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The death of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, 
the most poetical topic in the world.


– Edgar Allan Poe







ONE


I saw her entrance. It would have been hard to miss. She had blond hair that was close to white, the sort that’s called towhead when it belongs to a child. Hers was plaited in heavy braids that she’d wrapped around her head and secured with pins. She had a high smooth forehead and prominent cheekbones and a mouth that was just a little too wide. In her western-style boots she must have run to six feet, most of her length in her legs. She was wearing designer jeans the color of burgundy and a short fur jacket the color of champagne. It had been raining on and off all day, and she wasn’t carrying an umbrella or wearing anything on her head. Beads of water glinted like diamonds on her plaited hair.


She stood for a moment in the doorway getting her bearings. It was around three-thirty on a Wednesday afternoon, which is about as slow as it gets at Armstrong’s. The lunch crowd was long gone and it was too early for the after-work people. In another fifteen minutes a couple of schoolteachers would stop in for a quick one, and then some nurses from Roosevelt Hospital whose shift ended at four, but for the moment there were three or four people at the bar and one couple finishing a carafe of wine at a front table and that was it. Except for me, of course, at my usual table in the rear.


She made me right away, and I caught the blue of her eyes all the way across the room. But she stopped at the bar to make sure before making her way between the tables to where I was sitting.


She said, ‘Mr Scudder? I’m Kim Dakkinen. I’m a friend of Elaine Mardell’s.’


‘She called me. Have a seat.’


‘Thank you.’


She sat down opposite me, placed her handbag on the table between us, took out a pack of cigarettes and a disposable lighter, then paused with the cigarette unlit to ask if it was all right if she smoked. I assured her that it was.


Her voice wasn’t what I’d expected. It was quite soft, and the only accent it held was Midwestern. After the boots and the fur and the severe facial planes and the exotic name, I’d been anticipating something more out of a masochist’s fantasy: harsh and stern and European. She was younger, too, than I’d have guessed at first glance. No more than twenty-five.


She lit her cigarette and positioned the lighter on top of the cigarette pack. The waitress, Evelyn, had been working days for the past two weeks because she’d landed a small part in an off-Broadway showcase. She always looked on the verge of a yawn. She came to the table while Kim Dakkinen was playing with her lighter. Kim ordered a glass of white wine. Evelyn asked me if I wanted more coffee, and when I said yes Kim said, ‘Oh, are you having coffee? I think I’d like that instead of wine. Would that be all right?’


When the coffee arrived she added cream and sugar, stirred, sipped, and told me she wasn’t much of a drinker, especially early in the day. But she couldn’t drink it black the way I did, she’d never been able to drink black coffee, she had to have it sweet and rich, almost like dessert, and she supposed she was just lucky but she’d never had a weight problem, she could eat anything and never gain an ounce, and wasn’t that lucky?


I agreed that it was.


Had I known Elaine long? For years, I said. Well, she hadn’t really known her that long herself, in fact she hadn’t  even been in New York too terribly long, and she didn’t know her that well either, but she thought Elaine was awfully nice. Didn’t I agree? I agreed. Elaine was very levelheaded, too, very sensible, and that was something, wasn’t it? I agreed it was something.


I let her take her time. She had acres of small talk, she smiled and held your eyes with hers when she talked, and she could probably have walked off with the Miss Congeniality award in any beauty contest she didn’t win outright, and if it took her a while to get to the point that was fine with me. I had no place else to go and nothing better to do.


She said, ‘You used to be a policeman.’


‘A few years back.’


‘And now you’re a private detective.’


‘Not exactly.’ The eyes widened. They were a very vivid blue, an unusual shade, and I wondered if she were wearing contact lenses. The soft lenses sometimes do curious things to eye color, altering some shades, intensifying others.


‘I don’t have a license,’ I explained. ‘When I decided I didn’t want to carry a badge anymore I didn’t figure I wanted to carry a license, either.’ Or fill out forms or keep records or check in with the tax collector. ‘Anything I do is very unofficial.’


‘But it’s what you do? It’s how you make your living?’


‘That’s right.’


‘What do you call it? What you do.’


You could call it hustling a buck, except that I don’t hustle a whole lot. The work finds me. I turn down more than I handle, and the jobs I accept are ones I can’t think of a way to turn down. Right now I was wondering what this woman wanted from me, and what excuse I’d find to say no.


‘I don’t know what to call it,’ I told her. ‘You could say that I do favors for friends.’


Her face lit up. She’d been doing a lot of smiling ever since she walked in the door but this was the first smile that got as far as her eyes. ‘Well, hell, that’s perfect,’ she said. ‘I could use a favor. As far as that goes, I could use a friend.’


‘What’s the problem?’


She bought some thinking time by lighting another cigarette, then lowered her eyes to watch her hands as she centered the lighter on top of the pack. Her nails were well manicured, long but not awkward, lacquered the color of tawny port. She wore a gold ring set with a large square-cut green stone on the third finger of her left hand. She said, ‘You know what I do. Same as Elaine.’


‘So I gathered.’


‘I’m a hooker.’


I nodded. She straightened in her seat, squared her shoulders, adjusted the fur jacket, opened the clasp at her throat. I caught a trace of her perfume. I’d smelled that spicy scent before but couldn’t recall the occasion. I picked up my cup, finished my coffee.


‘I want out.’


‘Of the life?’


She nodded. ‘I’ve been doing this for four years. I came here four years ago in July. August, September, October, November. Four years and four months. I’m twenty-three years old. That’s young, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘It doesn’t feel so young.’ She adjusted the jacket again, refastened the clasp. Light glinted off her ring. ‘When I got off the bus four years ago I had a suitcase in one hand and a denim jacket over my arm. Now I’ve got this. It’s ranch mink.’


‘It’s very becoming.’


‘I’d trade it for the old denim jacket,’ she said, ‘if I could have the years back. No, I wouldn’t. Because if I had them back I’d just do the same thing with them, wouldn’t I? Oh to be nineteen again and know what I know now, but the only way that could be is if I started tricking at fifteen, and then I’d be dead by now. I’m just rambling. I’m sorry.’


‘No need.’


‘I want to get out of the life.’


‘And do what? Go back to Minnesota?’


‘Wisconsin. No, I won’t be going back. There’s nothing there for me. Just because I want out doesn’t mean I have to go back.’


‘Okay.’


‘I can make lots of trouble for myself that way. I reduce things to two alternatives, so if A is no good that means I’m stuck with B. But that’s not right. There’s the whole rest of the alphabet.’


She could always teach philosophy. I said, ‘Where do I come in, Kim?’


‘Oh. Right.’


I waited.


‘I have this pimp.’


‘And he won’t let you leave?’


‘I haven’t said anything to him. I think maybe he knows, but I haven’t said anything and he hasn’t said anything and –’ Her whole upper body trembled for a moment, and small beads of perspiration glistened on her upper lip.


‘You’re afraid of him.’


‘How’d you guess?’


‘Has he threatened you?’


‘Not really.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘He never threatened me. But I feel threatened.’


‘Have other girls tried to leave?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t know much about his other girls. He’s very different from other pimps. At least from the ones I know about.’


They’re all different. Just ask their girls. ‘How?’ I asked her.


‘He’s more refined. Subdued.’


Sure. ‘What’s his name?’


‘Chance.’


‘First name or last name?’


‘It’s all anybody ever calls him. I don’t know if it’s a first name or a last name. Maybe it’s neither, maybe it’s a nickname. People in the life, they’ll have different names for different occasions.’


‘Is Kim your real name?’


She nodded. ‘But I had a street name. I had a pimp before Chance, his name was Duffy. Duffy Green, he called himself, but he was also Eugene Duffy and he had another name he used sometimes that I forget.’ She smiled at a memory. ‘I was so green when he turned me out. He didn’t pick me up right off the bus but he might as well.’


‘He a black man?’


‘Duffy? Sure. So is Chance. Duffy put me on the street. The Lexington Avenue stroll, and sometimes when it was hot there we’d go across the river to Long Island City.’ She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them she said, ‘I just got this rush of memory, what it was like on the street. My street name was Bambi. In Long Island City we did the johns in their cars. They would drive in from all over Long Island. On Lexington we had a hotel we could use. I can’t believe I used to do that, I used to live like that. God, I was green! I wasn’t innocent. I knew what I came to New York for, but I was green all right.’


‘How long were you on the street?’


‘It must have been five, six months. I wasn’t very good. I had the looks and I could, you know, perform, but I didn’t have street smarts. And a couple of times I had anxiety attacks and I couldn’t function. Duffy gave me stuff but all it ever did was make me sick.’


‘Stuff?’


‘You know. Drugs.’


‘Right.’


‘Then he put me in this house, and that was better, but he didn’t like it because he had less control that way. There was this big apartment near Columbus Circle and I went to work there like you would go to an office. I was in the house, I don’t know, maybe another six months. Just about that. And then I went with Chance.’


‘How did that happen?’


‘I was with Duffy. We were at this bar. Not a pimp bar, a jazz club, and Chance came and sat at our table. We all three sat and talked, and then they left me at the table and went off and talked some more, and Duffy came back alone and said I was to go with Chance. I thought he meant I should do him, you know, like a trick, and I was pissed because this was supposed to be our evening together and why should I be working. See, I didn’t take Chance for a pimp. Then he explained that I was going to be Chance’s girl from now on. I felt like a car he just sold.’


‘Is that what he did? Did he sell you to Chance?’


‘I don’t know what he did. But I went with Chance and it was all right. It was better than with Duffy. He took me out of that house and put me on a phone and it’s been, oh, three years now.’


‘And you want me to get you off the hook.’


‘Can you do it?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe you can do it yourself. Haven’t you said anything to him? Hinted at it, talked about it, something like that?’


‘I’m afraid.’


‘Of what?’


‘That he’d kill me or mark me or something. Or that he’d talk me out of it.’ She leaned forward, put her port-tipped fingers on my wrist. The gesture was clearly calculated but nonetheless effective for it. I breathed in her spicy scent and felt her sexual impact. I wasn’t aroused and didn’t want her but I could not be unaware of her sexual strength. She said, ‘Can’t you help me, Matt?’ And, immediately, ‘Do you mind if I call you Matt?’


I had to laugh. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t mind.’


‘I make money but I don’t get to keep it. And I don’t really make more money than I did on the street. But I have a little money.’


‘Oh?’


‘I have a thousand dollars.’


I didn’t say anything. She opened her purse, found a plain white envelope, got a finger under the flap and tore it open. She took a sheaf of bills from it and placed them on the table between us.


‘You could see him for me,’ she said.


I picked up the money, held it in my hand. I was being offered the opportunity to serve as intermediary between a blond whore and a black pimp. It was not a role I’d ever hungered for.


I wanted to hand the money back. But I was nine or ten days out of Roosevelt Hospital and I owed money there, and on the first of the month my rent would be due, and I hadn’t sent anything to Anita and the boys in longer than I cared to remember. I had money in my wallet and more money in the bank but it didn’t add up to much, and Kim Dakkinen’s money was as good as anybody else’s and easier to come by, and what difference did it make what she’d done to earn it?


I counted the bills. They were used hundreds and there were ten of them. I left five on the table in front of me and handed the other five to her. Her eyes widened a little and I decided she had to be wearing contacts. Nobody had eyes that color.


I said, ‘Five now and five later. If I get you off the hook.’


‘Deal,’ she said, and grinned suddenly. ‘You could have had the whole thousand in front.’


‘Maybe I’ll work better with an incentive. You want some more coffee?’


‘If you’re having some. And I think I’d like something sweet. Do they have desserts here?’


‘The pecan pie’s good. So’s the cheesecake.’


‘I love pecan pie,’ she said. ‘I have a terrible sweet tooth but I never gain an ounce. Isn’t that lucky?’







TWO



There was a problem. In order for me to talk to Chance I had to find him, and she couldn’t tell me how to do it.


‘I don’t know where he lives,’ she said. ‘Nobody does.’


‘Nobody?’


‘None of his girls. That’s the big guessing game if a couple of us should happen to be together and he’s not in the room. Trying to guess where Chance lives. One night I remember this girl Sunny and I were together and we were just goofing, coming up with one outrageous idea after another. Like he lives in this tenement in Harlem with his crippled mother, or he has this mansion in Sugar Hill, or he has a ranch house in the suburbs and commutes. Or he keeps a couple of suitcases in his car and lives out of them, just sleeping a couple hours a night at one of our apartments.’ She thought a moment. ‘Except he never sleeps when he’s with me. If we do go to bed he’ll just lie there afterward for a little while and then he’s up and dressed and out. He said once he can’t sleep if there’s another person in the room.’


‘Suppose you have to get in touch with him?’


‘There’s a number to call. But it’s an answering service. You can call the number any time, twenty-four hours a day, and there’s always an operator that answers. He always checks in with his service. If we’re out or something, he’ll check in with them every thirty minutes, every hour.’


She gave me the number and I wrote it in my notebook. I asked her where he garaged his car. She didn’t know. Did she remember the car’s license number?


She shook her head. ‘I never notice things like that. His car is a Cadillac.’


‘There’s a surprise. Where does he hang out?’


‘I don’t know. If I want to reach him I leave a message. I don’t go out looking for him. You mean is there a regular bar he drinks in? There’s lot of places he’ll go sometimes, but nothing regular.’


‘What kind of things does he do?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Does he go to ball games? Does he gamble? What does he do with himself?’


She considered the question. ‘He does different things,’ she said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Depending who he’s with. I like to go to jazz clubs so if he’s with me that’s where we’ll go. I’m the one he calls if he’s looking for that kind of an evening. There’s another girl, I don’t even know her, but they go to concerts. You know, classical music. Carnegie Hall and stuff. Another girl, Sunny, digs sports, and he’ll take her to ball games.’


‘How many girls has he got?’


‘I don’t know. There’s Sunny and Nan and the girl who likes classical music. Maybe there’s one or two others. Maybe more. Chance is very private, you know? He keeps things to himself.’


‘The only name you’ve got for him is Chance?’


‘That’s right.’


‘You’ve been with him, what, three years? And you’ve got half a name and no address and the number of his answering service.’


She looked down at her hands.


‘How does he pick up the money?’


‘From me, you mean? Sometimes he’ll come by for it.’


‘Does he call first?’


‘Not necessarily. Sometimes. Or he’ll call and tell me to bring it to him. At a coffee shop or a bar or something, or to be on a certain corner and he’ll pick me up.’


‘You give him everything you make?’


A nod. ‘He found me my apartment, he pays the rent, the phone, all the bills. We’ll shop for my clothes and he’ll pay. He likes picking out my clothes. I give him what I make and he gives me back some, you know, for walking-around money.’


‘You don’t hold anything out?’


‘Sure I do. How do you think I got the thousand dollars? But it’s funny, I don’t hold out much.’


The place was filling up with office workers by the time she left. By then she’d had enough coffee and switched to white wine. She had one glass of the wine and left half of it. I stayed with black coffee. I had her address and phone in my notebook along with Chance’s answering service, but I didn’t have a whole lot more than that.


On the other hand, how much did I need? Sooner or later I would get hold of him, and when I did I would talk to him, and if it broke right I’d throw a bigger scare into him than he’d managed to throw into Kim. And if not, well, I still had five hundred dollars more than I had when I woke up that morning.


After she left I finished my coffee and cracked one of her hundreds to pay my tab. Armstrong’s is on Ninth Avenue between Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth, and my hotel is around the corner on Fifty-seventh Street. I went to it, checked the desk for mail and messages, then called Chance’s service from the pay phone in the lobby. A woman answered on the third ring, repeating the four final digits of the number and asking if she could help me.


‘I want to speak to Mr Chance,’ I said.


‘I expect to speak with him soon,’ she said. She sounded middle-aged, with a chain smoker’s rasp to her voice. ‘May I take a message for him?’


I gave her my name and my phone number at the hotel. She asked what my call was in reference to. I told her it was personal.


When I hung up the phone I felt shaky, maybe from all the coffee I’d been sipping all day. I wanted a drink. I thought about going across the street to Polly’s Cage for a quick one, or hitting the liquor store two doors down from Polly’s and picking up a pint of bourbon. I could envision the booze, Jim Beam or J. W. Dant, some no-nonsense brown whiskey in a flat pint bottle.


I thought, C’mon, it’s raining out there, you don’t want to go out in the rain. I left the phone booth and turned toward the elevator instead of the front door and went up to my room. I locked myself in and pulled the chair over to the window and watched the rain. The urge to drink went away after a few minutes. Then it came back and then it went away again. It came and went for the next hour, winking on and off like a neon sign. I stayed where I was and watched the rain.


Around seven I picked up the phone in my room and called Elaine Mardell. Her machine answered, and when the beep sounded I said, ‘This is Matt. I saw your friend and I wanted to thank you for the referral. Maybe one of these days I can return the favor.’ I hung up and waited another half hour. Chance didn’t return my call.


I wasn’t especially hungry but I made myself go downstairs for something to eat. It had quit raining. I went over to the Blue Jay and ordered a hamburger and fries. A guy two tables over was having a beer with his sandwich and I decided to order one when the waiter brought my burger, but by the time that happened I’d changed my mind. I ate most of the hamburger and about half of the fries and drank two cups of coffee, then ordered cherry pie for dessert and ate most of it.


It was almost eight-thirty when I left there. I stopped at my hotel – no messages – and then walked the rest of the way to Ninth Avenue. There used to be a Greek bar on the corner, Antares and Spiro’s, but it’s a fruit and vegetable market now. I turned uptown and walked past Armstrong’s and across Fifty-eighth Street, and when the light changed I crossed the avenue and walked on up past the hospital to St Paul’s. I walked around the side and down a narrow flight of stairs to the basement. A cardboard sign hung from the doorknob, but you’d have to be looking for it to see it.


‘AA’ it said.


They were just getting started when I walked in. There were three tables set up in a U, with people seated on either sides of the tables and perhaps a dozen other chairs arranged at the back. Another table off to the side held refreshments. I got a Styrofoam cup and drew coffee from the urn, then took a chair at the rear. A couple of people nodded to me and I nodded back.


The speaker was a fellow about my age. He was wearing a herringbone tweed jacket over a plaid flannel shirt. He told the story of his life from his first drink in his early teens until he came into the program and got sober four years ago. He was married and divorced a few times, cracked up several cars, lost jobs, hit a few hospitals. Then he stopped drinking and started going to meetings and things got better. ‘Things didn’t get better,’ he said, correcting himself. ‘I got better.’


They say that a lot. They say a lot of things a lot and you get to hear the same phrases over and over. The stories are pretty interesting, though. People sit up there in front of God and everybody and tell you the goddamnedest things.


He spoke for half an hour. Then they took a ten-minute break and passed the basket for expenses. I put in a dollar,  then helped myself to another cup of coffee and a couple of oatmeal cookies. A fellow in an old army jacket greeted me by name. I remembered his name was Jim and returned the greeting. He asked me how things were going and I told him they were going all right.


‘You’re here and you’re sober,’ he said. ‘That’s the important thing.’


‘I suppose.’


‘Any day I don’t take a drink is a good day. You’re staying sober a day at a time. The hardest thing in the world is for an alcoholic to not drink and you’re doing it.’


Except I wasn’t. I’d been out of the hospital for nine or ten days. I would stay sober for two or three days and then I would pick up a drink. Mostly it was a drink or two drinks or three drinks and it stayed under control, but Sunday night I’d been bad drunk, drinking bourbon at a Blarney Stone on Sixth Avenue where I didn’t figure to run into anybody I knew. I couldn’t remember leaving the bar and didn’t know how I got home, and Monday morning I had the shakes and a dry mouth and felt like walking death.


I didn’t tell him any of this.


After ten minutes they started the meeting again and went around the room. People would say their names and say they were alcoholics and thank the speaker for his qualification, which is what they call the life story that he told. Then they would go on to talk about how they’d identified with the speaker, or recall some memory from their drinking days, or speak about some difficulty they were dealing with in the course of trying to lead a sober life. A girl not much older than Kim Dakkinen talked about problems with her lover, and a gay man in his thirties described a hassle he’d had that day with a customer at his travel agency. It made a funny story and got a lot of laughs.


One woman said, ‘Staying sober is the easiest thing in the world. All you have to do is don’t drink, go to meetings, and be willing to change your whole fucking life.’


When it got to me I said, ‘My name is Matt. I’ll pass.’


The meeting ended at ten. I stopped at Armstrong’s on my way home and took a seat at the bar. They tell you to stay out of bars if you’re trying not to drink but I’m comfortable there and the coffee’s good. If I’m going to drink I’ll drink and it doesn’t matter where I am.


By the time I left there the early edition of the News was on the street. I picked it up and went back to my room. There was still no message from Kim Dakkinen’s pimp. I called his service again, which established that he had received my message. I left another message and said that it was important I hear from him as soon as possible.


I showered and put on a robe and read the paper. I read the national and international stories but I can never really focus on them. Things have to be on a smaller scale and happen closer to home before I can relate to them.


There was plenty to relate to. Two kids in the Bronx threw a young woman in front of the D train. She’d lain flat and, although six cars passed over her before the motorman got the train stopped, she’d escaped without injury.


Down on West Street, near the Hudson docks, a prostitute had been murdered. Stabbed, the story said.


A housing authority cop in Corona was still in critical condition. Two days ago I’d read how he’d been attacked by two men who hit him with lengths of pipe and stole his gun. He had a wife and four children under ten.


The telephone didn’t ring. I didn’t really expect it to. I couldn’t think of any reason for Chance to return my call outside of curiosity, and perhaps he remembered what that had done to the cat. I could have identified myself as a cop – Mr Scudder was easier to ignore than Police Officer Scudder, or Detective Scudder – but I didn’t like to run that kind of game if I didn’t have to. I was willing to let people jump to conclusions but reluctant to give them a push.


So I’d have to find him. That was just as well. It would give me something to do. In the meantime the messages I left with his service would fix my name in his head.


The elusive Mr Chance. You’d think he’d have a mobile phone unit in his pimpmobile, along with the bar and the fur upholstery and the pink velvet sun visor. All those touches of class.


I read the sports pages and then went back to the hooker stabbing in the Village. The story was very sketchy. They didn’t have a name or any description beyond identifying the victim as being about twenty-five years old.


I called the News to see if they had a name for the victim and was told they weren’t giving out that information. Pending notification of kin, I suppose. I called the Sixth Precinct but Eddie Koehler wasn’t on duty and I couldn’t think of anyone else at the Sixth who might know me. I got out my notebook and decided it was too late to call her, that half the women in the city were hookers and there was no reason to suppose she’d been the one to get sliced up underneath the West Side Highway. I put the notebook away, and ten minutes later I dug it out again and dialed her number.


I said, ‘It’s Matt Scudder, Kim. I just wondered if you happened to speak to your friend since I saw you.’


‘No, I haven’t. Why?’


‘I thought I might reach him through his service. I don’t think he’s going to get back to me, so tomorrow I’ll have to go out and look for him. You haven’t said anything to him about wanting out?’


‘Not a word.’


‘Good. If you see him before I do, just act as though nothing’s changed. And if he calls and wants you to meet him somewhere, call me right away.’


‘At the number you gave me?’


‘Right. If you reach me I’ll be able to keep the appointment in your place. If not, just go ahead and play it straight.’


I talked a little while longer, calming her down some after having alarmed her with the call in the first place. At least I knew she hadn’t died on West Street. At least I could sleep easy.


Sure. I killed the light and got into bed and just lay there for a long time, and then I gave up and got up and read the paper again. The thought came to me that a couple of drinks would take the edge off and let me sleep. I couldn’t banish the thought but I could make myself stay where I was, and when four o’clock came I told myself to forget it because the bars were closed now. There was an after-hours on Eleventh Avenue but I conveniently forgot about it.


I turned off the light and got in bed again and thought about the dead hooker and the housing cop and the woman who’d been run over by the subway train, and I wondered why anyone would think it a good idea to stay sober in this city, and I held onto that thought and fell asleep with it.







THREE


I got up around ten-thirty, surprisingly well rested after six hours of skimming the surface of sleep. I showered and shaved, had coffee and a roll for breakfast, and went over to St Paul’s. Not to the basement this time but to the church proper, where I sat in a pew for ten minutes or so before lighting a couple of candles and slipping fifty dollars into the poor box. At the post office on Sixtieth Street I bought a two-hundred-dollar money order and an envelope with the stamp embossed. I mailed the money order to my ex-wife in Syosset. I tried to write a note to enclose but it came out apologetic. The money was too little and too late but she would know that without my having to tell her. I wrapped the money order in a blank sheet of paper and mailed it that way.


It was a gray day, on the cool side, with the threat of more rain. There was a raw wind blowing and it cut around corners like a scatback. In front of the Coliseum a man was chasing his hat and cursing, and I reached up reflexively and gave a tug to the brim of mine.


I walked most of the way to my bank before deciding I didn’t have enough of Kim’s advance left to necessitate formal financial transactions. I went to my hotel instead and paid half of the coming month’s rent on account. By then I had only one of the hundreds intact and I cracked that into tens and twenties while I was at it.


Why hadn’t I taken the full thousand in front? I remembered what I’d said about an incentive. Well, I had one.


My mail was routine – a couple of circulars, a letter from my congressman. Nothing I had to read.


No message from Chance. Not that I’d expected one.


I called his service and left another message just for the hell of it.


I got out of there and stayed out all afternoon. I took the subway a couple of times but mostly walked. It kept threatening to rain but it kept not raining, and the wind got even more of an edge to it but never did get my hat. I hit two police precinct houses and a few coffee shops and half a dozen gin mills. I drank coffee in the coffee shops and Coca-Cola in the bars, and I talked to a few people and made a couple of notes. I called my hotel desk a few times. I wasn’t expecting a call from Chance but I wanted to be in touch in case Kim called. But no one had called me. I tried Kim’s number twice and both times her machine answered. Everybody’s got one of those machines and someday all the machines will start dialing and talk to each other. I didn’t leave any messages.


Toward the end of the afternoon I ducked into a Times Square theater. They had two Clint Eastwood movies paired, ones where he’s a rogue cop who settles things by shooting the bad guys. The audience looked to be composed almost entirely of the sort of people he was shooting. They cheered wildly every time he blew somebody away.


I had pork fried rice and vegetables at a Cuban Chinese place on Eighth Avenue, checked my hotel desk again, stopped at Armstrong’s and had a cup of coffee. I got into a conversation at the bar and thought I’d stay there awhile, but by eight-thirty I’d managed to get out the door and across the street and down the stairs to the meeting.


The speaker was a housewife who used to drink herself into a stupor while her husband was at his office and the kids were at school. She told how her kid would find her passed out on the kitchen floor and she convinced him it was a yoga exercise to help her back. Everybody laughed.


When it was my turn I said, ‘My name is Matt. I’ll just listen tonight.’


Kelvin Small’s is on Lenox Avenue at 127th Street. It’s a long narrow room with a bar running the length of it and a row of banquette tables opposite the bar. There’s a small bandstand all the way at the back, and on it two dark-skinned blacks with close-cropped hair and horn-rimmed sunglasses and Brooks Brothers suits played quiet jazz, one on a small upright piano, the other using brushes on cymbals. They looked and sounded like half of the old Modern Jazz Quartet.


It was easy for me to hear them because the rest of the room went silent when I cleared the threshold. I was the only white man in the room and everybody stopped for a long look at me. There were a couple of white women, seated with black men at the banquette tables, and there were two black women sharing a table, and there must have been two dozen men in every shade but mine.


I walked the length of the room and went into the men’s room. A man almost tall enough for pro basketball was combing his straightened hair. The scent of his pomade vied with the sharp reek of marijuana. I washed my hands and rubbed them together under one of those hot-air dryers. The tall man was still working on his hair when I left.


Conversation died again when I emerged from the men’s room. I walked toward the front again, walked slowly and let my shoulders roll. I couldn’t be sure about the musicians, but aside from them I figured there wasn’t a man in the room who hadn’t taken at least one felony bust. Pimps, drug dealers, gamblers, policy men. Nature’s noblemen.


A man on the fifth stool from the front caught my eye. It took a second to place him because when I knew him years ago he had straight hair, but now he was wearing it in a modified Afro. His suit was lime green and his shoes were the skin of some reptile, probably an endangered species.


I moved my head toward the door and walked on past him and out. I walked two doors south on Lenox and stood next to a streetlamp. Two or three minutes went by and he came on out, walking loose-limbed and easy. ‘Hey, Matthew,’ he said, and extended his hand for a slap. ‘How’s my man?’


I didn’t slap his hand. He looked down at it, up at me, rolled his eyes, gave his head an exaggerated shake, clapped his hands together, dusted them against his trouser legs, then placed them on his slim hips. ‘Been some time,’ he said. ‘They run out of your brand downtown? Or do you just come to Harlem to use the little boy’s room?’


‘You’re looking prosperous, Royal.’


He preened a little. His name was Royal Waldron and I once knew a black cop with a bullet head who rang changes through Royal Flush to Flush Toilet and called him The Crapper. He said, ‘Well, I buy and sell. You know.’


‘I know.’


‘Give the folks an honest deal and you will never miss a meal. That’s a rhyme my mama taught me. How come you uptown, Matthew?’


‘I’m looking for a guy.’


‘Maybe you found him. You off the force these days?’


‘For some years now.’


‘And you lookin’ to buy something? What do you want and what can you spend?’


‘What are you selling?’


‘Most anything.’


‘Business still good with all these Colombians?’


‘Shit,’ he said, and one hand brushed the front of his pants. I suppose he had a gun in the waistband of the lime green pants. There were probably as many handguns as people in Kelvin Small’s. ‘Them Colombians be all right,’ he said. ‘You just don’t ever want to cheat them is all. You didn’t come up here to buy stuff.’


‘No.’


‘What you want, man?’


‘I’m looking for a pimp.’


‘Shit, you just walked past twenty of ’em. And six, seven hoes.’


‘I’m looking for a pimp named Chance.’


‘Chance.’


‘You know him?’


‘I might know who he is.’


I waited. A man in a long coat was walking along the block, stopping at each storefront. He might have been looking in the windows except that you couldn’t; every shop had steel shutters that descended like garage doors at the close of business. The man stopped in front of each closed store and studied the shutters as if they held meaning for him.


‘Window shopping,’ Royal said.


A blue-and-white police car cruised by, slowed. The two uniformed officers within looked us over. Royal wished them a good evening. I didn’t say anything and neither did they. When the car drove off he said, ‘Chance don’t come here much.’


‘Where would I find him?’


‘Hard to say. He’ll turn up anyplace but it might be the last place you would look. He don’t hang out.’


‘So they tell me.’


‘Where you been lookin’?’


I’d been to a coffee shop on Sixth Avenue and Forty-fifth Street, a piano bar in the Village, a pair of bars in the West Forties. Royal took all this in and nodded thoughtfully.


‘He wouldn’t be at Muffin-Burger,’ he said, ‘on account he don’t run no girls on the street. That I know of. All the same, he might be there anyway, you dig? Just to be there. What I say, he’ll turn up anywhere, but he don’t hang out.’


‘Where should I look for him, Royal?’


He named a couple of places. I’d been to one of them already and had forgotten to mention it. I made a note of the others. I said, ‘What’s he like, Royal?’


‘Well, shit,’ he said. ‘He a pimp, man.’


‘You don’t like him.’


‘He ain’t to like or not like. My friends is business friends, Matthew, and Chance and I got no business with each other. We don’t neither of us buy what the other be sellin’. He don’t want to buy no stuff and I don’t want to buy no pussy.’ His teeth showed in a nasty little smile. ‘When you the man with all the candy, you don’t never have to pay for no pussy.’


One of the places Royal mentioned was in Harlem, on St Nicholas Avenue. I walked over to 125th Street. It was wide and busy and well lit, but I was starting to feel the not entirely irrational paranoia of a white man on a black street.


I turned north at St Nicholas and walked a couple of blocks to the Club Cameroon. It was a low-rent version of Kelvin Small’s with a jukebox instead of live music. The men’s room was filthy, and in the stall toilet someone was inhaling briskly. Snorting cocaine, I suppose.


I didn’t recognize anyone at the bar. I stood there and drank a glass of club soda and looked at fifteen or twenty black faces reflected in the mirrored back bar. It struck me, not for the first time that evening, that I could be looking at Chance and not knowing it. The description I had for him would fit a third of the men present and stretch to cover half of those remaining. I hadn’t been able to see a picture of him. My cop contacts didn’t recognize the name, and if it was his last name he didn’t have a yellow sheet in the files.


The men on either side had turned away from me. I caught sight of myself in the mirror, a pale man in a colorless suit and a gray topcoat. My suit could have stood pressing and my hat would have looked no worse if the wind had taken it, and here I stood, isolated between these two fashion plates with their wide shoulders and exaggerated lapels and fabric-covered buttons. The pimps used to line up at Phil Kronfeld’s Broadway store for suits like that, but Kronfeld’s was closed and I had no idea where they went these days. Maybe I should find out, maybe Chance had a charge account and I could trace him that way.


Except people in the life didn’t have charges because they did everything with cash. They’d even buy cars with cash, bop into Potamkin’s and count out hundred dollar bills and take home a Cadillac.


The man on my right crooked a finger at the bartender. ‘Put it right in the same glass,’ he said. ‘Let it build up a taste.’ The bartender filled his glass with a jigger of Hennessy and four or five ounces of cold milk. They used to call that combination a White Cadillac. Maybe they still do.


Maybe I should have tried Potamkin’s.


Or maybe I should have stayed home. My presence was creating tension and I could feel it thickening the air in the little room. Sooner or later someone would come over and ask me what the fuck I thought I was doing there and it was going to be hard to come up with an answer.


I left before it could happen. A gypsy cab was waiting for the light to change. The door on my side was dented and one fender was crumpled, and I wasn’t sure what that said about the driver’s ability. I got in anyway.


Royal had mentioned another place on West Ninety-sixth and I let the cab drop me there. It was after two by this time and I was starting to tire. I went into yet another bar where yet another black man was playing piano. This particular piano sounded out of tune, but it might have been me. The crowd was a fairly even mix of black and white. There were a lot of interracial couples, but the white women who were paired with black men looked more like girl friends than hookers. A few of the men were dressed flashily, but nobody sported the full pimp regalia I’d seen a mile and a half to the north. If the room carried an air of fast living and cash transactions, it was nevertheless subtler and more muted than the Harlem clubs, or the ones around Times Square.


I put a dime in the phone and called my hotel. No messages. The desk clerk that night was a mulatto with a cough-syrup habit that never seemed to keep him from functioning. He could still do the Times crossword puzzle with a fountain pen. I said, ‘Jacob, do me a favor. Call this number and ask to speak to Chance.’


I gave him the number. He read it back and asked if that was Mr Chance. I said just Chance.


‘And if he comes to the phone?’


‘Just hang up.’


I went to the bar and almost ordered a beer but made it a Coke instead. A minute later the phone rang and a kid answered it. He looked like a college student. He called out, asking if there was anyone there named Chance. Nobody responded. I kept an eye on the bartender. If he recognized the name he didn’t show it. I’m not even certain he was paying attention.


I could have played that little game at every bar I’d been to, and maybe it would have been worth the effort. But it had taken me three hours to think of it.


I was some detective. I was drinking all the Coca-Cola in Manhattan and I couldn’t find a goddamned pimp. My teeth would rot before I got hold of the son of a bitch.


There was a jukebox, and one record ended and another began, something by Sinatra, and it triggered something,  made some mental connection for me. I left my Coke on the bar and caught a cab going downtown on Columbus Avenue. I got off at the corner of Seventy-second Street and walked half a block west to Poogan’s Pub. The clientele was a little less Superspade and a little more Young Godfather but I wasn’t really looking for Chance anyway. I was looking for Danny Boy Bell.


He wasn’t there. The bartender said, ‘Danny Boy? He was in earlier. Try the Top Knot, that’s just across Columbus. He’s there when he’s not here.’


And he was there, all right, on a bar stool all the way at the back. I hadn’t seen him in years but he was no mean trick to recognize. He hadn’t grown and he wasn’t any darker.


Danny Boy’s parents were both dark-skinned blacks. He had their features but not their color. He was an albino, as unpigmented as a white mouse. He was quite slender and very short. He claimed to be five two but I’ve always figured he was lying by an inch and a half or so.


He was wearing a three-piece banker’s-stripe suit and the first white shirt I’d seen in a long time. His tie showed muted red and black stripes. His black shoes were highly polished. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him without a suit and tie, or with scuffed shoes.


He said, ‘Matt Scudder. By God, if you wait long enough everybody turns up.’


‘How are you, Danny?’


‘Older. It’s been years. You’re less than a mile away and when’s the last time we saw each other? It has been, if you’ll excuse the expression, a coon’s age.’


‘You haven’t changed much.’


He studied me for a moment. ‘Neither have you,’ he said, but his voice lacked conviction. It was a surprisingly normal voice to issue from such an unusual person, of medium depth, unaccented. You expected him to sound like Johnny in the old Philip Morris commercials.


He said, ‘You were just in the neighborhood? Or you came looking for me?’


‘I tried Poogan’s first. They told me you might be here.’


‘I’m flattered. Purely a social visit, of course.’


‘Not exactly.’


‘Why don’t we take a table? We can talk of old times and dead friends. And whatever mission brought you here.’


The bars Danny Boy favored kept a bottle of Russian vodka in the freezer. That was what he drank and he liked it ice-cold but without any ice cubes rattling around in his glass and diluting his drink. We settled in at a booth in the back and a speedy little waitress brought his drink of choice and Coke for me. Danny Boy lowered his eyes to my glass, then raised them to my face.


‘I’ve been cutting back some,’ I said. ‘Makes good sense.’


‘I guess.’


‘Moderation,’ he said. ‘I tell you, Matt, those old Greeks knew it all. Moderation.’


He drank half his drink. He was good for perhaps eight like it in the course of a day. Call it a quart a day, all in a body that couldn’t go more than a hundred pounds, and I’d never seen him show the effects. He never staggered, never slurred his words, just kept on keeping on.


So? What did that have to do with me?


I sipped my Coke.


We sat there and told each other stories. Danny Boy’s business, if he had one, was information. Everything you told him got filed away in his mind, and by putting bits of data together and moving them around he brought in enough dollars to keep his shoes shined and his glass full. He would bring people together, taking a slice of their action for his troubles. His own hands stayed clean while he held a limited partnership in a lot of short-term enterprises, most of them faintly illicit. When I was on the force he’d been one of my best sources, an unpaid snitch who took his recompense in information.


He said, ‘You remember Lou Rudenko? Louie the Hat, they call him.’ I said I did. ‘You hear about his mother?’


‘What about her?’


‘Nice old Ukrainian lady, still lived in the old neighborhood on East Ninth or Tenth, wherever it was. Been a widow for years. Must have been seventy, maybe closer to eighty. Lou’s got to be what, fifty?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Doesn’t matter. Point is this nice little old lady has a gentleman friend, a widower the same age as she is. He’s over there a couple nights a week and she cooks Ukrainian food for him and maybe they go to a movie if they can find one that doesn’t have people fucking all over the screen. Anyway, he comes over one afternoon, he’s all excited, he found a television set on the street. Somebody put it out for the garbage. He says people are crazy, they throw perfectly good things away, and he’s handy at fixing things and her own set’s on the fritz and this one’s a color set and twice the size of hers and maybe he can fix it for her.’


‘And?’


‘And he plugs it in and turns it on to see what happens, and what happens is it blows up. He loses an arm and an eye and Mrs Rudenko, she’s right in front of it when it goes, she’s killed instantly.’


‘What was it, a bomb?’


‘You got it. You saw the story in the paper?’


‘I must have missed it.’


‘Well, it was five, six months ago. What they worked out was somebody rigged the set with a bomb and had it delivered to somebody else. Maybe it was a mob thing and maybe it wasn’t, because all the old man knew was what block he picked the set up on, and what does that tell you? Thing is, whoever received the set was suspicious enough to put it right out with the garbage, and it wound up killing Mrs Rudenko. I saw Lou and it was a funny thing because he didn’t know who to get mad at. “It’s this fucking city,” he told me. “It’s this goddamn fucking city.” But what sense does that make? You live in the middle of Kansas and a tornado comes and picks your house up and spreads it over Nebraska. That’s an act of God, right?’


‘That’s what they say.’


‘In Kansas God uses tornadoes. In New York he uses gaffed television sets. Whoever you are, God or anybody else, you work with the materials at hand. You want another Coke?’


‘Not right now.’


‘What can I do for you?’


‘I’m looking for a pimp.’


‘Diogenes was looking for an honest man. You have more of a field to choose from.’


‘I’m looking for a particular pimp.’


‘They’re all particular. Some of them are downright finicky. Has he got a name?’


‘Chance.’


‘Oh, sure,’ Danny Boy said. ‘I know Chance.’


‘You know how I can get in touch with him?’


He frowned, picked up his empty glass, put it down. ‘He doesn’t hang out anywhere,’ he said.


‘That’s what I keep hearing.’


‘It’s the truth. I think a man should have a home base. I’m always here or at Poogan’s. You’re at Jimmy Armstrong’s, or at least you were the last I heard.’


‘I still am.’


‘See? I keep tabs on you even when I don’t see you. Chance. Let me think. What’s today, Thursday?’


‘Right. Well, Friday morning.’


‘Don’t get technical. What do you want with him, if you don’t mind the question?’


‘I want to talk to him.’


‘I don’t know where he is now but I might know where he’ll be eighteen or twenty hours from now. Let me make a call. If that girl shows up, order me another drink, will you? And whatever you’re having.’


I managed to catch the waitress’s eye and told her to bring Danny Boy another glass of vodka. She said, ‘Right. And another Coke for you?’


I’d been getting little drink urges off and on ever since I sat down and now I got a strong one. My gorge rose at the thought of another Coke. I told her to make it ginger ale this time. Danny Boy was still on the phone when she brought the drinks. She put the ginger ale in front of me and the vodka on his side of the table. I sat there and tried not to look at it and my eyes couldn’t find anywhere else to go. I wished he would get back to the table and drink the damn thing.


I breathed in and breathed out and sipped my ginger ale and kept my hands off his vodka and eventually he came back to the table. ‘I was right,’ he said. ‘He’ll be at the Garden tomorrow night.’


‘Are the Knicks back? I thought they were still on the road.’


‘Not the main arena. Matter of fact I think there’s some rock concert. Chance’ll be at the Felt Forum for the Friday night fights.’


‘He always goes?’


‘Not always, but there’s a welterweight named Kid Bascomb at the top of the prelim card and Chance has an interest in the young man.’
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