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The critics on Lawrence Block



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


LA Times


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


New York Times Book Review


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


Stephen King


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


Chicago Tribune


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


Wall Street Journal


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


People


‘Absolutely riveting … Block is terrific’


Washington Post


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


GQ


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


Observer





This is for Jerrold Mundis.


It’s also for Phil Brothman, Jerry Carp, Jerry Carrel, Joel Daniels, Eddie Fischman, Paul Gandel, Steve Greenberg, Mel Hurwitz, Symmie Jacobson, Artie Judelsohn, Don Kohnstamm, Bruce Kramer, Dave Krantz, Lew Lansky, Dick Lederman, Dave Leff, and Dave Stiller, and in memory of Rett Goldberg and Mike Woldman.
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I that in heill wes and gladnes,


Am trublit now with gret seiknes,


And feblit with infermitie;



Timor mortis conturbat me.


Our plesance here is all vain glory,


This fals world is but transitory,


The flesche is brukle, the Feynd is slee;



Timor mortis conturbat me.


The stait of man does change and vary,


Now sound, now seik, now blith, now sary,


Now dansand mery, now like to dee;



Timor mortis conturbat me.


No stait in Erd here standis sicker;


As with the wynd wavis the wicker,


Wavis this warldis vanitie;



Timor mortis conturbat me.


On to the dead gois all Estatis,


Princis, prelotis, and Potestatis,


Baith rich and pur of all degree;



Timor mortis conturbat me.


He sparis no lord for his piscence,


Na clerk for his intelligence;


His awfull straik may no man flee;



Timor mortis conturbat me.


Sen he hes all my brether tane,


He will nocht lat me lif alane,


On force I mun his next prey be;



Timor mortis conturbat me.


WILLIAM DUNBAR


Lament for the Makers



Look at the mourners:


Bloody great hypocrites!


Isn’t it grand, boys, to be bloody well dead?


Let’s not have a sniffle


Let’s have a bloody good cry!


And always remember the longer you live


The sooner you’ll bloody well die!


– an Irish Lullaby





ONE



It must have been around nine o’clock when the old man stood up and tapped his spoon against the bowl of his water glass. Conversations died around him. He waited until he had full silence, then took another long moment to scan the room. He took a small sip of water from the glass he’d been tapping, set it on the table in front of him, and placed his hands palm-down on either side of the glass.


Standing as he did, with his angular frame tilted forward, his thin beak of a nose jutting out, his white hair swept straight back and combed down flat, his pale blue eyes magnified by thick lenses, he put Lewis Hildebrand in mind of a figure carved on the prow of a Viking ship. Some great idealized bird of prey, scanning the horizon, seeing for miles and miles, for years and years.


‘Gentlemen,’ he said. ‘Friends.’ He paused, and again worked the room’s four tables with his eyes. ‘My brothers,’ he said.


He let the phrase echo, then leavened the solemnity with a quick smile. ‘But how could we be brothers? You range in age from twenty-two to thirty-three, while I have somehow contrived to be eighty-five years old. I could be the grandfather of the oldest man here. But tonight you join me as part of something that stretches across years, across centuries. And we shall indeed leave this room as brothers.’


Did he pause for a sip of water? Let’s suppose that he did. And then he reached into a pocket of his suit jacket and drew out a piece of paper.


‘I have something to read to you,’ he announced. ‘It won’t take long. It’s a list of names. Thirty names.’ He cleared his throat, then tilted his head to peer at his list through the lower portion of his bifocal lenses.


‘Douglas Atwood,’ he said. ‘Raymond Andrew White. Lyman Baldridge. John Peter Garrity. Paul Goldenberg. John Mercer …’


I’ve made up the names. There’s no record of the list, nor did Lewis Hildebrand recall any of the names the old man intoned. It was his impression that most of them were English or Scotch-Irish, with a couple of Jews, a few Irish, a handful that would have been Dutch or German. The names were not in alphabetical order, nor was there any evident scheme to them; he was to learn later that the old man had read their names in the order of their death. The first name read – not Douglas Atwood, although I’ve called him that – was the first man to die.


Listening to the old man, hearing the names echo against the room’s wood-paneled walls like clods of earth falling on a coffin lid, Lewis Hildebrand had found himself moved almost to tears. He felt as though the earth had opened at his feet and he was gazing into an infinite void. There was a pause of some length after the reading of the final name, and it seemed to him that time itself had stopped, that the stillness would stretch on forever.


The old man broke it. He took a Zippo lighter from his breast pocket, flipped its cap, spun its wheel. He lit a corner of the sheet of paper and held it by its opposite end while it burned. When the flame had largely consumed the paper, he laid what remained in an ashtray and waited until it was ashes.


‘You will not hear those names again,’ he told them. ‘They are gone now, gone to wherever the dead go. Their chapter has closed. Ours has just begun.’


He was still holding the Zippo, and he held it up, lit it, and snapped it shut. ‘This is the fourth day of May,’ he said, ‘in the year 1961. When I first sat with the thirty men whose names I’ve read to you, it was the third of May and the year was 1899. The Spanish-American War had ended just ten months ago. I myself was twenty-three years old, just a year older than the youngest of you. I had not fought in the war, although there were men in the room who had. And there was one man who had served with Zachary Taylor in the war with Mexico. He was seventy-eight years old, if I remember correctly, and I sat and listened to him read the names of thirty men of whom I’d never heard. And I watched him burn those names, but of course he did so by putting a wooden match to the list. There were no Zippo lighters that day. And that gentleman – I could tell you his name but I won’t, I spoke it for the last time a few minutes ago – that gentleman was twenty or twenty-five when he saw another old man set another list of names afire, and that would have been when? The early 1840s, I would suppose. Did they have wooden matches then? I don’t believe they did. There would have been a fire on the hearth, and I suppose the fellow – and I couldn’t tell you his name if I wanted to – I suppose he dropped the list into the fire.


‘I don’t know the date of that meeting, or where it took place. My first meeting, as I said, was in 1899, and there were thirty-one of us in a private dining room on the second floor of John Durlach’s restaurant on Union Square. It’s long gone, and so’s the building that housed it; the site’s occupied now by Klein’s Department Store. When Durlach’s closed we tried a different restaurant each year until we settled on Ben Zeller’s steak house. We were there for years, and then there was a change in ownership twenty years ago and we weren’t happy. We came here to Cunningham’s and we’ve been here ever since. Last year there were two of us. This year there are thirty-one.’


And where was Matthew Scudder on the fourth day of May in the Year of Our Lord 1961?


I might have been at Cunningham’s. Not in one of the private dining rooms with the old man and his thirty new brothers, but standing at the bar or seated in the main dining room, or at a table in the smaller grill room that Vince Mahaffey liked. I’d have been twenty-two, with less than two weeks until my twenty-third birthday. Six months had passed since I cast my first vote. (They hadn’t yet lowered the voting age to eighteen.) I voted for Kennedy. So, apparently, did a great many tombstones and empty lots in Cook County, Illinois, and he won by a nose.


I was still single, although I had already met the girl I would soon marry, and eventually divorce. I wasn’t long out of the Police Academy, and they’d assigned me to a Brooklyn precinct and teamed me up with Mahaffey, figuring I’d learn something from him. He taught me plenty, some of it stuff they didn’t much want me to know.


Cunningham’s was Mahaffey’s kind of place, with a lot of dark hand-rubbed wood and red leather and polished brass, tobacco smoke hanging in the air and hard booze in most of the glasses. There was a decent variety of beef and seafood dishes on the menu, but I think I must have had the same meal every time I went there – a shrimp cocktail, a thick sirloin, a baked potato with sour cream. Pie for dessert, pecan or apple, and a cup of coffee strong enough to skate on. And booze, of course. A martini to start, ice-cold and bone-dry and straight up with a twist, and a brandy after to settle the stomach. And then a little whiskey to clear the head.


Mahaffey taught me how to eat well on a patrolman’s salary. ‘When a dollar bill floats down from the skies and happens to land in your outstretched hand,’ he said, ‘close your fingers around it, and praise the Lord.’ A fair amount of dollars rained down on us, and we had a lot of good meals together. More of them would have been at Cunningham’s but for its location. It was in Chelsea, at the corner of Seventh Avenue and Twenty-third Street, and we were across the river in Brooklyn, just five minutes away from Peter Luger’s. You could have the same meal there, in pretty much the same atmosphere.


You still can, but Cunningham’s is gone. Back in the early seventies they served their last steak. Somebody bought the building and knocked it down to put up a twenty-two-story apartment house. For a few years after I made detective I was stationed at the Sixth Precinct in Greenwich Village, about a mile from Cunningham’s. I guess I got there once or twice a month during those years. But by the time they closed the place I had turned in my gold shield and moved to a small hotel room on West Fifty-seventh Street. I spent most of my time at Jimmy Armstrong’s saloon around the corner. I had my meals there, met my friends there, transacted business at my regular table at the back, and did my share of serious drinking. So I never even noticed when Cunningham’s Steak House, est. 1918, closed the doors and turned off the lights. Sometime after the fact I guess somebody must have told me, and I suppose the news called for a drink. Almost everything did, those days.


But let’s get back to Cunningham’s, and back to the first Thursday in May of 1961. The old man – but why keep calling him that? His name was Homer Champney, and he was telling them about beginnings.


‘We are a club of thirty-one,’ he said. ‘I’ve told you that my membership dates back to the last year of the last century, and that the man who spoke at my first meeting was born eight years after the War of 1812. And who spoke at his first meeting? And when did the first group of thirty-one assemble and vow to convene annually until only one of their number was left alive?


‘I don’t know. No one knows. There are vague references to clubs of thirty-one in various arcane histories down through the centuries. My own research suggests that the first club of thirty-one was an offshoot of Freemasonry over four hundred years ago, but it is arguable on the basis of a section in the Code of Hammurabi that a club of thirty-one had been established in ancient Babylonia, and that another, or perhaps a branch of the same one, existed among the Essene Jews at the time of Christ. One source indicates that Mozart was a member of such a club, and similar rumors have surfaced involving Benjamin Franklin, Sir Isaac Newton, and Dr Samuel Johnson. There’s no way of knowing how many clubs have sprung up over the years, and how many chains have maintained their continuity across the generations.


‘The structure is simple enough. Thirty-one men of honorable character pledge themselves to assemble annually on the first Thursday in May. They take food and drink, they report on the changes the year has brought to their lives, and they note with reverence the passing of those members claimed by death. Each year we read the names of the dead.


‘When there is one man left of the thirty-one, he does as I have done. He finds thirty ideal candidates for membership and brings them all together on an appointed evening. He reads, as I have read to you, the names of his thirty departed brothers. He burns the list of names, closing one chapter, opening another.


‘And so we go on, my brothers. We go on.’


According to Lewis Hildebrand, the most memorable thing about Homer Champney was his intensity. He had retired years before that night in ’61, had sold the small manufacturing firm he’d founded and was evidently quite comfortably fixed. But he had started out in sales, and Hildebrand had no trouble believing he’d been a successful salesman. Something made you hang on every word he spoke, and the longer he talked the more fervent he became, and the more you wanted to hear what he had to say.


‘You are not well acquainted with one another,’ he told them. ‘Perhaps you knew one or two of the people in this room before tonight. There might even be as many as three or four you count as friends. Prior friendships aside, it is unlikely that much of your lifelong social circle will be found in this room. Because this organization, this structure, is not concerned with friendship in the usual sense. It is not about social interaction or mutual advantage. We are not here to trade stock tips or sell each other insurance. We are closely yoked, my brothers, but we walk a very narrow path toward an extremely specific goal. We mark one another’s progress on the long march to the grave.


‘The demands of membership are small. There are no monthly meetings to attend, no committees on which to serve. There’s no membership card to carry, no dues to pay beyond your proportionate share of the cost of the annual dinner. Your only commitment, and I ask that you be utterly committed to it, is your annual attendance on the first Thursday in May.


‘There will be years when you may not wish to show up, when attendance seems inconvenient in the extreme. I urge you to regard this one commitment as unalterable. Some of you will have moved away from New York, and may find the prospect of an annual return burdensome. And there may be times when you think of the club itself as silly, as something you have outgrown, as a part of your life you would prefer to cast aside.


‘Do not do it! The club of thirty-one plays a very small part in any member’s life. It takes up but one night a year. And yet it gives our lives a focus that other men never know. My young brothers, you are links in a chain that reaches back unbroken to the founding of this republic, and you are part of a tradition with its roots in ancient Babylon. Every man in this room, every man ever born, spends his life approaching his death. Every day he takes another step in death’s direction. It is a hard road to walk alone, a much easier road to walk in good company.


‘And, if your path is the longest and you should turn out to be the last to finish, you have one further obligation. It will be up to you to find thirty young men, thirty fine men of promise, and bring them together as I have brought you together, to forge one more link in the chain.’


Repeating Champney’s words three decades later, Lewis Hildebrand seemed a little embarrassed by them. He said that they probably sounded silly, but not when you heard Homer Champney say them.


The old man’s energy was contagious, he said. You caught his fever, but it wasn’t just a matter of getting swept up in his enthusiasm. Later on, when you’d had a chance to cool off, you still bought what he’d sold you. Because he’d somehow made you understand something you never would have seen otherwise.


‘There’s one further part of the evening’s program,’ Champney told them. ‘We’ll go around the room. Each man in turn will stand up and tell us four things about himself. His name, his present age, the most interesting fact he can tell about himself, and how he feels now, right now, about embarking on this great journey with his thirty fellows.


‘I’ll begin, although I’ve probably covered all four points already. Let me see. My name is Homer Gray Champney. I’m eighty-five years old. The most interesting thing I can think of about me, aside from my being the surviving member of the club’s last chapter, is that I attended the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo in 1901 and shook the hand of President William McKinley less than an hour before he was assassinated by that anarchist, and what was his name? Czolgosz, of course, Leon Czolgosz. Who could forget that poor misguided wretch?


‘And how do I feel about what we’re doing tonight? Well, boys, I’m excited. I’m passing the torch and I know I’m placing it in good and capable hands. Ever since the last man of the old group died, ever since I got the word, I’ve had the most awful fear of dying before I could carry on my mission. So it’s a great load off my mind, and a feeling of, oh, of a great beginning.


‘But I’m running off at the mouth. Four sentences, really, is all that’s required, name, age, fact, and feeling. We’ll start at this table, I think, with you, Ken, and we’ll just go around …’


‘I’m Kendall McGarry, I’m twenty-four, and the most interesting fact about me is that an ancestor of mine signed the Declaration of Independence. I don’t know how I feel about joining the club. Excited, I guess, and also that it’s a big step, although I don’t know why it should be. I mean, it’s just one night a year …’


‘John Youngdahl, twenty-seven. The most interesting … well, just about the only fact about me I can think of these days is I’m getting married a week from Sunday. That’s got my head so scrambled I can’t tell you how I feel about anything, but I have to say I’m glad to be here, and to be a part of all this …’


‘I’m Bob Berk. That’s B-e-r-k, not B-u-r-k-e, so I’m Jewish, not Irish, and I don’t know why I seem to feel compelled to mention that. Maybe that’s the most interesting thing about me. Not that I’m Jewish, but that it’s the first thing out of my mouth. Oh, I’m twenty-five, and how do I feel? Like you all belong here and I don’t, but that’s how I always feel, and I’m probably not the only person here who feels that way, right? Or maybe I am, I don’t know …’


‘Brian O’Hara, and that’s with an apostrophe and a capital H, so I’m Irish, not Japanese …’


‘I’m Lewis Hildebrand. I’m twenty-five. I don’t know if it’s interesting, but I’m one-eighth Cherokee. As for how I feel, I can hardly say how I feel. I have the sense of being a part of something much larger than myself, something that started before me and will extend beyond my lifetime …’


‘I’m Gordon Walser, age thirty. I’m an account executive at Stilwell Reade and Young, but if that’s the most interesting thing about me I’m in trouble … Well, here’s something hardly anybody knows about me. I was born with a sixth finger on each hand. I had surgery when I was six months old. You can see the scar on the left hand but not on the right …’


‘I’m James Severance … I don’t know what’s interesting about me. Maybe the most interesting thing is that I’m here with all of you right now. I don’t know what I’m doing here, but it sort of feels like a turning point …’


‘My name’s Bob Ripley, and I’ve heard all the Believe It or Not jokes … One thought I had before I got here tonight is that it’s morbid to have a club of people who are just waiting to die. But that’s not how it feels at all. I agree with Lew, I have the sense that I’ve become a part of something important …’


‘… know it’s superstitious, but the thought keeps coming to me that forcing ourselves to be aware of the inevitability of death will just make it come along sooner …’


‘… a car accident the night of high school graduation. There were six of us in my best friend’s Chevy Impala and everybody else was killed. I got a broken collarbone and a couple of superficial cuts. That’s the most interesting thing about me, and it’s also how I feel about tonight. See, that was eight years ago, and I’ve had death on my mind ever since …’


‘… I think the only way to describe how I feel is to say that the only other time I felt anything like this was the night my baby daughter was born …’


Thirty men, ranging in age from twenty-two to thirty-three. All of them white, all of them living in or around New York City. They’d all had some college, and most had graduated. More than half were married. More than a third had children. One or two were divorced.


Now, thirty-two years later, more than half of them were dead.





TWO



By the time I met Lewis Hildebrand, thirty-two years and six weeks after he became a member of the club of thirty-one, he had lost a lot of hair in front and thickened considerably through the middle. His blond hair, parted on the side and slicked back, was silver at the temples. He had a broad, intelligent face, large hands, a firm but unaggressive grip. His suit, blue with a chalk stripe, must have cost a thousand dollars. His wristwatch was a twenty-dollar Timex.


He had called me late the previous afternoon at my hotel room. I still had the room, although for a little over a year I’d been living with Elaine in an apartment directly across the street. The hotel room was supposed to be my office, although it was by no means a convenient place to meet clients. But I’d lived alone in it for a good many years. I seemed to be reluctant to let go of it.


He told me his name and said he’d got mine from Irwin Meisner. ‘I’d like to talk to you,’ he said. ‘Do you suppose we could meet for lunch? And is tomorrow too soon?’


‘Tomorrow’s fine,’ I said, ‘but if it’s something extremely urgent I could make time this evening.’


‘It’s not that urgent. I’m not sure it’s urgent at all. But it’s very much on my mind, and I don’t want to put it off.’ He might have been talking about his annual physical, or an appointment with his dentist. ‘Do you know the Addison Club? On East Sixty-seventh? And shall we say twelve-thirty?’


The Addison Club, named for Joseph Addison, the eighteenth-century essayist, occupies a five-story limestone townhouse on the south side of Sixty-seventh Street between Park and Lexington avenues. Hildebrand had stationed himself within earshot of the reception desk, and when I gave my name to the uniformed attendant he came over and introduced himself. In the first-floor dining room, he rejected the first table we were offered and chose one in the far corner.


‘San Giorgio on the rocks with a twist,’ he told the waiter. To me he said, ‘Do you like San Giorgio? I always have it here because not many restaurants stock it. Do you know it? It’s basically an Italian dry vermouth with some unusual herbs steeped in it. It’s very light. I’m afraid the days of the lunchtime martinis are over for me.’


‘I’ll have to try it sometime,’ I said. ‘Today, though, I think I’ll have a Perrier.’


He apologized in advance for the food. ‘It’s a nice room, isn’t it? And of course they don’t hurry you, and with the tables so far apart and half of them empty, well, I thought we might be glad of the privacy. The kitchen’s not too bad if you stay with the basics. I usually have a mixed grill.’


‘That sounds good.’


‘And a green salad?’


‘Fine.’


He wrote out the order and handed the card to the waiter. ‘Private clubs,’ he said. ‘An endangered species. The Addison is presumably a club for authors and journalists, but the membership for years now has run largely to people in advertising and publishing. These days I think they’ll pretty much take you if you’ve got a pulse and a checkbook and no major felony convictions. I joined about fifteen years ago when my wife and I moved up to Stamford, Connecticut. There were a lot of nights when I would work late and miss the last train and have to stay over. Hotels cost a fortune, and I always felt like a shady character checking in without luggage. They have rooms on the top floor here, very reasonable and available at short notice. I’d been thinking about joining anyway, and that gave me an incentive.’


‘So you live in Connecticut?’


He shook his head. ‘We moved back five years ago when our youngest boy finished college. Well, dropped out of it, I should say. We’re living half a dozen blocks from here, and I can walk to work on a day like today. It’s beautiful out, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, New York in June. I’ve never been to Paris in April, but I understand it’s apt to be wet and dreary. May’s a lot nicer there, but the song works better with April in it. You need the extra syllable. But New York in June, you can see why they’d write songs about it.’


When the waiter brought our food Hildebrand asked me if I’d like a beer with it. I said I was fine. He said, ‘I’ll have one of the nonalcoholic beers. I forget which ones you stock. Do you have O’Doul’s?’


They did, and he said he’d have one, and looked at me expectantly. I shook my head. The nonalcoholic beers and wines all have at least a trace of alcohol. Whether it’s enough to affect a sober alcoholic is an open question, but the people I’ve known in AA who insisted they could drink Moussy or O’Doul’s or Sharp’s with impunity all wound up picking up something stronger sooner or later.


Anyway, what the hell would I want with a beer with no kick to it?


We talked about his work – he was a partner in a small public-relations firm – and about the pleasures of living in the city again after a stretch in the suburbs. If I’d met him at his office we’d have gotten right down to business, but instead we were following the traditional rules of a business lunch, holding the business portion until we’d finished with the food.


When the coffee came he patted his breast pocket and gave a snort of ironic amusement. ‘Now that’s funny,’ he said. ‘Did you see what I just did?’


‘You were reaching for a cigarette.’


‘That’s exactly what I was doing, and I quit the goddamn things more than twelve years ago. Were you ever a smoker?’


‘Not really.’


‘Not really?’


‘I never had the habit,’ I explained. ‘Maybe once a year I would buy a pack of cigarettes and smoke five or six of them one right after the other. Then I would throw the pack away and not have another cigarette for another year.’


‘My God,’ he said. ‘I never heard of anyone who could smoke tobacco without getting hooked on it. I guess you just don’t have an addictive personality.’ I let that one pass. ‘Quitting was the hardest thing I ever did in my life. Sometimes I think it’s the only hard thing I ever did. I still have dreams where I’ve taken up the habit again. Do you still do that? Have yourself a little cigarette binge once a year?’


‘Oh, no. It’s been more than ten years since I had a cigarette.’


‘Well, all I can say is I’m glad there’s not an open pack on the table. Matt’ – we were Matt and Lew by now – ‘let me ask you something. Have you ever heard of a club of thirty-one?’


‘A club of thirty-one,’ I said. ‘I don’t suppose that would have anything to do with this club.’


‘No.’


‘I’ve heard of the restaurant, of course. Twenty-one. I don’t think—’


‘It’s not a specific club, like the Harvard Club or the Addison. Or a restaurant like Twenty-one. It’s a particular kind of club. Oh, let me explain.’


The explanation was lengthy and thorough. Once he got started, he reported on that evening in 1961 in detail. He was a good storyteller; he let me see the private dining room, the four round tables (eight men each at three of them, six plus Champney at the fourth). And I could see and hear the old man, could feel the passion that animated him and caught hold of his audience.


I said I’d never heard of an organization anything like what he’d described.


‘I guess you didn’t hang out much with Mozart and Ben Franklin,’ he said, with a quick grin. ‘Or with the Essenes and the Babylonians. I was thinking about that the other night, trying to decide how much of it I believe. I’ve never really researched the subject beyond an occasional desultory hour in a library. And I never came across an organization anything like ours.’


‘And no one you’ve mentioned it to has been familiar with anything similar?’


He frowned. ‘I haven’t mentioned it much,’ he said. ‘To tell you the truth, this is the first detailed conversation I’ve ever had on the subject with someone who wasn’t a member himself. There are any number of people who know I get together with a group of fellows once a year for dinner and drinks, but I’ve never talked about the group’s links to the past. Or the deathwatch aspect of the whole thing.’ He looked at me. ‘I’ve never told my wife or my children. My best friend, we’ve been close for over twenty years, and he has no idea what the club is about. He thinks it’s like a fraternity reunion.’


‘Did the old man tell everybody to keep it a secret?’


‘Not in so many words. It’s hardly a secret society, if that’s what you mean. But I left Cunningham’s that night with the distinct feeling that this thing I’d become a part of ought to be kept private. And that conviction deepened over the years, incidentally. It was understood early on that you could say anything in that room with the certain knowledge that it would not be repeated. I’ve told those fellows things I haven’t mentioned to anyone else in the world. Not that I’m a man with a lot of secrets to tell or not to tell, but I would say I’m an essentially private person and I guess I withhold a good deal of myself from the people in my life. For Christ’s sake, I’m fifty-seven years old. You must be close to that yourself, aren’t you?’


‘I’m fifty-five.’


‘Then you know what I’m talking about. Guys our age grew up knowing we were supposed to keep our innermost thoughts to ourselves. All the pop psychology in the world doesn’t change that. But once a year I sit around a couple of tables with a bunch of men who are still virtual strangers to me, and more often than not I wind up opening up about something I hadn’t planned on mentioning.’ He lowered his eyes, picked up the saltcellar, turned it in his hands. ‘I had an affair a few years back. Not a quick jump on a business trip, there have been a few of those over the years, but a real love affair. It went on for almost three years.’


‘And no one knew?’


‘You see what I’m getting at, don’t you? No, nobody ever knew. I didn’t get caught and I never told anybody. If she confided in anyone, and I assume she must have, well, we didn’t have friends in common so it’s not material. The point is that I talked about that affair on the first Thursday in May. More than once, too.’ He set the saltcellar down forcefully. ‘I told her about the club. She thought it was morbid, she hated the whole idea of it. What she did like, though, was the fact that she was the only person I’d ever told. She liked that part a lot.’


He fell silent, and I sipped my coffee and waited him out. At length he said, ‘I haven’t seen her in five years. Well, hell, I haven’t had a cigarette in twelve, and I damn well wanted one for a minute there, didn’t I? Sometimes I don’t think anybody ever gets over anything.’


‘Sometimes I think you’re right.’


‘Matt, would it bother you if I had a brandy?’


‘Why should it bother me?’


‘Well, it’s none of my business, but it’s hard not to draw an inference. It was Irwin Meisner who recommended you. I’ve known Irwin for years. I knew him when he drank and I know how he stopped. When I asked him how he happened to know you he said something vague, and on the basis of that I wasn’t surprised when you didn’t order a drink. So—’


‘It would bother me if I had a brandy,’ I told him. ‘It won’t bother me if you have one.’


‘Then I think I will,’ he said, and caught the waiter’s eye. After the man had taken the order and gone off to fill it, Hildebrand picked up the saltcellar again, put it down again, and drew a quick breath. ‘The club of thirty-one,’ he said. ‘I think somebody’s trying to rush things.’


‘To rush things?’


‘To kill the members. All of us. One by one.’





THREE



‘We got together last month,’ he said. ‘At Keens Chop-house on West Thirty-sixth Street. That’s where we’ve been holding our dinners ever since Cunningham’s closed in the early seventies. They give us the same room every year. It’s on the second floor, and it looks like a private library. The walls are lined with bookshelves and portraits of somebody’s ancestors. There’s a fireplace, and they lay a fire for us, not that that’s what you necessarily want in May. It’s nice for atmosphere, though.


‘We’ve been going there for twenty years. Keens almost went under, you know, just when we were beginning to settle in there. That would have been tragic, the place is a New York institution. But they survived. They’re still there, and, well, so are we.’ He paused, considered. ‘Some of us,’ he said.


His glass of Courvoisier was on the table in front of him. He still hadn’t taken a sip. From time to time he would reach for the small snifter, letting his hand cup the bowl, taking the stem between his thumb and forefingers, moving the glass a few inches this way or that.


He said, ‘At last month’s dinner, it was announced that two of our members had died in the preceding twelve months. Frank DiGiulio had suffered a fatal heart attack in September, and then in February Alan Watson was stabbed to death on his way home from work. So we’ve had two deaths in the past year. Does that seem significant to you?’


‘Well …’


‘Of course not. We’re of an age when death happens. What significance could one possibly attach to two deaths within a twelve-month period?’ He took the glass by its stem, gave it a quarter-turn clockwise. ‘Consider this, then. In the past seven years, nine of us have died.’


‘That seems a little high.’


‘And that’s in the past seven years. Earlier, we’d already lost eight men. Matt, there are only fourteen of us left.’


Homer Champney had told them he’d probably be the first to go. ‘And that’s as it should be, boys. That’s the natural order of things. But I hope I’ll be with you for a little while, at least. To get to know you, and to see you all off to a good start.’


As it turned out, the old man lasted well into his ninety-fourth year. He never missed the annual dinner, remaining physically fit and mentally alert to the very end.


Nor was he the first of their number to die. The group’s first two anniversaries were unmarked by death, but in 1964 they spoke the name and marked the passing of Philip Kalish, killed with his wife and infant daughter three months earlier in a car crash on the Long Island Expressway.


Two years later James Severance was killed in Vietnam. He’d missed the previous year’s dinner, his reserve unit having been recalled to active duty, and members had joked that an Asian war was a pretty lame excuse for breaking such a solemn commitment. The following May, when they read his name along with Phil Kalish’s, you could almost hear last year’s jokes echoing hollowly against the paneled walls.


In March of ’69, less than two months before the annual dinner, Homer Champney died in his sleep. ‘If there comes a day when you don’t see me by nine in the morning,’ he’d instructed the staff at his residential hotel, ‘ring my suite, and if I don’t pick up then come check on me.’ The desk clerk made the call and had a bellman take over the desk while he went up to Champney’s rooms himself. When he found what he’d feared, he called the old man’s nephew.


That nephew in turn made the calls his uncle had instructed him to make. On the list were the twenty-eight surviving members of the club of thirty-one. Champney was leaving nothing to chance. He wanted to make sure everyone knew he was gone.


The funeral was at Campbell’s, and it was the first club funeral Lewis Hildebrand had attended. The overall turnout was small. Champney had outlived his contemporaries, and his nephew – a great-nephew, actually, some fifty years Champney’s junior – was his only surviving relative in the New York area. Besides Hildebrand, the contingent of mourners included half a dozen other members of the thirty-one.


Afterward, he joined several of them for a drink. Bill Ludgate, a printing salesman, said, ‘Well, this is the first of these I’ve been to, and it’s going to be the last. In a couple of weeks we’ll be all together at Cunningham’s, and Homer’ll have his name read with the others, and I guess we’ll talk about him. And that’s enough. I don’t think we should go to members’ funerals. I don’t think it’s our place.’


‘I felt I wanted to be here today,’ someone said.


‘We all did or we wouldn’t be here. But I talked to Frank DiGiulio the other day and he said he wasn’t coming, that he didn’t think it was appropriate. And now I’ve decided I agree with him. You know, back when this thing first got rolling, there were a few members I used to see socially. A lunch now and then, or drinks after work, or even getting together with the wives for dinner and a movie. But I stopped doing that, and when I spoke to Frank I realized it was the first conversation I’d had with any of the group since dinner last May.’


‘Don’t you like us anymore, Bill?’


‘I like you all just fine,’ he said, ‘but I find myself inclined to keep things separate. Hell, I haven’t even been to Cunningham’s since the last get-together. I don’t know how many times someone’ll suggest it for lunch or dinner, and I always make sure we wind up someplace else instead. “Oh, I’d rather not,” I told a fellow just last week. “I had a bad meal last time I was there. The place isn’t what it used to be.”’


‘Jesus, Billy,’ somebody said, ‘have a heart, huh? You’re gonna put them out of business.’


‘Well, I’d hate to see that happen,’ he said, ‘but do you see what I mean? Once a year’s enough for me. I like having thirty guys that I only see once a year, in a place I only go to once a year.’


‘That’s twenty-seven guys now, twenty-eight including yourself.’


‘So it is,’ he said gravely. ‘So it is. But you see my point, don’t you? I’m not telling the rest of you what to do, and I love you one and all, but I’m not coming to your funerals.’


‘That’s okay, Billy,’ Bob Ripley said. ‘We’ll come to yours.’


‘Thirty men in 1961, ranging in age from twenty-two to thirty-three with a median age of twenty-six. Thirty-two years later, how many would you expect to find alive?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Neither did I,’ Hildebrand said. ‘After the dinner last month I went home with a headache and tossed and turned all night. I woke up knowing something was very wrong. You’ve got a group of men in their late fifties and early sixties, you’re going to have some losses. Death is going to start making inroads.


‘But it seemed to me we were way over the probabilities. My mind kept coming up with different explanations, and I decided the first thing to do was find out if my sense of things was accurate. So I called up a fellow I know who’s always trying to sell me more life insurance and told him I had an actuarial problem for him. I ran the numbers for him and asked him what percentage of deaths you’d expect over that span of time in a group like that. He said he’d make a couple of calls and get back to me. Take a guess, Matt. How many deaths would you expect in a group of thirty?’


‘I don’t know. Eight or ten?’


‘Four or five. There ought to be twenty-five of us left and instead we’re down to fourteen. What does that say to you?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I said, ‘but it certainly gets my attention. The first thing I’d do is ask your friend another question.’


‘That’s just what I did. Tell me your question.’


‘I’d ask him to gauge the significance of a sample with three or four times the expected number of deaths.’


He nodded. ‘That was my question, and he had to call somebody to find out. The answer that came back to me was that sixteen deaths out of thirty was remarkable, but it wasn’t significant. Do you know what he meant by that?’


‘No.’


‘According to him, the sample’s too small for any result to be significant. We could have one hundred percent surviving or one hundred percent dying and it wouldn’t really signify anything. Now if we had the same percentage in a substantially larger group, then it would mean something from an actuarial standpoint. See, actuaries like large numbers. The bigger the group, the more they can read into the statistics. If we had 140,000 survivors in a group of 300, that would have some significance. 1,400 out of 3,000 – that would be even more significant. 140,000 out of 300,000 – that would begin to suggest that the sample was composed of people who lived in Chernobyl, or whose mothers took DES during pregnancy. It would really set the sirens wailing.’


‘I see.’


‘I’ve had some experience in direct-mail advertising. We tested everything. You have to. If we had a list of half a million names, and we did a test mailing to a thousand of those names, we knew we’d get the same response ratio within a point or two from the entire list. But we knew better than to send out a test mailing to thirty names, because the results wouldn’t mean anything.’


‘Where does that leave you?’


‘It leaves me impressed with the percentages, and never mind the size of the sample. I can’t get past the fact that statistically we should have suffered four or five deaths and instead we took a hit three or four times as heavy. What do you make of it, Matt?’


I gave it some thought. ‘I don’t know anything about statistics,’ I said.


‘No, but you’re an ex-cop and a detective. You must have instincts.’


‘I suppose I do.’


‘What do they tell you?’


‘To look for special circumstances. You mentioned one man who died in Vietnam. Were there any other combat deaths?’


‘No, just Jim Severance.’


‘How about AIDS?’


He shook his head. ‘We had two gay members, although I don’t believe anybody knew they were gay when the chapter was founded. I wonder if that would have made a difference. In 1961? Yes, I’m sure it would have, and when we stood up and recounted the most interesting fact about ourselves at that first meeting, that particular fact went unmentioned. But later on both of the fellows saw fit to tell the group about their sexuality. I don’t know when those revelations burst upon us, but we were still meeting at Cunningham’s then, I remember that much, so it was quite a while ago. In any event, neither of them died of AIDS. Lowell Hunter very well may, in the course of time. He’s told us that he’s HIV-positive, but as of our meeting last month he was still completely asymptomatic. And Carl Uhl died in 1981, before anybody even heard the word “AIDS.” I gather the disease existed then, but I certainly hadn’t heard a thing about it. In any case, Carl was murdered.’


‘Oh?’


‘They found him in his apartment in Chelsea. He lived just around the corner from Cunningham’s, but of course Cunningham’s was long gone by the time Carl was killed. I gather it was a sex killing, some sort of sadomasochistic game gone out of control. He was tied up and wearing handcuffs and a leather hood, and he’d been eviscerated and subjected to sexual mutilation. It’s a hell of a world we live in, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘After I spoke to my insurance man, I spent a few nights sitting up late and trying to concoct explanations. The first, of course, is sheer chance. There might be long odds against such a high number of deaths, but any gambler will tell you that long shots come in all the time. In the long run you’ll go broke betting on them, but what is it they say? In the long run we’re all dead, which, when you stop and think of it, is one of the club’s underlying principles.’ He picked up his glass, but he still didn’t drink the damn thing. ‘Where was I?’


‘Sheer chance.’


‘Yes. No way to rule it out, but I set it aside and looked for other explanations. One that occurred to me was that the group was composed of men with a strong predisposition toward early death. It seemed at least arguable that natural selection might have operated to steer such persons into our club. A person genetically destined for an early grave might be aware of his fate on some unconscious level, and might thus be more likely than the next fellow to accept an invitation to join a group preoccupied with death. I don’t know whether or not I believe in fate, it probably depends when you ask me, but I certainly believe in genetic predisposition. So that’s one possibility.’


‘Tell me some of the others.’


‘Well, another one that came to me is a little more mind-over-matter. It strikes me as possible that the club itself could have the effect of increasing its members’ chances of dying young.’


‘How?’


‘By focusing our attention on our own mortality to an unnatural degree. I’d hate to argue that a man can prolong his life by systematically denying his own mortality, but it’s still possible that we can hasten the day by sitting around waiting for it, and getting together once a year to find out who caught the bus. I’m sure there’s a part of me that longs for death, just as there’s another part that wants to live forever. Maybe our meetings strengthen the death wish at the expense of the life urge. The mind-body connection is sufficiently established these days that even the doctors are grudgingly aware of it. People are vulnerable to illness because of their mental state, they become accident-prone, they make dangerous decisions. It could be a factor.’


‘I suppose it could.’ I wanted more coffee, and I’d barely raised my head to look around for the waiter when he hurried over to fill my cup. I said, ‘Homer Champney sounds like a fellow with a pretty strong life urge.’


‘He was a remarkable man. He had more energy and zest for living well into his nineties than most men ever have. And don’t forget he was of a generation that didn’t live as long as we do today, or stay as active. A man our age was supposed to be ready for a rocking chair, assuming he still had a heartbeat.’


‘What about the others in his chapter?’


‘They died,’ he said ruefully, ‘and that’s all I’ve ever known about them. I don’t remember any of their names. I only heard them the one time, when Homer read the list and burned the paper it was written on. He made a real point of never mentioning any of their names again. As far as he was concerned, the chapter was closed, period. I don’t know how long they lived or how they died.’ He laughed shortly. ‘For all I know, they never even existed.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It’s a thought I haven’t entertained in years, but it came to me late one night and I’ve never entirely forgotten it. Suppose there never was a chapter before ours. Suppose Homer picked those thirty names out of the phone book. Suppose he made up the whole kit and caboodle, including the man who’d fought in the Mexican War, along with the legends about Mozart and Isaac Newton and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Suppose he was just a nut with a gift of gab who thought it would be interesting to eat beef once a year with a group of young fellows while he waited for the man with the scythe.’


‘You don’t really believe that.’


‘No, of course not. But what’s interesting is that there’s no real way to disprove it. If Homer had any written records of the previous chapter, I’m sure he destroyed them after our first meeting. If any of his chapter brothers left anything on paper, I suppose what their heirs didn’t throw out is moldering in some attic somewhere. But how would anyone know where to look?’


‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘it doesn’t really matter, does it?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘Because if there’s a destiny operating, genetic or otherwise, I don’t suppose there’s anything to be done about it. And if our membership in the club is killing us by poisoning our psyches in some insidious fashion, well, it’s probably too late to look for the antidote. And if Homer was a sly old duffer and ours is the first club of thirty-one in human history, well, so what? I’ll still turn up at Keens the first Thursday in May, and if I turn out to be the last man alive, I’ll make it my business to pick out thirty honorable men and keep the old flame burning.’ He snorted. ‘I could say that it gets harder every year to find thirty honorable men, but I don’t know that it’s true. I have a feeling it was never easy.’


I said, ‘You think the members are being murdered.’


‘Yes.’


‘Because the actual deaths have been so greatly in excess of probability.’


‘That’s part of it. That’s what got me looking for an explanation.’


‘And?’


‘I sat down and made a list of our deceased members and the various ways they died. Some of them very obviously had not been murdered, their deaths could only have been the result of natural causes. Phil Kalish, for example, killed in a head-on on the LIE. The other driver was drunk, he’d managed to get on the wrong side of the divider and was speeding eastbound in the westbound lane. If he’d lived he might have been prosecuted for vehicular homicide, but it doesn’t sound like something some devious mass murderer could have arranged.’


‘No.’


‘And some Viet Cong or North Vietnamese soldier killed Jim Severance. Death in combat isn’t something you usually think of as a natural cause, but I wouldn’t call it murder, either.’ His fingers just touched the bowl of the snifter, then withdrew. ‘There were some natural deaths that couldn’t have been anything else. Roger Bookspan developed testicular cancer that had metastasized by the time they caught it. They tried a bone-marrow transplant but he didn’t survive the procedure.’ His face darkened at the memory. ‘He was only thirty-seven, the poor son of a bitch. Married, two kids under five, a first novel written and accepted for publication, and all of a sudden he was gone.’
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