



[image: ]






The critics on Lawrence Block
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‘Fast-paced, insightful, and so suspenseful it zings like a high-tension wire’ Stephen King


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


‘One of the very best writers now working the beat’ Wall Street Journal


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


‘Absolutely riveting … Block is terrific’ Washington Post


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


‘There with the best … The real McCoy with a shocking twist and stylish too’ Observer
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From too much love of living,


From hope and fear set free,


We thank with brief thanksgiving


Whatever gods may be


That no life lives for ever;


That dead men rise up never;


That even the weariest river


Winds somewhere safe to sea.


A. C. SWINBURNE, ‘The Garden of Proserpine’


Everybody dies.


JOHN GARFIELD in Body and Soul


Everybody dies.


RANDY NEWMAN, ‘Old Man’


At the door of life, by the gate of breath,


There are worse things waiting for men than death.


A. C. SWINBURNE, ‘The Triumph of Time’







ONE



Andy Buckley said, ‘Jesus Christ,’ and braked the Cadillac to a stop. I looked up and there was the deer, perhaps a dozen yards away from us in the middle of our lane of traffic. He was unquestionably a deer caught in the headlights, but he didn’t have that stunned look the expression is intended to convey. He was lordly, and very much in command.


‘C’mon,’ Andy said. ‘Move your ass, Mister Deer.’


‘Move up on him,’ Mick said. ‘But slowly.’


‘You don’t want a freezer full of venison, huh?’ Andy eased up on the brake and allowed the car to creep forward. The deer let us get surprisingly close before, with one great bound, he was off the road and out of sight in the darkened fields at the roadside.


We’d come north on the Palisades Parkway, northwest on Route 17, northeast on 209. We were on an unnumbered road when we stopped for the deer, and a few miles farther we turned left onto the winding gravel road that led to Mick Ballou’s farm. It was past midnight when we left, and close to two by the time we got there. There was no traffic, so we could have gone faster, but Andy kept us a few miles an hour under the speed limit, braked for yellow lights, and yielded at intersections. Mick and I sat in back, Andy drove, and the miles passed in silence.


‘You’ve been here before,’ Mick said, as the old two-story farmhouse came into view.


‘Twice.’


‘Once after that business in Maspeth,’ he remembered. ‘You drove that night, Andy.’


‘I remember, Mick.’


‘And we’d Tom Heaney with us as well. I feared we might lose Tom. He was hurt bad, but scarcely made a sound. Well, he’s from the North. They’re a closemouthed lot.’


He meant the North of Ireland.


‘But you were here a second time? When was that?’


‘A couple of years ago. We made a night of it, and you drove me up to see the animals, and have a look at the place in daylight. And you sent me home with a dozen eggs.’


‘Now I remember. And I’ll bet you never had a better egg.’


‘They were good eggs.’


‘Big yolks the color of a Spanish orange. It’s a great economy, keeping chickens and getting your own eggs. My best calculation is that those eggs cost me twenty dollars.’


‘Twenty dollars a dozen?’


‘More like twenty dollars an egg. Though when herself cooks me a dish of them, I’d swear it was worth that and more.’


Herself was Mrs O’Gara, and she and her husband were the farm’s official owners. In the same fashion, there was somebody else’s name on the Cadillac’s title and registration, and on the deed and license for Grogan’s Open House, the saloon he owned on the corner of Fiftieth and Tenth. He had some real estate holdings around town, and some business interests, but you wouldn’t find his name on any official documents. He owned, he’d told me, the clothes on his back, and if put to it he couldn’t even prove those were legally his. What you don’t own, he’d said, they can’t easily take away from you.


Andy parked alongside the farmhouse. He got out of the car and lit a cigarette, lagging behind to smoke it while Mick and I climbed a few steps to the back porch. There was a light on in the kitchen, and Mr O’Gara was waiting for us at the round oak table. Mick had phoned earlier to warn O’Gara that we were coming. ‘You said not to wait up,’ he said now, ‘but I wanted to make sure you had everything you’d need. I made a fresh pot of coffee.’


‘Good man.’


‘All’s well here. Last week’s rain did us no harm. The apples should be good this year, and the pears even better.’


‘The summer’s heat was no harm, then.’


‘None as wasn’t mended,’ O’Gara said. ‘Thanks be to God. She’s sleeping, and I’ll turn in now myself, if that’s all right. But you’ve only to shout for me if you need anything.’


‘We’re fine,’ Mick assured him. ‘We’ll be out back, and we’ll try not to disturb you.’


‘Sure, we’re sound sleepers,’ O’Gara said. ‘Ye’d wake the dead before ye’d wake us.’


O’Gara took his cup of coffee upstairs with him. Mick filled a thermos with coffee, capped it, then found a bottle of Jameson in the cupboard and topped up the silver flask he’d been nipping from all night. He returned it to his hip pocket, got two six-packs of O’Keefe’s Extra Old Stock ale from the refrigerator, gave them to Andy, and grabbed up the thermos jar and a coffee mug. We got back into the Cadillac and headed farther up the drive, past the fenced chicken yard, past the hogpen, past the barns, and into the old orchard. Andy parked the car, and Mick told us to wait while he walked back to what looked like an old-fashioned outhouse straight out of Li’l Abner, but was evidently a toolshed. He came back carrying a shovel.


He picked a spot and took the first turn, sinking the shovel into the earth, adding his weight to bury the blade to the hilt. Last week’s rain had done no harm. He bent, lifted, tossed a shovelful of earth aside.


I uncapped the thermos and poured myself some coffee. Andy lit a cigarette and cracked a can of ale. Mick went on digging. We took turns, Mick and Andy and I, opening a deep oblong hole in the earth alongside the pear and apple orchard. There were a few cherry trees as well, Mick said, but they were sour cherries, good only for pies, and it was easier to let the birds have them than to go to the trouble of picking them, taking into account that the birds would get most of them whatever you did.


I’d been wearing a light windbreaker, and Andy a leather jacket, but we’d shucked them as we took our turns with the shovel. Mick hadn’t been wearing anything over his sport shirt. Cold didn’t seem to bother him much, or heat either.


During Andy’s second turn, Mick followed a sip of whiskey with a long drink of ale and sighed deeply. ‘I should get out here more,’ he said. ‘You’d need more than moonlight to see the full beauty of it, but you can feel the peace of it, can’t you?’


‘Yes.’


He sniffed the wind. ‘You can smell it, too. Hogs and chickens. A rank stench when you’re close to it, but at this distance it’s not so bad, is it?’


‘It’s not bad at all.’


‘It makes a change from automobile exhaust and cigarette smoke and all the stinks you meet with in a city. Still, I might mind this more if I smelled it every day. But if I smelled it every day I suppose I’d cease to notice it.’


‘They say that’s how it works. Otherwise people couldn’t live in towns with paper mills.’


‘Jesus, that’s the worst smell in the world, a paper mill.’


‘It’s pretty bad. They say a tannery’s even worse.’


‘It must be all in the process,’ he said, ‘because the end product’s spared. Leather has a pleasant smell to it, and paper’s got no smell at all. And there’s no smell kinder to the senses than bacon frying in a pan, and doesn’t it come out of the same hogpen that’s even now assaulting our nostrils? That reminds me.’


‘Of what?’


‘My gift to you the Christmas before last. A ham from one of my very own hogs.’


‘It was very generous.’


‘And what could be a more suitable gift for a Jewish vegetarian?’ He shook his head at the memory. ‘And what a gracious woman she is. She thanked me so warmly that it was hours before it struck me what an inappropriate gift I’d brought her. Did she cook it for you?’


She would have, if I’d wanted, but why should Elaine cook something she’s not going to eat? I eat enough meat when I’m away from the house. Home or away, though, I might have had trouble with that ham. The first time Mick and I met, I was looking for a girl who’d disappeared. It turned out she’d been killed by her lover, a young man who worked for Mick. He’d disposed of her corpse by feeding it to the hogs. Mick, outraged when he found out, had dispensed poetic justice, and the hogs had dined a second time. The ham he’d brought us was from a different generation of swine, and had no doubt been fattened on grain and table scraps, but I was just as happy to give it to Jim Faber, whose enjoyment of it was uncomplicated by a knowledge of its history.


‘A friend of mine had it for Christmas,’ I said. ‘Said it was the best ham he ever tasted.’


‘Sweet and tender.’


‘So he said.’


Andy Buckley threw down the shovel, climbed up out of the hole, and drank most of a can of ale in a single long swallow. ‘Christ,’ he said, ‘that’s thirsty work.’


‘Twenty-dollar eggs and thousand-dollar hams,’ Mick said. ‘It’s a grand career for a man, agriculture. However could a man fail at it?’


I grabbed the shovel and went to work.


I took my turn and Mick took his. Halfway through it he leaned on his shovel and sighed. ‘I’ll feel this tomorrow,’ he said. ‘All this work. But it’s a good feeling for all that.’


‘Honest exercise.’


‘It’s little enough of it I get in the ordinary course of things. How about yourself?’


‘I do a lot of walking.’


‘That’s the best exercise of all, or so they say.’


‘That and pushing yourself away from the table.’


‘Ah, that’s the hardest, and gets no easier with age.’


‘Elaine goes to the gym,’ I said. ‘Three times a week. I tried, but it bores me to death.’


‘But you walk.’


‘I walk.’


He dug out his flask, and moonlight glinted off the silver. He took a drink and put it away, took up the shovel again. He said, ‘I should come here more. I take long walks when I’m here, you know. And do chores, though I suspect O’Gara has to do them over again once I’ve left. I’ve no talent for farming.’


‘But you enjoy being here.’


‘I do, and yet I’m never here. And if I enjoy it so, why am I always itching to get back to the city?’


‘You miss the action,’ Andy suggested.


‘Do I? I didn’t miss it so much when I was with the brothers.’


‘The monks,’ I said.


He nodded. ‘The Thessalonian Brothers. In Staten Island, just a ferryboat ride from Manhattan, but you’d think you were a world away.’


‘When were you there last? It was just this spring, wasn’t it?’


‘The last two weeks of May. June, July, August, September. Four months ago, close enough. Next time you’ll have to come with me.’


‘Yeah, right.’


‘And why not?’


‘Mick, I’m not even Catholic’


‘Who’s to say what you are or aren’t? You’ve come to Mass with me.’


‘That’s for twenty minutes, not two weeks. I’d feel out of place.’


You wouldn’t. It’s a retreat. Have you never done a retreat?’


I shook my head. ‘A friend of mine goes sometimes,’ I said.


‘To the Thessalonians?’


‘To the Zen Buddhists. They’re not that far from here, now that I think of it. Is there a town near here called Livingston Manor?’


‘Indeed there is, and ‘tis not far at all.’


‘Well, the monastery’s near there. He’s been three or four times.’


‘Is he a Buddhist, then?’


‘He was brought up Catholic, but he’s been away from the church for ages.’


‘And so he goes to the Buddhists for retreat. Have I met him, this friend of yours?’


‘I don’t think so. But he and his wife ate that ham you gave me.’


‘And pronounced it good, I believe you said.’


‘The best he ever tasted.’


‘High praise from a Zen Buddhist. Ah, Jesus, it’s a strange old world, isn’t it?’ He clambered out of the hole. ‘Have one more go at it,’ he said, handing the shovel to Andy. ‘I think it’s good enough as it is, but no harm if you even it up a bit.’


Andy took his turn. I was feeling a chill now. I picked up my windbreaker from where I’d tossed it, put it on. The wind blew a cloud in front of the moon, and we lost a little of our light. The cloud passed and the moonlight came back. It was a waxing moon, and in a couple of days it would be full.


Gibbous – that’s the word for the moon when there’s more than half of it showing. It’s Elaine’s word. Well, Webster’s, I suppose, but I learned it from her. And she was the one who told me that, if you fill a barrel in Iowa with seawater, the moon will cause tides in that water. And that blood’s chemical makeup is very close to that of seawater, and the moon’s tidal pull works in our veins.


Just some thoughts I had, under a gibbous moon …


‘That’ll do,’ Mick said, and Andy tossed the shovel and Mick gave him a hand out of the hole, and Andy got a flashlight from the glove compartment and aimed its beam down into the hole, and we all looked at it and pronounced it acceptable. And then we went to the car and Mick sighed heavily and unlocked the trunk.


For an instant I had the thought that it would be empty. There’d be the spare, of course, and a jack and a lug wrench, and maybe an old blanket and a couple of rags. But other than that it would be empty.


Just a passing thought, blowing across my mind like the cloud across the moon. I didn’t really expect the trunk to be empty.


And of course it wasn’t.







TWO



I don’t know that it’s my story to tell.


It’s Mick’s, really, far more than it’s mine. He should be the one to tell it. But he won’t.


There are others whose story it is as well. Every story belongs to everyone who has any part in it, and there were quite a few people who had a part in this one. It’s none of their story as much as it’s Mick’s, but they could tell it, singly or in chorus, one way or another.


But they won’t.


Nor will he, whose story it is more than anyone’s. I’ve never known a better storyteller, and he could make a meal of this one, but it’s not going to happen. He’ll never tell it.


And I was there, after all. For some of the beginning and much of the middle and most of the end. And it’s my story, too. Of course it is. How could it fail to be?


And I’m here to tell it. And, for some reason, I can’t not tell it.


So I guess it’s up to me.







THREE



Earlier that same night, a Wednesday, I’d gone to an AA meeting. Afterward I’d had a cup of coffee with Jim Faber and a couple of others, and when I got home Elaine said that Mick had called. ‘He said perhaps you could stop in,’ she said. ‘He didn’t come right out and say it was urgent, but that was the impression I got.’


So I got my windbreaker from the closet and put it on, and halfway to Grogan’s I zipped it up. It was September, and a very transitional sort of September, with days like August and nights like October. Days to remind you of where you’d been, nights to make sure you knew where you were going.


I lived for something like twenty years in a room at the Hotel Northwestern, on the north side of Fifty-seventh Street a few doors east of Ninth Avenue. When I moved, finally, it was right across the street, to the Parc Vendôme, a large prewar building where Elaine and I have a spacious fourteenth-floor apartment with views south and west.


And I walked south and west, south to Fiftieth Street, west to Tenth Avenue. Grogan’s is on the southeast corner, an old Irish taproom of the sort that is getting harder and harder to find in Hell’s Kitchen, and indeed throughout New York. A floor of inch-square black and white tiles, a stamped tin ceiling, a long mahogany bar, a matching mirrored backbar. An office in the back, where Mick kept guns and cash and records, and sometimes napped on a long green leather couch. An alcove to the left of the office, with a dartboard at the end of it, under a stuffed sailfish. Doors on the right-hand wall of the alcove, leading to the restrooms.


I walked through the front door and took it all in, the mix of slackers and strivers and old lags at the bar, the handful of occupied tables. Burke behind the bar, giving me an expressionless nod of recognition, and Andy Buckley all by himself in the rear alcove, leaning forward, dart in hand. A man emerged from the restroom and Andy straightened up, either to pass the time of day with the fellow or to avoid hitting him with a dart. It seemed to me that the fellow looked familiar, and I tried to place the face, and then I caught sight of another face that drove the first one entirely out of my mind.


There’s no table service at Grogan’s, you have to fetch your own drinks from the bar, but there are tables, and about half of them were occupied, one by a trio of men in suits, the rest by couples. Mick Ballou is a notorious criminal and Grogan’s is his headquarters and a hangout for much of what’s left of the neighborhood tough guys, but the gentrification of Hell’s Kitchen into Clinton has made it an atmospheric watering hole for the neighborhood’s newer residents, a place to cool off with a beer after work, or to stop for a last drink after a night at the theater. It’s also an okay place to have a serious drink-eased conversation with your spouse. Or, in her case, with someone else’s.


She was dark and slender, with short hair framing a face that was not pretty, but occasionally beautiful. Her name was Lisa Holtzmann. When I met her she was married, and her husband was a guy I hadn’t liked and couldn’t say why. Then somebody shot him while he was making a telephone call, and she found a strongbox full of money in the closet and called me. I made sure she could keep the money, and I solved his murder, and somewhere along the way I went to bed with her.


I was still at the Northwestern when it started. Then Elaine and I took the Parc Vendôme apartment together, and after we’d been there for a year or so we got married. Throughout this period I went on spending time with Lisa. It was always I who called, asking her if she wanted company, and she was always agreeable, always happy to see me. Sometimes I’d go weeks and weeks without seeing her, and I’d begin to believe the affair had run its course. Then the day would come when I wanted the escape that her bed afforded, and I would call, and she would make me welcome.


As far as I’ve ever been able to tell, the whole business didn’t affect my relationship with Elaine at all. That’s what everybody always wants to think, but in this case I honestly think it’s true. It seemed to exist outside of space and time. It was sexual, of course, but it wasn’t about sex, any more than drinking was ever about the way the stuff tasted. In fact it was like drinking, or its role for me was like the role drinking had played. It was a place to go when I didn’t want to be where I was.


Shortly after we were married – on our honeymoon, as a matter of fact – Elaine gave me to understand that she knew I was seeing somebody and that she didn’t care. She didn’t say this in so many words. What she said was that marriage didn’t have to change anything, that we could go on being the people we were. But the implication was unmistakable. Perhaps all the years she’d spent as a call girl had given her a unique perspective on the ways of men, married or not.


I went on seeing Lisa after we were married, though less frequently. And then it ended, with neither a bang nor a whimper. I was there one afternoon, in her eagle’s nest twenty-some stories up in a new building on Fifty-seventh and Tenth. We were drinking coffee, and she told me, hesitantly, that she had started seeing someone, that it wasn’t serious yet but might be.


And then we went to bed, and it was as it always was, nothing special, really, but good enough. All the while, though, I kept finding myself wondering what the hell I was doing there. I didn’t think it was sinful, I didn’t think it was wrong, I didn’t think I was hurting anybody, not Elaine, not Lisa, not myself. But it seemed to me that it was somehow inappropriate.


I said, without making too much of it, that I probably wouldn’t call for a while, that I’d give her some space. And she said, just as offhandedly, that she thought that was probably a good idea for now.


And I never called her again.


I’d seen her a couple of times. Once on the street, on her way home with a cartful of groceries from D’Agostino’s. Hi. How are you? Not so bad. And you? Oh, about the same. Keeping busy. Me too. You’re looking well. Thanks. So are you. Well. Well, it’s good to see you. Same here. Take care. You too. And once with Elaine, across a crowded room at Armstrong’s. Isn’t that Lisa Holtzmann? Yes. I think it is. She’s with somebody. Did she remarry? I don’t know. She had a bad run of luck, didn’t she? The miscarriage, and then losing her husband. Do you want to say hello? Oh, I don’t know. She looks all wrapped up in the guy she’s with, and we knew her when she was married. Another time …


But there hadn’t been another time. And here she was, in Grogan’s.


I was on my way to the bar, but just then she looked up, and our eyes met. Hers brightened. ‘Matt,’ she said, and motioned me over. ‘This is Florian.’


He looked too ordinary for the name. He was around forty, with light brown hair going thin on top, hornrimmed glasses, a blue blazer over a denim shirt and striped tie. He had a wedding ring, I noted, and she did not.


He said hello and I said hello and she said it was good to see me, and I went over to the bar and let Burke fill a glass with Coke for me. ‘He should be back in a minute,’ he said. ‘He said you’d be coming by.’


‘He was right,’ I said, or something like that, not really paying attention to what I was saying, taking a sip of the Coke and not paying attention to that either, and looking over the brim of my glass at the table I’d just left. Neither of them was looking my way. They were holding hands now, I noticed, or rather he was holding her hand. Florian and Lisa, Lisa and Florian.


Ages since I’d been with her. Years, really.


‘Andy’s in back,’ Burke said.


I nodded and pushed away from the bar. I saw something out of the corner of my eye, and turned, and my eyes locked with those of the man I’d seen coming out of the bathroom. He had a wide wedge-shaped face, prominent eyebrows, a broad forehead, a long narrow nose, a full-lipped mouth. I knew him, and at the same time I didn’t have a clue who the hell he was.


He gave me the least little nod, but I couldn’t say whether it was a nod of recognition or a simple acknowledgment of our eyes having met. Then he turned back to the bar and I walked on past him to where Andy Buckley was toeing the line and leaning way over it, aiming a dart at the board.


‘The big fellow stepped out,’ he said. ‘Care to throw a dart or two while you wait?’


‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘It just makes me feel inadequate.’


‘I didn’t do things made me feel inadequate, I’d never get out of bed.’


‘What about darts? What about driving a car?’


‘Jesus, that’s the worst of it. Voice in my head goes, “Look at you, you bum. Thirty-eight years old and all you can do is drive and throw darts. You call that a life, you bum, you?”’


He tossed the dart, and it landed in the bull’s-eye. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘if all you can do is throw darts, you might as well be good at it.’


He got the darts from the board, and when he came back I said, ‘There’s a guy at the bar, or was, a minute ago. Where the hell did he go?’


‘Who are we talking about?’


I moved to where I could see the faces in the backbar mirror. I couldn’t find the one I was looking for. ‘Guy about your age,’ I said. ‘Maybe a little younger. Wide forehead tapering to a pointed chin.’ And I went on describing the face I’d seen while Andy frowned and shook his head.


‘Doesn’t ring a bell,’ he said. ‘He’s not there now?’


‘I don’t see him.’


‘You don’t mean Mr Dougherty, do you? Because he’s right there and –’


‘I know Mr Dougherty, and he’s got to be what, ninety years old? This guy is –’


‘My age or younger, right, you told me that and I forgot. I got to tell you, every time I turn around there’s more of ’em that are younger.’


‘Tell me about it.’


‘Anyway, I don’t see the guy, and the description doesn’t ring a bell. What about him?’


‘He must have slipped out,’ I said. ‘The little man who wasn’t there. Except he was there, and I think you talked to him.’


‘At the bar? I been back here the past half hour.’


‘He came out of the John,’ I said, ‘just about the time I walked in the door. And he looked familiar to me then, and I thought he said something to you, or maybe you were just waiting for him to get out of the way so you didn’t stick a dart in his ear.’


‘I’m beginning to wish I did. Then at least we’d know who he was. “Oh, yeah, I know who you mean. He’s the asshole wearing a dart for an earring.”’


‘You don’t remember talking to anybody?’


He shook his head. ‘Not to say I didn’t, Matt. All night long guys are in and out of the men’s room, and I’m here tossing darts, and sometimes they’ll take a minute to pass the time of day. I’ll talk to ’em without paying any attention to ’em, unless I get the sense that they might like to play a game for a dollar or two. And tonight I wouldn’t even do that, on account of we’re out of here the minute he shows, and what do you know? Here he is now.’


He is a big man, is Mick Ballou, and he looks to have been rough-hewn from granite, like Stone Age sculpture. His eyes are a surprisingly vivid green, and there is more than a hint of danger in them. This night he was wearing gray slacks and a blue sport shirt, but he might as well have been wearing his late father’s butcher apron, its white surface marked with bloodstains old and new.


‘You came,’ he said. ‘Good man. Andy’ll bring the car round. You wouldn’t mind a ride on a fine September night, would you now?’


Mick had a quick drink at the bar, and then we went out and got into the dark blue Cadillac and drove away from what a reporter had called ‘the headquarters of his criminal empire.’ The phrase, Elaine once pointed out, was infelicitous, because Mick’s whole style wasn’t remotely imperial. It was feudal. He was the king of the castle, holding sway by the sheer force of his physical presence, rewarding the faithful and drowning rivals in the moat.


And he was, I’ve always realized, an unlikely friend for a former policeman turned private investigator. The years have left his hands as bloodstained as his apron. But I seem to be able to recognize this without judging him, or distancing myself from him: I’m not sure whether this represents emotional maturity on my part, or mere willful obtuseness. I’m not sure it matters, either.


I have quite a few friends, but not many close ones. The cops I worked with years ago are retired by now, and I’ve long since lost touch with them. My saloon friendships wound down when I quit drinking and stopped hanging around bars, and my AA friendships, for all their depth and solidity, center on a shared commitment to sobriety. We support one another, we trust one another, we know astonishingly intimate things about one another – but we’re not necessarily close.


Elaine is my closest friend and by far the most important person in my life. But I do have a handful of men with whom I have bonded, each in a different and profound way. Jim Faber, my AA sponsor. TJ, who lives in my old hotel room and serves as my assistant when he’s not clerking in Elaine’s shop. Ray Gruliow, the radical lawyer. Joe Durkin, a detective at Midtown North, and my last real hook in the Department. Chance Coulter, who once trafficked in women and now deals instead in African art. Danny Boy Bell, whose own stock-in-trade is information.


And Mick Ballou.


They don’t run to type, these friends of mine, not as far as I can see. By and large, they wouldn’t have much fondness for one another. But they are my friends. I don’t judge them, or the friendships I have with them. I can’t afford to.


I thought about this while Andy drove and Mick and I sat side by side in the big back seat. We talked a little about the new Japanese pitcher for the Yankees, and how he’d been disappointing after a promising start. But neither of us had a great deal to say on the subject, and mostly we sat in silence as we rode along.


[image: image]


We took the Lincoln Tunnel to New Jersey, then Route 3 west. After that I didn’t pay much attention to the route. We found our way through a sort of suburban industrial sprawl, winding up in front of a massive one-story concrete-block structure perched behind a twelve-foot woven wire fence topped with concertina wire, ROOMS 4 RENT, a sign announced, which was hard to credit, as I’d never seen a more unlikely rooming house. A second sign explained the first: E-Z STORAGE / YOUR EXTRA ROOM AT LOW MONTHLY RATES.


Andy drove slowly past the yard, turned at the first driveway, coasted past the place a second time. ‘All peace and quiet,’ he said, pulling up in front of the locked gate. Mick got out and opened the big padlock with a key, then swung the gate inward. Andy drove the Cadillac in and Mick secured the gate behind us, then got into the car.


‘They lock up at ten,’ he explained, ‘but they give you a key to the lock. You’ve got twenty-four-hour access, with no attendant on hand from ten at night to six in the morning.’


‘That could be convenient.’


‘Why I picked it,’ he said.


We circled the building. There was a roll-up steel door every fifteen feet or so, each of them closed and padlocked. Andy pulled up in front of one and cut the engine. We got out, and Mick fitted another key into this lock and turned it, then gripped the handle and raised the door.


It was dark within, but information was coming my way before the door was all the way up. I sniffed the air like a dog with his head out the car window, sorting the rich mixture of scents that came my way.


There was the smell of death, of course, of lifeless flesh spoiling in a warm unventilated space. With it was the smell of blood, a smell I’ve often heard described as coppery, but it has always reminded me more of the taste of iron in the mouth. An ironic smell, if you like. There was the burnt smell of cordite, and another burnt smell as well. Singed hair, for a guess. And, as unlikely background music for all these sour notes, I breathed in the rich nostalgic bouquet of whiskey. It smelled like bourbon, and good bourbon at that.


Then the light came on, a single overhead bulb, and showed me what my nose had led me to expect. Two men, both wearing jeans and sneakers, one in a forest green work shirt with the sleeves rolled up, the other in a royal blue polo shirt, lay sprawled just a few feet left of the center of a room some eighteen feet square and ten feet high.


I walked over and had a look at them, two men in their late twenties or early thirties. I recognized the one in the polo shirt, although I couldn’t remember his name, if in fact I’d ever heard it. I’d seen him at Grogan’s. He was a fairly recent arrival from Belfast, and he had the accent, with his sentences turning up the slightest bit at their ends, almost like questions.


He’d been shot through the hand, and in the torso, just below the breastbone. He’d been shot again, and conclusively, just behind the left ear. That shot had been fired at close range, the blast singeing the hair around the wound. So it had indeed been singed hair that I smelled.


The other man, the one in the dark green work shirt, had bled abundantly from a bullet wound in the throat. He lay on his back, with the blood pooled around him. Again, there’d been a coup de grâce, a close-range shot into the middle of the forehead. It was hard to see the need for it. The throat wound would have been enough to kill him, and, judging from the blood loss, he may well have been dead before the second shot was fired.


I said, ‘Who killed them?’


‘Ah,’ Mick said. ‘Aren’t you the detective?’


Andy waited outside with the car, guarding our privacy, and Mick lowered the steel door to screen us from any chance passerby. ‘I wanted you to see them exactly as I found them,’ he said. ‘I didn’t care to walk away and leave them like this. But how could I tell what clues I might be disturbing? What do I know of clues?’


‘You didn’t move them at all?’


He shook his head. ‘I didn’t have to touch them to know they were beyond help. I’ve seen enough dead men to know one on sight.’


‘Or even in the dark.’


‘The smell was less a few hours ago.’


‘Is that when you found them?’


‘I didn’t note the time. It was early evening, with the sky still bright. I’d say it was between seven and eight.’


‘And this is exactly what you found? You didn’t add anything or take anything away?’


‘I did not.’


‘The door was lowered when you got here?’


‘Lowered and locked.’


‘The cardboard carton in the corner –’


‘Just some tools in it that it’s useful to keep here. A pry bar for opening crates, a hammer and nails. There was an electric drill, but I guess they took that. They took everything else.’


‘What was there for them to take?’


‘Whiskey. Enough to fill a small truck.’


I knelt down for a closer look at the man I recognized. I moved his arm, lined up the wound in the hand with the wound in the torso. ‘One bullet,’ I said, ‘or at least it looks that way. I’ve seen that before. It seems to be instinctive, holding up a hand to ward off a bullet.’


‘And have you ever known it to work?’


‘Only when Superman does it. He was beaten up, did you notice that? Around the face. Pistol-whipped, probably.’


‘Ah, Jesus,’ he said. ‘He was just a lad, you know. You must have met him at the bar.’


‘I never got his name.’


‘Barry McCartney. He would be telling you he was no relation to Paul. He’d not have bothered saying that at home in Belfast. There’s no lack of McCartneys in County Antrim.’


I looked at the hands of the other dead man. They were unmarked. Either he hadn’t tried catching bullets with them or he’d tried and missed.


He looked to have been beaten around the face and head as well, but it was hard to be sure. The bullet to the forehead had distorted his features, and that was enough to explain the discoloration.


To me, at any rate, if not to someone who knew what he was looking at. I’d been to my share of crime scenes, but I wasn’t a medical examiner, I wasn’t a forensic pathologist. I didn’t really know what to look for or what to make of what I saw. I could pore over the bodies all night and not pick up a fraction of what an expert eye could tell at a glance.


‘John Kenny,’ Mick said, without my having to ask. ‘Did you ever meet him?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘From Strabane, in the County Tyrone. He lived in Woodside, in a rooming house full of North-of-Ireland boys. His mother died a year ago. Saves having to tell her.’ He cleared his throat. ‘He flew home, buried her, and came back here. And died in a room full of whiskey.’


‘I don’t smell it on them.’


The room was full of whiskey, not the lad himself.’


‘But I smelled whiskey when I walked in the door,’ I said, ‘and I smell it now, but not on them.’


‘Ah,’ he said, and I looked where he was pointing. Broken glass covered a few square feet of the concrete floor at the base of the wall. Five or six feet above the heap of shards the wall was stained, with the stain trailing down the wall to the floor.


I went over and had a look at it. ‘They were stealing your whiskey,’ I said, ‘and they broke a bottle.’


‘They did.’


‘But it didn’t just slip out of their hands and break on impact,’ I said. ‘Somebody deliberately smashed the bottle against the wall. A full bottle, too.’ I poked around in the debris, found the piece of glass with the label on it. ‘George Dickel,’ I said. ‘I thought I smelled bourbon.’


‘You still have the nose for it.’


‘McCartney and … Kenny, is it?’


‘John Kenny.’


‘I gather they both worked for you.’


‘They did.’


‘And it was your business that brought them here?’


‘It was. Last night I told them to drive out here sometime today and pick up half a dozen cases, scotch and bourbon and I don’t remember what else. I told them and they wrote it down. John had a station wagon, a big old Ford consumed with rust. Plenty of room in it for a few cases of whiskey. Barry would give him a hand. They’d be coming during the day, so they wouldn’t need a key to the padlock. I had extra keys to this unit, and I gave them one.’


‘They knew how to get here?’


‘They’d been here before, when we unloaded the truck the whiskey came in. They weren’t part of the taking of the truck, but they helped in the unloading. And they were here another time or two over the months.’


‘So they came to pick up some whiskey. And they were to deliver it where?’


‘To the bar. When they didn’t show up I called around looking for them. I couldn’t find hide nor hair, so I got in my own car and came out here myself.’


‘You were worried about them?’


‘I’d no cause for worry. The errand I sent them on was of no great urgency. They might have put it off for a time.’


‘But you were worried all the same, weren’t you?’


‘I was,’ he admitted. ‘I had a feeling.’


‘I see.’


‘My mother always said I had the second sight. I don’t know if it’s so, but sometimes I’ll have a feeling. And we needed whiskey at the bar, and I’d nothing else to do, so why not run out and have a look?’


‘And this is how you found them?’


‘It is. I added nothing and took nothing away.’


‘What happened to the station wagon?’


‘I’ve no idea, beyond that it was nowhere to be seen. I’d say whoever killed them drove off in it.’


‘But there was more whiskey than would fit in a station wagon,’ I said. ‘That would do for the half dozen cases, but to clear out the whole room –’


‘You’d need a panel truck.’


‘Or a couple of station wagons, each making several trips. But they’d want to get it all in one trip. They wouldn’t want to come back to a room with dead men in it. They had a truck, and one of them drove away in it and the other drove off in Kenny’s station wagon.’


‘You couldn’t sell the thing,’ he said. ‘Not even for parts. Take away the rust and there’d be nothing holding it together.’


‘Maybe they needed the space. Maybe the truck or van they brought wouldn’t take the whole load, and they had to stuff the extra cases into the station wagon.’


‘And had one bottle left over,’ he said, ‘and smashed it against the wall.’


‘It’s hard to make sense out of that, isn’t it? It’s not as though the bottle just dropped. Somebody heaved it against the wall.’


‘If there was a scuffle –’


‘But there’s no sign of one. The killers got the drop on your boys and pistol-whipped them and shot them. That part seems clear, and it’s hard to fit a broken bottle into that scenario.’ I bent down, stood up. ‘The bottle was opened,’ I said. ‘Here’s the neck, and the cap’s off and the seal’s broken.’ I closed my eyes, trying to reconstruct the scene. ‘Kenny and McCartney are in here. They’ve loaded the cases and they’re having a drink before they head out. The bad guys come in with guns in their hand. “Calm down, have a drink,” Kenny says, or McCartney. He hands over the bottle, and the gunman takes it away from him and heaves it against the wall.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know, unless you got knocked off by Carry Nation and the Anti-Saloon League.’


‘All this talk of whiskey,’ he said, and dug out his flask and took a short drink. ‘They wouldn’t have found an opened bottle, man. All the cases were sealed. They’d have had to open a case if they wanted a drink, and they wouldn’t have done it.’


I returned to the bodies. There was a little flake of glass floating on top of the blood that had gushed from John Kenny’s throat. ‘The bottle was broken after the men were killed,’ I said. ‘They killed them, then broke open a case and had a couple of drinks while they loaded the whiskey. And smashed the bottle. Why?’


‘Mayhaps they didn’t care for the taste of it.’


‘In some localities it’s a violation to drive around with an opened bottle of liquor. But somehow I don’t think that would have worried them. It’s a gesture of contempt, isn’t it? Smashing a bottle against the wall. Or maybe it’s like tossing your glass in the fireplace after you drink a toast. Whatever the reason, it was a stupid thing to do.’


‘Why is that?’


‘Because glass takes fingerprints beautifully, and there’s a good chance one of those chunks of glass has a usable print on it. And God only knows what else a lab technician might find here.’ I turned to him. ‘You were careful not to disturb the integrity of the crime scene, but it’s largely wasted if I’m the only one to see it. I haven’t got the training or the resources to do a good job. But I don’t suppose you want to call this in to the cops.’


‘I do not.’


‘No, I didn’t think so. What happens next? Are you planning to move the bodies?’


‘Well, now,’ he said. ‘I can’t leave them here, can I?’







FOUR



We laid the two bodies in the single grave we’d dug. We’d shrouded each in a pair of black plastic Hefty bags before loading them in the trunk, and we left the bags on when we transferred them to the grave.


‘There ought to be a prayer over them,’ Mick said, standing awkwardly at the side of the grave. ‘Would you ever have a prayer you could say?’


I couldn’t think of anything appropriate. I remained silent, as did Andy. Mick said, ‘John Kenny and Barry McCartney. Ah, you were good boys, and may God grant you glory. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, amen.’ He made the sign of the cross over the grave, then dropped his hands and shook his head. ‘You’d think I could think of a fucking prayer. They ought to have a priest, but that’s the least of it. They ought to have a proper funeral. Ah, Jesus, they ought to have thirty more years of life, as far as that goes, and it’s too fucking bad what they ought to have because this is all they’re after getting, a hole in the ground and three men shaking their heads over it. The poor bastards, let’s bury ’em and be done with it.’


It took a lot less time to fill in the hole than it had taken to dig it. Still, it took awhile. We had only the one shovel and took turns with it, as we’d taken turns before. When we’d finished there was earth left over. Mick shoveled it into a wheelbarrow from the toolshed and dumped it fifty yards away, deep in the orchard. He brought the barrow back, returned it to the toolshed along with the shovel, and came back for another look at the grave.


He said, ‘Spot it a mile away, wouldn’t you? Well, there’ll be no one back here but O’Gara, and it won’t be the first one he’s seen. He’s a good man, O’Gara. Knows when to turn a blind eye.’


The light was still on in the farmhouse kitchen. I rinsed out the thermos and left it in the strainer, and Mick put back the unopened cans of ale and topped up his flask from the Jameson bottle. Then we all got back in the Cadillac and headed for home.


It was still dark when we left the farm, and there was less traffic than there’d been before, and no bodies in the trunk to hold us to the posted speed limit. Still, Andy didn’t exceed it by more than five miles an hour. After a while I closed my eyes. I didn’t drift off, but thought my own thoughts in the stillness. When I opened my eyes we were on the George Washington Bridge and the eastern sky was beginning to brighten.


So I’d had a white night, my first in a while. Sometimes Mick and I would sit up all night at Grogan’s, with the door locked and all the lights off but the shaded bulb over our table, sharing stories and silence until the sun came up. Now and then we rounded off the night with the eight o’clock Mass at St Bernard’s, the Butchers’ Mass, where Mick was just one of a whole crew of men in bloodstained white aprons.


As we came off the bridge and onto the West Side Drive, he said, ‘We’re in good time for it, you know. Mass at St Bernard’s.’


‘You read my mind,’ I said. ‘But I’m tired. I think I’ll pass.’


‘I’m tired myself, but I feel the need for it this morning. They should have had a priest.’


‘Kenny and McCartney.’


‘The same. The one’s family is all in Belfast. All they need to know is there was trouble and he died, the poor lad. John Kenny’s mother died, but he had a sister as well, didn’t he, Andy?’


‘Two sisters,’ Andy said. ‘One’s married and the other’s a nun.’


‘Married to Our Lord,’ Mick said. It wasn’t always clear to me where reverence left off and irony began. I’m not sure it was clear to him, either.


Andy let us out at Grogan’s. Mick told him to drop the Cadillac at the garage. ‘I’ll take a taxi to St Bernard’s,’ he said. ‘Or I might walk. I’ve time enough.’


Burke had closed the place hours ago. Mick opened the steel accordion gates and unlocked the door. Inside, the lights were off, the chairs perched on top of the tables, so they’d be out of the way when the floor was mopped.


We went into the back room he uses for an office. He spun the dial of the huge old Mosler safe and drew out a sheaf of bills. ‘I want to hire you,’ he announced.


‘You want to hire me?’


‘As a detective. It’s what you do, isn’t it? Someone hires you and you undertake an investigation.’


‘It’s what I do,’ I agreed.


‘I want to know who did this.’


I’d been thinking about it. ‘It could have been spur of the moment,’ I said. ‘Somebody with an adjoining cubicle sees two guys standing around and all that booze there for the taking. What did you say it ran to?’


‘Fifty or sixty cases.’


‘Well, what’s that worth? Twelve bottles to a case, and how much a bottle? Say ten dollars? Is that about right?’


Amusement showed in his eyes. ‘They’ve raised the price of the creature since the day you stopped drinking it.’


‘I’m surprised they’re still in business.’


‘It’s hard for them without your custom, but they manage. Say two hundred dollars a case.’


I did the math. ‘Ten thousand dollars,’ I said, ‘in round numbers. That’s enough to make it worth stealing.’
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