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			PART ONE 
Knight’s Errand

		

	
		
			1

			When John Dortmunder, relieved, walked out of Pointers and back to the main sales floor of the O.J. Bar & Grill on Amsterdam Avenue a little after ten that Wednesday evening in November, the silence was unbelievable, particularly in contrast with the racket that had been going on when he’d left. But now, no. Not a word, not a peep, not a word. The regulars all hunched at the bar were clutching tight to their glasses as they practiced their thousand-yard stare, while the lady irregulars mostly seemed to be thinking about their canning. Even Andy Kelp, who had been sharing a bourbon with Dortmunder down at the far end of the bar while they waited for the rest of their group to arrive, now seemed to have settled deeply into a search for a rhyme for ‘silver.’ All in all, it looked as though a whole lot of interior monologue was going on.

			It took Dortmunder about one and six-seventeenth seconds to figure out what had changed while he was away. One of the seldom used side booths, the one nearest the street door, was now occupied by a person drinking something out of a tall clear glass, revealing both ice and bubbles within, which meant club soda, which probably meant nonalcoholic. This person, male, about forty-five, who apparently still permitted his grandmother to cut his thick black hair, wore on his lumpy countenance the kind of bland inattention that did not suggest interior monologue but, rather, intense listening.

			A cop, therefore, and not only that but a cop dressed in what he no doubt thought of as civilian attire, being a shapeless shiny old black suit jacket, an emerald green polo shirt and shapeless tan khakis. He also seemed to subscribe to the usual cop belief that the male body was supposed to have bulges around the middle, like a sack of potatoes, the better to hang the equipment belt on, so that your average law enforcement officer does present himself to the public as a person with a lot of Idaho inside.

			As Dortmunder moved around the corner from the end of the bar and started past the clenched backs of the interior monologists, two things happened which he found disturbing. First, the lumpy features of the cop over there suddenly became even more bland, his eyes even less focused, the movement of his arm bringing club soda to his mouth even more relaxed and even.

			It’s me! Dortmunder screamed inside, without letting anything – he certainly hoped – appear on the surface, it’s me he’s after, it’s me he wants, it’s me he’s got the tag sale duds on for.

			And the second thing that happened, Andy Kelp, with such studied nonchalance he looked like a pickpocket on his day off, stood from his barstool, picked up his glass – and the bottle! their shared bottle! – and turned, meeting no one’s eye, to sit in the nearest of the side booths, as though to be more comfortable there. Not only that, but, once seated, he contrived to lift his feet under the table and put them on the bench seat on the other side, so that not only was he more comfortable here, he was alone.

			They all know it’s me, Dortmunder acknowledged to himself. Even Rollo, the meaty bartender, his back to the room as he taped a home-lettered-on-shirt-cardboard-in-red-Crayola we don’t accept food stamps sign to the backbar mirror, even Rollo, by the unusually cementish appearance of those stocky shoulders, made it clear that he too knew why Cap’n Club Soda was here, which happened to be himself, the individual who had just entered the arena.

			Dortmunder’s first thought was: escape. But then his second thought was: can’t. The only exit was just beyond the cop’s black wool left elbow; unachievable, in other words. Maybe he should turn around and go back to Pointers, take a seat there, wait the guy out. No; the cop could just follow him in and start talking.

			Then what about hiding out in Setters? No, that wouldn’t work either; an irregular would be sure to come in and start yelling and carrying on.

			Whatever this is, Dortmunder thought, I gotta go through with it. But not without my drink.

			So, with barely any break in stride at all for his own interior monologue, he headed down the bar toward that distant but worth the detour drink. And as he went, the cop signaled to him. Not with any blunt stare or finger-point or hey you, none of that. All he did was pick up his glass, smile in an appreciative way at the club soda inside it, then put the glass back down on the table and look nowhere in particular. That’s all he did, but more plainly than an invitation edged in black it said, comon over, siddown, let’s get acquainted.

			First things first. Dortmunder reached his glass, saw there wasn’t enough liquid left in the bottom of it to put out a firefly, drained it and turned hopelessly toward the booths, carrying the empty glass. Along the way, not looking at Kelp, who likewise did not look at him, he paused beside that first table to replenish his glass from their bottle – their bottle! – then trudged on down the row of booths to stop next to Mr. Doom and mutter, ‘This seat taken?’

			‘Rest yourself,’ the cop said. He had a soft deep voice, a burr with some gravel in it, as though he might sing the Lord’s lines in some church choir somewhere. 

			So Dortmunder slid in across from the cop, keeping his knees away from those alien knees, and put his head back to sluice down a little bourbon. When he lowered glass and head, the cop was sliding a small card across the table toward him, saying, ‘Let me introduce myself.’ He didn’t exactly smile or grin or anything like that, but you could tell he was pleased with himself.

			Dortmunder leaned forward to look down at the card without touching it. A business card, an ivory off-white, with fancy lettering in light blue, it read in the middle:

			JOHNNY EPPICK

			For Hire

			and in the lower right corner an address and phone number:

			598 E. 3rd St.

			New York, NY 10009

			917-555-3585

			East Third Street? Over by the river? Who ever had anything to do way over there? That was a part of Manhattan so remote you practically needed a visa to go there, and if you needed a reason to go there, there weren’t any.

			Also, the phone number was for a cell phone, that was the Manhattan cell phone area code. So this Johnny Eppick could say he was at 598 East Third Street, but if you called that number and he answered, he could be in Omaha, who’s to know?

			But more important than the address and the phone number was that line under the name: For Hire. Dortmunder frowned at that information some little time and then, head still facing downward, he swiveled his eyes up to look toward Johnny Eppick, if that’s who he was, and say, ‘You’re not a cop?’

			‘Not for seventeen months,’ Eppick told him, and now he did grin. ‘Did my twenty, turned in my papers, decided to freelance.’

			‘Huh,’ Dortmunder said. So apparently, you could take the cop out of the NYPD, but you couldn’t take the NYPD out of the cop.

			And now this no-longer-cop did a very cop thing: out of an inside pocket of that black suitcoat he took a photo, color, about twice the size of the business card, and slid it forward beside the card to say, ‘Whadaya thinka that?’

			The picture was what looked like an alley somewhere, grungy and neglected like all alleys everywhere, with what looked like the rear entrances to a row of stores in an irregular line of brick buildings. A guy was moving near one of those doors, carrying a computer in both arms. The guy was all dressed in black and was hunched over the computer as though it were pretty heavy.

			Dortmunder didn’t really look at the picture, just gave it a skim before he shook his head and said, with regret, ‘Sorry, I never saw him before.’

			‘You see him every morning when you shave,’ Eppick said. 

			Dortmunder frowned. What was this, a trick? Was that himself in the picture? Trying to recognize himself in that burdened figure there, that crumpled-over dark comma against the bricks, he said, ‘What’s goin on here?’

			‘That’s the back of an H & R Block,’ Eppick told him. ‘It’s Sunday afternoon, it isn’t tax season, they’re closed. You took four computers out of there, don’t you remember?’ 

			Vaguely, Dortmunder did. Of course, when you’re at your job, after a while the work all blends together. Carefully, he said, ‘I’m pretty sure that isn’t me.’

			‘Listen, John,’ Eppick said, then paused to pretend he was polite, saying, ‘You don’t mind if I call you John, do you?’ 

			‘Kinda, yeah.’ 

			‘That’s good. John, the point is, if I wanted to turn some evidence on you over to some former co-workers of mine, you’d already be in a place where everything goes clang-clang, you know what I mean?’

			‘No,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘It seems to me pretty clear,’ Eppick said. ‘One hand washes the other.’ 

			Dortmunder nodded. Pointing his jaw at the picture, he said, ‘Which hand is that?’

			‘What you want, John – ’

			‘Well, the negative, I guess.’ 

			Sadly Eppick shook his head. ‘Sorry, John,’ he said. ‘Digital. It’s in the computer forever. One you won’t be carrying anywhere, not even to that fence friend of yours, that Arnie Albright.’

			Dortmunder raised a brow in surprise. ‘You know too much,’ he said.

			Eppick frowned at him. ‘Was that a threat, John?’

			‘No!’ Startled, almost embarrassed, Dortmunder stuttered, ‘I only meant, you know so much, I don’t know how you’d know all that much, I mean, whadaya wanna know all that much about me for, that’s all. Not you know too much. So much. You know so much, uh, Mr. Eppick.’

			‘That’s okay, then,’ Eppick said. 

			At this point there was a slight interruption as the street door beside their booth opened and two guys walked in, bringing with them a touch of the outer nippiness of the air. Dortmunder sat facing that door, while Eppick faced the bar, but if Dortmunder recognized either of these new customers he made no sign. Nor did Eppick seem to notice that fresh blood was walking past his elbow.

			The first of the fresh blood was a carrot-headed guy who walked in a dogged unrelenting manner, as though looking for a chip to put on his shoulder, while the other was a younger guy who managed to look both eager and cautious at the same time, as though looking forward to dinner but unsure what that sound was he’d just heard from the kitchen.

			These two didn’t become aware of Eppick until they’d already entered the place, the bar door closing behind them, and then they both faltered for just a frame or two before moving smoothly on, unhurried but covering ground, passing Andy Kelp with no recognition on either side and making their way without unseemly haste around the end of the bar and out of sight in the direction of Pointers and Setters and the phone booth and the back room.

			Hoping Eppick had made nothing of this exit and entrance, and trying to ignore the army of butterflies now investigating the nooks and crannies of his stomach, Dortmunder tried to keep the conversation on track and his voice unbutterflied by saying, ‘I mean, that’s a real question. Knowing all this stuff about me and having this picture and all this. What’s the point in here?’

			‘The point, John, is this,’ Eppick said. ‘I have a client, and he’s hired me to make a certain retrieval on his behalf.’ 

			‘A retrieval.’ 

			‘That’s exactly right. And I looked around, and I looked at old arrest records, you know, MOs of this guy and that guy, I still got my access to whatever I want over there, and it seemed to me you’re the guy I want to help me in this issue of this retrieval.’ 

			‘I’m reformed,’ Dortmunder said.

			‘Have a relapse,’ Eppick suggested. ‘Recidify.’ Picking up the picture, he returned it to his coat pocket, then pushed the business card closer to Dortmunder, saying, ‘You come to my office tomorrow morning, ten a.m., you’ll meet my employer, he’ll explain the whole situation. You don’t show up, expect to hear knocking on your door.’

			‘Urm,’ Dortmunder said. 

			Rising up out of the booth, Eppick nodded away, grinned in an amiable fashion, and said, ‘Give my hello to your friend Andy Kelp. But it’s just you I want to see in the morning.’

			And he turned and walked out of the bar to the outer sidewalk, leaving behind a sopping dishrag where there once had been a man.
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			When Dortmunder’s breathing had returned to normal, he twisted around on the seat to look for Kelp, who had already departed for the back room. He knew he was supposed to follow the others back there now, where, instead of the original agenda, they would expect him to answer a whole lot of questions. He didn’t think he’d enjoy that.

			Facing the other way – toward the street, in fact – trying to decide what to do, he was in time to see another arrival push through the door, this one distinctive in every way. If people come in sizes, this guy was jumbo. Maybe even colossal. What he looked mostly like was the part of the rocket that gets jettisoned over the Indian Ocean, plus a black homburg. In addition to the homburg, he wore many yards of black wool topcoat over a black turtleneck sweater that made it seem as though his massive head were rising out of a hillside.

			This fellow stopped just inside the closing door to lower a very large beetled brow in Dortmunder’s direction. ‘You were talking,’ he said, ‘to a cop.’

			‘Hello, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said, for that was, improbably, the monster’s name. ‘He isn’t a cop any more, not for seventeen months. Did his twenty, turned in his papers, decided to go freelance.’

			‘Cops don’t go freelance, Dortmunder,’ Tiny told him. ‘Cops are part of the system. The system doesn’t do freelance. We are freelance.’

			‘Here’s his card,’ Dortmunder said, and handed it over.

			Tiny rested the card in his giant palm and read aloud: ‘“For Hire.” Huh. There’s rent-a-cops, but this isn’t like that, is it?’

			‘I don’t think so, no.’ 

			Tiny with great gentleness handed the card back, saying, ‘Well, Dortmunder, you’re an interesting fellow, I’ve always said so.’

			‘I didn’t go to him, Tiny,’ Dortmunder pointed out. ‘He came to me.’

			‘But that’s it, isn’t it,’ Tiny said. ‘He came to you. Not Andy, not me, just you.’

			‘My lucky day,’ Dortmunder said, failing to hide his bitterness. 

			‘A cop that isn’t a cop,’ Tiny mused, ‘that you could rent him like a car. And with you he wanted a nice conversation.’ 

			‘It wasn’t that nice, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘I been in the limo outside,’ Tiny said, that being his preferred method of transportation, given his immensity, ‘I spotted you in there, I figured, maybe Dortmunder and this cop want to be alone, then I see Stan and the kid go in, no introductions, no high fives, and now the cop comes out, and turns out, what he wanted with you, he wanted to give you his new card, he’s opened shop, cop for lease.’ 

			‘Not a cop, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said. ‘Not for seventeen months.’

			‘I think that transition takes a little longer,’ Tiny suggested. ‘Maybe three generations.’

			‘You could be right.’ 

			‘Again,’ Tiny agreed. ‘You wanna talk about it, Dortmunder?’

			‘Not until I think about it a while,’ Dortmunder told him. ‘And I don’t really want to think about it, not yet.’ 

			‘So some other time,’ Tiny said. 

			‘Oh, I know,’ Dortmunder said, and sighed. ‘I know, there will be some other time.’ 

			Tiny looked around the bar. ‘Looks like everybody else is around back.’

			‘Yeah, they went back there.’ 

			‘Maybe we oughta do likewise,’ Tiny said. ‘See what Stan has in mind. It isn’t that often a driver has an idea.’ He gazed down at Dortmunder. ‘You coming?’ 

			With a second sigh – that made two in one day – Dortmunder shook his head. ‘I don’t think I can, Tiny. That guy kinda knocked the spirit out of me, you know what I mean?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘What I think,’ Dortmunder said, ‘I think I should go home. Just, you know, go home.’

			‘We’ll miss you,’ Tiny said.
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			So, John,’ May said, over the breakfast table, ‘what are you going to do?’

			After a troubled night, Dortmunder had described his meeting with Johnny Eppick For Hire to his faithful companion, May, over his usual breakfast of equal parts corn flakes, milk, and sugar, while she listened wide-eyed, ignoring her half-grapefruit and coffee black. And now she wanted to know what he was going to do.

			‘Well, May,’ he said, ‘I think I got no choice.’ 

			‘You say he isn’t a cop any more.’ 

			‘He’s still plugged in to the cops,’ Dortmunder explained. ‘He can still point a finger and lightning comes out.’ 

			‘So you have to go there.’ 

			‘I don’t even know how,’ Dortmunder complained. ‘All the way east on Third Street? How do I get there, take a ferry around the island?’

			‘There’s probably buses,’ May said. ‘Across Fourteenth Street. I could loan you my MetroCard.’

			‘That’s still a hell of a walk,’ Dortmunder complained. ‘Fourteenth, all the way down to Third.’ 

			‘Well, John,’ she said, ‘it doesn’t seem worth stealing a car for.’

			‘No, I guess not.’ 

			‘Especially,’ she said, ‘if you’re gonna visit a cop.’

			‘Not for seventeen months.’ 

			‘Uh huh,’ she said. 

			The bus wasn’t so bad, once he and the driver figured out how he should slide May’s mass transit card through that little slot. It was an articulated bus, so he found a seat next to a window in the rear part, beyond the accordion. He sat there and the bus groaned away from the curb, and he looked out the window at this new world.

			He’d never been so far east on Fourteenth Street. New York doesn’t exactly have neighborhoods, the way most cities do. What it has is closer to distinct and separate villages, some of them existing on different continents, some of them existing in different centuries, and many of them at war with one another. English is not the primary language in many of these villages, but the Roman alphabet does still have a slight edge.

			Looking out his window, Dortmunder tried to get a handle on this particular village. He’d never been to Bulgaria – well, he’d never been asked – but it seemed to him this area was probably like a smaller city in that land, on one side or the other of the mountains. If they had mountains.

			After a while, he noticed the scenery wasn’t bumping past the window any more but was just sitting out there, and when he looked around to see what had gone wrong the other seats were all empty and the driver, way up there in front, was twisted around, yelling at him. Dortmunder focused and got the words:

			‘End of the line!’ 

			‘Oh, yeah. Right.’ 

			He waved at the guy, and got off the bus. The walk down to Third Street was just as long as he’d been afraid it would be, but then that wasn’t even the end of it. Not knowing how long it would take to get to such an out-of-the-way location, he’d given it an hour, which turned out to be fifteen minutes too long, so he had to walk around the block a couple times so he wouldn’t be ridiculously early.

			But at least that did give him the opportunity to case the place. It was a narrow dark brick corner building, a little grungy, six stories high. The ground floor was a check-cashing place, with neon signs saying so in many languages in windows backed by the kind of iron bars they use for the gorilla cages in the zoo.

			Around the side on Third Street was a green metal door with a vertical row of buttons next to names on cards in narrow slots. Some of the names seemed to be people, some businesses. There were two apartments or offices per floor, labeled ‘L’ and ‘R.’ eppick – that’s all it said – was 3R.

			Stepping back, Dortmunder looked up at the windows that should be 3R, and they were covered by venetian blinds slanted up to see the sky, not the street. Okay; fifteen minutes. He went for a stroll.

			It was still five minutes before the hour when he’d completed the circuit twice, wondering what the proper word was for a Mongolian bodega, but enough was enough, so he pressed the button next to eppick and almost immediately the door made that buzz they do. He pushed it open and entered a tiny vestibule with a steep flight of stairs straight ahead and a very narrow elevator on the right. So he took the elevator up, and when he got off at three there were the stairs again, flanked by two doors, these of dark wood and marked with brass figures 3L and 3R.

			Another button. He pressed it, and another door gave him the raspberry. This door you had to pull, he soon figured out, but the buzz was in no hurry, it kept buzzing at him until he got the idea.

			Inside, the place was larger than Dortmunder had expected, having taken it for granted a building like this would consist of a bunch of little rooms that people would call a ‘warren of offices.’ But, no. Many of the warren’s interior walls had been removed, a rich burgundy carpet had been laid to connect it all, and on the carpet were separate areas defined not by walls but by furniture.

			Just inside the door that Dortmunder was closing was a small well-polished wooden desk facing sideways, to see both the door and the room. Next to the desk stood Eppick, wearing his winner’s smile plus, this morning, a polo shirt the same color as the carpet, gray slacks with expandable waist instead of belt, and two-tone golf shoes, though without cleats.

			‘Right on time, John,’ Eppick said, and stuck out a gnarly hand. ‘I’m gonna shake your hand because we’re gonna be partners.’ 

			Dortmunder shrugged and stuck his own hand out. ‘Okay,’ he said, limiting the partnership.

			‘Lemme introduce you,’ Eppick said, turning away, keeping Dortmunder’s hand in his own, an unpleasant experience, ‘to our principal.’ 

			Dortmunder was going to say he didn’t know they had any principles, but then decided not to, because here was the rest of the room. To the right, along the wall under the windows with their upward-slanted venetian blinds showing strips of pale blue late-autumn sky, was a blond oak conference table with rounded ends, flanked by eight matching blue-upholstered chairs. On the left side, where there were no windows because of the next building in the row, was a conversation area, two dark blue sofas at right angles around a square glass coffee table, and a couple of matching chairs just behind them, ready for overflow. To the rear behind the conversation area was a galley kitchen, with a simple table and six chairs in front of it, and in the final quarter, behind the conference table, stood a StairMaster and other gym equipment. Not what Dortmunder would have guessed from an ex-cop. Not from an ex-cop called Eppick, anyway.

			‘Around here, John,’ Eppick said, and led Dortmunder around in an orbit of the front desk, aiming for the front left corner of the space, where a high-tech wheelchair that looked as though it were ready for spacewalks squatted facing the glass coffee table, opposite one of the blue sofas, with the other sofa against the wall to its left.

			Someone or something hunkered in the wheelchair, inside black brogans, black pants, a Navajo-Indian-design throw rug draped over the shoulders, and a scarlet beret on top. It seemed large and soft, just barely squeezing into the available space, and it brooded straight ahead, paying no attention to Eppick as he led Dortmunder forward by the hand.

			‘Mr. Hemlow,’ Eppick said, and all at once he sounded deferential, not the self-assured cop at all any more, ‘Mr. Hemlow, the specialist is here.’

			‘Tell him to sit down. There.’ 

			The voice sounded as though it were coming from a bicycle tire with a slow leak, and at first Dortmunder thought Mr. Hemlow had pointed at the sofa to his left with a chicken foot, but no, that was his hand.

			Speaking of hands, Eppick finally released Dortmunder’s and gestured for him to get to that sofa by walking around behind Mr. Hemlow in his wheelchair, which Dortmunder did, while Eppick went away to take up a lot of the other sofa, crossing one leg over the other as though he wanted to show how relaxed he was, but not succeeding.

			Dortmunder sat to Mr. Hemlow’s left, leaned forward, rested his forearms on his thighs, looked eye-to-eye with Mr. Hemlow, and said, ‘Harya doin?’

			‘I’ve been better,’ grated the bicycle tire. 

			Dortmunder was sure of that. Seen up close, Mr. Hemlow was seven or eight different kinds of mess. He had a little clear plastic hose draped over his ears and inserted into his nostrils to give him oxygen. His face and neck and apparently everything but those chicken-foot hands were bloated and stuffed looking, as though he’d been filled up by a bicycle pump trying to solve the tire leak. His eyes were small and mean-looking, their pupils a very wet blue, so that, under the red beret, he looked like a more than usually homicidal hawk. What could be seen of his skin was a raw-looking red, as though he were originally a very pale person who’d been left out in the sun too long. His posture sucked; he sat on his shoulder blades with his wattles on his torso, which seemed to be shaped more or less like a medicine ball. His right knee twitched constantly, as though remembering an earlier life as a dance band drummer.

			While Dortmunder sat absorbing these unlovely details, Mr. Hemlow’s watery eyes studied him in return, until all at once Mr. Hemlow said, ‘What do you know about the First World War?’

			Dortmunder thought. ‘We won,’ he guessed.

			‘Who lost?’

			‘The other people. I don’t know, I wasn’t there.’

			‘Nor was I,’ Mr. Hemlow said, and gargled out something that was either a laugh or a death rattle, though probably a laugh, because he went on living, saying, ‘But my father was. He was there. He told me all about it.’

			‘That musta been nice.’ 

			‘Illuminating. My father was still fighting in that war two years after it was over, what do you think of that?’ 

			‘Well, I guess he must of been a real gung ho type.’ 

			‘No, he was under orders. And you know who he was fighting?’

			‘With the war over?’ Dortmunder shook his head. ‘I don’t think you’re supposed to do that,’ he said.

			‘In 1917,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘the United States entered the war. It had been going on in Europe for three years already. That was the same year as the Russian Revolution. The czar was thrown out, the Communists came in.’

			‘Busy year,’ Dortmunder suggested. 

			‘The British,’ Mr. Hemlow said, and apparently spat, though nothing seemed to come out. ‘The British,’ he repeated, ‘kept a great pile of munitions at Murmansk, a deep-water port on the Russian coast of the Barents Sea, north of the Arctic Circle.’ 

			‘Cold up there,’ Dortmunder suggested. 

			‘Didn’t matter,’ Mr. Hemlow told him. ‘All that mattered, after the Revolution, they had to keep those munitions away from the Red Army. So that’s why – there’s no war declared here, nothing legal about this at all – my father and several hundred other US Army and US Navy personnel went up there to fight alongside the British and keep the goddam Red Army from getting those arms. Stayed there for two years, after the war was supposed to be over. Lost three hundred men. Finally, late in 1920, the Americans came home. Only time American troops ever fought Russian troops on Russian soil.’

			‘I never even heard about it,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘Most haven’t.’ 

			Eppick said, ‘It was news to me, too, and I thought I knew some history.’

			‘American soldiers,’ Mr. Hemlow said, with what sounded like satisfaction, possibly even pride, ‘are a light-
fingered group, always have been. Over many a mantel in America hangs stolen goods.’ 

			‘Spoils of war,’ Eppick explained.

			‘That’s what they call it,’ Mr. Hemlow said. ‘Now, near the end of the invasion, a platoon of American soldiers, nine lads including my father, and their sergeant, Alfred X. Northwood, came across a surprising item in a port warehouse in Murmansk. It was a chess set, a gift for the czar, from I don’t know whom, which had been shipped in by sea just in time to meet the Bolshevik Revolution, and it was the most valuable thing those boys had ever seen in their lives.’

			Dortmunder said, ‘A chess set.’

			‘The pieces were gold, inlaid with jewels. It was too heavy for one man to lift.’ 

			‘Oh,’ Dortmunder said. ‘That kind of chess set.’

			‘Exactly. It was worth millions. In the chaos of war and revolution, nobody even knew it existed, packed away in a wooden crate.’

			‘Pretty good,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘Most of the boys in that expeditionary force,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘were from Ohio and Missouri, so they made an agreement. They would take that chess set back to the States and use it to finance a dream they’d been sharing, to open a chain of radio stations across the Midwest. If they’d done it, they would’ve died rich men.’

			‘Uh huh,’ Dortmunder said, noticing that ‘if.’

			‘Sgt. Northwood,’ Mr. Hemlow went on, ‘took the ivory-and-ebony chessboard. One of the lads took the teak box that held the pieces. The other eight, including my father, took four chessmen each, knowing each of them could smuggle that much home.’

			‘Sounds good,’ Dortmunder agreed.

			‘Back in the States,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘out of the army at last, they met with ex-Sgt. Northwood in Chicago, and all gave him their part of the loot, for him to convert into the loans they needed.’

			‘Uh huh,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘They never saw Northwood or the chess set again.’

			‘You know,’ Dortmunder said, ‘I kinda saw that coming.’ 

			‘They searched for him, for a long while,’ Mr. Hemlow said. ‘Fewer and fewer of them over the years. Finally just my father and three of his friends. Their sons all were told the story, and when we seven boys were grown we took what time we could from our regular lives to look for Northwood and the chess set. But we never found either one.’ Mr. Hemlow shrugged, which was more like a generalized tremor. ‘The generation after us didn’t care,’ he said. ‘It was all ancient history. Two of the boys from my generation are still alive, but none of us is in any condition to go on with the search.’

			Delicately, Dortmunder said, ‘This Sgt. Northwood, he probably isn’t around any more either.’

			‘The chess set is,’ Mr. Hemlow said. ‘The boys were going to call their company Chess King Broadcasting. One of them drew up a very nice logo for it.’

			‘Uh huh,’ Dortmunder said, hoping Mr. Hemlow wasn’t about to show him the logo. 

			He wasn’t. Instead, he lowered his head, those watery eyes now turning to ice, and he said, ‘I am a wealthy man. I am not in this for the money. Those boys were robbed of their dreams.’

			‘Yeah, I get that,’ Dortmunder agreed.

			‘Now, unexpectedly,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘I seem to have an opportunity, if I live long enough for it, to right that wrong.’

			‘You know where the chess set is,’ Dortmunder suggested. 

			‘Possibly,’ Mr. Hemlow said, and sat back in his wheelchair to fold his chicken feet over his paunch. ‘But for a moment,’ he said, ‘let us talk about you. What did you say your name was?’
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			Diddums,’ Dortmunder said, and winced, because that was an alias he loathed that nevertheless bounced out of him at the most unfortunate moments, like his own private Tourette’s.

			Mr. Hemlow gazed on him. ‘Diddums?’

			‘It’s Welsh.’ 

			‘Oh.’

			Smoothly, Eppick said, ‘John uses a number of different names, it goes with his specialty.’

			Could a gourd on a medicine ball look grumpy? Yes. ‘I see,’ Mr. Hemlow said. ‘So what we know so far is that this gentleman’s name is not Diddums.’

			‘It’s probably not even Welsh,’ Eppick said.

			‘It’s definitely John,’ Dortmunder said.

			Eppick smiled and nodded. ‘That’s true. Something like me. You never been a Johnny, have you?’

			‘No,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘That’s where the pizzazz is,’ Eppick assured him. ‘You saw it on my card. “John Eppick” wouldn’t have done anywhere near as much.’ 

			‘I can see that,’ Dortmunder agreed. 

			‘Of course you can. Johnny Eppick. It’s something to aspire to. Johnny Guitar.’ 

			‘Uh huh.’

			‘Johnny Cool. Johnny Holiday. Johnny Trouble.’ 

			‘Johnny Belinda,’ put in Mr. Hemlow, surprisingly.

			Eppick didn’t want to disagree with his employer, but he didn’t want Johnny Belinda either. ‘That’s a special case, sir,’ he said, and hurriedly turned back to Dortmunder, saying, ‘Johnny Rocco. Johnny Tremain. Johnny Reno.’

			‘Johnny Mnemonic,’ suggested Mr. Hemlow, a man who probably didn’t so much go to look at movies as have movies come to look at him.

			‘Sir, I don’t think that one’s up there with the others,’ Eppick suggested. 

			Dortmunder, who didn’t go to the movies unless his faithful companion May insisted, nevertheless did have something of a grab-bag mind, which he now realized contained a movie title belonging to this crowd: ‘Johnny Got His Gun.’

			Neither of the others liked that one. Eppick said, ‘John, we are talking in the order of Johnny Yuma, Johnny Midnight, Johnny Jupiter, Johnny Ringo.’

			‘Johnny Appleseed,’ Mr. Hemlow added.

			‘Wel-ll,’ Eppick said, ‘that’s a little far afield, Mr. Hemlow.’

			Dortmunder said, ‘Johnny Cash?’

			‘Johnnie Walker,’ announced Mr. Hemlow. 

			Dortmunder turned to him. ‘Red or Black?’

			‘Oh, Black,’ Mr. Hemlow said. ‘Definitely Black. But that isn’t the point.’ Shifting his mass in the general direction of Eppick, he said, ‘The point is, you do vouch for this man.’

			‘Oh, absolutely,’ Eppick said. ‘I have used the entire resources of the NYPD to research the kind of specialist we need and, of those not currently counting the days on the inside, John here is just about the best you can get. He’s a thief when he wakes up in the morning, and he’s a thief when he goes to sleep at night. An honest thought has never crossed his brain. If he were any more crooked, you could open wine bottles with him. In his early days he did some time, but he’s learned how to avoid that now. I guarantee him to be the least trustworthy, most criminal scalawag you’ll ever meet.’

			‘Well,’ Dortmunder said, ‘that’s maybe a little overboard.’ 

			Still talking to Mr. Hemlow, Eppick said, ‘You trust me, and I trust John, but it’s even more than that. You know where to find me, and I know where to find John. He’d double-cross us in a minute if he – ’

			‘Aw, hey.’

			‘– thought he could get away with it, but he knows he can’t, so we can all have perfect trust in one another.’

			‘Excellent,’ said Mr. Hemlow, and nodded his head at Dortmunder a while, not in rhythm with his twitching knee, which was a distraction. ‘So far,’ he said, ‘I like what I see. It would seem that Johnny has chosen well. You keep your own counsel. You don’t bluster, but you do stand up for yourself.’

			Dortmunder could not remember ever having been the center of attention to this excruciating a degree, not even in a court of law, and he was beginning to chafe under it. Itch. Not like it so much. He said, to try to shorten the interview if at all possible, ‘So you want me and somebody else to go get this chess set for you, so all you – ’

			Mr. Hemlow said, ‘Somebody else?’

			‘You said it was too heavy for one man to lift.’

			‘Oh, yes.’ Mr. Hemlow did that nodding thing some more. ‘That’s what my father told me, that impressed me at the time. I hadn’t thought of the implications, but you’re right. Or, could you do it in multiple trips?’

			‘When you’re burglaring,’ Dortmunder told him, showing off a little expertise, ‘you don’t do more than one trip.’

			‘Yes, of course, I do see that.’ Turning to Eppick, he said, ‘How long will it take you to find a second person?’ 

			‘Oh, I think John could come up with somebody,’ Eppick said, and grinned at Dortmunder. ‘Your friend Andy, maybe.’

			‘Well,’ Dortmunder said, ‘he’d probably have to look in his appointment book, but I could check, yeah.’ To Mr. Hemlow he said, ‘So it looks to me like there’s only two questions left.’

			‘Yes?’ Mr. Hemlow cocked that puffy head. ‘Which questions are those?’

			‘Well, the first is, where is it.’ 

			‘Yes, of course,’ said Mr. Hemlow, a little impatiently. ‘And the second?’

			‘Well, you might not think it to look at me,’ Dortmunder told him, ‘but I got a family crest.’ 

			‘Have you?’ 

			‘Yeah. And it’s got a motto on it.’ 

			‘I am anxious to hear this motto.’

			‘Quid lucrum istic mihi est.’ 

			Mr. Hemlow squinted; the red-headed hawk in flight. ‘I’m afraid my Latin is insufficient for that.’

			‘What’s in it for me,’ Dortmunder translated.
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			Mr. Hemlow roared with laughter, or at least tried to, with various noises emanating from his head area that might, with redubbing, have added up to a roar. Then he said, ‘Well, what would be in it for you might be millions, I suppose, if you were to manage to elude Johnny here. A rather more modest sum if you do your part like a good boy.’

			‘Plus continued life in the free world,’ Eppick added. 

			So they were cheapskates, these two, it had all the earmarks. Dortmunder had seen it before, guys with big ideas who just needed a little bit of his help, his knowledge, his experience, but didn’t want to pay for it. Or didn’t want to pay enough.

			On the other hand, if he announced he wasn’t going along with these birds, that alley photo could very well come back to bite him on the hind parts. So, at least for now, he would follow Mr. Hemlow’s advice and do his part like a good boy. Therefore, he said, ‘Without knowing where this thing is, or how it’s guarded, or anything about it, I don’t know how much trouble I’m gonna have to get my hands on it, or what expenses I’m gonna run up, or if it’s maybe more than two people needed for the thing, or whatever. So right now, I’m with you, but I gotta tell you, Johnny Eppick here says I’m the specialist you want, and if I decide, being the specialist, that it can’t be done, or it can’t be done without too much danger to me, then I’m gonna have to tell you now, I’m gonna expect you to go along with how I see it.’

			Eppick frowned, clearly not liking the broadness of this escape clause, but Mr. Hemlow said, ‘That sounds fair to me. I think you will find the task worthy of your skills, but not to include a level of peril that might incline you to forgo what would certainly otherwise be a very profitable endeavor.’

			‘That’s good, then,’ Dortmunder said. ‘So where is it?’ 

			‘I’m afraid I’m not the one who’s going to tell you that,’ Mr. Hemlow said. 

			Dortmunder didn’t like that at all. ‘You mean, there’s more of you in on this? I thought everybody else died or got old or didn’t care.’

			‘Except,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘my granddaughter.’ 

			‘Now a granddaughter,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘It is true,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘that the generation after mine took no interest in the stolen chess set, nor the ruined dreams of their grandparents. It was all just history to them. However, Fiona, the daughter of my third son, Floyd, takes a deep interest in the story of the chess set, precisely because to her it is history, and history is her passion.’

			Dortmunder, whose grasp on history was usually dislodged by the needs of the passing moment, had nothing to say to that, so he merely did his best to look alert.

			Which was apparently enough, because Mr. Hemlow almost immediately went on, ‘Fiona, my granddaughter, is an attorney, mostly in estate planning for a midtown firm. She’s the one who took an interest in the story of the chess set, came to me for what details my father might have given me, did the research and found, or at least believes she’s found, the chess set.’

			‘Believes,’ Dortmunder said.

			‘Well, she hasn’t seen it personally, of course,’ Mr. Hemlow said. ‘None of us will, until you retrieve it.’ 

			Eppick said, ‘The granddaughter was just happy to figure she solved the mystery, there it is, case closed. It was Mr. Hemlow explained to her the lost dreams and alla that.’

			‘She agreed, at last,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘to a retrieval of the chess set, for the future good of the family, to make up for the ills of the past.’

			‘Got it,’ Dortmunder said. 

			‘But she has conditions,’ Mr. Hemlow warned.

			What have I gotten into here, Dortmunder asked himself, and was afraid he was going to find out the answer. ‘Conditions,’ he said.

			‘No violence,’ Mr. Hemlow said. 

			‘I’m in favor of that,’ Dortmunder assured him. ‘No violence, that’s how I like it every day.’

			‘One of the reasons I picked you, John,’ Eppick told him, ‘is how you don’t go in much for strong-arming against persons.’

			‘Or property,’ Mr. Hemlow said. 

			Dortmunder said, ‘Property? Come on, you know, sometimes you gotta break a window, that’s not violence.’

			Conceding the point, Mr. Hemlow said, ‘I’m sure Fiona would accept that level of mayhem. You can discuss it with her if you wish.’

			‘Or not bother her about it,’ Eppick advised.

			‘So I’m gonna see this Fiona,’ Dortmunder said, and looked around. ‘How come I’m not seeing her now?’

			Eppick said, ‘Mr. Hemlow wanted to vet you, wanted to reassure himself that I’d made the right choice, before sending you on to the granddaughter.’

			‘Oh, yeah?’ To Mr. Hemlow Dortmunder said, ‘So how am I? How do I vet?’ 

			‘That I have mentioned my granddaughter’s name,’ Mr. Hemlow said, ‘means I have agreed with Johnny’s judgment.’

			‘Well, that’s nice.’ 

			Mr. Hemlow said, ‘Johnny, would you phone her?’

			‘Sure.’ Eppick stood, then paused to say to Dortmunder, ‘You free this afternoon, if she can make it?’

			‘Sure. I’m between engagements.’

			‘Maybe not any more,’ Eppick said, and grinned, and said, ‘You wanna write down the address?’

			‘I do,’ Dortmunder told him, ‘but I don’t have anything to write with or on.’

			‘Oh. Never mind, I’ll do it.’ 

			Eppick went over to the desk by the front door, sat at it, played with a Rolodex a minute, then dialed a number. While he waited, he started to write on the back of another of his cards, then paused to punch out four more numbers, then finished writing, then said, ‘Fiona Hemlow, please. Johnny Eppick.’ Then another pause, and then he said, ‘Hi, Fiona, it’s Johnny Eppick. Just fine. I’m here with your granddad and we got the guy we think is gonna help us with that family matter. I know you wanna talk to him. Well, this afternoon, if you got some free time.’ Cupping the phone, he said to Dortmunder, ‘She’s checking her calendar.’

			‘For this afternoon?’ 

			Eppick held up a finger, and listened to the phone, then said, ‘Yeah, that should be long enough. Hold on, lemme see if he’s clear.’ Cupping the phone again, he said to Dortmunder, ‘This afternoon, four-fifteen to four-forty-five, she can fit you in.’

			‘Then that’s good,’ Dortmunder said. ‘I happen to have that slot open.’ In truth, he himself did not live that precise a life, but he understood there were people who did.

			Into the phone, Eppick said, ‘That’s fine. He’s – Hold on.’ Another cupping, and he looked at Dortmunder to say, ‘Do you really still wanna go on being Diddums?’

			‘No, do the name,’ Dortmunder said. ‘The only one I didn’t wanna know it was you, so that’s too late, so go ahead.’

			‘Fine. Fiona, his name is John Dortmunder, and he will see you at four-fifteen. Give me a call after you talk to him, okay? Thanks, Fiona.’

			He hung up, stood up, and brought to Dortmunder the card he’d written on the back of, where it now read:

			Fiona Hemlow

			C&I International Bank Building

			613 5th Ave

			Feinberg, Kleinberg, Rhineberg, Steinberg, Weinberg & Klatsch

			27

			Dortmunder said, ‘Twenty-seven?’

			‘They got the whole floor,’ Eppick explained. ‘Hundreds of lawyers there.’

			‘We’re all very proud of Fiona,’ Mr. Hemlow said. ‘Landing at such a prestigious law firm.’

			Dortmunder had had dealings with lawyers once or twice in his life, but they mostly hadn’t come with the word ‘prestigious’ attached. ‘I’m looking forward,’ he said.
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			In conversation over breakfast with his Mom, before she went off for a day of driving her taxi for the benefit of an ungrateful public, Stan Murch gradually came to the conclusion that he wasn’t just irritated by what had happened last night, or what in fact had not happened, but he was really very pissed off about it and getting more so by the minute, and who he blamed for the whole thing was John Dortmunder.

			At first his Mom didn’t get it: ‘He wasn’t even there.’

			‘That’s the point.’ 

			He had to explain it all about seven times before she saw what he was aiming at, but at last she did see it, and it was really very simple and, straightforward. At the O.J. last night, they had been a little group of people who would come together like that from time to time for what they hoped would turn out to be profitable expeditions and employments, and there was always at least that one preliminary conversation to kick it off, to see if this new project sounded like it might work, to see if everybody wanted to come on board. Each of them in the group had his own specialty – Tiny Bulcher, for instance, specialized in lifting large and heavy objects, while he himself, Stan Murch, was the driver – and John Dortmunder’s specialty was in laying out the plan.

			Now, it wasn’t often that Stan brought the original idea to the group, but this time he had one, and it was a good one, and if Dortmunder had been there he would definitely have understood the concept and started working out how to make it a reality, and all of that, and by now they’d be on their way. Instead of which, Dortmunder isn’t even at the meeting, he’s out in the bar with some cop.

			But everybody else wants to know what the idea is. So Stan tells them, and they hate it. Because Dortmunder isn’t there to tell everybody how it could work, the idea gets shot down like a duck. So it’s all Dortmunder’s fault.

			After his Mom took off in her cab, Stan continued to brood a while longer, and then he decided the thing to do was call John and see if he’s ready to take a meeting now, just the two of them, and after that they could get everybody else to come around. So he called John, but got May, who said, ‘Oh, you just missed him, and I’m halfway out the door myself, I got to get to work.’

			‘Do you know where John went?’

			‘He had a meeting at ten this morning – ’

			‘With the cop?’ 

			‘Oh, did he tell you?’ 

			‘Not yet. Where’s the meeting, do you know?’

			‘Lower East Side, some funny address. John had never been anywhere around there before, he was going to take a bus.’

			‘You got the address?’ 

			‘He wrote it down a couple places, so he wouldn’t forget. I’ll look, Stan, but I don’t have much time. I don’t wanna be late. They’re short on cashiers at the Safeway as it is. Hold on.’

			So he held on, and about three minutes later she came back and said, ‘It’s 598 East Third, and the cop is named Eppick. He says he’s retired.’

			‘Then why does he want to talk to John?’

			‘You’ll have to ask him.’ 

			‘I intend to.’ 

			If you only need a car for a few hours, there’s nothing better, after taking the subway up out of Canarsie, than to go to the parking garage under one of the big Manhattan office buildings, where they have sections set aside for employees of the various businesses upstairs, so the car you choose will not be missed before five p.m., by which time you’ve returned it. Also, being in white-collar employment, they tend to drive pretty nice cars. All you need is to find somebody who leaves his parking-space ID in the car, which many people do.
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