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Chapter 1

Police Commissioner Michael Codd, the six-foot-tall,
200-pound Chief Straight Arrow of the NYPD, never let anything faze
him—a gentleman in the midst of chaos. Even when having to lay off
thousands of cops. Even in the face of New York’s soaring murder
rate, corruption scandals, and rampant mafia violence.

Today, Taylor
detected a crack or two in that façade as Codd discussed the murder
of a woman in Queens. This wasn’t your typical New York homicide.
One person doing another in because of passion, fury, greed. A
whole lot of greed.

The victim was
the third killed by a single man in the past sixth months using the
same .44-caliber revolver. The first homicide occurred back a ways,
on July 29, 1976. The cops had connected the dots because of the
current victim, Virginia Voskerichian, who was shot to death two
days ago on March 8.

Mayor Abe Beame
stood next to Codd during the press conference at the
112th Precinct in Forest Hills, Queens, to announce this
news.

Taylor took down
the details as Codd and the mayor doled them out. The point of the
news conference was to enlist the public’s aid in investigating the
“senseless murder” of three women, said Beame. The first had
happened in the Bronx and the second and third in Queens, half a
block and about a month apart.

Whatever the goal
of this press event, Taylor knew the mayor would show up to any
occasion recorded by a camera now that he faced a
difficult—impossible?—re-election campaign in the fall. Five
Democrats were coming after him in the primary race. Beame was,
after all, the man who’d almost bankrupted New York.

At the word
senseless, the guy from the New York Post got up and
ran out of the room, probably to tell his desk he had a big one
coming. The Post’s reporter, short and dark-haired, returned
two minutes later. Taylor didn’t know him, which meant he was
probably one of those imported by the paper’s new owner, Australian
press baron Rupert Murdoch. This story would suit Murdoch’s
strategy for the poor, ancient Post. Dive down-market as
fast and as hard as possible.

Codd said police
figured out the same gun was used in the homicides of three women
after ballistics were run on the bullet that killed Voskerichian, a
twenty-year-old Columbia University student who was walking home
from the subway when she was shot in the face, a textbook held up
to fend off the large caliber bullet. The gun was a Charter Arms
Bulldog .44. Everyone wrote that down.

At this
revelation, one of the two Daily News police beat reporters
ran out for his call to alert his city desk. The New York
Times reporter didn’t move and probably wouldn’t. He’d be lucky
if his story made it into the paper.

“All
New Yorkers have been shocked,” said Beame.

Taylor doubted
they were shocked yet, not in a city with a couple thousand
murdered a year and the news of the connection only being given out
this minute. Tomorrow would be a different story, as people read
that the same man had murdered three women at night in two boroughs
for apparently no reason. The circus was coming to town.

Phones were
provided for the reporters—all the better to enlist the public’s
support, of course—and Taylor called in to the City News Bureau and
reached Cramly, the small newswire’s dyspeptic rewrite man and de
facto editor.

“Take
a page of copy to facsimile to the radio stations,” Taylor said.
“Everyone’s here and this is getting out fast.” Taylor read out six
paragraphs he’d already written in his notebook.

“You
think this guy’s really hunting women?” Cramly said.

“That
fact hasn’t been established. It will be one of the many blanks the
tabloids will fill in for us tomorrow morning.” In fact, Taylor
could hear the Post man next to him, the strangely stretched
vowels of his Australian accent stretching the facts as far as they
would go without breaking.

Cramly returned
from the facsimile. A whisper and the slightest crackling came over
the phone as he puffed one of today’s cigars. “That wasn’t bad.”
Even a compliment sounded like a complaint in Cramly’s creaky
voice. “Give me the rest for our newspaper clients.”

Taylor did that,
adding police were trying to link four injured since July by .44s,
but so far, those crimes had not been connected using ballistics.
Voskerichian had been shot at 7:30 p.m. Christine Freund, 26, had
been killed sitting in a parked car in front of 1 Station Square in
Queens on Jan. 30. A male companion wasn’t hit. This all may have
begun—police weren’t sure—last July 29, when the same Charter Arms
Bulldog revolver killed Donna Lauria and wounded Jody Valenti in
the Pelham Bay neighborhood of the Bronx.

“The
commissioner gave a description of someone they want to talk to,
but wouldn’t call the man a suspect. He’s five feet ten to six
feet, twenty-five to thirty years old, medium build, with dark hair
combed back.”

“A lot
of those in New York.”

“Cops
want to talk to anybody who knows anybody owning a forty-four
pistol.”

“Probably a lot of those too.”

“Fewer
than men of that description, but yeah. A whole lot of guns in New
York. All shapes and sizes.”

“What
are you going to do now?”

“Find
a story.”

“Find
a story? You’ve got a fucking story.”

“I’ve
given you everything from the press conference. P.T. Barnum is
setting up his tents. The News and the Post will put
twenty reporters each on this, which means the Associated Press
will get all those stories as will our clients. Our stations and
papers want something they’re not getting from the
AP.”

“You’re supposed to be the hotshit police reporter.”

“I
can’t stay ahead of forty others unless I’m on something they’re
not. That’s not even counting the sideshow boys from TV and radio.
I go after the stories no one else is doing. There’s going to be
even more of those now.”

“We’ll
talk when you get back.”

“Sure.
Talk.”

Taylor hung up,
scanned the detective squad room that had been used for the press
conference, and saw a guy working at a desk in the far corner. As
Taylor arrived, the detective, with a bird-like face and
horned-rimmed glasses, was talking on—more like at—a
phone.

“I
understand your concerns, ma’am,” the detective said. “That’s why
we’re making this announcement. That’s why we’re putting more
people on the street.” He listened. “Yes. Yes, I’ll have someone
come over and talk to your neighbor. Yes, feel free to call me
back. Detective McCauley.”

“Started already?”

“All-news radio put it right on. Phones are jumping. Neighbors
who look like psychos. It’s not gonna stop. How can I
help?”

“Wondering if you got anything?”

He chuckled.
“You’re kidding, right?” McCauley looked behind Taylor at the
chairs used for the news conference. “Weren’t you listening to the
big tops?”

“I
was. What else is in?”

“Never
fucking understand reporters. They want what you don’t have. Don’t
want what you do have.”

“This
forty-four guy will get covered. Don’t worry about
that.”

McCauley pulled a
file off a stack. “This came in same night as Voskerichian. Martha
Gibson. Twenty-four years old, Negro,” he looked around to make
sure it was okay to use his preferred word, “lived in a building in
Richmond Hill. She came out of her sixth-floor apartment to dump
trash down the chute. As she was heading back, a man bolted out of
the stairway with a gun. She screamed and turned to run. God knows
where. She was shot in the back and died on the way to the
hospital.”

“Robbery?”

“Purse
and cash were in the apartment. She didn’t know the
killer.”

“She
talk before she died?”

“In
the ambulance. Talked to a uniform riding in the wagon. Couldn’t ID
her killer. Last thing she said.”

“Bet
the gun wasn’t a forty-four.”

“Got
that right. Thirty-two.”

“What’s the address?”

McCauley read off
the street address: 115-99 89th Avenue. “Apartment Six
Thirteen. Survived by her sister Abigail at that address and her
parents in Bed-Stuy.”

“Anything else that night?”

“Really? What’s your angle on this?”

“I’m a
police reporter. I do police stories.”

“Yeah,
and you want these when you heard we got this nut running
around?”

“You
been on a case when the press funhouse starts up?”

“More
than once.” He shook his head. “More than once. I already got my
sergeant crawling up my ass, and he’s got his lieutenant crawling
up …. You get the idea. Not comfortable.”

“Another thing happens is stories get missed. Even with you
guys working the cases, the press runs as a pack, chasing the one
big bad guy. Victims deserve to get their stories told. The
News and the Post are going to do a bang-up job with
the victims of this forty-four guy. Probably too good. Families’
privacy invaded. Photographers in backyards. They won’t need my
help with that.”

“Whatever floats your boat. Here’s the other from that night.
Sixty-Ninth Avenue, the other side of Queens Boulevard. Tommy
Noxon, sixteen, shot at six in the morning. Dead on the
pavement.”

“Thanks. I’ll let you know if either ends up a
story.”

McCauley looked
like he couldn’t care less as he picked up his ringing
phone.

Taylor walked out
of the 112th Precinct, a big building because it was
also Queens headquarters for the NYPD. The Eyewitless News van had
already parked and men were pulling out wires and doing other TV
sorts of things. The NewsCenter 4 van turned onto the street. All
three rings of the circus were almost in place.

The temperature
danced around 50 under a sharp blue sky, positively balmy after the
second coldest winter on record in New York. He turned toward the
Forest Hills subway stop, happy to breath the air of Queens—borough
of his birth—and be done with the press conference.

There were two
kinds of journalists in the world. Those who loved press
conferences because they liked the protection of the herd. Everyone
got the same quotes, the same facts.

Then there were
those like Taylor—a minority, but he wasn’t the only one—who
loathed pressers. Men and women who wanted the story no one else
had. He didn’t doubt that journalists would get all sorts of scoops
out of the .44-caliber killer, climbing over each other to get
them. That wasn’t the same as nailing the story no one else knew
about. Like he’d told Cramly, chasing the man with the Charter Arms
Bulldog revolver didn’t make sense for the City News Bureau. City
News was a secondary wire service set up to give radio stations and
suburban papers stories they weren’t receiving from the Associated
Press, which moved all the stories from its members, including the
three New York papers. Sure as shit, the AP would stay on top of
the story Beame and Codd put into the world with their announcement
today.

 


 



Chapter 2

At the Forest Hills-71st Avenue subway stop,
Taylor caught the E train. He’d have a short walk to the bus and
then another to the late Martha Gibson’s apartment building.

On the subway, he
pulled the Times out of his Army field jacket. The coat was
almost too heavy for today’s weather. The cold of the winter had
gotten so deep into his bones, he was still layering up, always
finishing with the winter-issue military jacket, a gift from his
late brother Billy. Still listed as MIA in Vietnam. Taylor
knew he was dead, not missing. He wore the jacket until it was too
warm to keep it on—a physical way to remember Billy. He needed it.
His memories of his brother were fading. Clear scenes had become
cloudy. Images of Billy at different ages were blurring and falling
off into whatever hole swallowed memories.

He’d read the
News over breakfast this morning because it had the best
police coverage. The Post, the city’s sole remaining
afternoon paper, would be on the streets in a couple of hours,
probably when he got back to Manhattan.

The Times’
lead story—under a three-column, three-line all-caps head—was the
invasion of three buildings in Washington by Hanafi Muslims. They’d
killed one person, wounded 13 and held more than 150 hostages.
Small bands of gunmen had taken over the B’nai Brith Headquarters,
the Islamic Center and Mosque, and the District of Columbia city
hall. Among their demands was cancellation of a movie about the
prophet Mohammed.

International
terrorists. All the domestic terror groups on the radical left.
They and their bombs, kidnappings, and takeovers were a grim smear
across the decade. How did so many grievances come into the
world?

On the other side
of the front page was a story reporting Beame had found the money
to pay almost $1 billion in short-term debt and avoid default.
Again. Taylor shook his head but held in a laugh so as not to
become this subway car’s reigning nutcase. The city had been
threatening default since the fall of 1975, when then President
Ford told the city to “Drop Dead,” as the News neatly put
it. Ford reversed himself, and the feds had been bailing and
bailing ever since, like men in a rowboat with a hole they couldn’t
plug, with schemes and money shuffling and default deadlines and
court rulings along the way. Taylor didn’t think New York would
ever be out of financial trouble—or not for some long time—nor
would the city go belly up. It was simply an ongoing
government-sanctioned Three-Card Monte game.

He’d had a big
murder and police corruption story that was tangentially connected
to the crisis in 1975, but even then, he couldn’t get a handle on
how the game was being played.

Martha Gibson’s
apartment building was six stories of redbrick at a corner, similar
to the other buildings in the area. Those little white flowers that
were the first to bloom in spring—snow-somethings—were sprinkled
like snow itself in well-tended beds next to the building, their
heads bent to the ground like they were embarrassed to be the first
thing up after the long, miserable winter. A mix of contrasting
bricks in the façade above the roofline—some sandstone-like, some
even lighter—was the one thing that differentiated the building
from its neighbors. Was it a decorative touch or did the builders
run out of red bricks when they got near the top? It was the kind
of question he’d never get answered; all sorts like it popped into
his head all the time. Some ended up gaining a telling detail in a
story. A few sent him after the big story itself. Like why was
Martha Gibson gunned down, shot in the back, after throwing away
her garbage?

Also at the top
of the building, in the multi-colored part of the façade, were
three seals or coats of arms set into the brickwork. He couldn’t
make them out—not even what they were made of. What house royal
claimed 159-99 89th Ave?

No doorman, but a
buzzer. He pressed the button for 613. Queens wasn’t much of a
doorman borough. That was for Manhattan, across the East River.
Taylor could list many other differences between the two. He’d been
born and raised in Queens and owned his first home here (firebombed
by dirty cops; he’d been forced to sell when the contractors
disappeared with his insurance money). Now, he and Samantha
Callahan lived in a Murray Hill sublet, which probably meant
another move was in their future. They’d had to take that place
when their Brooklyn Heights landlord kicked them out to make room
for a brother-in-law’s family. He’d expected to hate living in
Manhattan. Turned out the opposite. Manhattanites cracked him up.
They were the best free show in town.

The lock buzzed.
Taylor opened a front door of black wood with wrought-iron
grillwork. He crossed the lobby to the elevators.

He’d been living
the gypsy life for the past two years, and was now in his fourth
place in his fourth New York borough. Only Staten Island remained.
As he pushed the button to call the elevator, he shook his
shoulders with an exaggerated chill at the thought of getting stuck
on that island borough located closer to Jersey than New York.
Where you commuted by ferryboat if you worked in Manhattan. He
couldn’t count ten stories—any stories, forget good stories—he’d
covered on Staten Island. Even the crime was distant, different out
there. Maybe because the cops and the mobsters lived cheek by jowl,
and that kept things quiet. Taylor didn’t care. He didn’t want any
part of the place.

The elevator rose
to six.

Am I crazy doing
this?

His gut tightened
in answer to the question.

If he had a job
at the News or the Post, they’d think he was
completely nuts to care about Martha Gibson.

Maybe. It wasn’t
that he couldn’t compete. He didn’t want to. The .44-caliber
guy wasn’t the kind of story that had made his name. Victims no one
cared about. Victims people had written off, or hadn’t bothered to
write a single word about. Telling those stories—that had been his
business.

Still, the
tightness running through his stomach felt like a warning. Could he
still make a career out of what he was best at? For six months
through the end of last year, he’d tried to get a job back on a big
newspaper. The economy sucked. Taylor had disappeared from every
editor’s radar since his last paper, the New York
Messenger-Telegraph, went out of business in the fall of 1975,
right as the city’s near bankruptcy and the recession were crushing
businesses left and right. There were no journalism jobs when he
looked. He started moping. His moping had driven Samantha crazy. It
had even driven him crazy. He’d made a promise to himself and to
Samantha. He’d quit the search, work at the little wire service,
and do his kind of stories. His boss (and friend) Henry Novak
didn’t care, as long as the radio stations and suburban papers were
happy to get what they couldn’t from the AP or steal from the big
dailies. Cramly complained. He always complained.

Taylor told his
stomach to quit bitching. He’d made his decision. He had a story to
do. The pain stayed. His stomach never listened.

The elevator
doors opened. He walked around the hallway until he found what he
was looking for—the shadow of a murder. There was no chalk outline
or police tape. This hadn’t been a homicide for the movies. No big
deal here. A large elongated stain in the light gray carpet marked
where Martha had done her bleeding. Gray and red together turned
into a muddy color that looked more like murder than the red of
blood itself. A big dried splotch. A sickly, sour odor of death and
dirt hovered over it.

On the right
wall, four narrow slashes of red—from the fingers of a hand?—ran
from about three feet up to the floor, looking like the start of
one of those modern paintings that weren’t of anything. His guess
was that Martha Gibson had put her hand to the wound, gone for the
wall for balance, and fallen to the floor. Detective McCauley had
said Gibson was shot in the back. Unless Gibson reached around to
the wound, the bullet must have exited from somewhere in the front
of her torso. A .32 slug traveling all the way through the
midsection? Killer had to be awfully close. Pretty much
pointblank.

He walked from
the bloodstain, checking the left wall and then the right. The hole
was midway up on the right, circled in pen. He assumed the slug had
been removed by the cops.

Taylor paced off
the steps from apartment 613 to the trash chute. Fifty, and the
trip went right past the stairwell door, which had a shoebox-sized
window in it. The chute and the door were fifteen paces apart, and
Gibson had dropped five paces farther on, give or take the
difference in Taylor’s and Gibson’s strides.

The killer could
have seen her through the window, jumped out after she dumped the
garbage, and fired at extremely close range. The landing in the
stairwell was clean, pink-painted cement. He walked down and back
up, huffing a little as he reached the top. He’d found nothing
along the way, which was no surprise. The cops would have done a
good sweep of what was the likely escape route.

Taylor returned
to Apartment 613. Aside from the steel numbers attached with brass
screws, the light-blue metal door had a wreath of plastic flowers
surrounding the doorbell/peephole unit, a true New York
signifier.

We need to know
who you are before we open our doors.

Taylor pressed
the bell once.

 


 



Chapter 3

Martha’s sister, Abigail Gibson, answered the door. Her
eyes were reddened and sleepy looking.

“Everyday People” by Sly and the Family Stone played on a
stand-alone 8-track sitting on a milk carton.

How’s it possible
that song’s almost a decade old?

“I’m
Taylor with the City News Bureau. Doing a story on your
sister.”

“I was
here.” She used one sleeve to wipe her nose. “Happened right
outside.”

“See
anything?”

“No,
nothing.” She found the couch and lolled back in the corner, eyes
closed. “Just the noise. The Fourth of July noise. I came out.
Gone. The ones that did it, gone. She was near gone.”

“Did
your sister work?”

Abigail paused to
think, or do something. The song “I Want to Take You Higher” came
on next. Stand! was such an amazing album, with “Don’t Call
Me Nigger, Whitey” pushing hard against the tune playing now, like
the jig was already up on the sixties when the LP came out in the
spring of ’69.

“She
worked.” The subject of Martha perked her up a bit, but there was
something off about her. “My sister was the smart one. A real hard
worker.” Her voice lowered. “Not like me. She got out of Bed-Stuy.
Got her bachelor of arts,” the last three words pronounced
like they were mystical, a prayer, “from City College. If only that
was enough. You can try and do it all but … was hired right
after college by Manning Corp. Offices in the Empire State
Building. Went from secretary to sales in two months. That’s hard
with all the prejudice. ’Course she was promoted to call on their
Black clients.”

“Was
she well liked at Manning? Any enemies, anyone angry at
her?”

“She
lost that job a few months ago. The boss man in charge had this
habit of putting his hands on her. All over. She told him to stop.
I told her to put up with a bit of it. Teasing him along some. It’s
what happens if you want a job. Didn’t she want to stay out of
secretarial pools? Nope, not Martha. He came on real strong. She
said no. He fired her.”

“Real
strong?”

“Groping. Six sets of hands. Dirty suggestions. What men do.
Like I said, she was expected to put up with it. Should have.
Wouldn’t. He booted her.”

“What’s the boss’s name?”

“Ricky
MacDonald.”

“Was
she working when she died?”

“Martha wasn’t one to give up. With her bachelor of arts in
history and economics, she was hired as a maid by the DeVries
family on Park Avenue. Eight Twenty-Seven Park. Big old apartment.
College degree stuck cleaning toilets. She wouldn’t let it get her
down. It was paying our bills. She kept visiting offices for
interviews, offices that pretty much said no soon as they saw her.
She knew why. Racial prejudice. Wouldn’t admit to it. Mr. DeVries
up there on Park Avenue was nice to her. Sent her to a couple of
jobs he heard about. The wife there was tougher—wanted everything
done one way and only one way in her house. There’s a son and a
daughter, grown and living at home. The son sounded like a brat.
Martha told me there were some dark secrets in that family, but she
wasn’t sure what was going on. Or probably Martha didn’t trust me
to know.”

“I
know this part is painful—”

“It’s
all painful. You new at this job?”

She was right. It
was all painful for the family. There were phrases you were simply
supposed to say anyway.

“I’m
sorry. I know it is. Did the police tell you how she
died?”

“Some
bastard ambushed her dumping the garbage. Shot her in the
hallway.”

“The
killer lay in wait and came out of the stairwell after she returned
from the chute. He must have been targeting her. That means a plan
and a motive. Who would want to murder your sister?”

“No
one.” Abigail began weeping. Her head tipped to one side like she
couldn’t quite control her neck. Taylor looked for a box of
tissues, but saw it was on a side table next to the couch. He
waited.

After wiping her
eyes, she said, “Makes no sense, someone doing that to her.
She picked this neighborhood because it was safe. She worked hard
to stay here.”

‘Makes
no sense.’ The unending chorus of the families of the
murdered.

Abigail went to a
small black table crowded with pictures and handed him a portrait
of a pretty, Black woman in a black graduation gown looking over
her shoulder as people did in such shots. Her smile was on the edge
of laughter, like she’d cracked up right after the shutter snapped.
The eyes, a deep brown almost-black, were in on the joke, crinkled
at their corners. Her hair was parted in the middle, wavy and
thick, falling down around her shoulders.

“You
don’t understand. Martha didn’t make enemies. She didn’t make
mistakes. Her high principles wouldn’t allow her to stay at
Manning. She moved on. She was going to get another office job. She
was going to do whatever she wanted.” Abigail had probably been
sitting here for two days, waiting for someone to tell this to. “I
don’t have a job …. She was taking care of me.”

The phone rang.
Abigail went to the kitchen to get it. The low mumbled conversation
lasted a couple of minutes.

“That
was her boss, Mr. DeVries. He wanted to know if I was okay. If I
needed anything. I said I couldn’t think now. I’d let him
know.”

Shows a lot of
concern for the sister of a murdered maid. Is that
normal?

Taylor didn’t
know. He didn’t know much about big Park Avenue apartments and the
maids working for the families inside them. The police beat rarely
took him to such homes. Maybe this DeVries was being a good human
being. Good people lived at all sorts of addresses in New York
City. Still, he circled the name and address in his notebook. A
visit to the victim’s workplace was always worthwhile.

He lifted his
head from the pad, and as he did, Abigail, who was absently
scratching her lower arm, yanked the sleeve of her thin red sweater
all the way down, holding it in place with her fingertips. Before
she could get her arm covered, Taylor caught sight of bruised
blotches—the ruptures of needle tracks.

Drugs got you
killed in New York City. Easy. All the time. Mess with the wrong
pusher. Owe too much. Turn snitch or get accused of same. He
observed Abigail with fresh eyes. He’d taken her for too thin and
not thought much of it, but there were hollows in her cheeks and
dark patches under her eyes. She’d been slumped on the couch and
slow in her speech, which he’d thought was grief. Those were also
signs of being high.

“You
live here too, then?”

“When
I’m not at my boyfriend’s.”

“When
is that?”

“Here
two or three nights a week. My boyfriend never comes over. Martha
wouldn’t allow it.”

Without the
thinning of the face and the dark areas under the eyes, she
resembled Martha—as far as you could tell from a photo. Abigail’s
hair was pulled back, so it was hard to guess at length.

“Do
you think you two looked alike?”

“Some
say. We didn’t think so.”

“Could
a killer have been gunning for you?”

“Me?”

“Lotta
guns and gunmen circling the heroin business.”

“Get
out of here.” She stood, swayed, steadied herself.

“You
have a habit. That’s clear. Do the cops know? Where’d you buy your
smack?” She walked over to the door and pulled it open. “If it was
a case of mistaken identity, the killers will come back. You’re in
danger.”

“Get
the fuck out of here. You didn’t come to help anyone.”

“I’m
trying to figure out what really happened to your
sister.”

Taylor stood for
a moment near the doorway, hoping she’d have a change of heart.
There was a three-shelf cherry bookcase next to the door. An
economics textbook. Books on the Napoleonic Wars and Elizabethan
Britain. The Invisible Man. A Raisin in the Sun. A calculus
textbook. Native Son.

He moved closer
and brushed his fingers across the spines. Some were emblems of her
college education, one that had been hard won. He doubted the books
by the Black authors had been taught at City College. He knew all
the titles and had read a couple, back when the riots in Harlem
first broke out, hoping to better understand the anger. It was one
way he’d tried to get underneath what was going on. It’d helped a
little, but not enough. He’d needed to talk to Black people in
their neighborhoods—not just the cops and those arrested. Even down
at the level of a police reporter there was a White city and a
Black city. He knew too little of the Black city.

What was Martha
trying to learn or understand or affirm by reading these books?
He’d like to ask Abigail.

She didn’t have a
change of heart. She jabbed a finger toward the hallway and he
stepped outside. The door slammed.

He might have
asked his father, the City College English professor, at least
about literary views on the books. Too bad his father was in a
coma, dying from liver failure. Standing in the hallway, he wrote
down the titles. Maybe they meant Martha was interested in how she
fit—or was supposed to fit, or was supposed to avoid fitting—as a
Black in New York City—or anywhere for that matter. That was a
topic Taylor knew nothing about. In reporting, there was one answer
for ignorance. Interviews, lots of interviews.

Virginia
Voskerichian, the latest victim of the killer using a .44-caliber
gun, had been getting her college degree, still attending the much
more upscale Columbia, coming home from classes when she was shot
here in Queens. There seemed to be as little motivation in Martha
Gibson’s murder as in those killings done by the guy carrying the
Charter Arms Bulldog .44. Someone wanted Gibson to go away, and she
had.

He walked the
scene one more time and took detailed notes about how he saw the
ambush happening. He’d need to check his take on it with the cops,
but it was always a better plan to try and confirm a theory than to
ask the detectives cold what happened and hope they were in a
generous mood. Detectives liked knocking down reporters’ theories
or taking them in other directions. He learned more that way, even
when he was dead wrong.

Always make ’em
feel smarter.

He walked the
stairway one more time, for the hell of it, and came across more
nothing. He called into the office from a payphone in the apartment
building’s lobby. Novak got on.

“This
is some stuff about this forty-four guy.”

Here we
go.

“It’s
something.”

“What
have you got?”

“I
filed everything with Cramly. I gave Cramly stuff I don’t usually
put in a shooting story. You think they’ve made an arrest in the
last hour?”

“What’s your angle?”

“I
don’t have an angle. I’m looking into a woman murdered the same
night. In the hallway of her apartment building. She was single,
working, trying to make her way in the city. College degree but
stuck in a maid’s job. No one else has this one.”

“But
this crazed gunman—”

Taylor exhaled
loudly. “The police find a cigarette butt that’s related to the
story, they’ll announce it. The AP will put it out and our clients
all have the AP. I don’t jump on bandwagons. You know that.
I report surprises.”

“Taylor’s always Taylor. Okay, keep one eye on it for me
please. I don’t want to hear from our clients.”

“You
won’t. Remember half the stories in the Post are made up now
that Murdoch owns it. Might as well be crime fiction, though the
Post stories are probably better written than most crime
fiction. No flipping out because the Post has some fantastic
story. Fantastic because it’s fantasy.”

“Okay,
all right. Stay in touch. File soon.”

“I
always do.”

 


 



Chapter 4

One of the two doormen at 827 Park Avenue said he would
have to call up to the DeVries’ residence first.

Residence.
There’s a word I’ve never used to describe a place I’ve
lived.

The other doorman
was hailing a cab for a straight-backed old woman in a purple coat.
Both men wore white shirts, striped ties that looked like they came
from a prep school, crisply pressed blue slacks with gold stripes
down the side, and jackets with more stripes. The uniform made
Taylor wonder if doormen had ranks. Maybe he’d spent too much time
dealing with cops.

When the doorman
asked what Taylor’s business was, Taylor said, “Reporter. I’m doing
a story on Martha Gibson. She worked as a maid for the
family.”

The doorman
looked taken aback, but it was hard to know whether it was because
of the mention of the dead woman or of a news story.

Mickey, that was
the doorman’s name, walked Taylor across a lobby of polished brass
with wood furniture that it seemed no one ever sat in. Evenly
spaced lamps provided evenly spaced lighting. Mickey pushed the
button for the elevator.

“Which
apartment?” Taylor said.

“The
Eighth Floor.”

“Number?”

“The
entire floor. Each family owns a floor.”

“I
guess residence makes sense then.”

Mickey left him
at the elevator without comment. Taylor stepped in, and the
operator closed the outer door and the inner iron gate and slammed
the elevator’s control to the up position like he was driving at
Daytona. The mirrored, ornate elevator began to climb. Taylor
pushed his hand through his short brown hair a couple of times to
neaten it. He was a comb-once-a-day guy. Did it matter? He doubted
an Army field jacket made the grade at 827 Park Avenue.

The lift opened
directly on a foyer—no hallway or door. The elevator was the
front door to this place. A man dressed to the nines—maybe the
elevens—greeted him. Was this a butler? The
butler?

“Mr.
DeVries will be happy to meet with you. Do you have a card I can
take in to him?”

He held out a
sliver tray.

“A
business card?”

A nod.

Taylor had run
out six months ago, and Novak hadn’t ordered more. Probably
couldn’t afford to. Taylor dropped his NYPD press credentials on
the tray.

A minute later,
the butler returned and offered the pass back. “Follow me,
please.”

They walked
through a couple of living rooms, a dining room, a room Taylor
couldn’t figure the purpose of, and finally entered what must be
the library. Bookshelves stained a rich oak brown extended from
floor to ceiling. Books were jammed horizontally in the spaces
above books. Books were stacked neatly on the floor.

A man with thick
gray hair that still bore traces of its original black rose from
one of three leather reading chairs.

“Edmond DeVries, Mr. Taylor.”

He squeezed
Taylor’s hand firmly. DeVries wore striped gray slacks—his legs
were even longer than Taylor’s—and a pink-striped dress shirt with
light-green V-neck sweater. He was tall all the way up.

“Taylor will do.”

DeVries
smiled.

“Was
that an actual NYPD press pass?”

“Actual as they get.”

“I
remember the ones they had decades ago. Stuck in the brims of the
reporters’ hats with press along the top of the card. They
still show ’em in the movies.”

“Gone
a long time. Not many of us wearing hats anymore.”

“Shame, the death of the man’s hat.” He settled back into his
seat and stretched. His penny-less brown penny loafers were
polished to a high shine. “Please have a seat. I’m sorry about the
mess.”

The stacks of
books didn’t qualify as a mess in Taylor’s world. Taylor would need
to own a lot more books—a lot more anything—to make any sort of a
mess.

“What
is the City News Bureau?”

“A
local wire.”

“Do
you remember Wire Service? TV show in the fifties about the
Trans-Global Wire Service. Every week followed one of three
reporters on a story with life or death consequences. Dane Clark
was in it.”

“I do.
Bit before I got into the business. More glamour than I’m used
to.”

“I
loved so many of the early TV shows. Bonanza, Perry Mason.
How about Justice? Legal Aid Society lawyers helping the
indigent in New York. The medium was new, so the networks were
willing to experiment. Now they’ve figured it out, and the shows
aren’t as different, as interesting. The new is gone. Well, an old
man’s opinion.”

He turned and
pointed to a reel-to-reel tape deck with boxes of tapes stacked
next to it. “See those?”

Taylor
nodded.

“My
collection of radio shows. The original Gunsmoke. The
original Dragnet. Plus The Shadow, X Minus One, Night
Beat …. I could bore you forever. Now, here was the first,
true experimentation. The very beginning of drama over the airways.
Whatever they tried had never been done before. I have to buy them
from the few collectors around. They’ll all be gone
soon.”

If asked to guess
beforehand, Taylor would have said Edmond DeVries of 827 Park
Avenue spent his evenings at the ballet and the opera, not
listening to tapes of old radio shows and reminiscing about TV from
the fifties. Stereotypes had a bad way of making you
wrong.

The smile faded
from DeVries’ handsome, strong-boned face. “We were very sorry to
hear about Martha. It’s a terrible tragedy. How can I
help?”

“Someone went after her. It’s like she was targeted. Would
anyone from her work life have reason to want her killed? Her
sister doesn’t have any ideas for me.”

“Lord,
I can’t imagine. She was a good employee. A great one. Friendly.
Helpful. We had no problems.”

The butler came
into the room. “Would you like anything, sir?”

DeVries checked
his watch. “Hmm. One thirty-five. A little early. Still in all,
tragic loss demands we bend the rules. Will you join me in a bit of
an Irish wake for Martha? The Irish do know how to bury their dead.
Whisky and wailing. In my family, we’re only allowed to dab at the
eyes a bit.”

“I’ll
have a beer if one’s available.”

“We
can offer all sorts, sir,” said the butler.

Taylor was too
embarrassed to ask for a seven-ounce Rolling Rock—his
preference—because he doubted they had it back in the big fridge in
the big kitchen. Sticking to little bottles of beers was one of his
drinking rules—Rule Number One, actually—insurance against his
father’s alcoholism.

“Anything you have will be fine.”

The butler went
off.

DeVries returned
to the topic. “I really can’t think of anyone or anything I know of
that would cause someone to attack Martha.”

“Her
sister mentioned you were helping her with job
interviews.”
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