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September, 1942


New York


 


I SHOULD have never opened that door. At least that’s what I keep telling myself. Of course, it didn’t really matter if I opened it or not: five’ll get you ten that Nicky’s boys would have ignored the door and shot me right through it. That’s the kind of boys they are. That’s the kind of boy Nicky is—or was—and I had no excuse. I knew this was going to happen to me, sooner or later.


For my own safety and because he insisted, I’d been staying at Sam Lipinski’s apartment on Findlay Avenue in the Bronx. It was late September, but the city seemed to be hanging on to summer, and the days were long and lush and golden, with cool nights just perfect for sleeping, if that was what you wanted to do at night. I’d been staying there a couple of days and nothing bad had happened, or at least, nothing much. I knew better than to expect it’d stay that way, especially with what I had hanging over my head. It was inevitable that things were going to catch up with me, and unless I suddenly manifested the ability to disappear into thin air, Nicky Brooks’s boys would be around to pay a visit.


About four o’clock in the afternoon, maybe a little after, I heard a knock on the door, a polite rapping sound like somebody makes when they think you’re not home. I wasn’t sure if I should answer it, so I waited, but I guess my curiosity got the better of me. It usually does. I wasn’t completely stupid, so I peered through the fish-eye that looked out into the corridor. 


Sam had warned me some of the neighbor kids liked ringing doorbells and running away, and sometimes they left a little gift behind, rotten eggs or somebody else’s putrid garbage. Mrs. Neumann, an old lady from two floors up, liked banging on doors in the middle of the afternoon so she could come in and talk your ear off, and sometimes the super liked to snoop around on the pretext of checking the plumbing or some other excuse.


Do they know you’re a cop? I’d asked Sam. I was willing to wager they knew when he went to bed and when he got up, what he ate for breakfast, and what color underwear he was wearing any given morning.


Of course they do, Sam said. Why do you think they’re so goddamn nosy?


 


 


THE man at the door was maybe five and a half feet tall, with bright-red hair escaping from underneath his Western Union cap and a spray of freckles across his nose. “Sam Lipinski?”


“No. I can take the telegram for him, though.”


At first glance he looked like any other messenger boy, until you saw his eyes. Cold, opaque, and empty. The eyes of a professional killer. “This message is all for you, Frankie-Boy. Nobody but you. Special delivery from Nicky Brooks.” He drew an automatic from somewhere inside his coat and squeezed the trigger; the slugs crashed into me at point-blank range, leaving behind a trail of burning agony. I felt hot and weak and sick, and my legs couldn’t hold me up anymore. Then a lot of doors opened, and a lot of people spilled out into the corridor. I heard someone shouting to call the police, call an ambulance, and somebody screamed. I kept telling myself to get up, get up already but nothing happened. 


A young woman lifted my head into her lap; she said her name was Claire and she would stay with me. “Mrs. Neumann’s gone to telephone an ambulance. You’re going to be all right.” I knew I wasn’t going to be all right, but I didn’t have the strength to explain it to her. Everything around me looked weird, small and far away, and I could taste blood at the back of my throat. The hallway seemed to stretch out to an impossible distance, then suddenly collapsed back again with the kind of rushing noise the wind makes in the subway. I figured maybe I was going to die, and that was just too bad.


 


 


I WAS in a white room. There was a whirring noise close by, and the sunlight coming through the blinds was hurting my eyes. I tried to sit up, but someone had driven three enormous staples through my gut directly into the bed, pinning me like some exotic insect. My hands lay on my chest, quiescent and still. 


I was alive.


Police Lieutenant Sam Lipinski was sitting in the chair next to my bed, his head resting back against the wall, his mouth slightly open, and his breathing slow and even. He was rumpled, as if he’d slept in his clothes, and unshaven, and his tie had been yanked down. His black eyelashes made dark shadows on the paler skin under his eyes, and there were lines of fatigue on his face. He was sound asleep. I watched the slow flutter of his eyelids as he dreamed, his hands twitching, his breath catching in his throat. He looked gentler when he slept, less perennially watchful, as if the part of him that observed and waited was somewhere else. I liked looking at him; Sam is a handsome man. 


He blinked, sat up, and looked at me, wide awake. “How are you feeling?”


“I’m alive,” I said, “if not in one piece. Did the doc save me any souvenirs?” I’d never been shot before, and I wanted to keep at least one of the slugs Nicky’s boy had put in me, for posterity. I thought about keeping it in a glass jar in my bathroom medicine cabinet, somewhere close by, so I could remember. Or maybe I’d get it strung on a chain so I could wear it around my neck, some kind of lucky charm.


“Hurts?” He was trying not to grin, but I knew him. Sam and I had grown up in the same neighborhood.


“Like somebody dug my guts out with a rusty spoon.” It was an apt simile, but I wasn’t looking forward to how I’d feel once the drugs wore off. “But I’ll live.”


“Doc says it was close.” Sam’s dark eyes held my gaze. “Goddammit, what’d I tell you about opening the door?” Sam had been putting me up at his place until we could figure out what to do with me. Nicky Brooks was out of jail, and word on the street was he’d be gunning for me. Sam figured there was nowhere safer than a cop’s apartment. He was wrong.


“I know, I know.” It was just like Nicky to send a murderer dressed up as a telegraph boy. I knew him well enough to expect such things, and Sam was right: I should have never opened the door. “I’m sorry.”


“I oughta slug you, that’s what I oughta do, and I would, only you’ve been through hell.” He raised one dark eyebrow. “You recognize the guy?”


“No, I’d never seen him before. Probably hired especially for the occasion. Nicky wouldn’t bother sending one of his usual guys. He knows I’d recognize anybody he sent.”


Sam’s gaze flickered over my bandages. “They get all the slugs out?” I asked.


“Yeah. The doc said they did.” 


The last thing I remembered was a nurse pushing down on my abdomen while a young intern stuck his finger up my ass, checking for blood. Somebody yanked the pillows out from under my head and a black rubber mask was fitted over my face and I was gone, brother. Some people say you dream under anesthesia, but I never did. It was just a space of blackness sandwiched between two bouts of wakefulness and that was it.


“So tell me about him, this guy who shot you.” Sam, ever the cop, reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a notebook. “What do you remember about him?”


“Red hair, kind of young, maybe twenty years old. Pimply face.” It was hard to remember, hard to recall the details as they’d occurred. “He had an envelope—telegram—said it was for you. I told him I’d take it.” Even now it had the surreal flavor of something that had happened to someone else.


“Yeah, you took it all right.” He grimaced. “Anything else? Height, distinguishing marks, ethnicity?”


I shook my head, which was a big mistake. The room tilted and spun, and for a moment or two, I was sure I was going to vomit or pass out. “Sorry, Sam. I guess I’m not helping much, am I?”


“Anything you can give me is helping.” He jotted down what I’d told him. “Did he say anything or do anything that seemed strange or unusual? Something that tipped you off?”


“He said the message was for me, from Nicky Brooks.” My side twinged and I must have grunted, because Sam shut the notebook and stowed away the pen.


“You’re tired. I’m gonna let you get some rest.” He rose to go. “I’ve got a man on the door just in case Nicky tries again.” Sam leaned over me. He was warm and he smelled really good, but then, he generally did. Sam is one of those guys who usually looks as crisp as a new dollar bill. “If you need anything, anything at all, you know where to find me.”


I squeezed his hand. “I know. But Sam, you know he’s going to try again. This is Nicky Brooks we’re talking about. He’s not gonna quit until he gets me—unless I get him first.” Nicky Brooks, who’d already managed to cut a violent swath through my family, doing the kind of damage no amount of time will ever undo.


“Oh no you don’t.” His face settled into the same expression I’d seen him wear while interrogating hardened criminals. “Don’t you even think about anything like that.”


“Sam, it’s me or him. You know that.”


He stepped back from my bed, raised his arms in a gesture of futility, and let them fall. “Then you gotta concentrate on getting well so we can… I dunno, get you out of town or something. Maybe I can swing something—send you somewhere far away, someplace they ain’t never heard of Nicky Brooks. I mean it, Frankie.”


“That’s a great idea, Sam, but where the hell am I gonna go? He found me at your place. He could probably find me anywhere. And what am I supposed to do? Sell apples on the street? In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a war on.” So much for thinking we’d keep well out of it, but Pearl Harbor wasn’t an insult you could easily overlook.


“Leave it with me,” he said. “I’ll figure something out, I promise. Frank, you need to rest. Rest, now. I’ll be back tomorrow.” He touched my arm. “If you hear or see anything that doesn’t seem right, ring for the nurse. Don’t wait.”


I knew he was right, and dammit, I agreed with him, but I was suddenly tired, very tired, and my eyes were closing. Sleep was a deep, dark well, and I fell into it gladly.




Chapter 2
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MY FIRST sight of Gander left me feeling pretty underwhelmed: a flat space of land in the middle of what looked to be endless bog, surrounded by low hills whose exposed bedrock had retained only the merest hint of anything resembling foliage. The short, stunted trees appeared to have been grasped by some invisible hand and violently twisted so they all faced the same direction. I had arrived.


As we taxied to a stop some distance from the terminal, I noticed dozens of curious, interested faces peering at us through a high, wire fence that had been erected around the airport’s perimeter. I nudged my seating companion, a portly businessman type in a heavy overcoat who’d slept all the way from New York. “What’s with the landing party?”


“Huh?” He peered past me out the window. “Oh, that. Airplanes are still a novelty around here. The locals don’t get to see much.” He heaved himself to his feet. “Don’t look at ’em. And don’t give ’em any money, that’s my advice.”


I followed him out and down onto the tarmac, walking quickly as a defense against the extremely brisk winds that threatened to tear open every last button on my coat. Inside, the terminal was bustling with uniforms, not the least of which were those of the RAF’s Ferry Command, busily moving new aircraft to their final posting destinations in the European theater. 


At the counter, I proffered my passport and waited while the clerk looked it and me over with a weather eye. “How come you’re not overseas?” he asked. He was tall and thin, with an unfortunately beaky nose and black-rimmed glasses that kept slipping; I had no trouble imagining him standing on one leg in a bog, preening himself and catching flies.


“Bad lungs,” I said, and coughed to make my point. “I had whooping cough as a kid.”


“Huh.” He sized me up like he didn’t believe me. “From New York, aren’t you?”


“Is that a crime?”


He raised his hands in mock self-defense. “Oh, it’s no skin off my arse.” He stamped my passport with more force than was strictly necessary and waved me toward a side door. “Baggage coming off in a few minutes. Welcome to Newfoundland.”


I waited with the other bedraggled, flight-weary travelers beside the baggage claim area while my suitcase was shoved through a hole in the wall. There were several taxis lined up outside, so I picked the most likely one—almost expecting to see this guy I knew back in New York, Mark Donnelly—and told the driver, an antiquated specimen on the wrong side of fifty, to take me to the train station.


“’Merican, are ya?” He watched me in the rearview mirror, his toothless mouth furiously working a piece of chewing gum. “I can always tell the ’Mericans. Ye always got real nice clothes.” He pronounced it clowes. “Where’d you get that coat you got on?”


“Uh, I don’t remember.” The cab bounced over a series of ruts in the road that sent me careening from one side of the car to the other. I clapped a hand on my head to keep my hat in place. “Hey, take it easy, will you?”


“Sorry, buddy. They been at the roads a lot lately. Trying to get it done before the snow comes. Awful lot of snow around here in the winter.” He launched into an improbable tale involving himself, his grandfather, a horse, and a makeshift sled fashioned out of the front door of his grandmother’s house. When I finally disembarked, I gave him a generous tip, mostly because I was thrilled not to have to listen to him anymore.


The train ride to St. John’s was an uninspiring four hours through the same flat, forbidding terrain that gradually gave way to rolling hills and, finally, the sea. It reminded me of Maine in a lot of ways: there was the same grim coastline, the same winter bleakness about the landscape. If Hell was cold, it probably looked like this. By the time we slid into the station in St. John’s, it was dark. I was rumpled and exhausted, and the dry turkey sandwich I’d had in the train’s dining car seemed stuck in my throat. My first glimpse of the town was singularly uninspiring. Rows of rickety wooden houses were set at variance on either side of narrow, cobblestoned streets that reminded me of the slum district of Chicago. 


Where in God’s name had Sam sent me?


I went through to the street side of the station, looking in vain for a taxi to take me to my hotel, but at this late hour, there was nothing moving except a lone horse-drawn milk wagon clopping wearily up the street. I pulled out the hand-drawn map my new boss, Fred Koestler, had given me before I left New York. According to it, I was at the western extremity of Water Street, but my hotel was one street up and in the eastern part of town. Still suffering the aftereffect of having had three bullets taken out of my abdomen, I honestly couldn’t contemplate walking that far carrying my heavy suitcase. 


Koestler was the manager of Columbia All-Risk, a New York insurance firm setting up shop in Newfoundland. The war had shone a certain light on the island’s strategic importance, and with the influx of British, American, and Canadian troops, the insurance boys were all set to make a killing—so to speak. They needed investigators, so Sam Lipinski figured it would fit the bill. He was a cop—who was I to argue?


Just then, there came an agitated tapping noise from the station behind me, and I turned to see one of the desk clerks motioning to me from the window. I went back inside. “Yes?”


“What are you standing out there like that for?” He was wearing a green visor like a blackjack dealer, antique sleeve garters, and ornate suspenders into which a repeating pattern of green, pink, and white had been laboriously worked. “Come in and I’ll call Crotty’s for ye.”


“Crotty’s?”


“The taxi, boy.”


I waited while he shouted into the phone, and within moments, a heavy black car, its fenders painted with white blackout paint, pulled up to the curb. My first trip along Water Street—the town’s main drag—was one of the most singular voyages I have ever taken. Because of the blackout, the entire street was as dark as the bottom of a well, with no light to be seen anywhere. The night was clear, however, and the full moon overhead allowed for a little illumination, so I was able to make out the low shapes of crouching buildings and the slow passage of streetcars down the middle of the road, their dark skins gleaming like the backs of huge, arcane beetles. The sight of brick buildings, the same kind I had been used to back home in the Bronx, reassured me. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. Maybe both Fred Koestler and Sam were doing me a favor, and it was unlikely Nicky Brooks would come looking for me here.


The Newfoundland Hotel perched at the top of Duckworth Street was also minimally illuminated. A uniformed doorman greeted me and took my suitcase, ushering me inside. In contrast to the outside, the lobby was adequately lit and sumptuously decorated, and for the first time in a great many hours, I felt like I’d returned to civilization. I signed the register and followed the bellboy up to my room. The door opened on a pleasant scene: double bed, easy chair, desk—all the usual stuff. I tested the mattress with my hand; it seemed firm enough. Instead of the usual mint on the pillow, however, there was—


The bellhop, seeing my expression, must have thought I was off my nut. “Is everything all right, sir?”


I picked up the cufflink and held it out to him. “Did you lose something?”


“No, sir. We’re issued official hotel cuff buttons, and we wear them whenever we’re on duty.” He examined it. “Are you sure it isn’t yours, Mr. Boyle? Maybe it slipped out of your pocket by accident?”


It was gold, set with a ruby etched with the letter N. Yeah, I’d seen it before. I’d seen it in my nightmares. “It’s not mine.” I passed him some coin, advised him that would be all, and made sure to lock the door behind him. Everybody thinks a locked door makes you feel safe, but I knew there was nowhere safe for me in the entire world—nowhere I could go that Nicky Brooks wouldn’t find me.


 


 


“I THINK you’ll like this one.” Fred Koestler pulled his dark, late-model sedan up in front of the stout stone tower that crowned the top of one of the windiest hills in the entire world. “If we don’t blow to kingdom come first.”


I followed him across the parking lot to a narrow walkway that led behind the tower. The sun was shining but the wind was absolutely eye-watering, and I reflexively hunched my head and shoulders in a self-protective posture. “Where are you taking me, Mr. Koestler?” Perhaps he was working for Nicky Brooks and his orders were to throw me off the hill.


“Just a little farther. This way.”


We stood at the lip of an abyss made of jagged rock and hard water. A section of the cliff had been cordoned off with rope and signs were posted, warning trespassers away, but I didn’t need to get close to figure out what had happened here. Two perfect footprints stood out in the frozen mud at the cliff’s edge. There were no drag marks, no extra prints that would have indicated any kind of struggle or hesitation. The wide swath of winter-brown grass behind the tower tapered down to solid rock, then mud, which might have explained there being only two footprints, but I wasn’t buying it.


Koestler turned to me. “Suicide?”


“Maybe. Only one set of prints. If it was murder, there’d be more.” I turned it over in my mind. “If it was suicide, the prints would be from just one person, but there’d be a lot more of them. Nobody takes a flying leap off a cliff on the first try. They usually have to… rehearse it a little. Did the police find anything here?”


Koestler did something with his eyebrows. “Such as…?”


“Eyeglasses, pocketbook, handkerchief, cigarette lighter, shoes?”


He shook his head. “Not that I know of. The husband of the policyholder—her beneficiary—called us to report that his wife had killed herself by jumping off Signal Hill. The police never found her body. Not surprising, considering the elevation and the current below.” He waved a hand at the water. “Go in there and you don’t survive long enough to regret it. If the fall didn’t kill her, the water temperature almost certainly did.”


I was confused and told him so. “If she killed herself—I mean, if that’s the foregone conclusion—then why do you need me? It sounds like the police have got this all tied up.” A particularly vicious gust tore at the flaps of my overcoat and dragged icy fingers down my back. “Obviously the policy isn’t payable—”


“Oh, but it is.” Koestler took my arm and led me back toward the car. “That’s just it, you see. The suicide clause only applies for the first two years of the policy.” He held the car door for me, then got in on the other side. “So technically, they or their legal counsel can compel payment of the benefit.” He turned the key, and the big car roared to life. “Mrs. Roarke was, from all accounts, a very unhappy woman.”


I hadn’t even known the lady, but I was forced to agree. Koestler had given me access to the file, which included photographs. Mrs. Roarke was a pale, thin, middle-aged woman with light eyes and a dispirited face that hinted at a brief and very transitory bloom. 


“According to the family, she had left her home on two separate occasions previous to this.” Koestler indicated Mrs. Roarke’s photograph with a forefinger. “Not the sort of woman you’d expect to have problems sleeping, but she was quite the insomniac. Took drives at night to calm her nerves.”


“Interesting pastime in the middle of a war. Gas rationing not apply to her?”


Koestler shifted uncomfortably. “The, uh, Roarkes are rather wealthy. If you take my meaning.”


I did. “So what do you want me for?” I’ll admit, I was having trouble following the logic of his argument. If the claim was payable, then the claim was payable, and that was that. Why bring in an investigator to prove what they already knew?


“Why, to investigate the claim, of course.” Koestler’s smile was very nearly roguish; it scared the hell out of me. “Thoroughly.”


“You suspect something.”


Koestler chuckled. “I’m in the insurance business, Frank. I suspect everything and everyone. If I didn’t, Columbia would have long since gone bankrupt. No, it’s my instinct that’s giving me trouble on this one. It just seems too cut-and-dried for me, if you know what I mean.”


“I do.” His explanation made sense. “So we’re disputing that she committed suicide? In favor of what? Murder?”


“I didn’t say that.” Koestler shot me a look. “Remember, the police found no body. Nor was a body found anywhere along the shore.”


“Ever?”


He shrugged. “It’s only been four days. It’s not unusual for a body to be tugged under by the currents and not surface anywhere around here for months. When they do finally show up—”


“They’re in Ireland?”


Koestler laughed. “Well, your geography is spot on.”


“What about the dead woman’s belongings—her purse, car keys, things like that.”


“Nothing. Mrs. Roarke owned and drove her own car, a gift from her husband. She’s had her driving license since she was sixteen. Never had an accident, never got so much as a parking ticket. Her husband claimed she’d driven up to the hill and jumped off, but according to the police, witnesses in the area would have remembered seeing a bright-red Chrysler Saratoga.” He glanced at me. “There was no car, and certainly no tire marks, anywhere near where Mrs. Roarke supposedly jumped to her death.”


“Huh. No car.” The wheels in my head were clicking like lock tumblers. “Nobody found her purse… no car keys….” I was talking to myself.


“Nothing. She wore spectacles, but they weren’t found at or near the scene.”


“No glasses.” This was key: suicide jumpers, for whatever reason, almost always took their glasses off—and although women were more likely to kill themselves with pills or in a self-inflicted vehicle accident, they seldom jumped to their deaths. “No glasses, no purse, no car, no Mrs. Roarke.” I laughed. “You thinking what I’m thinking, Fred?”


“So it’s fraud.”


I shrugged. “Maybe.”


We tipped down toward the city, the big car agreeably warm after the chilly blast on the outside. A destroyer was making its slow way into the harbor, aided by a tug on either side. The hills surrounding the city were still green and the water was a deep, almost navy blue. It wasn’t New York, but maybe I could get used to it. Maybe, given enough time, I could even grow to like it. It didn’t have the cachet of New York, didn’t have New York’s endless blocks of skyscrapers shutting out the sky, and perhaps most importantly of all, it didn’t have Sam Lipinski, but maybe I could come to think of it as home.


I figured the place to start was with the family in question, so I got the address from Koestler and looked up the location on a city map. The Roarke family lived in what could only be termed a mansion, set back from the street in its own cozy little garden in the city’s older and more prosperous section. The house was a huge, rambling wooden affair located on Kings Bridge Road. I presented myself at the door bright and early the next morning, fully expecting to be given the go-by.


“Are you the man from the gas company?” She was tall and slender, with a wealth of dark-auburn hair spilling down her back. I was pretty sure her dress was real silk, and her stockings too. The legs she came by honestly, courtesy of Mother Nature. She wore very little paint, merely a touch of lipstick, just enough to set off features that were the favorable side of stunning. “Dad, the man’s here from the gas company!” Her accent was local, but not entirely; I imagined I could hear Fifth Avenue in it somewhere. She had the sort of low, husky voice you often associate with movie actresses and ladies of the evening, a sultry voice with thrilling things in it. “We had Reg last time. They usually send Reg. I’m not sure why they’d send you.”


“I’m not either.” I handed her one of my cards, waited while she’d read it. 


Her expression went from merely surly to supercilious in the extreme. “Insurance investigator.” Her eyes flicked over me, a dismissive glance. “Mr. Frank X. Boyle. I’m Vivian Roarke.” She tucked the card into the pocket of her skirt. “So the X is for what? To mark the spot?”


“I represent Columbia All-Risk. Your mother had a policy with our company.” I figured it was best to be blunt with this girl. She wasn’t the type who’d appreciate even the most well-intentioned euphemism. “The death benefit, as you probably know, is payable to your father.”


“I think you’d better come in.” Her expression said I’d also better wipe my feet.


She showed me into a sitting room furnished with the best and representative brightest of what modern design had to offer: plump, lush sofas upholstered in velvet, matching footstools, and a variety of highly polished little tables set at appropriate intervals around the room. A grand piano commanded the space to one side of the fireplace, itself a massive marble affair big enough for a grown man to stand upright in. “Please, sit down.” She selected a cigarette from the box on the coffee table and offered one to me. I declined. “You aren’t a Newfoundlander, Mr. Boyle.” Her eyes were green, tilted upward at the corners—cat’s eyes. She reminded me of a cat, all sleek and predatory. I figured she probably had a nice set of claws to match. “What are you doing here? I’d have figured you for a G.I. type, Mom and apple pie.” She drew on her smoke. “Didn’t bother enlisting? Figured it had nothing to do with you? Or are you content to merely sit it out?”


My answer died quietly at the back of my throat as a second girl came into the room. She was a lot younger than Vivian, and where Vivian’s hair was dark red, this girl had a head full of titian curls. Her eyes were blue, artfully and heavily painted, and there was a spray of freckles across her small, turned-up nose. Her mouth was colored a brilliant scarlet. She appeared to glide around the room as if mounted on casters; it was the sort of walk you see in dancers or actresses, but I had a strong feeling this girl was neither. “Vivian, Dad’s coming down now.” She caught sight of me and rolled over to where I now stood, having risen when she came into the room. “Oh my. Who’s little who are you?” It was a line stolen from a movie, I was almost sure of it—Footlight Serenade or The Philadelphia Story—delivered in a low, throaty voice she probably practiced in front of her bedroom mirror. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen.


“This is Mr. Boyle.” Vivian crushed out her smoke and rose. “Mr. Boyle is from the insurance company. He wants to talk about Mamma.”


“About….” The girl’s lower lip quivered. “About Mamma?” She turned to Vivian, her eyes full of tears. “The brute! The absolute scoundrel!” And she flew at me, her small hands balled into hard little fists.


“Hey! Watch it!” I managed to hold her off, but not before she had landed half a dozen stinging blows. “I just got out of the hospital, if you don’t mind.” Vivian caught hold of the girl and pulled her away. “You ought to put a leash on her.” My heart was hammering in my chest and I was sweating. This girl was nuts.


“Felice, that’s enough.” Vivian steered her to an overstuffed chair and dropped her onto it. The girl covered her face with her hands and commenced sobbing. “Mr. Boyle, I’m sorry. My sister has been inconsolable since Mamma… died.” She crouched beside the chair and murmured something to the younger girl, who nodded and sniffled and finally accepted a handkerchief. I felt like I was watching a carefully scripted performance, one that was being enacted solely for my benefit. “She’d like you to forgive her.”


“It’s fine.”


A side door opened and a man deep in the throes of late middle age stepped through. He had a thin, hawklike face, a rather beaky nose, and a chin that disappeared into the deep wattles and folds of skin at either side of his neck. He was wearing a cardigan sweater buttoned in the front and a silk cravat at his throat, dark trousers, and bedroom slippers. “I told them I was only going to deal with Reg from now on,” he said. He held out his hand. “You had best just leave me the work order and I’ll call round and have them send Reginald over instead.”


“Dad, this is Mr. Frank Boyle. He’s from the insurance company.” Vivian handed him my card and waited while he read it.


“I just have a few questions for you, Mr. Roarke.” I opened my briefcase and took out the sheaf of insurance papers Fred Koestler had given me. “Once we’re satisfied that the conditions of the policy have been met, we’ll release the check.”


Roarke looked from Vivian to me and back again. His mouth trembled, and I wondered if he, like Felice, was about to burst into tears. He seated himself in a wingback chair and clasped his hands together in his lap. “It’s a terrible going on, Mr. Boyd.”


“Boyle,” I corrected him.


He glanced up as if surprised to see that I was still there. “What? Oh yes, Boyle. It’s a terrible thing. My wife wasn’t in her right mind, you know.” Vivian moved to stand behind her father’s chair, one hand placed protectively on the back. Her manner intimated her intention to shield her father, but her eyes, I noticed, never left me. “That’s why we preferred a private funeral. I’m sure you understand. A lot less interference from the press that way. The Daily News are absolutely ridiculous for butting in where they aren’t wanted. Almost like an American paper, you could say.” This last was a dig at me.


“Mr. Roarke, I apologize in advance if some of these questions seem inappropriate or too personal. Please understand I don’t seek to offend you in any way. This is merely company policy.” I laid the papers I’d brought out on the coffee table. “You’re probably familiar with most of these forms. The first three outline the details of your wife’s policy, which, as you know, names you as beneficiary. The other two are release forms that I’d need you to sign, accepting the terms of the payment and officially closing out your wife’s policy. However, before we can do any of that, I need to be certain that Mrs. Roarke’s death is….” This was the part I hated the most, and it was perhaps the most necessary. “Official.”


Vivian Roarke’s carefully tended reserve faltered, and her artfully painted lips thinned. “Official?” The husky voice seemed to drop an octave or two. “Are you saying you think my mother faked her own death in order to… what? Collect money from you?”


“Vivian!” Roarke snapped. “Mr. Boyle is only doing his job!” He rummaged in his cardigan pocket for a pipe and a pouch of tobacco. “I am sure Mr. Boyle understands how unpleasant this is for all of us and only wishes to expedite matters.”


So, I thought, it’s this old game. “That’s correct.” I took out my notebook and flipped to a clean page. “Mr. Roarke, had your wife been despondent in the days and hours leading up to her death? Had she, for instance, said that she planned to kill herself?”


Felice gave way to a fit of noisy sobbing and ran from the room. Vivian Roarke’s hand tightened on the back of the chair.


“My wife was a very troubled woman, Mr. Boyle.” Roarke filled his pipe and lit it. “She was often prey to fits of what you might call melancholy. We tried everything we could to help her: books, music, the theatre, trips to New York and abroad. Nothing helped.”


“I see. I’m sorry to hear that.” I drew a series of circles in my notepad. “Had your wife ever tried to commit suicide before?”


Roarke exchanged a look with Vivian. If my instincts were right, now they’d begin to fill in the blanks, giving me the background. This was usually when people let their imagination do the talking. Some of them enjoyed playing amateur psychologist.
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