




[image: image]






The critics on Lawrence Block


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


LA Times


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


New York Times Book Review


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


Stephen King


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


Chicago Tribune


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


Wall Street Journal


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


People


‘Absolutely riveting … Block is terrific’


Washington Post


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


GQ


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


Observer




ALSO BY LAWRENCE BLOCK


The Sins of the Fathers


Time to Murder and Create


In the Midst of Death


A Stab in the Dark


When the Sacred Ginmill Closes


Eight Million Ways to Die


Out on the Cutting Edge


A Ticket to the Boneyard


A Dance at the Slaughterhouse


A Walk Among the Tombstones


The Devil Knows You’re Dead


A Long Line of Dead Men


Everybody Dies


Hit Man


The Collected Mystery Stories


Hit List




Lawrence Block was awarded the CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger in 2004. He is also a Grand Master of the Mystery Writers of America. He is the author of many novels and short stories and has won numerous awards for his mystery writing. He lives and works in New York City.


www.lawrenceblock.com




EVEN THE WICKED


A MATT SCUDDER MYSTERY


Lawrence Block


[image: image]




For Bill Hoffman


with thanks, variously, to
Joan Acocella, Ron Brogan and
Memphis Jim Evans




‘Even the wicked get worse than they deserve.’


Willa Cather, One of Ours





ONE


On a Tuesday night in August I was sitting in the living room with TJ, watching two guys hit each other on one of the Spanish language cable channels, and enjoying the fresh air more than the fight. A heat wave had punished the city for two weeks, finally breaking over the weekend. Since then we’d had three perfect days, with bright blue skies and low humidity and the temperature in the 70s. You’d have called it ideal weather anywhere; in the middle of a New York summer, you could only call it a miracle.


I’d spent the day taking advantage of the weather, walking around the city. I got home and showered in time to drop into a chair and let Peter Jennings explain the world to me. Elaine joined me for the first fifteen minutes, then went into the kitchen to start dinner. TJ dropped by just around the time she was adding the pasta to the boiling water, insisting that he wasn’t hungry and couldn’t stay long anyway. Elaine, who had heard this song before, doubled the recipe on the spot, and TJ let himself be persuaded to take a plate and clean it several times.


‘Trouble is,’ he told her, ‘you too good of a cook. Now on, I wait to come by until mealtimes is come and gone. I don’t watch out, I be fat.’


He has a ways to go. He’s a street kid, lean and limber, indistinguishable at first glance from any of the young blacks you’ll see hanging around Times Square, shilling for the monte dealers, running short cons, looking for a way to get over, or just to get by. He’s much more than that as well, but for all I know there may be more to many of them than meets the eye. He’s the one I know; with the others, all I get to see is what’s on the surface.


And TJ’s own surface, for that matter, is apt to change, chameleon-like, with his surroundings. I have watched him slip effortlessly from hip-hop street patter to a Brooks Brothers accent that would not be out of place on an Ivy League campus. His hair style, too, has varied over the several years I’ve known him, ranging from an old-style Afro through assorted versions of the high-top fade. A year or so ago he started helping Elaine at her shop, and on his own decided that a kinder, gentler ’do was more appropriate. He’s kept it cropped relatively short ever since, while his dress ranges from the preppy outfits he wears to work to the in-your-face attire they favor on the Deuce. This evening he was dressed for success in khakis and a button-down shirt. A day or two earlier, when I’d seen him last, he was a vision in baggy camo trousers and a sequined jacket.


‘Wish they was speakin’ English,’ he complained. ‘Why they got to talk in Spanish?’


‘It’s better this way,’ I said.


‘You tellin’ me you know what they sayin’?’


‘A word here and there. Mostly it’s just noise.’


‘And that’s how you like it?’


‘The English-speaking announcers talk too much,’ I said. ‘They’re afraid the audience won’t be able to figure out what’s going on if they’re not chattering away all the time. And they say the same things over and over. “He’s not working hard enough to establish the left jab.” I don’t think I’ve watched five fights in the past ten years when the announcer hasn’t observed that the fighter should be using the jab more. It must be the first thing they teach them in broadcasting school.’


‘Maybe this dude sayin’ the same thing in Spanish.’


‘Maybe he is,’ I agreed, ‘but since I don’t have a clue what he’s saying it can’t get on my nerves.’


‘You ever heard of the mute, Newt?’


‘Not the same. You need the crowd noise, need to hear the punches land.’


‘These two ain’t landin’ many.’


‘Blame the one in the blue shorts,’ I said. ‘He’s not working hard enough to establish the left jab.’


He did enough to win the four-round prelim, though, getting a decision and a round of perfunctory applause from the crowd. Next on the card was a ten-round welterweight bout, a classic match-up of quick light-hitting youth against a strong puncher a couple of years past his prime. The old guy – I think he was all of thirty-four – was able to stun the kid when he landed a clean shot, but the years had slowed him some and he missed more often than he connected. In return, the kid peppered him with a barrage of blows that didn’t have much on them.


‘He pretty slick,’ TJ said, after a couple of rounds.


‘Too bad he doesn’t have a punch.’


‘He just keep at you, wear you down. Meanwhile he pilin’ up the points. Other dude, he be tirin’ more with each round.’


‘If we understood Spanish,’ I said, ‘we could listen to the announcer saying pretty much the same thing. If I were betting this fight I’d put my money on the old guy.’


‘Ain’t no surprise. You ancient dudes has got to stick together. You think we need any of this here?’


‘This here’ was the line of goods in the Gehlen catalog. The Gehlen Company is an outfit in Elyria, Ohio, offering electronic espionage equipment, gear to bug other people’s phones and offices, gear to keep one’s own phones and offices bug-free. There’s a curiously bi-polar quality to the whole enterprise; they are, after all, promoting half their lines as a defense against the other half, and the catalog copy keeps changing philosophical horses in midstream. ‘Knowledge is power,’ they assure you on one page, and two pages later they’re championing ‘your most basic right – the right to personal and corporate privacy’. Back and forth the argument rages, from ‘You have a right to know!’ to ‘Keep their noses out of your business!’


Where, you have to wonder, do the company’s sympathies lie? Given that their namesake was the legendary German intelligence chief, I figured they’d happily sell anything to anybody, committed only to increasing their sales and maximizing their profits. But would any of their wares increase my sales or boost my profits?


‘I think we can probably get by without it,’ I told TJ.


‘How we gonna catch Will without all the latest technology?’


‘We’re not.’


‘’Cause he ain’t our problem?’


‘Not as far as I can tell.’


‘Dude’s the whole city’s problem. All they talkin’ about, everywhere you go. Will this and Will that.’


‘He was the headline story in the Post again today,’ I said, ‘and they didn’t have any news to back it up, because he hasn’t done anything since last week. But they want to keep him on the front page to sell papers, so the story was about how the city’s nervous, waiting for something to happen.’


‘That’s all they wrote?’


‘They tried to put it in historical context. Other faceless killers who’ve caught the public imagination, like Son of Sam.’


‘Be a difference,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t nobody cheerin’ for Son of Sam.’ He flicked a finger at an illustration in the Gehlen catalog. ‘I like this here voice-changin’ telephone, but you see them all over now. They even got them at Radio Shack. This might be a better one, the price they charge for it. Ones at Radio Shack is cheaper.’


‘I’m not surprised.’


‘Will could use this here, if he was to start makin’ phone calls ’stead of sendin’ letters.’


‘Next time I see him, I’ll pass along the suggestion.’


‘I almost bought me one the other day.’


‘What for? Haven’t you got enough of a repertoire of voices?’


‘All I got is accents,’ he said. ‘What this does is change the pitch.’


‘I know what it does.’


‘So you can sound like a girl, or a little kid. Or if you was a girl to begin with you can sound like a man so’s perverts won’t be talkin’ dirty to you. Be fun to fool around with somethin’ like that, only be like a kid with a toy, wouldn’t it? One, two weeks and you used up all the newness out of it and be tossin’ it in the closet and askin’ your mama to buy you somethin’ else.’


‘I guess we don’t need it.’


He closed the catalog and set it aside. ‘Don’t need none of this,’ he said. ‘Far as I can see. You want to know what we need, Reed, I already told you that.’


‘More than once.’


‘A computer,’ he said. ‘But you don’t want to get one.’


‘One of these days.’


‘Yeah, right. You just afraid you won’t know how to use it.’


‘It’s the same kind of fear,’ I said, ‘that keeps men from jumping out of planes without parachutes.’


‘First thing,’ he said, ‘you could learn. You ain’t that old.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Second thing, I could work it for you.’


‘A passing ability with video games,’ I said, ‘is not the same thing as being computer literate.’


‘They ain’t necessarily that far apart. You ’member the Kongs? Video games is where they started at, and where they at now?’


‘Harvard,’ I admitted. The Kongs, their real names David King and Jimmy Hong, were a pair of hackers devoted to probing the innards of the phone company’s computer system. They were high-school students when TJ introduced them to me, and now they were up in Cambridge, doing God knows what.


‘You recall the help they gave us?’


‘Vividly.’


‘How many times have you said you wished they’s still in the city?’


‘Once or twice.’


‘More’n once or twice, Bryce. Whole lot of times.’


‘So?’


‘We had us a computer,’ he said, ‘I could get so I could do the same shit they did. Plus I could do all the legit stuff, diggin’ out trash in fifteen minutes that you spend a whole day findin’ in the library.’


‘How would you know how to do it?’


‘They got courses you can take. Not to teach you to do what the Kongs can do, but all the rest of it. They sit you down at a machine and teach you.’


‘Well, one of these days,’ I said, ‘maybe I’ll take a course.’


‘No, I’ll take a course,’ he said, ‘an’ after I learn I can teach you, if you want to learn. Or I can do the computer part, whichever you say.’


‘I get to decide,’ I said, ‘because I’m the boss.’


‘Right.’


I started to say something more, but the veteran fighter picked that moment to connect with an overhand right lead that caught the kid on the button and took his legs away from him. The kid was still unsteady on his pins after an eight count, but there was only half a minute left in the round. The older fighter chased him all around the ring and tagged him a time or two, but the kid managed to stay on his feet and weather the round.


They didn’t break for a commercial at the bell, electing instead to keep the camera on the younger fighter’s corner while his seconds worked on him. The announcers had a lot to say about what they were showing us, but they said it in Spanish so we didn’t have to pay any attention to it.


‘About that computer,’ TJ said.


‘I’ll think about it.’


‘Damn,’ he said. ‘Had you the next thing to sold on it, and the old man there had to land a lucky punch and break the flow. Why couldn’t he wait a round?’


‘He was just one old guy looking out for the interests of another,’ I said. ‘We old guys are like that.’


‘This catalog,’ he said, brandishing it. ‘You happen to see this here night-vision scope? Came from Russia or some such.’


I nodded. It was Soviet Army issue, according to the Gehlen people, and would presumably enable me to read fine print at the bottom of an abandoned coal mine.


‘Can’t see what we’d need it for,’ he said, ‘but you could have fun with something like that.’ He tossed the catalog aside. ‘Have fun with most of this shit. It’s toys, is all it is.’


‘And what’s the computer? A bigger toy than the others?’


He shook his head. ‘It’s a tool, Buell. But why do I be wastin’ my breath tryin’ to get through to you?’


‘Why indeed?’


I thought we might get to see a knockout in the next round, but it was clear halfway through that it wasn’t going to happen. The kid had shaken off the effects of the knockdown, and my guy was slower, having a hard time getting his punches to go where he wanted them. I knew how he felt.


The phone rang, and Elaine picked it up in the other room. On the TV screen, my guy shook off a punch and waded in.


Elaine came in, a hard-to-read expression on her face. ‘It’s for you,’ she said. ‘It’s Adrian Whitfield. Do you want to call him back?’


‘No, I’ll talk to him,’ I said, rising. ‘I wonder what he wants.’


Adrian Whitfield was a rising star, a criminal defense attorney who’d been getting an increasing number of high-profile clients in the past couple of years, and a corresponding increase in media attention. In the course of the summer I’d seen him three times on the TV screen. Roger Ailes had him on to discuss the notion that the jury system was outmoded and due for replacement. (His position was a tentative maybe in the civil courts, a flat no in criminal cases.) Then he was on Larry King twice, first to talk about the latest star-spangled homicide case in Los Angeles, and then to argue the merits of the death penalty. (He was unequivocally against it.) Most recently I’d seen him along with Raymond Gruliow on Charlie Rose, all three of them caught up in an earnest discussion of the question of the lawyer as popular celebrity. Hard-Way Ray had put the issue in historical context, telling some wonderful stories about Earl Rodgers and Bill Fallon and Clarence Darrow.


I had done some work for Whitfield on Ray Gruliow’s recommendation, running checks on witnesses and potential jurors, and I liked him well enough to hope to do more. It was a little late for him to be calling me on business, but the nature of the business is such that you get calls at all hours. I didn’t mind the interruption, especially if it meant work. It had been a slow summer thus far. That wasn’t all bad, Elaine and I had been able to get away for some long weekends in the country, but I was beginning to get rusty. The signs were there in the way I read the morning papers, obsessively interested in the local crime news and itching to get mixed up in it.


I took the phone in the kitchen and said, ‘Matthew Scudder,’ announcing myself to whoever had placed the call for him.


But he’d made it himself. ‘Matt,’ he said. ‘Adrian Whitfield. I hope I didn’t get you at a bad time.’


‘I was watching two fellows hitting each other,’ I said. ‘Without much enthusiasm, on my part or theirs. What can I do for you?’


‘That’s a good question. Tell me something, would you? How do I sound?’


‘How do you sound?’


‘My voice isn’t shaky, is it?’


‘No.’


‘I didn’t think it was,’ he said, ‘but it ought to be. I got a phone call a little while ago.’


‘Oh?’


‘From that idiot with the News, but perhaps I shouldn’t call him that. For all I know he’s a friend of yours.’


I knew a few people at the Daily News. ‘Who?’


‘Marty McGraw.’


‘Hardly a friend,’ I said. ‘I met him once or twice, but neither of us had much of a chance to make an impression on the other. I doubt he’d remember, and the only reason I remember is I’ve been reading his column twice a week for I don’t know how many years.’


‘Isn’t he in there three times a week?’


‘Well, I don’t usually read the News on Sundays.’


‘Got your hands full with the Times, I suppose.’


‘Full of ink, generally.’


‘Isn’t that something? You’d think they could print the damned newspaper so it doesn’t come off on your hands.’


‘“If they can put a man on the moon …”’


‘You said it. Can you believe there’s a newsstand in Grand Central sells disposable white pliofilm gloves to wear while you read the damn thing?’ He drew a breath. ‘Matt, I’m avoiding the point, and my guess is you already know what the point is.’


I had a pretty good idea. ‘I suppose he got another of those letters. From Will.’


‘From Will, yes. And the subject of that letter?’


‘It would have to be one of your clients,’ I said, ‘but I wouldn’t want to try to guess which one.’


‘Because they’re all such estimable men?’


‘I just wouldn’t have a clue,’ I said. ‘I haven’t followed your cases that closely, except for the couple I’ve worked on. And I don’t know how Will’s mind works, anyway.’


‘Oh, it’s an interesting mind. I would say it works very well, certainly well enough for the purpose at hand.’ He paused, and I knew what he was going to say an instant before he said it. ‘He wasn’t writing about one of my clients. He was writing about me.’


‘What did he say?’


‘Oh, lots of things,’ he said. ‘I could read it to you.’


‘You’ve got the letter?’


‘A copy of it. McGraw faxed it to me. He called me first, before he called the cops, and he faxed me a copy of the letter. That was actually damned considerate of him. I shouldn’t have called him a jerk.’


‘You didn’t.’


‘When I first brought his name up, I said –’


‘You called him an idiot.’


‘You’re right at that. Well, I don’t suppose he’s either one, or if he is he’s a considerate specimen of the breed. You asked what Will said. “An Open Letter to Adrian Whitfield.” Let’s see. “You have devoted your life to keeping guilty men out of prison.” Well, he’s wrong about that. They’re all innocent until proven guilty, and whenever guilt was proved to the satisfaction of a jury, they went to prison. And stayed there, unless I could get a reversal on appeal. In another sense, of course, he’s quite correct. Most of the men and women I’ve represented did what they were accused of doing, and I guess that’s enough to make them guilty in the eyes of Will.’


‘What’s his beef with you, exactly? Doesn’t he think the accused are entitled to a defense?’


‘Well, I don’t want to read you the whole thing,’ he said, ‘and his position’s hard to state with precision, but you could say he takes exception to the fact that I’m good at what I do.’


‘That’s all?’


‘It’s funny,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t even mention Richie Vollmer, and that’s what got him started.’


‘That’s right, you were Vollmer’s attorney.’


‘I was indeed, and I got my share of hate mail when he managed to dodge the wheels of justice, but there’s nothing in here about my role in getting him off. Let’s see what he says. He says I put the police on trial, which is hardly unique on my part. Our mutual friend Gruliow does that all the time. It’s often the best strategy with a minority defendant. He also says I put the victim on trial. I think he’s talking about Naomi Tarloff.’


‘Probably.’


‘It might surprise you to know I’ve had some second thoughts about that case. But that’s neither here nor there. I defended the Ellsworth boy the best I knew how, and even so I didn’t get him off. The jury convicted the little son of a bitch. He’s up state serving fifteen-to-twenty-five, but that’s nothing to the sentence our friend Will has imposed. He says he’s going to kill me.’


I said, ‘I assume McGraw went straight to the cops.’


‘With the briefest pause to ring me up and then fax me the thing. As a matter of fact he made a Xerox copy and faxed that. He didn’t want to screw up any physical evidence by running the original through his fax machine. Then he called the cops, and then I heard from them. I had two detectives over here for an hour, and I can call them idiots without regard to the possibility that they’re friends of yours. Did I have any enemies? Were there clients who were bitter about my efforts on their behalf? For Christ’s sake, the only embittered clients I’ve got are the ones behind bars, where nobody has to worry about them, least of all myself.’


‘They have to ask.’


‘I suppose so,’ he said, ‘but isn’t it fairly obvious that this isn’t a guy with a personal motive? He’s already killed four people, and he nailed the first one because Marty McGraw told him to. I don’t know what earned me a place on his shit list, but it’s not because he thought I charged him too much for keeping him out of jail.’


‘Did they offer you protection?’


‘They talked about posting a guard in my outer office. I can’t see what good that’s going to do.’


‘It couldn’t hurt.’


‘No, but it couldn’t help all that much either. I need to know what to do, Matt. I’ve got no experience in this area. Nobody ever tried to kill me. The closest I’ve come to this was five or six years ago when a man named Paul Masland offered to punch me in the nose.’


‘A disaffected client?’


‘Uh-uh. A stockbroker with a snootful. He accused me of fucking his wife. Jesus, I was one of the few men in western Connecticut who hadn’t had a shot at her.’


‘What happened?’


‘He swung and missed, and a couple of guys grabbed his arms, and I said the hell with it and went home. The next time I ran into him we both acted like nothing had ever happened. Or maybe he wasn’t acting, because he’d been pretty drunk that night. It’s possible he didn’t remember a thing. You think I should have told the two detectives about Paul?’


‘If you think there’s a chance he could have written that letter.’


‘It’d be a neat trick,’ he said, ‘because the poor bastard’s been dead for a year and a half. A stroke or a heart attack, I forget which, but he went in a minute, whichever it was. Son of a bitch never knew what hit him. Not like our friend Will. He’s a fucking rattlesnake, isn’t he? Warning you first, letting you know what’s coming. Matt, tell me what I should do.’


‘What you should do? You should leave the country.’


‘You’re not serious, are you? Even if you are it’s out of the question.’


That didn’t surprise me. I said, ‘Where are you? At your office?’


‘No, I got out of there once I got rid of the cops. I am at my apartment. You’ve never been here, have you? We always met downtown. I live at … Jesus, I was wondering if I should say it over the phone. But if he’s got the phone tapped he’d have to know where it’s installed, wouldn’t you say?’


Early on, he’d asked if his voice was shaky. It hadn’t been and it still wasn’t, but his anxiety was apparent in the way his conversation was becoming increasingly disjointed.


He told me the address and I copied it down. ‘Don’t go anywhere,’ I said. ‘Call your doorman and tell him you’re expecting a visitor named Matthew Scudder, and not to let me up until after I’ve shown him photo ID. And tell him I’m the only visitor you’re expecting, and not to let anybody else up. And tell him that includes the police.’


‘All right.’


‘Let your machine screen your phone calls. Don’t pick up unless you recognize the caller. I’ll be right over.’


By the time I was off the phone there were two different fighters in the ring, a pair of sluggish heavyweights. I asked how the other bout had turned out.


‘Went the distance,’ TJ said. ‘Check it out – for a minute or two I thought I knew how to speak Spanish.’


‘How’s that?’


‘The ring announcer. He’s talkin’ away, and I’m understandin’ every word, and I’m thinkin’ it’s a miracle and next time you gonna see me’s on “Unsolved Mysteries”.’


‘The fight’s being held in Mississippi,’ I said. ‘The ring announcer was speaking English.’


‘Yeah, well, I knows that. It slipped my mind is all, hearing all that Spanish from the announcers. And then when I did hear the English, I just thought it was Spanish and I was understandin’ it.’ He shrugged. ‘Young dude got the decision.’


‘It figured.’


‘These two don’t look to be in a hurry. They just takin’ their time.’


‘They’ll have to do it without me,’ I said. ‘I have to go out for a while.’


‘Some kind of business?’


‘Some kind.’


‘Want me to tag along, maybe watch your back?’


‘Not tonight.’


He shrugged. ‘You be thinkin’ ’bout that computer, though.’


‘I’ll give it some thought.’


‘Ain’t got much time, if we’s gonna join the twentieth century.’


‘I’d hate to miss it.’


‘That’s how they gonna catch Will, you know. Computers.’


‘Is that a fact?’


‘Put all the letters the fool writes into the computer, press the right keys, an’ it’ll analyse the words he uses and tell you the sucker’s a forty-two-year-old white male of Scandinavian ancestry. He be missin’ two toes on the right foot, an’ he a big Jets and Rangers fan, an’ when he a child his mama whupped him for wettin’ the bed.’


‘And they’ll get all this from the computer.’


‘All that an’ more,’ he said, grinning. ‘How you think they gonna get him?’


‘Forensics,’ I said. ‘Lab work at the crime scenes and on the letters he writes. I’m sure they’ll use computers to process the data. They use them for everything these days.’


‘Everybody does. Everybody but us.’


‘And they’ll follow up a ton of leads,’ I said, ‘and knock on a lot of doors and ask a lot of questions, most of them pointless. And eventually he’ll make a mistake, or they’ll get lucky, or both. And they’ll land on him.’


‘I guess.’


‘The only thing is,’ I said, ‘I hope they don’t let it go too long. I’d like to see them hurry up and get this guy.’




TWO


One newspaper column started the whole thing.


It was Marty McGraw’s, of course, and it ran in the Daily News on a Thursday in early June. McGraw’s column, ‘Since You Asked’, appeared in that newspaper every Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday. It had been a fixture in New York tabloid journalism for ten years or more, always with the same tide, though not always on the same days, or even with the same paper. McGraw had jumped ship a few times over the years, moving from the News to the Post and back again, with an intermediate stop at Newsday.


‘An Open Letter to Richard Vollmer’, was what McGraw called this particular column, and that’s what it was. Vollmer was an Albany native in his early forties with a long sheet of arrests for minor sex offenses. Then a few years back he’d been sent away for child molestation. He did well in therapy and his counselor wrote a favorable report for his parole board, and Vollmer returned to society, sworn to behave himself and devote his life to helping others.


He’d been corresponding with a woman on the outside. She’d answered a personal ad of his. I don’t know what kind of woman thinks it’s a good idea to exchange letters with a convict, but God seems to have made a lot of them. Elaine says they combine low self-esteem with a Messiah complex; also, she says, it’s a way for them to feel sexy without ever having to put out, because the guy’s locked away where he can’t get at them.


Frances Neagley’s pen pal did get out, however, and there was nothing in Albany he wanted to get back to, so he came to New York and looked her up. Franny was a thirtyish nurse’s aide who’d been living alone on Haven Avenue in Washington Heights since her mother died. She walked to work at Columbia Presbyterian, volunteered her services at church and block-association fundraisers, fed and fussed over three cats, and wrote love letters to upstanding citizens like Richie Vollmer.


She abandoned her correspondence when Vollmer moved in with her. He insisted on being the only felon in her life. Before long she didn’t have much time for the church or the block association. She still took good care of the cats. Richie liked the cats, and all three of them were crazy about him. Franny said as much to a co-worker who’d been alarmed at her friendship with an ex-prisoner. ‘You know cats,’ she crowed, ‘and what a good judge of character they are. And they absolutely love him.’


So did Franny, who was about as good a judge of character as her cats. Remarkably enough, jailhouse therapy hadn’t changed her man’s sexual orientation, and he went right back to the seduction of the innocent. He started by luring teenage boys to the Haven Avenue apartment with the promise of sex with Franny, showing them nude Polaroids of her as an enticement. (There was a slump to her shoulders and a bovine cast to her features, but otherwise she was a not unattractive woman, with large breasts and generous hips.)


She gave the boys what Richie had promised them, whether grudgingly or enthusiastically. Some of her guests were very likely enthusiastic themselves when Richie joined the party and sodomized them. Others were not, but what recourse did they have? Richie was a hulking, powerful man, physically capable of taking what he wanted, and afterward the boys were compromised by having been eager participants in the first stage of the proceedings.


Things escalated. Franny emptied her savings account and bought a van. The neighbors grew used to the sight of Richie washing and polishing it on the street in front of the apartment house, clearly proud of his new toy. They didn’t see how he’d tricked it out on the inside, with a mattress on the floor and restraints attached to the side panels. They would drive around town, and when they got to a likely spot, Franny would drive while Richie lurked in the back. Then Franny would find a child and persuade him (or her, it didn’t matter) to get into the van.


They would let the kids go when they were finished. Until one day there was a little girl who wouldn’t stop crying. Richie found a way to stop her, and they left the body in a thickly wooded section of Inwood Hill Park.


‘That was the best ever,’ he told Franny. ‘That rounds it out, it’s like dessert after a meal. We should have been finishing them off all along.’


‘Well, from now on,’ she said.


‘The look in her eyes right at the end,’ he said. ‘Jesus.’


‘Poor little kid.’


‘Yeah, poor little kid. You know what I wish? I wish she was alive so we could do her all over again.’


Enough. They were animals – a label we affix, curiously enough, to those members of our own species who behave in a manner unimaginable in any of the lower animals. They found a second victim, a boy this time, and dumped his corpse within a half mile of the first one, and they were caught.


There was no question of their guilt, and the case should have been solid, but piece by piece it fell apart. There was a ton of evidence the jury didn’t get to see, testimony they couldn’t hear, because the judge threw it out for one reason or another. That might not have mattered, because Franny was set to confess and testify against Richie – they weren’t married, there was no cloak of privilege to preclude her doing so.


When she killed herself, that ended that.


The case against Richie did go to the jury, but there wasn’t much to it and his lawyer, Adrian Whitfield, was good enough to punch holes in it big enough for him to walk through. The judge’s charge was the nearest thing to an order of dismissal, and the jury took a scant hour and a half to come back with an acquittal.


‘It was awful,’ one juror told a reporter, ‘because we were all dead certain he did it, but the prosecution didn’t prove it. We had to find him not guilty, but there should have been a way to lock him up anyway. How can someone like that be released back into society?’


That’s what Marty McGraw wanted to know. ‘You may not be guilty in the eyes of the law,’ he thundered, ‘but you’re as guilty as sin in my eyes, and the eyes of everybody I know, outside of twelve men and women forced by the system to be as blind as justice herself …


‘There are too many like you,’ he went on, ‘falling through the cracks of the system and making the world a bad place to live. And I’ve got to tell you, I wish to God there were a way to get rid of you. Lynch law was a hell of a way to run things, and only a fool would want to go back to vigilante times. But you’re a powerful argument for it. We can’t touch you, and we’ve got to let you live among us like an ineradicable virus. You’re not going to change. You’re not going to get help, and guys like you are beyond help anyway. You nod and shuffle and con therapists and counselors and parole boards, and you slither out onto the streets of our cities and go back to preying on our kids.


‘I’d kill you myself, but it’s not my style and I haven’t got the guts. Maybe you’ll step off the pavement and get hit by a bus. If you do, I’ll gladly kick in for the bus driver’s defense fund, if they’re crazy enough to charge him with anything. They ought to give him a medal – and I’d kick in for that, too, with pleasure.


‘Or maybe, for once in your awful life, you’ll be a man and do the right thing. You could pick up a cue from Franny and put yourself out of everybody’s misery. I don’t suppose you’ve got the guts, either, but maybe you’ll summon up the courage, or maybe somebody’ll give you a hand. Because no matter what the nuns at St Ignatius taught me, I can’t help it: I’d give a lot to see you with a rope around your neck, hanging from a tree limb, twisting slowly, slowly in the wind.’


It was classic McGraw, and very much the sort of thing that kept the tabloids hiring him away from one another at ever higher salaries. His column was, as somebody had said, one of the things that made New York New York.


He’d tried his hand at other tasks over the years, and not without some success. He had published several books of non-fiction over the years, and while none had been a big seller they’d all been respectfully received. A couple of years back he’d hosted a talk program on a local cable channel, giving it up after a six-month run and a series of arguments with the station management. A while before that he’d written a play and actually had it produced on Broadway.


But it was with his column that he made his mark on the city. He had a way of articulating the anger and impatience of his readers, putting better words to it than they would have chosen yet sacrificing nothing in the way of plain-spoken blue-collar fury. I remember reading the column he wrote about Richie Vollmer, and I remember more or less agreeing with it. I didn’t much care for frontier justice, but there were times it seemed better than no justice at all. I’d hate to see a lynch mob marching down the street, but if they stopped in front of Richie Vollmer’s house I wouldn’t have run out there and tried to talk them out of it.


Not that I gave a lot of thought to the column. Like everybody else, I nodded from time to time in agreement, frowned now and then at this oversimplification or that infelicitous turn of phrase, thought to myself that it would not be a bad thing at all if Richie was found dangling from a limb or a lamp post. And, like everybody else, I turned the page.


Almost everybody else.


The column ran on Thursday, with the paper’s Bulldog edition on the street late Wednesday night. In addition to eight or ten letters to the editor, two of which were later excerpted in ‘The Voice of the People’, five letters came in Friday and Saturday addressed to McGraw personally. One, from a Catholic layman in Riverdale, reminded McGraw that suicide was a mortal sin and urging another to commit such an act was sinful as well. The others all expressed agreement with the column, to one degree or another.


McGraw had a stack of printed postcards: ‘Dear—, Thanks for taking the time to write. Whether you did or didn’t care for what I had to say, I’m grateful to you for writing, and pleased and proud to have you as a reader. I hope you’ll keep reading my stuff Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday in the Daily News.’ Not everyone who wrote would include a return address – some didn’t even sign their names – but those who did got postcards in reply, with their first names written in after ‘Dear’ and a hand-written comment at the end – ‘Thanks!’ or ‘You said it!’ or ‘Good point!’ He’d sign the cards and mail them off and forget the whole thing.


One of the five letters gave him a moment’s pause. ‘Your open letter to Richard Vollmer is sharply provocative,’ it began. ‘What are we to do when the system fails? It is not enough to walk away, congratulating ourselves on our commitment to due process even as we wring our hands at the incident’s unfortunate outcome. Our criminal justice system requires a back-up, a fail-safe device to correct those mistakes that are an inevitable outcome of a flawed system.


‘When we send a rocket into space, we build it with components designed to back up other components which might fail. We allow for the possibility that some unforeseen factor will nudge it off course, and build in devices to correct any such deviations as occur. If we routinely take such precautions in outer space, can we do less on the streets of our cities?


‘I submit that a back-up system for our criminal justice system exists already in the hearts and souls of our citizens, if we have the will to activate it. And I believe we do. You’re a manifestation of that collective will, writing the column you write. And I, too, am very much a manifestation of that will, the will of the people.


‘Richard Vollmer will be hanging from that tree soon. It is the people’s will.’


The letter was more literate than most, and it was typed. McGraw’s readers were not all clowns and morons, scrawling their approval in crayon on brown paper bags, and he had received typed and well-phrased letters before, but they were invariably signed and almost always bore return addresses. This one was unsigned and there was no return address, not on the letter itself, not on the envelope it had come in, either. He made a point of checking, and the envelope bore his own name and the newspaper’s address. Nothing else.


He filed it and forgot about it.


The following weekend, two Dominican kids on mountain bikes came tearing down a steep path in Inwood Hill Park. One of them cried out to his friend, and they both braked to a stop as soon as they got to a spot that was level enough. ‘Joo see that?’ ‘See what?’ ‘On that tree.’ ‘What tree?’ ‘Was a guy hanging from that tree back there.’ ‘You crazy, man. You seeing things, you crazy.’ ‘We got to go back.’ ‘Uphill? So we can see some guy hanging?’ ‘Come on!’


They went back, and the boy had not been seeing things. A man was indeed hanging from the stout limb of a pin oak ten or fifteen yards off the bike path. They stopped their bikes and took a good look at him, and one of the kids promptly vomited. The hanging man was not a pretty sight. His head was the size of a basketball and his neck was a foot long, stretched by the weight of him. He wasn’t twisting slowly in the wind. There wasn’t any wind.


It was Richard Vollmer, of course, and he’d been found hanging not far from where both of his victims had been found, and McGraw’s first thought was that the misbegotten son of a bitch had actually done what he’d told him to do. He felt a curious sense of unsought power, at once unsettling and exciting.


But Richie had had help. Asphyxiation had caused his death, so he’d been alive when the rope went around his neck, but he’d probably been unconscious. An autopsy disclosed that he’d been beaten severely about the head, and had in fact sustained cranial injuries that might have proven fatal if someone hadn’t taken the trouble to string him up.


McGraw didn’t know how he felt about that. It certainly appeared as though a column of his had led some impressionable yahoo to commit murder; at the very least, the killer had looked to McGraw for the murder method. That disgusted him, and yet he could hardly bring himself to mourn the death of Richie Vollmer. So he did what he had grown in the habit of doing over the years. He talked out his thoughts and feelings in a column.


‘I can’t say I’m sorry Richie Vollmer is no longer with us,’ he wrote. ‘There are, after all, a lot of us left to soldier on, eight million and counting, and I’d be hard put to argue that the quality of life will be a whole lot worse with Richie in the cold cold ground. But I’d hate to think that I, or any reader of this column, had a part in putting him there.


‘In a sense, whoever killed Richie Vollmer did us all a favor. Vollmer was a monster. Is there anyone who seriously doubts he’d have killed again? And aren’t we all justified now in feeling relieved that he won’t?


‘And yet his killer did us a disservice at the same time. When we take the law into our own hands, when we snatch up in our own hands the power of life and death, we’re no different from Richie. Oh, we’re a bunch of kinder, gentler Richie Vollmers. Our victims deserve what they get, and we can tell ourselves we’ve got God on our side.


‘But how different are we?


‘For wishing publicly for his death, I owe the world an apology. I’m not apologizing to Richie, I’m not for one moment sorry he’s gone. My apology is to all the rest of you.


‘It’s possible, of course, that the person or persons who took Richie out never read this column, that they did what they did for reasons of their own, that they were old foes of his from his days in prison. That’s what I’d like to believe. I’d sleep better.’


McGraw had a visit from the cops, predictably enough. He told them he’d had a batch of letters agreeing and disagreeing with his column, but that no one had specifically offered to see that his wishes were carried out. The cops didn’t ask to see the letters. His column ran, and the next day’s mail brought a second letter from Will.


‘Don’t blame yourself,’ McGraw read. ‘It might be interesting to discuss the extent to which your column prompted my action, but a search for the ultimate cause of any phenomenon is ultimately fruitless. Can we not say with more assurance that Richard Vollmer, by his monstrous actions, caused you to write what you wrote even as it caused me to do what I did? Each of us responded – promptly, directly, properly – to an insupportable state of affairs, i.e. the continuing capacity of a child-murderer to walk free among us.


‘Or, to put it another way, each of us embodied for a moment in time the collective will of the people of New York. It is the ability of the public to work its will that is, when all is said and done, the genuine essence of democracy. It is not the right to vote, or the several freedoms provided by the Bill of Rights, so much as it is that we are governed – or govern ourselves – according to our collective will. So don’t hold yourself accountable for the timely execution of Richard Vollmer. Blame Vollmer himself, if you wish. Or blame or credit me – but when you do, you are only blaming or crediting


The Will of the People


One of the cops had left his card, and McGraw dug it out and reached for the phone. He had the number half-dialed when he broke the connection and started over.


First he called the City Desk. Then he called the cops.


RICHIE’S KILLER GOES PUBLIC, the next day’s headline screamed. The lead story, under McGraw’s byline, reproduced Will’s letter in full, along with excerpts from the first letter and a report on the progress of the police investigation. Sidebar stories included interviews with psychologists and criminologists. McGraw’s column ran on page four, with the title ‘An Open Letter to Will’. The gist of it was that Will may have been justified in what he’d done, but all the same he had to turn himself in.


But that didn’t happen. Instead Will was silent, while the police investigation proceeded and got nowhere. Then, about a week later, McGraw’s mail included another letter from Will.


He’d been expecting more from Will, and had been keeping an eye out for a long envelope with a typed address and no return address, but this time the envelope was small and the address hand-printed in ballpoint, and there was a return address as well. So he went ahead and opened it. He unfolded the single sheet of paper, saw the typeface and the signature in script type, and dropped the letter like a hot rock.


‘An Open Letter to Patrizzio Salerno,’ it began, and McGraw went on to read a virtual parody of his own open letter to Richie Vollmer. Patsy Salerno was a local mafioso, the head of one of the five families, and the elusive target of a RICO investigation who had survived innumerable attempts to put him behind bars. Will detailed Patsy’s various offenses against society. ‘Your own cohorts have tried repeatedly to rid us of you,’ he wrote, referring to the several attempts on Patsy’s life over the years. He went on to suggest that Patsy perform the first public-spirited act of his life by killing himself; failing that, the letter’s author would be forced to act.


‘In a sense,’ he concluded, ‘I have no choice in the matter. I am, after all, only


The Public’s Will


The story sold a lot of papers. Nobody managed to get an interview with Salerno, but his attorney made good copy, describing his client as an innocent businessman who’d been persecuted by the government for years. He saw this latest outrage as further persecution; either ‘Will’ had been launched on his crackpot crusade by the lies the government had spread about Patrizzio Salerno, or in fact there was no Will, and this was an elaborate federal effort to uncover or fabricate new evidence against Patsy. He advanced the latter possibility while declining on his client’s behalf an NYPD offer of police protection.


‘Imagine the cops protecting Patsy,’ the Post quoted an anonymous wise guy as saying. ‘Make more sense to have Patsy protecting the cops.’


The story got a lot of play locally, in the papers and on TV, but after a few days it began to die down because there was nothing to keep it going. Then on a Sunday Patsy had dinner at a restaurant on Arthur Avenue in the Bronx. I don’t remember what he ate, although the tabloids reported the meal course by course. Eventually he went to the men’s room, and eventually someone went in after him to find out what was taking him so long.


Patsy was sprawled out on the floor with a couple of feet of piano wire around his neck. His tongue was hanging out of his mouth, double its usual size, and his eyes were bulging.


Of course the media went crazy. The national talk shows had their experts on, discussing the ethics of vigilantism and the particular psychology of Will. Someone recalled the number from The Mikado, ‘I’ve Got a Little List,’ and it turned out that everybody had a little list of ‘society offenders who might well be underground’, as the Gilbert & Sullivan song had it. David Letterman was on hand with a Top Ten list for Will’s consideration, most of the entries overexposed showbiz personalities. (Rumor had it that there was a good deal of backstage debate about the propriety of putting Jay Leno at the top of the list; in any event, Letterman’s late-night rival went unmentioned.)


There were more than a few people who claimed to be Will, and tried to take credit for his acts. The police set up a special phone number for calls relating to the case, and they got the predictable glut of false claimants and confessors. Open letters to various citizens, purportedly by Will, flowed to the News offices in a great stream. McGraw got a couple of death threats: ‘An Open Letter to Marty McGraw … You started this, you son of a bitch, and now it’s your turn …’ A lot of people, in public and private, were moved to guess who Will’s next target might be, and offered their recommended candidates.


Everyone was sure of one thing. There would be a third. Nobody stopped at two. One maybe, three maybe. But nobody stopped at two.


Will didn’t disappoint, although his next pick may have surprised a lot of people. ‘An Open Letter to Roswell Berry’, was his heading, and he went on to identify the city’s leading anti-abortion activist as an unindicted murderer. ‘Your rhetoric has provoked violent action on the part of your followers time and time again,’ Will asserted, ‘and on at least two occasions death has been the direct result. The bombing at the 137th Street clinic, the assassinations of the nurse and physician on Ralph Avenue, were wanton acts of murder. Both times you have talked out of both sides of your mouth, disassociating yourself from the act but all but applauding it as a means to an end, and a far lesser evil than abortion … You champion the unborn, but your interest in a fetus ends at birth. You oppose birth control, oppose sex education, oppose any social program that might lessen the demand for abortion. You are a despicable human being, and seemingly unpunishable. But no one can hold out for long against


The Will of the People


Berry was out of town when the letter landed on Marty McGraw’s desk. He was in Omaha, leading a massive protest against an abortion clinic. ‘I am doing God’s work,’ he told the TV cameras. ‘It’s His will that I continue, and I’ll stack that up against the so-called will of the people any day.’ He told another interviewer that whatever business Will had with him would have to wait until he returned to New York, and he expected to be in Omaha for some time to come.


God’s will. In AA, we’re advised to pray only for knowledge of His will, and the power to carry it out. My sponsor, Jim Faber, has said that it’s the easiest thing in the world to know God’s will. You just wait and see what happens, and that’s it.


It may indeed have been God’s work that Roswell Berry was doing, but it evidently wasn’t God’s will that he continue. He stayed in Omaha, just as he said he would, but when he returned to New York it was in a box.


The maid found him in his room at the Omaha Hilton. His killer, not without a sense of humor, had left him with a coat hanger wrapped around his neck.


It was the Omaha Police Department’s case, of course, but they welcomed the two NYPD detectives who flew out to consult with them and exchange information. There was no evidence to link Berry’s murder with the killings of Vollmer and Salerno, none aside from Will’s having singled him out in his open letter, and this left room for speculation that some native Omahan, spurred perhaps by Will’s suggestion, had handled the matter on a local level.


Will’s next communication – sent, like all the others, to Marty McGraw – addressed that notion. ‘Did I go off to Omaha to settle accounts with Mr Berry? Or did some citizen of Omaha, outraged at having to put up with Roswell Berry’s disruption of that fair city’s urban equilibrium, take matters into his own hands?
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