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I slept rather badly the first few nights after Amanda’s murder. Once I heard the story of how her body was found, twenty-four hours following the shooting, I walked alone from the Odeon to my Wooster Street loft, chilled through by the dampness. For warmth, I stood at the sink and drank a shot of Glenfiddich before going to bed. The whiskey helped me to nod off quickly, but my mind came alert again just before three AM, chanted awake by the refrain of “Philip and Amanda Oliver.” That was how the art world had celebrated my friends for years, their names run together like the scientific term for a rare, vanishing species: the SoHo conjugal pair. On the donor lists of countless arts organizations, among the lender credits for major exhibitions, embossed on museum-opening invitations, sparkling from the lips of Park Avenue hostesses: Philip and Amanda Oliver—Phil and Mandy, or sometimes just “P and M” to their close friends and would-be intimates.


For all their glitz, the two had taken good care of me, in their nonchalant way, after my own wife died in Paris. They talked casually about Nathalie, as if she were still waiting for me back in the twelfth arrondissement, while the three of us traveled relentlessly around Europe together, dropped in at the couple’s various residences to recoup briefly, and later attended a ludicrous number of exhibition openings in New York. I don’t know if it was a proper form of mourning; we didn’t have much practice with death in those days. Mandy’s style was to lunge ahead. She and I would often leave Philip behind—stuck with his intercontinental calls and glowing computer screen, making the high-tech money that made everything possible—while we went off to the latest cultural site or soirée. Maybe things got a little stickier between us all than they should have, a bit too Bloomsbury for this aging American lad, but the couple gave me back my manhood—or whatever is left of it. For that I was deeply grateful, a fact that only added to the damned annoyance of thinking about Philip’s mental ruin, his betrayal of their marriage, and now Amanda’s wretched death.


To prepare for the blank hours ahead, I took two 10-milligram Ambiens and chased them with another scotch. When I tried to go over our shared life chronologically, nothing would stay in order. Anyway, it would be hard to say exactly when Philip decided to dump his second wife. “Eight years with one woman, Jackson,” he said to me once. “You have no idea.”


Actually, he was wrong about that. Even though I had not confined myself to anything so quaint as “one woman” during my own term of marriage, I recalled that the motives for domestic rupture are minutely cumulative, a Chinese torture of minor irritants and small, exasperating quirks—a bill left unpaid, a pillow moved to the wrong side of the bed, a black hair coiled on the bathtub soap. Every spouse keeps a running catalogue of capital offenses, a book of poisonous hours. And what does anyone, to say nothing of a man with Philip’s appetites and financial means, do about the temptations? Mandy—rich and free and lithesome, his “Upper East Side gypsy”—had spirited him away from his first wife, sweet Angela, just a year after the young Brit gave birth to their daughter. Then, six years later, Mandy in her turn became an encumbrance.


The trouble began with an image. Philip’s first sight of Claudia Silva (or, rather, of her sleek, ample anatomy) was via a photograph in Flâneur magazine. Taken from behind, it showed the young painter in pink vinyl pants, her hips cocked, as she—with the viewer—surveyed a canvas at her second solo show at Patricia Knowles Gallery in Chelsea. The painting was a tangle of quasi-pornographic S-curves afloat in a limbo of monochrome white. The photo’s accompanying paragraph reported that the artist, a recent School of Visual Arts graduate, was the daughter of a well-known Italian museum director. As a champion of figuration and juicy brushwork, she considered herself—at 26, with pictures selling at $35,000 apiece—an embattled outsider, suffering critical and financial neglect from an art establishment preoccupied, for the moment, with video experiments, lame digital imaging, and installations of household detritus. Her life, meanwhile, consisted largely of all-night parties in Williamsburg and “self-educational” trips to biennials in Venice, Havana, and São Paulo. “I need to know what’s happening globally,” she said—a sentiment no doubt shared by the sophisticated readers of Flâneur.


For Philip, flipping through the high-gloss pages of the magazine on his way to JFK, the first challenge—something that always roused his virility—was simply to see Claudia’s features. From the backseat of his town car, he called me at the gallery, using my private number.


“Save me from torment, compadre. Do you know this new SVA comer named Claudia Silva?”


“I do. Since she was on her papa’s knee.”


“Well, she’s not a kid anymore, in case you hadn’t noticed. What’s the scoop—is her art as good as her ass?”


“You won’t know which to grab first.”


“Don’t be too sure.” He seemed to weigh the options for a long moment. “Can you arrange a studio visit?”


I laughed. “Have you forgotten who you are? Just name the date. It’s a poor artist’s dream.”


“Let’s keep it low-key, shall we?” He broke into a phony daytime talk show voice. “I just want to be loved for myself.”


“Great, Philip. Isn’t that why you have a wife?”


There was quiet at the other end for a moment. “You figure that one out, old chum, you let me know.”


I waited, not wanting to let him off that easily. “There must be something you like about matrimony,” I said. “You keep getting into it.”


“I do, don’t I?” He sounded sad and amazed. “From Angela to Amanda, nineteen years spent with the two of them.”


“You could do worse.”


“I could,” he admitted, “and I probably will. But right now, I just want to do different. My life is half over, Jackson. There’s a whole lexicon of women out there, and I’ve barely made it through the A’s.”


He’d been talking that way for months now, ever since the modern and contemporary auction at Sotheby’s, where Mandy, in a rush of subtle excitement, had waved her bid paddle once too often. The couple had agreed to stick to contemporary work and not to exceed $500,000 for the evening, or $100,000 on any individual lot. But with choice pieces from the Steinberg collection hitting the block one after the other, Mandy got carried away by the twirl of the turntable, revealing delights in succession like coffee-shop cakes in a rotating pastry case. A Robert Longo drawing, turn, an Alice Neal portrait, turn, a collage by Ray Johnson. Finally, a prime example from Ian Helmsley’s “Bad Blood” series did her in. She’d drunk three glasses of champagne at the private viewing, and now was gaily amused by the play of auctioneer Todd Simon’s blue eyes, and by the clandestine thrill of coming up against an unnamed bidder on one of the three onstage telephones. (Philip, for his part, suspected the caller was a shill for Helmsley’s own dealer, upping the ante to keep the reputation—and unstable prices—of the AIDS-stricken artist at an acceptable market level.) The bid hovered at $98,000 for a moment, already an auction record for the 36-year-old painter, then went to the caller at $102,000, before Mandy signaled yes at $106,000 and Simon announced it going once, twice, and sold, with the crack of his palm-sized rapper, to the astute Mrs. Oliver, number forty-three.


Afterward, Philip threatened to call his good friend Walter Heinz and ask him, as chairman of the international firm, to void the sale on some technicality. Mandy, however, was having none of it. She reminded Philip, loudly, in front of several friends gathered for a last drink downstairs at the Bid, that she bought art with her own goddamn money—funds that her father had released to her when she turned twenty-one, long before she ever laid eyes on Philip; wealth that her grandfather had wrung out of the coal fields (and obdurate coal miners) of Western Pennsylvania. Philip accepted the put-down with a modest shrug, saying to his friends, “Amanda, last of the Wingate dynasty,” in much the same way that Mandy once sighed and laughed and passed off his mounting affairs with a sharp, falsely light “men are animals.”


Every marriage is a mystery, especially to its victims, yet this much I knew: Philip would never truly have left Mandy while she lived. All their repeated separations and reconciliations, all their legal maneuverings, were a kind of sport. In reality, Amanda was life itself to him. Once Melissa was born, an overwrought Angela, no longer so sweet, harped on Philip’s familial responsibilities; Mandy just laughed, and taught him to play. Later, when she and Philip were both burned out from openings and benefit dinners and parties, she would wave the back of her hand in the air and say, “We’ll sleep in another life.” So they plunged on, transported fluidly by their driver, to the next radiant event. The booze helped, as did Mandy’s yellow-and-white pills, but mostly the Olivers seemed to subsist on pure money; it affected them like nuclear fuel. Even when Mandy had her bout with cancer, the pace never slackened. They threw themselves, together, into her treatment regimen—chemo, diet supplements, positive imaging, cardiovascular exercise—as though it were all a street carnival in Trinidad.


“You can find beauty in anything, Jack, if you look at it intelligently enough,” Mandy said one night. She had just been freed from her hospital regime, and we were all sitting, very drunk, in a corner booth at Jean Georges. She quickly raised her blouse, revealing a stitched slash, a raw and puckered absence over her heart. “How smart are you?”


After three years, Amanda recovered, and seemed perpetually on the verge of going off to wade in a fountain somewhere. But no one much wants to see a woman with one breast and a thickening midsection, her dress soaked, frolic drunkenly in the Trevi waters. Age was the one enemy Mandy couldn’t laugh into submission, not after Philip’s eyes began to follow every coltish waitress who strode past with a cocktail tray. Indeed, her best-friend-and-husband made Claudia his public lover soon after Mandy’s cancer went into remission. While she rested near Edgartown, Philip romanced the girl in private Manhattan dining clubs, at European art fairs, and in the fields and hot evening bedrooms of the Dutchess County enclave where his nonprofit trust housed its artist residency program. It was not one of his prettier episodes.
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Once I sobered up the next morning, a question kept coming into my head. What is the normal way to react to the violent death of your spouse? Maybe there is no proper answer, really. Only the stunned queer things we do automatically, because they seem expected—or, if not expected, inescapable—when the pain is new. Philip, as soon as he discovered his partner’s body jumbled and blood-soaked in a living-room chair, walked into the local police station and offered a benumbed self-indictment: “My name is Philip Oliver, and I believe I murdered my wife.”


That expression of grief might have seemed a little strange in other parts of town, but all this occurred south of Houston Street, back when SoHo was the new-art capital of the world. Though I am sure of few things in life, I am willing to bet that a dozen far more peculiar events took place in the neighborhood that day. They just weren’t tied to any official crimes.


In my gallery a few days later, I got a call from Hogan, who was already at work on the case.


“You’re good buds with this Philip Oliver, right? The husband?”


“Sadly, yes.”


“How well do you know him?”


“Well enough to sell him second-rate paintings at first-rate prices. We’re like brothers.”


There was a brief and indefinable noise at the other end. “Are you trying to be a hard-ass about this?”


“Maybe, I’ve had some pretty good lessons, thanks to you.” Then my tone changed. “Philip and I have been close for half my life. How would you like me to behave?”


“You could deal with it straight. Meanwhile, just remind me to stay out of your old-pal category.”


“Too late, Hogan. But don’t worry. You won’t be buying any Lucio Fontana monochromes on your lousy pay.”


“No, not if my luck holds out.” The line crackled for a moment. “Screw you, Jack. And screw your money, too.”


As you can probably tell, Hogan and I go back a long way. We were restless boys together, bumbling through adolescence in a small town upstate. Eventually, a few years after hitting the city at eighteen, we went very different ways—myself to the Institute of Fine Arts and the gallery business; Hogan to the Marines and, after the war, to the New York Police Department. Now he works as a private investigator.


“So do you think this crazy-man act of Oliver’s is for real?” he asked.


“It’s been going on for two years.”


“Sure, but is the guy clever enough to fake it that long in order to throw us off him as a suspect?”


“I thought he confessed.”


“That’s right. Marched into the First Precinct out of the rain, went straight up to the intake counter and started blathering. McGuinn led him inside, and the rich fool signed a statement. Thing is, his story rambles all over the place, and half the details don’t match what the cops found at the crime scene.”


“What did they find?”


“This Amanda, his wife—she was a friend of yours, too?”


“Of course.”


“A good-looking woman?”


“For her age.”


“Then you don’t want to know.”


I waited. Silence, I learned long ago, is Hogan’s principal form of mercy. In his line of work, he has a lot to keep mum about.


“She was shot in the back of the head with a couple of soft-nosed slugs,” he said finally.


“Twice?”


“At a slight downward angle. The bullets flattened and blew out through her forehead and left cheek.”


“All right, I get the picture.”


“I could show you the photos, but I don’t think you’d enjoy them.”


Something inside me seemed to falter and drop. Against my own wishes, I thought about Mandy on the warm fall night I watched her, her sharp bones flashing as she danced with the white-haired raconteur Victor Borge, after a dinner party at the Danish consul’s apartment on Fifth Avenue. The lights had been lowered, and we could see the dark treetops of Central Park beyond the stone rim of the balcony. Windows in the far high-rises glowed yellow, like heirloom gold, above the thick black branches. I pictured Mandy again in that ivory silk dress, laughing at the old man’s jokes as she danced, her green eyes welling with tears—and then I tried not to think about her delicate face anymore.


“What do you say?” Hogan asked. “Is her husband slick enough to plan something like this two years in advance? Could he be pulling a stunt like ‘the Chin’?”


I’d almost forgotten about Vincent Gigante. When I first moved to SoHo, the aging mob boss used to shuffle through the downtown streets in a bathrobe and slippers, mumbling nonsense to a “caretaker.” The big idiot charade, intended to throw off the feds, cast Gigante as mentally incompetent, too crazy to command the highly profitable Genovese syndicate he was actually running from a social club in the Village.


“Philip is extremely vital,” I told Hogan.


“Meaning?”


“He built his company from nothing, from an old warehouse in Queens, in twenty-five years. Now he’s got his own little fiefdom, O-Tech, a new-media spinoff of his father’s rust-belt enterprise, Oliver Industries.”


“So he had a head start.”


“It wasn’t that easy. The old man was self-made, a nobody, and as tight as a virgin. Philip took his MBA from Wharton, where he learned a bit—very painfully—about social privilege. Afterwards, he played possum at Sunrise Components for five years, until the morning he breezed in, holding a majority of stock proxies, and took over the business.”


“Sounds like a man who makes plans,” Hogan said.


“Guile is part of his charm. When he wanted to beat out Palo Alto Consolidated, he spent three years buying their top execs away one by one, then fired the lot of them on the same June day, once he’d picked their brains clean.”


“Right. I got a lot of tales like that in my chat with Bernstein yesterday. So, tell me something I don’t know.”


“Philip is a terrific art customer, a truly generous man—and capable of just about any degree of cunning you care to imagine.”


“Or maybe he’s genuinely loony,” Hogan said. “He’s got a medical file a yard deep that says so.”


“But medical opinions can be bought?”


“With his dough, he could buy the whole New York hospital system.”


“You want me to talk to him?”


“Just tell me how he seems to you now. Lots of people put on a good act, until the bodies start to bleed. Then sometimes they get antsy, maybe fall out of character. It takes someone who knows them well to spot the crack.”


“Anything else?”


“Yeah. I want you to go over to the Prince Street apartment with me. Don’t worry; Mrs. Oliver’s body is long gone. I need you to tell me if anything seems to be missing, if the physical setup looks off. You know the place pretty well, don’t you?”


“I leased it to Philip and Mandy eight years ago. I’ve been there countless times since.”


“Good. See you in half an hour.”


Occasionally, I wonder why I let myself get pulled into helping Hogan. But if it weren’t this complication in my life it would be something else, probably less respectable. That’s the tradeoff. Keep yourself occupied, or you might end up examining your own acts and desires—a decidedly unappealing prospect.


Then there’s the equity thing. To tell the truth, Hogan didn’t have such a brilliant career as a cop. His old Homicide Department partner, Tommy McGuinn, was a drunk who spent most of his workday hours “gathering background” in bars. Hogan, whose tolerance for orders and rules had gone haywire after two years of Marine combat, was stuck with the street duty, the paperwork, and the covering up for McGuinn. It all soured him, understandably. Hogan still tries, in his way, to follow orders and rules—those of the Catholic Church at least—but no longer the regulations of the NYPD. One night in an alley, he had to shoot a drug-addled Honduran teenager to save McGuinn’s life. He quit the force the next morning. These days, as an independent investigator, Hogan is far from prosperous but at least he answers to no one but his clients and himself. It’s a professional condition we share.


“How come they don’t have Philip in custody?” I asked.


“One word. Bernstein.”


That must have shaken up the day room. I myself had come up against Joel Bernstein, Philip’s personal lawyer, back when we were thrashing out the terms of the Oliver lease—or rather when Bernstein was thrashing me like a wheat stalk in a twenty-foot combine. His firm was famous among my real-estate pals and art clients for beating taxes, fleecing ex-spouses, merging companies that didn’t particularly want to be merged, and even providing counsel before government subcommittees. Bernstein didn’t ordinarily handle criminal cases, but Philip Oliver was no ordinary client. Over the years, with his vast entrepreneurial dealings, he had become Bernstein’s golden retirement fund.


“This Oliver guy may or may not be nuts,” Hogan said, “but he sure had one lucid moment when he called Bernstein from the precinct. The big gun himself was down there in about five minutes and practically bitch-slapped McGuinn. Holding a distraught husband without a shred of physical evidence, just because the poor, shocked spouse—a man with a certified brain disorder—had babbled some nonsense after coming home to find his wife with her face blown away. Brutal, outrageous—and maybe grounds for a full-bore harassment suit.”


“I can just hear him.”


“Anyway,” Hogan said, “thanks for turning the lawyer-king on to me.”


“You can thank Philip, really. He had Bernstein call me, asking if I knew an investigator who could make his way around SoHo. I lied and said you were an old hand.”


“Well, I do know you. It’s like having a second brain.”


“Yes, such as it is.”


Linking him up with Bernstein was one of the many small favors I had traded with Hogan. Given my means of livelihood, I feel the need for a little virtuous activity now and then. Tommy McGuinn, out of guilt and gratitude, does the same. But there was more to it this time. This time I was personally involved. Amanda was my friend; Philip was my friend; even Philip’s long-deserted ex-wife, Angela, was my friend. I resented that crime had contaminated one of my buildings, that death had intruded on my private domain.


I had already heard a lot about the murder in a general way, of course. The art world buzzed with it all weekend after the Olivers’ cleaning lady came in that Thursday afternoon and found Mandy’s body askew in an armchair. One glance at the corpse up close and the old Polish lady ran out, all a-jabber, to wave down strangers in the rain-smeared street. By then Philip, still wet from a muttering walk, was making his incoherent confession at the police station a few blocks away.


Within hours, rumors were going around the galleries and museums. Not since Ana Mendieta went smash out a Mercer Street window and Carl Andre became suspect number one had there been such division. Back then, the debate was whether the up-and-coming Latina’s death was a drunken accident or an act of jealous rage by her big-name Minimalist husband. With the new case, there was no doubt about the nature of the event, only about who squeezed the trigger and who most wanted Amanda Oliver dead. The story hit the evening news broadcasts, of course, and got major play in the Friday papers. Heiress art collector murdered. Wayward husband has microchip empire, progressive brain disorder, 28-year-old Italian girlfriend.


Ironically, Philip also had a solid alibi, which everyone was paying attention to except him. At openings and dinner parties the talk was all about how he couldn’t have killed Mandy in New York while he was away on a business trip in L.A.—a scenario that several associates were willing to swear to and that, presumably, airline and hotel records could confirm. Even returning on the early-bird flight, as his travel voucher specified, he wouldn’t have gotten home until about twenty-four hours after the killing.


Hogan, as usual, had his own take on things. He didn’t especially care if Philip was guilty or innocent. As a private eye, he simply owed Bernstein solid information; the lawyer could do with it what he pleased, even ignore it if it didn’t help his case. The most useful findings, though, were clearly those that could counter the police theory of the crime. If the cops were going to go after Philip—questioning his actual whereabouts, delving into his private life and his potential motives—Hogan wanted to be there first, doubting the client now in order to save his ass later.




3


I asked Hogan about the L.A. business trip story when he picked me up at the gallery and we started to walk north on Greene Street.


“Might mean something,” he said. “Might mean nothing.”


“Like the medical records?”


“You got to figure that an operator like Philip Oliver could get just about anything he wants, just by asking. Or even easier. This guy, he’s paying big salaries to a bunch of corporate suck-ups who like nothing better than to please the boss. Now for a long time, maybe, old Phil has been in the dumps. He’s got a new girl, sure, but he can’t really be with her the way he wants, because the old lady would take him to court for half of everything he’s worth. So maybe Philip slips one day and says to some flunky, ‘God, I wish that damned bitch would just disappear.’ Maybe he doesn’t even have to be that specific. Maybe he just complains a little too often, a little too loud, about how Amanda is a giant goddamn drag on his life. About how, sometimes when she really pisses him off, he dreams of walking into the apartment one day to find her gone for good.”


“But he did love her, in his way,” I said. “I’ve known the two of them since they met at Bernar Venet’s loft here in SoHo years ago. Sure, I was with Philip a few times when he played around—at the last FIAC in Paris, or whatever. But that doesn’t mean he’d have Mandy killed.”


“You’d be surprised, Jack. People do some pretty awful things to get rid of partners who hold them too close, too long. You ought to know.”


The May afternoon rain had turned to a fine, whispering mist. “I suppose so,” I said, “if I let myself think about it.”


We walked in awkward silence for a moment.


“SoHo,” Hogan said. “You’d think with all the art deals being done down here they could get some decent asphalt on the streets.”


My friend is not particularly sentimental about 19th-century cobblestone roadways and cast-iron facades.


“Relax, Hogan, you’d never be happy in this neighborhood.”


“Is anyone?”


I turned up the collar of my raincoat. “A lot of people seem to like it. Historic shells, long open floors, thin interior columns. Great for lofts, galleries, fashion boutiques.”


“Spare me your real estate pitch.”


“Anyhow, it’s moody in its way, don’t you think?”


Hogan grunted his response. “Sure. Most of these buildings were sweatshops, weren’t they?”


“You could put it that way. Some of the galleries still are.”


“Your buddy Philip has his own sweatshops in Asia. Kids with thin, nimble fingers cutting silicon circuits for pennies an hour. And he deals with a lot of tough freight haulers to get his products shipped cheap. For some of his dad’s old-school cronies, a fat contract with Oliver Industries could be worth a courtesy hit, a little lethal favor among friends. Maybe that’s what the O-Tech ads mean when they brag about ‘global reach.’ ”


I did my best not to hear him. You can’t deal successfully in art if you dwell on where the money comes from and how it gets made. I concern myself with my clients’ tastes and credit ratings, not their ethics.


We turned onto Prince Street and made our way past the sidewalk vendors selling jewelry, stolen art books, incense, and fake designer handbags. Their tables, piled with goods, were wrapped in sheets of plastic as they waited in vans or doorways for the soft rain to pass. At the corner of West Broadway, I waved Hogan into the stainless-steel elevator and keyed the top floor.


“Look,” he said as we rode quietly up the eight floors, “it wouldn’t even have to be that complicated. Who actually saw Philip in L.A.? Some hotel flunkies who wouldn’t know him from Adam—just the name on the credit card. And the business meeting? One plant manager with stock options, who depends on Philip for every knee-sock his kid wears to soccer practice and every hope he’s got of paying someday for UC Berkeley. The plane ticket could have been used by any dutiful yes-man with a passing resemblance to the boss. And frankly, to my eye, these corporate types all look alike. That leaves your pal Philip completely covered, if he decided to stay here and take care of some messy business at home.”


The elevator opened directly onto the Oliver apartment, where spare, angular furniture caught the light from two walls of windows. Ahead, we could see the long slash of West Broadway and the trees below Canal and then, rising beyond a smattering of Tribeca buildings, the white, immensely tall Trade Towers partially lost in the clouds of a low sloppy sky. On our right, the apartment’s west bank of glass, dulled by its anti-UV glaze, looked out over rooftops thick with wooden water tanks, clustered halfway to the Hudson.


I didn’t care for the feel of the Oliver place in this rain-gray light. Still, everything inside was the way I remembered it: a Corbusier pony-skin chaise longue, a Bendtsen sofa, a Mies coffee table, four Breuer “Wassily” sling chairs in chrome and black leather, a tall Noguchi floor lamp made of white paper.


I went over to the switch panel. “OK?”


“Sure,” Hogan said.


I twisted two knobs and the track lights came up, throwing the paintings—a Kline, a Pollock, two Rauschenbergs, a Johns, a Warhol “celebrity” portrait of Mandy—into vivid, irreverent color. Hogan stared briefly at a Giacometti sculpture by the zinc-and-lacquer bar.


“And I thought you were thin,” he said.


“It’s a piece personally selected by Mrs. Oliver,” I told him. “Poor Mandy never saw a modernist cliché she didn’t love.”


It must have given her some comfort, when everything else in her life was disrupted and marred, to surround herself with the safest forms of radical art. Once the split came and Philip turned up in public for the first time—flagrantly—with Claudia on his arm, Amanda went immediately to her lawyer and laid claim to the SoHo loft and its blue-chip contents, saying Philip could take his collection of works by “emerging” talents and his little Wop artist-cunt (if I recall her words correctly) and haul them all to some unheated walk-up in Brooklyn for all she cared.


Of course, none of that kept Amanda from taking her man back every time he stumbled home or from putting on a good act for the family court judge, so that they could continue to have visits from Philip’s preteen daughter, Melissa, beloved by them both.


“Cruise around,” Hogan said. “Tell me if anything seems strange.”


I went first into the kitchen area, a 20-foot-deep alcove of pearwood cabinets and sweeping granite counters anchored by a Viking stove and a chrome refrigerator that could have serviced a five-star restaurant. The appliances were spotless from lack of regular use, since Mandy and Philip did not keep a full-time cook in the SoHo pied-à-terre. This was their “bohemian” getaway, after all, where Mandy could play at art patroness while Philip was at his midtown office, knitting the world together with fiber-optic cable and piling up his millions. On the far side of the wall was the exercise room, stocked like an upscale spa with resistance machines, a treadmill, and a StairMaster on which Mandy was forever striving, Sisyphus-fashion, to climb her way back to a lost youthful figure.


“Try this,” Hogan called. He was standing by the Eames lounger and ottoman, rotating the chair slightly from side to side. “This is where she took it, you know.” I glanced down at the assemblage of bent cherrywood and black leather that itself resembled a semi-reclining body. There was a blood smear on the headrest and, below, a much larger stain on the kilim.


“No, I didn’t know.”


“Sit in it. Go on. Everything’s dry now, and the police techs have been all over the place for two days.”


I eased myself into the shallow leather pocket, Mandy’s favorite resting place. Here she would read art books by herself in the afternoon, or lean back, hooting, waving a vodka gimlet, when someone amused her at one of the couple’s parties. From that perspective, I saw the whole stretch of living space gradually merge, through the west windows, with the troubled sky over the rooftops. Behind me, I knew, was the corridor to the home office and the two matching bedrooms.


It was all strange, from my point of view. The deep stillness, the emptiness of the place, Mandy bleeding and dead. Meanwhile, Hogan moved through the white-cube spaces, among the sleek furnishings, like a bird dog in corn shocks, his bald pate glinting under the track lights. His shoulders were hunched with the old compelling intensity. I could feel his mind working from across the room.


“She was sitting like you are now,” he said, “with her back to the hallway. Whoever shot her came from behind and leveled a nine-millimeter at the center of her skull. You see what that means, don’t you?”


Yes, it was clear. Either she didn’t realize the person was there at all—a sneak intruder—or else it was someone she knew well and trusted, maybe someone she expected to come and lay a hand on the nape of her neck and massage all the day’s tension away.


“Which reminds me,” Hogan said. “How come, with all this premium merchandise on the premises, there’s no doorman, no security camera?”


“That’s the way the tenants want it. Casualness is part of what we’re selling here. The hip downtown lifestyle, you know. SoHo cool.”


I didn’t bother telling Hogan that Philip, acting through Bernstein, was a relentless negotiator, even with me. By my calculation, there was no sense wasting money on a door staff and closed-circuit video for an eight-flat where rent from the best apartment was locked in for a decade, with small biannual increments, at ten percent below market rate.


“Besides, when evidence crews don’t leave the floor open, it takes three separate keys to get in here—one for the outer door, one for the elevator, one for the loft. Nobody enters by chance. As for street-level security, I’m sure stores on the block have cameras. Maybe some of the bars too.”


“A lot of good that did Mrs. Oliver.” Hogan glared around at the empty apartment. “All right, Jack. Take a stroll through the rest of the place. See if it speaks to you.”
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I knew what to expect in the back of the Oliver apartment. The first bedroom was Mandy’s, a low, wide room with two walls of walk-in closets and a platform bed flanked by cube-shaped tables, one still stacked with monographs on Matisse, de Chirico, Miró. A door, standing open, gave onto the mirror-lined bathroom with a sunken marble tub. I went through, glancing at the racks and shelves of scented unguents, and opened the opposite door into Philip’s bedroom. There was nothing much to see, just an extra-wide bed under a black coverlet, two recent issues of Artforum, and the thin plasma screen of a wall-mounted TV.


The far door, I confirmed, connected with Philip’s office, a dim room aglow with computer monitors that Philip had left behind and Amanda had never turned off, flickering their bright, ever-changing Oliver Industries screensavers. Beyond that was a small room, stuffed with posters and randomly strewn CD cases, where Philip’s daughter stayed sometimes on weekends.


I took the corridor back, passing the suite of Kandinsky prints that were Mandy’s first proud purchase of high-modernist art. Ahead of me, Hogan’s thick shoulders and sleek head, perfectly illuminated, floated above the chair back as he reclined in the Eames lounger. I slowed down and treaded softly, stepping as the killer might have stepped, while I watched Hogan survey the living room. Soon I would be close enough to pat his bare dome.


“Tell me what you think,” he said, swiveling the chair unhurriedly around to face me.


“I think you make a pretty good target. Although, I have to admit, it would be a lot easier to shoot you from the back.”


“Why do you suppose Mrs. Oliver didn’t hear her assailant the way I heard you?”


“Well, it might be because of this.” I went to the east wall and pushed a button on the Bang & Olufsen unit. A Philip Glass choral piece filled the room with insistent violin strokes and bleating voices.


Hogan listened for a while, looking a bit like a human version of the RCA Victor Dalmatian.


“If she played that very often,” he said, “I might shoot her myself.”


“Maybe Mandy did hear someone, but had no reason to worry, no reason to turn.”


“Nothing’s been disturbed in the place?”


“No, nothing. Just me.”


“You’ll get used to it.”


That seemed unlikely somehow. It was more than just a matter of imagining, too vividly, what had happened at that juncture of corridor and open space. Something was off in the apartment itself. There were no signs of ransacking or theft, not so much as a broken wineglass. Yet the very normalcy of the environment felt bogus, as though the rooms were sworn to unwilling secrecy, the designer objects longing to reveal some rude, unspeakable truth.


“Tell me about Philip’s mistress,” Hogan said.


“That’s an awfully prim term for a girl like Claudia Silva.”


“Yeah, I’m an old-fashioned guy. Do you know her?”


I walked over to one of the Wassily chairs and sat down facing Hogan. His expression told me he was ready to take all the time necessary.


“Philip asked me to make an introduction. So I did.”


“You set him up with a babe who’s older than his daughter but way younger than either of his wives?”


“That’s right. Then you know about Melissa, the little girl from his first marriage?”


Hogan gave me a pitying look. “Did this Claudia Silva ever come here?”


There was a chord shift in the Glass composition, a major alteration in the flat aural horizon.


“Sure,” I said. “In those days, Phil and I used to tomcat around together a bit. Sometimes we’d hang out here, when Mandy was away in Europe. You can guess how it went.”


“No, not exactly. But I get the general drift.” Hogan put his feet up on the ottoman. “So Claudia would know the layout. Like where the bedrooms are and how the hallway opens onto the living room. She’d even know the position of Mrs. Oliver’s favorite chair.”


“I suppose.”


“You suppose?”


“All right, yes,” I said. “She’d know the whole place. Intimately.”


Hogan’s eyes focused on his cheap brown shoes, then on me. “Good times here while the wife was away?”


“Some girls, some drinks, some coke. The usual.”


My friend regarded me without any change of expression. “I guess it depends where you live.”


I was beginning to understand, firsthand, the vaunted Hogan interrogation technique. It was like talking to a therapist with a pipeline to the cops.


“I swore off all that stuff a couple of years ago.”


“Great, Jack, you’re forgiven. Anyway, it’s not your damned social life, or lack of it, that interests me now.”


“It’s a pretty dull story these days.”


“At least you’ve got your memories.” Hogan’s face shifted, becoming utterly serious. “Which is more than we can say for Philip, if the doctors are on the level.” He paused, allowing himself a half-smile. “Quite a change for you, Jack. Don’t tell me you got religion.”


“No, just a bad conscience. Does that count?”


“It’s a start.”


Hogan stood and walked over to the windows. The sky had darkened into evening, and the rain had stopped. The street lights were weak.


“Let’s get out of here,” Hogan said. “This place is like a crypt.” He turned to me. “You know you have to keep all this to yourself, right? Like always.”


I made my way to the light panel.


“Are you sure, Hogan?” I said. “I thought maybe the idea was for me to go share details over canapés at the Whitney Museum. Or maybe leak your pet theories to the Post, so you could blow the case and lose McGuinn his job. Sort of an early retirement plan.”


“You’re a laugh riot, buddy. Just set me up with some meetings—one with Philip at his office, one with Claudia Silva.”


“Since when do you need me for that? Just call them up.”


“Yeah, like I know crap about these art types and their little world. I need to talk to Philip’s contacts in their own surroundings, get an idea of the context. It helps to have a buffer, somebody they trust to put them a little more at ease. People tend to get uncomfortable talking to a detective.”


“Really? I can’t imagine why.”


“Just set it up.”


I doused the lights and we rode down without saying any more. On the sidewalk, we stood shuffling for a moment.


“Got time for a drink?” I asked.


“Not tonight. I’m bushed, and Dorothy expects me home. It’s Salisbury steak night.”


I nodded and we started south down West Broadway, past a knot of people gathered in front of the four bulky black doormen at Tessa’s. In the distance, the Trade Towers imprinted themselves massively on the night. The galleries around us were dark and only a few lights remained in the boutique windows, shining on long phantasmal dresses and overpriced shoes. At Grand Street, all the Eurotrash places were full. The cafe tables spilled out onto the sidewalk and flickered with candles and cigarettes. Everyone was talking over the live music at Novecento.


I stopped, and Hogan asked me if I was all right.


“Sure, OK,” I said. “Just kind of pissed.”


“Murder will do that to you.”


“You’re used to it. I’m still an amateur.”


He nodded, his face set. “Somebody killed a lady you liked. What are you going to do—blame the cosmos? Don’t be a putz.”


“It’s hard to know what to think,” I said. My voice had a hollowness I had not heard there before. “Little things throw me. You know, like using the past tense with Mandy’s name. Like the silence inside the apartment.”


I didn’t tell him the rest. Living in the art world, I had many acquaintances but very few friends—almost none who mattered once a check was written or the latest show came down. Now, at midlife, I was starting to lose my best companions to craziness, deception, and death. It felt like a mean prank. My complaint, however futile, came out in stark terms.


“I don’t much care to find dead friends in my buildings,” I said.


“Terrific,” Hogan responded. “So go to work. It’s your only chance to feel halfway right again.”


“I don’t know. Revenge might help.”


“Don’t waste my time.” Hogan shifted his weight from one foot to the other, impatient to be on his way. “Believe me, Jack, spite never solved a case. It just warps your thinking.”


“All right,” I said. “I haven’t got any better idea.”


With that, we said a quick so long and Hogan headed down the block to Canal Street, where the porno shops mixed into the outskirts of Chinatown and the traffic thickened in and out of the Holland Tunnel. I watched him cross over into the small cobbled park on the north edge of Tribeca, passing under the wet trees toward his dumpy office in Lower Manhattan.
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When I tried to sleep that night, the picture of a crazed Angela Oliver came into my head, and I had to lie for a long time without stirring, for fear of coming fully awake. I clung to the sight of a small distraught woman in a sleeveless white blouse, standing on a porch with a pistol in her hand. Her brown hair was pulled back from her face with two silver clips.


Despite all its defects, you see, my mind works best in the dark. It is there, in silence, that I have tried many times to understand my past life with Nathalie. How could a thing so simple—the infatuation of a visiting American graduate student with his French classmate at the Sorbonne—turn so mercurial and wrenching in the course of a marriage?


Our plan seemed reasonable enough: a courtship among the cafés of the boulevard Saint Michel, followed by a transatlantic life as Nathalie pursued her assignments for Libération and I attended to my buildings and art gallery in SoHo. How did it lead to the howling nights, the mutual threats, the sex that was more like vengeance than love?


Angela would understand, the Angela who trembled and threatened. I pictured her standoff with a rival as Philip had described it more than once—his slender first wife, with a revolver held level, cursing out the “other woman,” one of many, in front of a tract house in Bronxville. Yes, Angela got it.


Nathalie and I were supposed to be too smart for jealousy, but in fact nobody is. Not for long, anyhow. Not all my wife’s fey Left Bank entourage and not all of SoHo put together. Not Mandy or Claudia—not Philip himself, for that matter. Not even Hogan. That’s why I didn’t for a moment think of Angela as a killer. I thought of her as a woman driven to an act of high drama—a bit of British theater on an American front porch in the suburbs.


I had first heard about the incident a couple years earlier, the night I met up with my Icelandic sculptor friend, the Viking, at an opening at Rush Gallery on Fourteenth Street. The beefy Scandinavian, who makes his work with steel beams and dynamite, wasn’t too impressed with the show’s photographs of skateboarders in the concrete apartment blocks of Frankfurt.


Needing a change, we headed over to the Stockyard. The short walk led past a few shuttered meat-loading stalls, some of them still active during the day, and onward to a desolate corner near a barbeque shed. A red glow of neon led us like a beacon through the fog. When we arrived at the bar, we saw half a dozen Harleys leaning under the bare lights of the old metal canopy. A black stretch limo waited at the curb. It was that kind of mixed-up place, one where the Viking would feel at home. He was constantly on the road, jetting from one country to another, setting off explosions in various landscapes and picking up girls here and there. His hair was blond and bright; his arms erupted thick and bare from a black canvas vest.


We entered to a blast of heat carrying Charlie Daniels music from the jukebox and made our way through the crowd of bikers in leather and lawyers in Polo shirts and art world slackers wearing Goodwill castoffs from the ’70s. The Viking bulldozed our way to the far end of the bar, near the pool table in back.


The barmaids, both in straw cowboy hats, wore halter tops and low-slung jeans. When the Viking ordered beers, one of them immediately upped the ante on him.


“A honcho like you should drink like a man,” she said. “What are you guys, wimps?”


“No,” the Viking said, without inflection—the way you state a plain fact.


She laughed, smacked four shot glasses down on the bar, and grabbed a bottle of Wild Turkey. “You up for it?”


“Surely. If the sweet American ladies will join us.”


The other barmaid came over and glanced the Viking up and down. “Too bad the rodeo left town,” she said. “They need a few more bulls to wrestle.”


Before the sculptor could answer, the girls clinked glasses with us and slammed back the Wild Turkey in unison.


“Shit,” the first one said, “I hope you ain’t this goddamn slow when you lick pussy.”


The Viking and I quickly downed the whiskey, and the first barmaid slid two Budweisers toward us. “Thirty-six dollars.”


“I have it,” a voice said quickly behind us.


One of the cowgirls actually allowed herself a fast smile. “Well, if it isn’t Prince Charming, dressed for the ball.”


I turned to find Philip standing three feet away in a tuxedo. Behind him was Claudia, oozing halfway out of a low-cut sheath. She had stopped to talk to a biker with a gray beard pulled into two points over the crest of his belly.


“We were just at some excruciating reception at the UN,” Philip explained. “Hell on earth.”


“And well deserved,” I said. “So what brings you here?”


“Claudia’s friends in Williamsburg told her about it. She thought it would be amusing.” Half-turning, he called back to her, “What would you like, sweetheart?”


“White wine. Grazie, carino.”


Before I could warn him, Philip called his order to the barmaid over the din.


“What?” she asked, making him shout even louder.


“Two white wines, please. Do you have a decent chablis?”


At that precise moment, the cowgirl reached under the bar and turned down the jukebox. Philip’s words suddenly sang out, bringing jeers of laughter from every corner of the room. The second barmaid snatched a red-and-white bullhorn from beside the cash register.


“Did you hear that?” she scoffed to the crowd. “Sir Prissy over here thinks he’s in the goddamned Sonoma Valley. Don’t worry, hoss, she looks like she can swallow more than chablis.”


More laughter, and a foul name or two.


“Who wants a beer?” the barmaid shouted.


The music came swelling back up, but not before I heard Claudia’s biker friend start to hassle the barmaid.


“Hey, you scag,” he said, “that’s no way to talk about a real lady.” He stepped toward the bar.


Philip, who probably couldn’t guess how close we were to disaster, nevertheless showed the right instincts. “No harm done,” he said, heading off the biker with a smile. “My mistake, really. Let’s all have something more respectable. Whiskey, is it?”


Philip turned and flagged down the first barmaid. “All right then, beer and whiskey all around for my friends here. For everyone.”


That got him a cheer.


The girls lined shots and bottles from one end of the bar to the other. The crowd came up in waves, downing the booze and laughing. Meanwhile, touching her bare arm, the biker resumed talking intently to Claudia. His voice was low as he hovered protectively, his eyes darting repeatedly to her luscious half-exposed bust. Claudia, in contrast, seemed oblivious to the whole situation. She was rather accustomed to causing a stir in public places just by arriving.


“All in good fun,” Philip said. He handed more brimming shot glasses around. “Cheers, one and all.”


The good times escalated when the barmaids ordered all drinks off the counter. Someone cranked up the jukebox with a fast Dwight Yoakam number, and the two girls climbed up on the bar.


They whooped, the crowd whooped back, and the girl on the right poured a cold beer over her shoulders and halter top. Sweat trickling on their bare bellies, the cowgirls began a lurid, clogging stomp up and down the bar, making the wood bend and the bikers holler.


“I can’t hear you,” the taller one said through her bullhorn. “What? Not goddamn hot enough for you?”


“No,” yelled our bearded outlaw biker. He had an arm around Claudia.


“All right, then, you hog jockeys. Step back.” The girl handed her drenched friend the bullhorn and took a swig from an unmarked green bottle. Pulling a cigarette lighter from her jeans pocket, she flicked it in front of her mouth and blew a stream of flame halfway along the length of the bar.


“Hot damn,” her accomplice shouted into the bullhorn. “Ladies, don’t leave us up here alone.”


The two started pointing at women in the crowd—“you, you, up here.”


They reached out to haul the candidates—some reluctant, some quite eager—up onto the creaking bar.


“If you’re bitchin’, you dance. If you’re chicken, you sing. Two choices. Otherwise, haul your ass outside. Come on, you sluts, don’t be shy.”


The barmaid’s persuasion, if that’s the right term, proved unnecessary. Dancers were already lining up on the bar—a Jersey girl with volcanic hair, a woman in her twenties who could have been a corporate secretary or maybe a junior PR flack, another whose tan slacks and demeanor signaled department store clerk, and even a female attorney I knew. All that was missing was an art babe, and then suddenly Claudia was being hoisted past me with a heaving assist from the biker. She popped up and turned with a smile and blew Philip a kiss.


“Well, this is novel,” he said to no one in particular.


Claudia was the only girl in a dress, a garment the bikers seemed to appreciate—loudly. It wasn’t hard to see why.


The next song kicked in, a live Farm Aid recording of Willie Nelson’s “Whiskey River.” The room sang along with each chorus as the girls shook and flaunted their stuff. The Viking, keeping time with his beer bottle, wailed away with the rest.


Philip nodded his head and did his best to get into the spirit.


“You know, it’s bizarre,” he shouted into my ear. “I mean, look at Claudia up there. Don’t you think she’s superb?”


“You don’t want to know what I think right now, Phil.”


“Yes, well, there you have it. Claudia’s enough to drive any man crazy. I couldn’t be happier.”


“You’re a lucky man.”


“Oh, I am. Truly blessed.” He took an elegant pull from his beer bottle. “But do you know, the oddest thing happened tonight. After the UN, we stopped first at some fashion shop just over there across from the meat stalls.”
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