppers to your linguica sandwich.’


‘Yeah, well, I don’t know where she went. And the cook does the sandwiches. I don’t like green pepper in mine.’


‘Okay, so you got good taste in music and bad taste in food. Mrs Shepard come in here much?’


‘Lately, yeah. She’s been in regular.’


‘With anyone?’


‘With everyone.’


‘Anyone special?’


‘Mostly young guys. In a dim light you might have a shot.’


‘Why?’


‘You’re too old, but you got the build. She went for the jocks and the muscle men.’


‘Was she in here with someone before she took off? That would have been a week ago Monday.’ I started on my second linguica sandwich.


‘I don’t keep that close a count. But it was about then. She was in here with a guy named Eddie Taylor. Shovel operator.’


‘They spend the night upstairs?’


‘Don’t know. I don’t handle the desk. Just tend bar. I’d guess they did, the way she was climbing on him.’ A customer signaled Rudy for another stinger on the rocks. Rudy stepped down the bar, mixed the drink, poured it, rang up the price and came back to me. I finished my second sandwich while he did that. When he came back my beer glass was empty and he filled that without being asked. Well, I couldn’t very well refuse, could I? Three with lunch was about right anyway.


‘Where can I find Eddie Taylor?’ I said.


‘He’s working on a job in Cotuit these days. But he normally gets off work at four and is in here by four thirty to rinse out his mouth.’


I looked at the clock behind the bar: 3:35. I could wait and sip my beer slowly. I had nothing better to do anyway.


‘I’ll wait,’ I said.


‘Fine with me,’ Rudy said. ‘One thing though, Eddie’s sorta hard to handle. He’s big and strong and thinks he’s tough. And he’s too young to know better yet.’


‘I’m big-city fuzz, Rudy. I’ll dazzle him with wit and sophistication.’


‘Yeah, you probably will. But don’t mention it was me that sicked you onto him. I don’t want to have to dazzle him too.’
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It was four twenty when Rudy said, ‘Hi, Eddie’ to a big blond kid who came in. He was wearing work shoes and cut-off jeans and a blue tank top with red trim. He was a weightlifter: lots of tricep definition and overdeveloped pectoral muscles. And he carried himself as if he were wearing a medal. I’d have been more impressed with him if he weren’t carrying a twenty-pound roll around his middle. He said to Rudy, ‘Hey, Kemo Sabe, howsa kid?’


Rudy nodded and without being asked put a shot of rye and a glass of draft beer on the bar in front of Eddie. Eddie popped down the shot and sipped at the beer.


‘Heap good, red man,’ he said. ‘Paleface workem ass off today.’ He talked loudly, aware of an audience, assuming his Lone Ranger Indian dialect was funny. He turned around on the barstool, hooked his elbows over the bar and surveyed the room. ‘How’s the quiff situation, Rudy?’ he said.


‘Same as always, Eddie. You don’t usually seem to have any trouble.’ Eddie was staring across the room at two college-age girls drinking Tom Collinses. I got up and walked down the bar and slipped onto the stool beside him. I said, ‘You Eddie Taylor?’


‘Who wants to know?’ he said, still staring at the girls.


‘There’s a fresh line,’ I said.


He turned to look at me now. ‘Who the hell are you?’


I took a card out of my jacket pocket, handed it to him. ‘I’m looking for Pam Shepard,’ I said.


‘Where’d she go?’ he said.


‘If I knew I’d go there and look for her. I was wondering if you could help me.’


‘Buzz off,’ he said, and turned his stare back to the girls.


‘I understand you spent the night with her just before she disappeared.’


‘Who says?’


‘Me, I just said it.’


‘What if I did? I wouldn’t be the first guy. What’s it to you?’


‘Poetry,’ I said. ‘Pure poetry when you talk.’


‘I told you once, buzz off. You hear me. You don’t want to get hurt, you buzz off.’


‘She good in bed?’


‘Yeah, she was all right. What’s it to you?’


‘I figure you had a lot of experience down here, and I’m new on the scene, you know? Just asking.’


‘Yeah, I’ve tagged a few around the Cape. She was all right. I mean for an old broad she had a nice tight body, you know. And, man, she was eager. I thought I was gonna have to nail her right here in the bar. Ask Rudy. Huh, Rudy? Wasn’t that Shepard broad all over me the other night?’


‘You say so, Eddie.’ Rudy was cleaning his thumbnail with a matchbook cover. ‘I never notice what the customers do.’


‘So you did spend the night with her?’ I said.


‘Yeah. Christ, if I hadn’t she’d have dropped her pants right here in the bar.’


‘You already said that.’


‘Well, it’s goddamned so, Jack, you better believe it.’


Eddie dropped another shot of bar whiskey and sipped at a second beer chaser that Rudy had brought without being asked.


‘Did you know her before she picked you up?’


‘Hell, I didn’t pick her up, she picked me up. I was just sitting here looking over the field and she came right over and sat down and started talking to me.’


‘Well, then, did you know her before she picked you up?’


Eddie shrugged, and gestured his shot glass at Rudy. ‘I’d seen her around. I didn’t really know her, but I knew she was around, you know, that she was easy tail if you were looking.’ Eddie drank his shot as soon as Rudy poured it, and when he put the glass back on the bar Rudy filled it again.


‘She been on the market long?’ I said. Me and Eddie were really rapping now, just a couple of good old boys, talking shop. Eddie drained his beer chaser, burped loudly, laughed at his burp. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to dazzle him with my sophistication.


‘On the market? Oh, you mean, yeah, I get you. No, not so long. I don’t think I noticed her or heard much about her before this year. Maybe after Christmas, guy I know banged her. That’s about the first I heard.’ His tongue was getting a little thick and his S’s were getting slushy.


‘Was your parting friendly?’ I said.


‘Huh?’


‘What was it like in the morning when you woke up and said goodbye to each other?’


‘You’re a nosy bastard,’ he said and looked away, staring at the two college girls across the room.


‘People have said that.’


‘Well, I’m saying it.’


‘Yes, you are. And beautifully.’


Eddie turned his stare at me. ‘What are you, a wise guy?’


‘People have said that too.’


‘Well, I don’t like wise guys.’


‘I sort of figured you wouldn’t.’


‘So get lost or I’ll knock you on your ass.’


‘And I sort of figured you’d put it just that way.’


‘You looking for trouble, Jack, I’m just the man to give it to you.’


‘I got all the trouble I need,’ I said. ‘What I’m looking for is information. What kind of mood was Pam Shepard in the morning after she’d been all over you?’


Eddie got off the barstool and stood in front of me. ‘I’m telling you for the last time. Get lost or get hurt.’ Rudy started drifting toward the phone. I checked the amount of room in front of the bar. Maybe ten feet. Enough. I said to Rudy, ‘It’s okay. No one will get hurt. I’m just going to show him something.’


I stood up. ‘Tubbo,’ I said to Eddie, ‘if you make me, I can put you in the hospital, and I will. But you probably don’t believe me, so I’ll have to prove it. Go ahead. Take your shot.’


He took it, a right-hand punch that missed my head when I moved. He followed up with a left that missed by about the same margin when I moved the other way.


‘You’ll last about two minutes doing that,’ I said. He rushed at me and I rolled around him. ‘Meanwhile,’ I said, ‘if I wanted to I could be hitting you here.’ I tapped him open-handed on the right cheek very fast three times. He swung again and I stepped a little inside the punch and caught it on my left forearm. I caught the second one on my right. ‘Or here,’ I said, and patted him rat-a-tat with both hands on each cheek. The way a grandma pats a child. I stepped back away from him. He was already starting to breathe hard. ‘Some shape you’re in, kid. In another minute you won’t be able to get your arms up.’


‘Back off, Eddie,’ Rudy said from behind the bar. ‘He’s a pro, for crissake, he’ll kill you if you keep shoving him.’


‘I’ll shove the son of a bitch,’ Eddie said, and made a grab at me. I moved a step to my right and put a left hook into his stomach. Hard. His breath came out in a hoarse grunt and he sat down suddenly. His face blank, the wind knocked out of him, fighting to get his breath. ‘Or there,’ I said.


Eddie got his breath partially back and climbed to his feet. Without looking at anyone he headed, wobbly-legged, for the men’s room. Rudy said to me, ‘You got some good punch there.’


‘It’s because my heart is pure,’ I said.


‘I hope he don’t puke all over the floor in there,’ Rudy said.


The other people in the room, quiet while the trouble had flared, began to talk again. The two college girls got up and left, their drinks unfinished, their mothers’ parting fears confirmed. Eddie came back from the men’s room, his face pale and wet where he’d probably splashed it with water.


‘The boilermakers will do it to you,’ I said. ‘Slow you down and tear up your stomach.’


‘I know guys could take you,’ Eddie said. There was no starch in his voice when he said it and he didn’t look at me.


‘I do too,’ I said. ‘And I know guys who can take them. After a while counting doesn’t make much sense. You just got into something I know more about than you do.’


Eddie hiccupped.


‘Tell me about how you left each other in the morning,’ I said. We were sitting at the bar again.


‘What if I don’t?’ Eddie was looking at the small area of bar top encircled by his forearms.


‘Then you don’t. I don’t plan to keep punching you in the stomach.’


‘We woke up in the morning and I wanted to go one more time, you know, sort of a farewell pop, and she wouldn’t let me touch her. Called me a pig. Said if I touched her she’d kill me. Said I made her sick. That wasn’t what she said before. We were screwing our brains out half the night and next morning she calls me a pig. Well, I don’t need that shit, you know? So I belted her and walked out. Last I seen her she was lying on her back on the bed crying loud as a bastard. Just staring up at the ceiling and screaming crying.’ He shook his head. ‘What a weird bitch,’ he said. ‘I mean five hours before she was screwing her brains out for me.’


I said, ‘Thanks, Eddie.’ I took a twenty-dollar bill out of my wallet and put it on the bar. ‘Take his out too, Rudy, and keep what’s left.’


When I left, Eddie was still looking at the bar top inside his forearms.
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I had lamb stew and a bottle of Burgundy for supper and then headed into my room to start on the box of bills and letters Shepard had given me. I went through the personal mail first and found it sparse and unenlightening. Most people throw away personal mail that would be enlightening, I’d found. I got all the phone bills together and made a list of the phone numbers and charted them for frequency. Then I cross-charted them for locations. A real sleuth, sitting on the motel bed in my shorts shuffling names and numbers. There were three calls in the past month to a number in New Bedford, the rest were local. I assembled all the gasoline credit-card receipts. She had bought gasoline twice that month in New Bedford. The rest were around home. I catalogued the other credit-card receipts. There were three charges from a New Bedford restaurant. All for more than thirty dollars. The other charges were local. It was almost midnight when I got through all of the papers. I made a note of the phone number called in New Bedford, of the New Bedford restaurant and the name of the gas station in New Bedford, then I stuffed all the paper back in the carton, put the carton in the closet and went to bed. I spent most of the night dreaming about phone bills and charge receipts and woke up in the morning feeling like Bartleby the Scrivener.


I had room service bring me coffee and corn muffins and at 9:05 put in a call to the telephone business office in New Bedford. A service rep answered.


‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Ed Maclntyre at the Back Bay business office in Boston. I need a listing for telephone number 5553688, please.’


‘Yes, Mr Maclntyre, one moment please … that listing is Alexander, Rose. Three Centre Street, in New Bedford.’


I complimented her on the speed with which she found the listing, implied perhaps a word dropped to the district manager down there, said goodbye with smily pleasant overtones in my voice and hung up. Flawless.


I showered and shaved and got dressed. Six hours of paper shuffling had led me to a surmise that the Hyannis cops had begun by checking the bus terminal. She was in New Bedford. But I had an address, maybe not for her, but for someone. It pays to do business with your local gumshoe. Personalized service.


The drive to New Bedford up Route 6 was forty-five miles and took about an hour through small towns like Wareham and Onset, Marion and Mattapoisett. Over the bridge from Fairhaven across the interflow of the harbor and the Acushnet River, New Bedford rose steeply from the docks. Or what was left of it. The hillside from the bridge to the crest looked like newsreel footage of the Warsaw ghetto. Much of the center of the city had been demolished and urban renewal was in full cry. Purchase Street, one of the main streets the last time I’d been in New Bedford, was now a pedestrian mall. I drove around aimlessly in the bulldozed wasteland for perhaps ten minutes before I pulled off into a rutted parking area and stopped. I got out, opened the trunk of my car and got out a street directory for Massachusetts.


Centre Street was down back of the Whaling Museum. I knew the hill and turned left past the public library. Out front they still had the heroic statue of the harpooner in the whaleboat. A dead whale or a stove boat. The choices then were simple, if drastic. I turned left down the hill toward the water, then onto Johnny Cake Hill and parked near the Whaling Museum, in front of the Seaman’s Bethel.


I checked my street map again and walked around the Whaling Museum to the street behind it and looked and there was Centre Street. It was a short street, no more than four or five buildings long, and it ran from North Water Street, behind the museum, to Front Street, which paralleled the water. It was an old street, weedy and dank. Number three was a narrow two-storey building with siding of gray asbestos shingles and a crumbly looking red brick chimney in the center of the roof. The roof shingles were old and dappled in various shades as though someone had patched it periodically with what he had at hand. It needed more patching. There was worn green paint on the trim here and there, and the front door on the right side of the building face was painted red. It had the quality of an old whore wearing lipstick.
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