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Critical acclaim for Small Town:


‘With Small Town . . . Lawrence Block surpasses his own impeccable standards. He is already one of America’s most talented and prolific crime writers but in this scorching novel he reaches new heights. Beautifully written and perfectly plotted, it’s a mesmerising thriller about the effects which 9/11 has had on a disparate group of New Yorkers . . . there are shades of Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities as Block paints an intimate picture of his home city, peppering it with characters both meaningful and unforgettable. A powerful novel which won’t disappoint’


Allan Laing, Glasgow Herald


‘A hymn to New York following September 11. Humane and unsentimental, the novel shows how national tragedy intersects with individual lives . . . With a deceptive economy of language Block builds tension artfully towards an elegant conclusion. This is a compelling, poignant and uncompromising novel that serves as a fitting tribute to post-atrocity New York’


Good Book Guide


‘The big book that Block has been promising for quite a long time, with his beloved New York the central character . . . Block exhibits technical as well as analytical expertise in telling his tale, the result a wonderfully entertaining and thought-provoking read. Much more than a mundane thriller, Small Town is full of the experiences of lives lived at the edge, in the high rises and on the sidewalks of New York’


Michael Painter, Irish Times


‘This award-winning thriller writer brings New York City to life in this erotic thriller centring on the murder of a woman and the far-reaching effects her death has on a diverse cast of characters

. . . Block’s attention to detail is impressive’


Hello! magazine


‘One of the surest, most distinctive voices in American fiction’


Martin Cruz Smith


‘Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett still cast longshadows across the mystery genre. If there is one crime writer currently capable of matching their legacies, it’s Lawrence Block’


San Francisco Chronicle




Lawrence Block is a Grand Master of the Mystery Writers of America. His novels and short stories have won the Edgar Allan Poe and Shamus awards four times each. He is the creator of Matt Scudder, who features in a series of his books, and of other great characters such as Bernie Rhodenbarr, Evan Tanner and Chip Harrison. Lawrence Block lives in New York City, and maintains a website at www.lawrenceblock.com.
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This one’s for the rabbit




New York City, the incomparable, the brilliant star city of cities, the forty-ninth state, a law unto itself, the Cyclopean paradox, the inferno with no out-of-bounds, the supreme expression of both the miseries and the splendors of contemporary civilization, the Macedonia of the United States. It meets the most severe test that may be applied to the definition of a metropolis – it stays up all night. But it also becomes a small town when it rains.


JOHN GUNTHER


The city exulted, all in flowers.


Soon it will end: a fashion, a phase, the epoch, life.


The mirror and sweetness of a final dissolution.


Let the first bombs fall without delay.


CZESLAW MILOSZ, ‘THE CITY’





AUTHOR’S NOTE



Once again, it’s my great pleasure to thank the Ragdale Foundation, of Lake Forest, Illinois, where this book was written.


Between the time my last book was published and this one completed, I lost three dear old friends, and list them now in the order of their passing: Dave Van Ronk, Jimmy Armstrong, and John B. Keane, to whom Hope to Die was dedicated. One of my early books was dedicated to Dave. I never got around to dedicating one to Jimmy. I miss them all.


Earlier, I lost my mother, who came to the end of a good long life two weeks and two days after the twin towers fell. Like my wife and daughters, she read each of my books in manuscript. Thus she had a chance to read Hope to Die, although she died before it was published. This book, then, is the first she won’t get to read.





before . . .



On September 11, 2001, sunrise came at 6:33 a.m. The forecast called for clear skies and a beautiful day.


At 8:45 a.m., American Airlines Flight 11, bound from Boston to Los Angeles, struck the North Tower of the World Trade Center.


At 9:05 a.m., United Airlines Flight 175, also bound from Boston to Los Angeles, struck the South Tower.


At 9:50 a.m., forty-five minutes after it had been hit, the South Tower fell.


At 10:30 a.m., an hour and forty-five minutes after it had been hit, the North Tower fell.


At 10:29 a.m., on May 30, 2002, cleanup efforts at Ground Zero were completed.


There was widespread agreement throughout the city that nothing would ever be the same again.





ONE



By the time Jerry Pankow was ready for breakfast, he’d already been to three bars and a whorehouse.


It was, he’d discovered, a great opening line. ‘By the time I had my eggs and hash browns this morning . . .’ Wherever he delivered it, in backroom bars or church basements, it got attention. Made him sound interesting, and wasn’t that one of the reasons he’d come to New York? To lead an interesting life, certainly, and to make himself interesting to others.


And, one had to admit, to plumb the depths of depravity, which resonated well enough with the notion of three bars and a whorehouse before breakfast.


Today he was having his breakfast in Joe Jr.’s, a Greek coffee shop at the corner of Sixth Avenue and West Twelfth Street. He wasn’t exactly a regular here. The whorehouse was on Twenty-eighth, two doors east of Lexington, right around the corner from the Indian delis and restaurants that had people calling the area Curry Hill. Samosa and aloo gobi wasn’t his idea of breakfast, and anyway those places wouldn’t open until lunchtime, but he liked the Sunflower coffee shop on Third Avenue, and stopped there more often than not after he finished up at the whorehouse.


This morning, though, he was several degrees short of ravenous, and his next scheduled stop was in the Village, at Charles and Waverly. So he’d walked across Twenty-third and down Sixth. That stretch of Sixth Avenue had once afforded a good view of the twin towers, and now it showed you where they’d been, showed you the gap in the downtown skyline. A view of omission, he’d thought more than once.


And now here he was in a booth at Joe’s with orange juice and a western omelet and a cup of coffee, light, no sugar, and how depraved was that? It was ten o’clock, and he’d get to Marilyn’s by eleven and be out of there by one, with the rest of the day free and clear. Maybe he’d catch the two-thirty meeting at Perry Street. He could stop by after he left Marilyn’s and put his keys on a chair so he’d have a seat when he came back at meeting time. You had to do that there, it was always standing-room only by the time the meeting started.


Recovery, he thought. The hottest ticket in town.


He let the waiter refill his coffee cup, smiled his thanks, then automatically checked the fellow out as he walked away, only to roll his eyes at his own behavior. Cute butt, he thought, but so what?


If he were to show up at a meeting of Sex Addicts Anonymous, he thought, nobody would tell him to get the hell out. But did it make his life unmanageable? Not really. And, more to the point, could he handle another program? He was in AA, sober a little over three years, and, because drugs played a part in his story, he managed to fit a couple of NA meetings into his weekly schedule. And, because his parents were both drunks – his father died of it, his mother lived with it – he was an Adult Child of Alcoholics, and went to their meetings now and then. (But not too often, because all the whining and bitching and getting-in-touch-with-my-completely-appropriate-anger made his teeth ache.)


And, because John-Michael was an alcoholic (and also sober, and anyway they weren’t lovers anymore), he went to Al-Anon a couple of times a month. He hated the meetings, and he wanted to slap most of the people he saw there – the Al-Anon-Entities, his sponsor called them. But that just showed how much he needed the program, didn’t it? Or maybe it didn’t. It was hard to tell.


Three years sober, and he started each day by visiting three bars and a whorehouse, inhaling the reek of stale beer and rancid semen. The bars were in Chelsea, all within a few blocks of his top-floor walkup on Seventeenth west of Ninth, and of course they were closed when he arrived for the morning cleanup. He had keys, and he would let himself in, trying not to dwell on the way the place stank, the odor of booze and bodies and various kinds of smoke, the dirty-socks smell of amyl nitrite, and something else, some indefinable morning-after stench that was somehow more than the sum of its parts. He’d note that and dismiss it, and he’d sweep and mop the floor and clean the lavatories – God, human beings were disgusting – and finally he’d take down the chairs from the tables and the stools from the bar top and set them up where they belonged. Then he’d lock up, and off to the next.


He hit the bars in what he thought of as working his way up from the depths, starting with Death Row, a leather bar west of Tenth Avenue with a back room where safe sex required not just condoms but full body armor. Then one called Cheek, on Eighth and Twentieth, with a neighborhood crowd that ran to preppy types and the aging queens who loved them. And, finally, a straight bar on Twenty-third Street – well, a mixed crowd, really, typical for the neighborhood, straight and gay, male and female, young and old, the common denominator being an abiding thirst. The place was called Harrigan’s – Harridan’s, some called it – and it didn’t reek of pot and poppers and nocturnal emissions, but that didn’t mean a blind man might mistake it for the Brooklyn Botanical Gardens.


In his drinking days, Jerry might have started the evening at Harrigan’s. He could tell himself he was just stopping for a quick social drink before he settled in for the night. He wasn’t cruising, certainly, because nobody went to a place like that trolling for a sexual partner. He supposed people who got drunk there sometimes went home with each other, but that was essentially beside the point.


But after a few drinks there, and maybe a line or two in the men’s room, a gay bar would seem like a good idea, and he’d be on his way to a place like Cheek. And there he might meet someone he’d take home or go home with, but he might not, and before the night was over he could well wind up at Death Row or some equivalent thereof, barely knowing what he was doing or with whom he was doing it, and, when he woke up hours later, sickened by what he remembered or terrified of what he didn’t remember, depending on just when the blackout curtain had dropped.


Now he frequented the bars only in the morning, to sweep and mop and straighten up, and on his way out he’d pick up the twenty dollars left for him. The management of Death Row, perhaps overcompensating for the relentless squalor of the premises, tucked his payment into an envelope with his name on it; at Harrigan’s and Cheek, they just left a twenty-dollar bill on the back bar, next to the register.


Then the whorehouse, which took longer, but he was still in and out of the place in not much more than an hour, and his envelope, with Jerry in purple Pentel in a precise feminine hand, held a hundred dollars. Always a single bill, and always a crisp new one, and, when you thought about it, an outrageous payment for the time it took.


Then again, he sometimes thought, look what they got for a simple blow job.


Marilyn Fairchild’s apartment was on the third floor of a four-story brownstone on Charles Street off Waverly Place, not a five-minute walk from Joe Jr.’s. The sky, overcast at daybreak, was clear now. It was the second week in June, and the weather had been glorious for the past several days, and on the way to Marilyn’s he realized he’d had a melody running through his head, just at the outer edge of consciousness, and sometimes that was how he sent himself a message, found out what he was really feeling. Now he registered the song, and it was the one about loving potato chips and motor trips, and especially New York in June.


Well, he thought, who wouldn’t? He’d lived briefly in San Francisco, where every day was spring, and in L.A., where every day was summer, and had decided the trouble with Paradise was you got tired of it. If the weather wasn’t lousy a fair proportion of the time, how much of a charge could you get from a beautiful day? Here the weather could be genuinely shitty in a rich variety of ways – rainy, drizzly, bleak, freezing, raw, windy, hot, muggy, stifling. Every season had its own characteristic unpleasantness, and every season sported the occasional perfect days, and how you treasured each when it came along! How your heart sang!


I love New York


   More than ever . . .


The new slogan, the post-9/11 slogan, with the Milton Glaser logo adapted to show the heart scarred, like a human heart after a heart attack. First time he saw the new version, on a T-shirt in a shop window, the damn thing moved him to tears. But then for a while there almost everything did. The capsule biographies of the dead that ran every day in the Times, for instance. He couldn’t read them, and he couldn’t keep from reading them.


It wore off, though. You were scarred, like the heart, you took a licking and kept on ticking, and you healed.


More or less.


The entrance to Marilyn’s brownstone was a half flight up from the street. He mounted the steps and rang her bell, gave her plenty of time to respond, then used his key. He took the steps two at a time – three years ago, bottoming out on drugs and alcohol, it was all he could do to drag himself up a flight of stairs, and baby, look at me now – and poked the buzzer alongside her door. He got the key ready – he carried more keys than a super these days, and rather liked the butch effect of it all – and when there was no response to his buzz he let himself in.


Place was a pigsty.


Well, that was an exaggeration. It wasn’t filthy. He cleaned for her once a week, and the apartment was never seriously dirty, but sometimes it was a mess, and it was certainly a godawful disaster area this morning.


Ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts, some of them lipsticked, some of them not. A pair of rocks glasses, one holding a half inch of pale amber liquid, the other dry. The dry one showed lipstick, the other didn’t.


Yesterday’s Times, in all its many sections, was scattered all over the living room. An oblong pocket mirror, and he’d bet anything there was cocaine residue on it, lay on the mahogany coffee table, next to an uncapped bottle half full of Wild Turkey and a plastic ice bucket half full of water. A bra was on the other side of the ice bucket, half on and half off the coffee table, and yes, there was her blouse, lime-green raw silk, he’d seen her wearing it once, and now it was tossed on the Queen Anne wing chair. Could her skirt be far off ? No skirt, he determined, but there was a pair of black slacks on the floor next to the club chair, and were those black panties wedged into the corner of the club chair?


Egad, Holmes, I do believe they are.


One of the cushions from the sofa was halfway across the room, and he wondered how that had happened. A pair of mahogany tables flanked the couch – like the coffee table, they were from The Bombay Company, cheaply made but attractively styled. One held three hardcover novels between a pair of bronze bookends – Susan Isaacs, Nelson DeMille, and Judith Rossner’s Looking for Mister Goodbar, which he’d always assumed had some sort of totemic value for Marilyn. The other table, to the right of the sofa, held three little figurines of animals, Zuni fetishes from the Southwest. There was a bison carved from Picasso marble, a rose quartz bear with a bundle of arrows on his back, and a turquoise rabbit, all of them grouped around the white saucer from a child’s teaset. The saucer held cornmeal – except it didn’t, its contents had been spilled onto the table and floor, and the bison and bear were lying on their sides, and where was the little rabbit?


With the cornmeal spilled, he thought, maybe the bear had gotten hungry enough to eat the rabbit. Failing that, he supposed he’d find it somewhere in the chaos of the apartment.


Not for the first time, he contrasted Marilyn’s place with the last premises he’d tidied, the whorehouse on East Twenty-eighth Street. In all the months he’d been cleaning for them, they’d never once left a real mess. As a matter of fact, the parlor and the individual bedrooms were always surprisingly tidy. There might be some dirty dishes and glassware on the kitchen counter, waiting for him to load them into the dishwasher, and there were wastebaskets that had to be emptied of their unmentionable contents, trash to be bagged and taken downstairs. But the place was always sanitary and usually neat.


Well, wasn’t that the difference between your professionals and your amateurs?


He rolled his eyes, ashamed of himself. Marilyn was a sweetie, and where did he get off calling her a whore? Still, he could imagine her coming up with some version of the line on her own, a half-smile on her full mouth and an ironic edge to the bourbon-and-cigarette voice. Her self-deprecating sense of humor was one of the things he liked most about her, and—


Jesus, was she home?


Because her bedroom door was shut, and that was unusual. That might explain the extent of the mess, too. Her apartment was usually messy, she wasn’t the sort to preclean out of concern for the good opinion of her cleaning person, but he’d never before found under-garments in the living room, and she’d have at least capped the bourbon bottle and put away the little mirror.


Sleeping late, wasn’t she? Well, she’d very likely been up late. He’d let her sleep, hold off running the vacuum until he was done with everything else. If that woke her he could do the bedroom after she emerged from it; otherwise he’d skip it this week.


She didn’t have company, did she?


He decided that wasn’t too likely. The clothes in the living room were all hers, and the guy, whoever he might be, wouldn’t have kept all his clothes on while she took everything off. Somewhere along the way he’d returned from the bedroom, thoughtfully closing the door, and dressed and left the apartment, pulling the door shut. It hadn’t been double-locked when he arrived, he recalled, but that didn’t mean anything; Marilyn forgot to double-lock the door as often as not, whether she was at home or gone for the day.


He started to whistle – the same song, ‘New York in June’, he couldn’t get it out of his head – and went into the kitchen to get started.


He’d met her at an ACOA meeting, had heard her sharing wryly about her parents, and had assumed she was in show business. An actress, a nightclub chanteuse, at the very least a waitress who went to all the cattle calls, got roles in off-off-Broadway showcases, and had a card in the Screen Extras Guild. And maybe did voice-overs, because God knows she had the voice for it, pitched low, seasoned with booze and tobacco, coming across like honey-dipped sandpaper.


She looked the part. It wasn’t that she was beautiful. Her features were a little too strong for beauty, her facial planes too angular. It was more that she was totally Out There, her energy expanding to fill whatever room she was in. You noticed her, you paid attention to her. You couldn’t buy that, or learn it at Actors Studio. You had it or you didn’t, and she did.


‘It’s all my Leo stuff,’ she explained. ‘I got my sun and three or four planets in Leo, and maybe I should have been an actress, as much as I like being the center of attention, but I always had zero desire in that direction, and thank God, because what kind of a life is that?’


She’d been born in Brooklyn, grew up on Long Island, went to college in Pennsylvania, married young and divorced young, and had been living in the Village for a dozen years, first in a small studio in an ugly postwar white-brick building on Greenwich Avenue, and, for the past seven years, in this brownstone floor-through on Charles Street.


‘I had the usual array of jobs, and the only one I might have kept was assisting this photographer, a really sweet boy, but he got too sick to work. And then I took a class at the Learning Annex, if you can believe it, and it was like I found my purpose in life. No time at all I had my Realtor’s license and a job to go with it, and this place was maybe the fourth rental I ever showed. I showed no end of co-ops, and I handled subletting some of them, but as far as straight rentals, this was the fourth, and I took one look at it and saw it was rent-stabilized and what the price was, and no way was I gonna let it go to some fucking client. So of course my first job was convincing this darling young couple that it was all wrong for them, and once I got rid of them I put in an application and rented it myself. I got fired for that, it’s a major no-no, but who gave a shit? I had my dream apartment, and how long was it going to take me to get another job? Five minutes?’


They’d stopped at a Starbucks after the meeting, and otherwise he might never have gotten to know her, because she never went back to ACOA. It was too humorless for her, she told him, and he could understand that, but suspected she also wanted to keep her distance from any program that might make her face up to her own relationship with alcohol, which he had to figure was at least somewhat problematical. She reined it in when she was with him – people often did in the presence of sober alcoholics – but one time she’d been a toke over the line, as it were, and he got to see the change in her eyes and in the cast of her features.


Well, it was his job to clean her apartment, not to take her inventory. Someday he might see her at an AA meeting, and maybe she’d get sober and maybe she wouldn’t, but for now her life seemed to work okay, or at least she thought it did.


Though you wouldn’t have guessed it from the state of her living room. Not this morning, anyway.


And that was where he came in, wasn’t it? He cleaned and straightened, washed glasses, emptied ashtrays, stuffed her dirty clothes in the bathroom hamper, put things where they belonged. He couldn’t seem to find the turquoise rabbit – maybe she’d taken it to bed with her, though animals carved from stone weren’t really ideal for cuddling – but he put fresh cornmeal in the little saucer and positioned the bear and the bison on either side of it. He bagged the garbage, carried it downstairs and stowed it in one of the trash cans in the rear courtyard. He cleaned the bathroom, scouring the sink and toilet and clawfooted old tub, getting the curious satisfaction this chore always brought him. The first time he cleaned someone’s toilet he wanted to retch, but you got over that, and nowadays he felt this great sense of accomplishment. Odd how it worked. Was it that way for everybody, or was it a gay thing?


When he’d finished in the living room and kitchen and bathroom, and the small second bedroom she used for an office, he got out the vacuum cleaner and hesitated. He went to the bedroom door, put an ear to it, then turned the knob and eased it open.


It was dark within, but enough light came through around the blackout shades for him to make out her form in the bed at the far end of the room. He said her name – ‘Marilyn?’ – to get her attention if she was just lying there half-awake, but not loud enough to rouse her from a sound sleep. And she was evidently sleeping soundly, because she didn’t stir.


Should he vacuum? It was that or quit for the day, leaving her bedroom untouched and the whole apartment unvacuumed. The noise might wake her, but she’d probably want to be up by now anyway, might even have appointments scheduled. If she could leave her underwear in the living room and her Wild Turkey uncapped, wasting its fragrance on the desert air, she might well have neglected to set her clock. Even now some Wall Street hotshot could be cooling his heels in a lobby somewhere, waiting for Marilyn to show him the condo of his dreams.


He plugged in the old Hoover and had at it. If she slept through it, fine, it proved she really needed the sleep. If she woke up, even better.


He remembered how delighted she’d been to learn what he did for a living. ‘It’s a get-well job,’ he’d explained. ‘Although it could be a career, if I want. All I have to do is let it grow itself into an agency, a cleaning service. But that’s too complicated for now. I like to keep it real simple. I make okay money and my rent’s low and I get paid in cash and I’m done for the day in plenty of time to make an afternoon meeting.’


‘But a whorehouse,’ she said. ‘How did that happen?’


‘The way it always does. You clean for one person and he recommends you to somebody else.’


‘So one of the bar owners was a customer at the whorehouse—’


‘Actually, I think it was the other way around.’


‘What are they like? The girls?’


‘I think it’s more PC to call them women. No, seriously, I never see anybody. I did go up there one time to pick up the key and arrange everything, and I caught glimpses of one or two women, and they just looked like, I don’t know, like women.’


‘What were they wearing?’


‘Oh, please. I didn’t notice. The woman I spoke to, and I gather she was the manager—’


‘The madam.’


‘I suppose. She was forty or forty-five, and if I’d met her on the street I’d have guessed she was a beautician.’


‘Really.’


‘Or possibly, you know, an executive secretary, or maybe a showroom manager. Not exactly brassy, but that kind of self-assurance.’


She’d had more questions, and at the end she asked if he cleaned for any ordinary people. ‘Like me,’ she said.


He said, ‘Ordinary?’ and raised an eyebrow. And went on to say that he did indeed have a couple of private clients, no more than one a day, whose apartments he cleaned once a week. By the time they left the coffee shop they’d arranged that she would be one of them.


Most of the time she was out when he cleaned, but not always, and sometimes she’d be at her desk, working, and they’d chat between phone calls. A couple of times they ran into each other on the street. She talked wryly about her love life, asked his advice about her hair (a rich auburn, shoulder-length when he’d met her, short and pixyish as of two months ago), and generally used him as her Gay Male Confidante, a sort of girlfriend with a Y chromosome, or perhaps a younger brother but without all that family baggage.


‘I wonder,’ she’d said. ‘Do you think I could ever take a turn at your whorehouse?’


‘You mean like Belle du Jour?’


‘Sort of, except I have a hunch it works better if you look like Catherine Deneuve. Anyway, I’m probably too old.’


‘You’re what, thirty-eight?’


‘“You’re only thirty-eight, and could pass for twenty-nine” is what you meant to say, isn’t it?’


‘Word for word. Thirty-eight’s not old.’


‘How old are the girls in your whorehouse?’


‘It’s not my whorehouse, and I don’t have any idea how old they are. There’s nobody home when I do my thing.’


‘Men want young girls, don’t they? In a place like that?’


‘I have no idea what men want,’ he said, archly. ‘In a place like that or anywhere else. What’s this all about? You wouldn’t really want to do it, would you?’


‘Probably not, but it’s an awfully nice fantasy.’


‘Well, enjoy yourself,’ he said. ‘There’s no age limit in fantasies.’


The vacuuming didn’t wake her. Neither did the phone, which he couldn’t hear over the noise of the vacuum cleaner; he only realized it was ringing when the blinking light on the dial of the office extension caught his eye. He switched off the vacuum and listened, waiting for her to answer it, but she didn’t, and after two more rings her voice mail picked up.


He stood still for a moment, frowning. Then he went back to work. Using one of the long skinny attachments to slurp the dust off the top of a window molding, he visualized a giraffe doing a line of coke. That reminded him of the little mirror he’d found in the living room. It was in the strainer on the kitchen sinkboard now, any cocaine residue washed off and down the drain, and . . .


Maybe you should just go home.


The thought was just there, all at once. He stood still and looked at his own anxiety and wondered where the hell it had come from. Yes, there had almost certainly been cocaine on that mirror, but Marilyn and her friend had long since Hoovered it away. And yes, there had been an open bottle of bourbon in the living room, and he’d caught a whiff of it, and smelled it again in the glasses he’d washed. And yes, he was an alcoholic, sober now by the grace of whatever God you wanted to credit, and could be rendered anxious by anything that might pose a threat, real or imaginary, to his sobriety.


But the coke was gone and the bottle capped and put away, and didn’t he start every day in rooms that smelled of beer and hard booze, with dozens of bottles just standing there, waiting to be sampled? He was like a fox with the keys to the henhouse, all alone in Death Row and Cheek and Harrigan’s, just him and all that booze. And, while his mind could conjure up no end of harrowing scenarios – a mind, his sponsor had told him, was a terrible thing to have – in point of fact it never really bothered him at all.


He’d run across drugs in the bars he cleaned, too, because people who were drunk and stoned tended to be careless, and the odd Baggie would turn up on the floor, or in the john, or, more than once, right out there in plain sight on top of the bar. And the apartments he cleaned had their stashes, legal and otherwise – the few ounces of pot in the model’s undies drawer, the huge jar of Dexamil on the dotcom exec’s bedside table, and with all that speed wouldn’t you think the guy would do his own cleaning? Like four or five times a day?


And every medicine cabinet held pills. Valium and all its cousins, and no end of ups and downs, many of which he recognized of old – a few years in the trenches were a veritable college of pharmacological knowledge – and some of which were new to him, because the drug trade didn’t go into freeze-frame the day he stopped using. It evolved, everything evolved, and he might spot something new on the shelf next to the shaving cream and wonder where it would take him if the lid happened to pop off the little vial and if two (oh might as well make it three) pills leapt up and out and into his open-in-astonishment mouth and down his throat before he quite knew what was happening. I mean, it wasn’t a real slip, was it, if it just sort of took you by surprise like that?


Thoughts like that just helped him remember who he was. They didn’t really upset him, and weren’t cause for alarm. And if they kept him going to meetings, well, then they served a purpose, didn’t they?


So he wasn’t afraid of what was in Marilyn’s liquor bottle or medicine cabinet. Or, God help us, her undies drawer.


But really, now, couldn’t he just pack up and go? He’d cleaned everything but the bedroom, cleaned really quite thoroughly, and he couldn’t do any more without disturbing her sleep, and for all he knew she really needed her sleep, for all he knew she’d been up past dawn. Why, she could have been partying while he cleaned the bars and the whorehouse, and he might have been tucking into his omelet right around the time her companion thoughtfully closed the bedroom door and let himself out of her apartment, leaving her sleeping . . .


Sleeping?


If she was asleep, he told himself, then he would indeed just slip out and allow her to awaken on her own, and in her own good time. He’d leave a note – ‘I was fresh out of kisses and couldn’t figure out how to wake Sleeping Beauty. I’ll stop by tomorrow and do the bedroom. Love, Jerry.’


If she was asleep . . .


He paused at her bedroom door, took a deep breath, let it out, took another. He opened the door, let his eyes accustom themselves to the dimness.


There she was, just as he’d seen her earlier. Sprawled out on her bed, obviously in deep slumber. It looked as though she hadn’t stirred since he’d first looked in on her.


Room had an odor. Nothing too rank, but even if he was going to let her sleep he ought to open a window. Hard to sort out the smells. Sex, booze, cigarette smoke . . .


He walked over to the side of the bed, looked down at her. She was on her back, her head to one side. The sheet covered her just past her waist. He looked at her full breasts, willing them to rise and fall with her breathing, but they didn’t move, and he knew he hadn’t expected them to move, hadn’t expected her to be breathing, had known what he’d find before he opened the door.


He took another breath – yes, there were other elements in the room’s odor besides sex and booze and smoke, there was a bathroom smell and a meat-market smell – and he reached out a hand and touched the tips of two fingers to her forehead.


Like a priest, he thought, anointing the dead.


And of course her flesh was cool to the touch. He couldn’t will it into warmth, any more than he could make her chest rise and fall.


‘Oh, Mairsie,’ he said aloud. ‘Oh, baby, what the hell did you do to yourself?’


He reached for the bedside lamp, then drew his hand back. You weren’t supposed to touch anything, he knew that much, but wasn’t it permissible to turn on a light? Otherwise how could you know for sure what you were looking at?


He touched only the switch, turned it, blinked at the brightness. He looked at her and saw the marks on her throat and said, ‘Oh, God, somebody did this to you.’ And covered you to the waist, he thought, and closed the door on his way out.


He reached for her wrist, felt for a pulse, but that was ridiculous, he wasn’t going to find one, she was dead, his friend Marilyn was dead. He didn’t want to touch her, hadn’t wanted to put his fingers to her forehead, but he did anyway, perhaps to make sure of what he already knew, perhaps to demonstrate to himself that he could do this if he had to. And her wrist was cold, lifeless, and there was no pulse, and he let go of her and took a step back from the bed.


Before he opened the door, he’d considered leaving. Now, though, it was no longer an option. He had a moral obligation, and a legal one as well, and he knew what he had to do, however little he looked forward to it.


There was a phone on the bedside table, but he stopped himself and used the one in her office instead. He dialed 911 and gave his own name and her address. Yes, he was certain she was dead. Yes, he would stay where he was until the officers arrived. No, he wouldn’t touch anything.


He hung up the phone and started to laugh. It was wildly inappropriate, his friend and client was dead in the next room, his buddy Marilyn, and he supposed it was shock that propelled the laughter.


But it was funny, wasn’t it? You had to admit it was funny.


Oh, no, he wouldn’t touch anything. God forbid he do anything to compromise the integrity of the crime scene. He’d used his thumb and forefinger to switch on the lamp, he’d nudged the door open with his foot. He’d been ever so careful.


Locking the barn door, he thought, after all the horses had bolted. Because, God help him, he’d already cleaned the apartment to the best of his professional ability. You could eat off the fucking floor, if you were so inclined, and what do you suppose that did to the integrity of the crime scene?





TWO



She was at her desk by ten. She turned on the radio – it was preset to WQXR – and raised the volume a notch. She’d lower it in the afternoon, when people who were so inclined made the rounds of art galleries, but for now she could play it as loud as she liked. Not rock-concert loud, not even Carnegie Hall loud, but with sufficient volume so that it was real music, not just background noise.


Though it might as well have been background noise for all the attention she paid to it. She busied herself in correspondence, real mail and e-mail, made phone calls, and sprang up from her chair from time to time to walk around the gallery, straightening a painting that had gotten itself tilted, dusting a piece of sculpture, and just claiming the place as her own, like a cowboy riding his fences.


Mornings were her favorite time. No one came to the door, and the phone hardly ever rang. She had the place to herself, and the work to herself, and she liked it that way. Chloe would come at one o’clock and station herself at the reception desk, and potential customers would drift in, stare thoughtfully at the work, and wander off again. She enjoyed it when one of them wanted to talk about the art, enjoyed it even more when someone actually bought something. (And it did happen sometimes. You knocked yourself out making phone calls and working your mailing list, you eighty-sixed the jug wine and cheese cubes and got Fabulous Food to cater the opening, and then someone walked in off the street, someone you never heard of who never heard of you, either, and he fell in love with something and wanted to know if you took American Express. Damn right she did.)


She enjoyed all that, and couldn’t have stayed open without it, but the sheer contentment of her morning routine, all by herself in her ever-changing private museum – that was the real payoff. That was close to heaven.


But there was something she was supposed to do, and she couldn’t remember what it was.


At eleven o’clock they interrupted the music for a five-minute news summary, and she wasn’t paying any attention to it until she heard a name she recognized. ‘Marilyn Fairchild,’ the announcer said, and said something else about the police pursuing several leads, and then the item was past, and he was saying something no doubt important about India and Pakistan.


Marilyn Fairchild, murdered the other night in her West Village apartment. She’d been aware of the murder, she was always aware of it when a woman was murdered in Manhattan, but either the name hadn’t registered or, more likely, they hadn’t announced it. Pending notification of kin – wasn’t that what they always said? And now she could understand the policy, because she could imagine how a person would feel, getting the news of a loved one’s death over the radio. She was a little bit shocked and stunned herself, and she barely knew Marilyn Fairchild.


She’d been found in her bed, strangled. She hoped they’d find the bastard, hoped some slick son of a bitch didn’t get him off, hoped—


That’s what she couldn’t remember!


Maury Winters’s number was on her speed dial, and she pushed the button and drummed her fingers waiting for the receptionist to pick up. She said, ‘Susan Pomerance for Mr Winters,’ and looked up when a buzzer sounded. There was a young man at her door.


Was it safe to let him in? He was black, and that automatically triggered a mental alarm, she couldn’t help it, she was white and that was how she reacted. She sized him up at a glance and noted his short hair, his regular features, his skin tone that suggested a Caucasian grandparent or great-grandparent. He was clean-shaven, his jeans had been ironed, his sneakers were tied.


None of this meant anything – you could be neatly dressed and nice-looking and white in the bargain, with your fucking arm in a cast yet, and turn out to be Ted Bundy – but he looked all right, he really did, and he was carrying an envelope, just an ordinary six-by-nine manila clasp envelope, and she didn’t see how he could tuck a knife or a gun into it.


Marilyn Fairchild, who’d found her the perfect co-op at London Towers, high ceilings and casement windows and an attended lobby and she could even walk to work, Marilyn Fairchild had let someone into her apartment, someone who hadn’t needed a knife or a gun, and now she was dead and—


He was probably a messenger, she thought, but he didn’t look like a messenger. He seemed too purposeful, somehow.


She buzzed him in, and when the attorney came on the line she said, ‘Hold on a sec, Maury. Someone at the door.’ To the young man she said, ‘How may I help you?’


‘Are you Miss Pomerance?’ When she nodded he said, ‘I have these pictures, and Mr Andriani said you might look at them.’


‘David Andriani?’


‘That has the gallery on Fifty-seventh Street?’ He smiled, showing perfect teeth. ‘He said you might be interested.’


‘You’re an artist?’


He shook his head. ‘My uncle.’


‘Have a seat,’ she said. ‘Or have a look around, if you like. I’ll be with you in a moment.’


She picked up the phone. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Maury, I got something in the mail the other day. They want me to report Monday morning for jury duty.’


‘So?’


‘So how do I get out of it?’


‘You don’t,’ he said. ‘You’ve already postponed it twice, if I remember correctly.’


‘Can’t I postpone it again?’


‘No.’


‘Why the hell not? And why can’t I get out of it altogether? I have my own business to run, for God’s sake. What happens to this place if I get stuck in a courtroom?’


‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Three days in the Criminal Courts Building and the Susan Pomerance Gallery would go right down the tubes, triggering a stock-market crash that would make Black Tuesday look like —’


‘Very funny. I don’t see why I have to do this.’


‘Everybody has to.’


‘I thought if you were the sole proprietor of a business—’


‘They changed the rules, sweetie. It used to be very different. Loopholes all over the place. There was even a joke going around for years, like how would you like your fate to be in the hands of twelve people who weren’t bright enough to get out of jury duty?’


‘That’s my point. I ought to be bright enough to—’


‘But they changed the rules,’ he went on, ‘and now everybody has to serve. Lawyers, ex-cops, everybody. Rudy got called a couple of years ago, if you’ll recall, and he was the mayor, and he served just like everybody else.’


‘I bet he could have gotten out of it if he’d wanted to.’


‘I think you’re probably right, and that’ll be an option for you when you’re elected mayor, but for the time being—’


‘I’m supposed to go to the Hamptons next week.’


‘Now that’s different,’ he said.


She grinned in spite of herself. ‘I’m serious,’ she said. ‘Can’t you do something? Tell him I’m blind or I’ve got agoraphobia?’


‘I like that last,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a fear of empty spaces, all right. On other people’s walls. Do you have the letter they sent you?’


‘Well, I wouldn’t throw it out, would I?’


‘You might, but I meant do you have it handy.’


‘It’s somewhere,’ she said. ‘Hold on a minute. Here it is. You want me to fax it to you?’


‘That’s exactly what I want.’


‘Coming at you,’ she said, and rang off, then found his card in her Rolodex and carried it and the offending letter to the fax machine. She sent the fax, and while it made its magical way across town she looked over at the young man, who was standing in front of a painting by Aleesha MacReady, an elderly woman who lived in rural West Virginia and painted formal oil portraits of biblical figures, all of them somehow looking as though they were undergoing torture, but didn’t really mind.


‘That’s Moses,’ she said. ‘That’s the golden calf in the bulrushes. She puts in a batch of props that don’t necessarily go together, but all relate to the person portrayed. She’s self-taught, of course. I suppose that’s true of your uncle?’


‘My mom’s uncle,’ he said. ‘My great-uncle. Emory Allgood, that’s his name. And he never had lessons.’


She nodded at the envelope. ‘You have slides?’


He opened the envelope, handed her a color print that looked to have been run off a computer. It showed an assemblage, an abstract sculpture fashioned from bits of junk. You couldn’t tell the scale of the thing, and the printing was bad, and you were seeing it from only one angle, but she felt the power of the piece all the same, the raw kinetic energy of it.


And something else, something that gave her a little frisson, a pinging sensation, almost, in the center of her chest.


‘Is this the only—’


He shook his head, drew out a disk. ‘A friend of mine has this digital camera. He only printed out the one picture, but he said if you has, if you have a computer. . .’


She did, at the desk in her office, and she popped in the disk and went through the images, almost two dozen of them, and before she was halfway through the pinging had become a bell pealing in her chest, resonating throughout her whole being.


She said, ‘Tell me his name again.’


‘Emory Allgood.’


‘And you are . . .’


‘His great-nephew. My mom’s mom, my gran, was his sister.’


‘I meant your name.’


‘Oh, didn’t I say? I’m sorry. It’s Reginald Barron.’


‘Do they call you Reginald or Reggie?’


‘Mostly Reginald.’


If you has, if you have a computer. Just the slightest stress on have. He was careful to speak correctly, but care was required. She found it charming.


‘Reginald,’ she said, and looked at him. He was several inches taller than she was, say an inch or so over six feet. Slender but well muscled, with broad shoulders, and muscles in his arms that stretched the sleeves of his red polo shirt. She kept her eyes away from his crotch, but couldn’t stop her mind from going there.


She said, ‘Tell me about your uncle. When did he start making art?’


‘About five years ago. No, that’s not exactly right. Five years ago he stopped paying much mind to people, and then a year or so after that he started making these things.’


‘First he withdrew.’


‘He stopped answering,’ he said. ‘Took less and less notice of people. He’d be staring, and there wouldn’t be anything there for him to stare at.’


‘I understand.’


‘What I think, he was going inside.’


‘Yes.’


‘And he’d go in the street like a junk picker and come home with all this trash, and my mom was worried, like he’d have to, you know, go away or something, but it turned out he was bringing all this shit—’


He winced, and she was touched. Gently she said, ‘I’ve heard the word before, Reginald.’


‘Well.’


‘I may even have said it once or twice.’


‘Well, what I was saying. He was bringing these things home for a reason, to use them in what he was making. But we didn’t know that until one day he showed my mom what he was working on, and that made it better. The junk-picking and all.’


‘Because he had a reason.’


‘Right, and so it wasn’t so crazy.’


‘Did he talk about his work?’


‘He, uh, pretty much stopped talking. I don’t know what you’d call him, if he’s crazy or what. He’s not scary, except the way any old man’s scary who keeps to himself and doesn’t say nothing, anything, and just stares off into space. But he never makes trouble or disturbs anybody, and there’s people who know what he does and bring him things, empty spools of thread and bottle caps and pieces of wire and, well, you seen, saw, the kind of things he uses.’


‘Yes.’


‘So this man on the next block said there’s people who pay attention to this type of art, and I got some pictures taken, and I went around different people until somebody sent me to Mr Andriani, and he said you were the person to come see.’


‘And here you are.’


He nodded.


She said, ‘They call it outsider art, Reginald, because it’s produced by artists who are outside the mainstream, generally self-taught, and often entirely unaware of the art world. But it seems to me you could just as easily call it insider art. You were just looking at Aleesha MacReady’s painting of Moses. Could any work of art be more internal than hers? She’s communicating a wholly private vision. It’s outside as far as the New York art scene is concerned, but it comes from deep inside of Aleesha MacReady.’


‘And my uncle’s work’s like that?’


‘Very much so.’ She walked around him, careful not to touch him, but passing close enough so that she fancied she could feel his body heat. ‘I don’t know much about Aleesha,’ she went on. ‘I’ve never met her, she’s never come to New York. I’d be surprised if she’s ever been out of West Virginia. But I gather she’s quite normal in her day-to-day life. When she picks up a paintbrush, though, she accesses whatever it is we see in her paintings.’


She moved to stand in front of another work, painted in Day-Glo colors on a Masonite panel that had been primed in black. Like all the artist’s work, it showed a monster – this one was rather dragonlike – devouring a child.


‘Jeffcoate Walker,’ she said. ‘Nice, huh? How’d you like this hanging on your living room wall?’


‘Uh . . .’


‘Of course you wouldn’t. His work’s impossible to live with, and my guess is that he creates it so he won’t have to live with it inside him. But it’s only a guess, because Mr Walker’s been institutionalized for the past thirty-some years. I believe the diagnosis is some form of schizophrenia, and it’s severe enough to keep him permanently locked up.’


‘My uncle’s nowhere near that bad.’


‘What he has in common with both of these artists, and with just about everyone whose work I show, is an internal vision, a very personal vision, along with the ability to communicate that vision. I find that very exciting.’


‘I see.’


She had, suddenly and entirely unbidden, a personal vision of her own. Reginald Barron, stripped naked, all done up in a complicated leather harness suspended from a nasty-looking meat hook mounted in the ceiling. His muscles strained against the leather straps that cut into his glistening teak-colored skin, and more leather girded his loins, painfully tight on his balls and the base of his engorged penis, and—


Turning from him, she said, ‘I had a background in art history and went to work for a traditional gallery on upper Madison Avenue. I worked for several galleries, and I got married and divorced, and I lived with an artist for a while, which is something no one should have to do, and when that ended I went to Switzerland for two weeks. I’d been to Europe several times, of course, and I’d spent a few days each in Zurich and Geneva, so I went to a few other cities this time, I got a rail pass and just bounced around, and I read in one of the guidebooks about a museum in Lausanne devoted to art produced by the insane. After six months with Marc Oberbauer I inclined toward the belief that all art was produced by the insane, but this was different. This was the most exciting work I’d ever seen in my life.’


‘And that got you started?’


She nodded. She was able to look at him now without seeing him as she had a few moments ago. He was a nice polite young man now, that’s all. Undoubtedly attractive, she had to admit she was more than a little attracted, but that didn’t mean she was going to act out, or let her imagination run wild.


‘I came home,’ she said, ‘and learned everything I could. I’d always been drawn to folk art, I did my thesis on Colonial weather vanes, but now I was seeing it all differently. Now some of it looked cute and amusing, while the work that really moved me came from somewhere deep within the person who made it. And it didn’t have to be folk art. When I went to the Prado in Madrid, the work that most affected me was Goya’s series of Black Paintings, all created late at night during a period when the artist was profoundly disturbed and quite possibly ill. Goya was hardly self-taught, he was arguably Spain’s greatest painter, but the Black Paintings would have been right at home in La Musée de l’Art Brut in Lausanne. Or in this gallery – his Cronos Devouring His Children might have been painted by Jeffcoate Walker, if Mr Walker had had the advantage of formal training and a classical education.’


She was telling him too much. What did he know about Goya or the Prado? But he seemed interested.


‘My artists rarely know how to talk about their work,’ she said, ‘if they talk at all. But how many artists can speak intelligently about what they do? If you’ve ever read the silly statements they prepare for their show openings—’


But he wouldn’t know what she was talking about, he wouldn’t have been to an opening, might never have been to a gallery. She shifted gears and said, ‘I went all over the country looking at things, including an outdoor shrine in Iowa that a priest spent his life creating, with shells and crystals and semiprecious gemstones. And the Watts towers, of course, and a house made entirely of Coke bottles, and, oh, all sorts of things. And I came home and sold everything I owned and opened this place.’


Enough life history, she thought. Cut to the chase.


‘I’d like to show your uncle’s work, Reginald. I’d like to give him a one-man show sometime in the fall. I’d love it if he could supervise the installation and come to the opening, but that’s not a requirement. The work speaks for itself, and I’ll be here to speak for it.’


He nodded, taking it in. After a moment he said, ‘I don’t know what he’ll want to do. I don’t guess he’ll mind parting with the work, on account of he’ll give a piece away if anyone tells him they really like it.’


‘Don’t let him give anything else away, okay?’


‘No, he hasn’t been doing that lately. On account of not talking to people, you know, and keeping to himself.’ He pointed at the wall, where Jeffcoate Walker’s dragon loomed a few yards from Aleesha MacReady’s Moses. ‘I didn’t see anything there about the prices.’


‘It’s considered a little crass to post them. This’ – she crossed to the front desk, brought back a price list in an acetate sleeve – ‘is considered more discreet.’


‘These the kind of prices you’d put on Uncle Emory’s things?’


‘I’m not sure. Pricing’s tricky, there are a lot of factors to consider. Artists command higher prices as they gain a reputation, and your uncle’s unknown.’ She gave him a smile. ‘But that won’t be true for long.’


‘He gonna be famous?’


‘Well, is Aleesha MacReady famous? Or Jeffcoate Walker? Perhaps, but to a relatively small circle of collectors. Howard Finster’s fairly famous, you may have heard of him. And you probably know Grandma Moses.’


‘Yes.’


‘I can’t be specific about prices,’ she went on, ‘but I can explain the way we work.’ And she told him the gallery took fifty percent of sales proceeds, noticing as she spoke that he looked tense. Well, why shouldn’t he? Fifty percent was high, but it was standard, and it was hard enough to come out ahead in this business, and—


But that wasn’t it. ‘I got to ask this,’ he said, ‘so there won’t be any misunderstanding. We won’t have to come up with any money in front, will we?’


‘Money in front?’


‘’Cause this one dealer was talking about what we’d have to front him to cover expenses, and we can’t afford to do anything like that.’


‘That’s not how we work,’ she assured him. ‘Expenses are my problem. In fact, there’ll be a token good-faith advance for you when we get the paperwork signed.’


‘Paperwork?’


‘We’ll want exclusive rights to represent the artist’s work. In return, you’ll get an advance from us against future earnings. It won’t be much, maybe a thousand dollars, but that’s better than having to pay money to some vanity gallery, isn’t it?’


He nodded, still taking it all in. ‘When you say we . . .’


‘I mean me,’ she said. ‘The editorial we, or perhaps it’s more the entrepreneurial we. The Pomerance Gallery is a one-person show in itself, and—’


The phone rang, and caller ID showed it was Maury Winters. ‘I have to take this,’ she told Reginald, and picked up and said, ‘Well? Did you work a miracle?’


‘I hope you have good weather in the Hamptons.’


‘You got me out of it.’


‘I got you a postponement,’ he said, ‘to which you’re not entitled, but it’d be a hard life if we never got more than we deserved. You’re committed to show up the second week in October, and—’


‘October? That’s—’


‘—a busy time for you,’ he supplied, ‘and that’s too bad. Susan, sweetheart, we’re talking about a probable three days, starting on a Monday, and you’re closed Mondays, right?’


‘Yes, but—’


‘And how busy are you on Tuesdays and Wednesdays? Don’t answer that, because I don’t care how busy you are then or any other time. You’ll go and do your duty as a citizen, and you won’t get picked because this is criminal court and nobody’s going to want you on a jury.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Because you’re smart and chic and in the arts.’


‘So?’


‘So either the prosecution or the defense is going to want you out of there. And even if they don’t, you can keep from being selected. The judge’ll ask if any of the prospective jurors feel incapable of being fair and open-minded about the case at hand, and that’s when you raise your hand and say you couldn’t possibly be fair to Joe Blow because he looks just like the uncle who tried to get in your pants when you were eleven.’


‘And he’ll believe me?’


‘No, he’ll probably figure you just don’t want to be on a jury, but what do you care about his good opinion? He’ll excuse you, because after you’ve said that he’ll have to. Three days, Susan, and they’ll be over before you know it, and you won’t have to serve again for four more years.’


‘If I’d known it was just three days . . .’


‘What?’


‘Well, as far as next week is concerned—’


‘Forget next week. You’re off the hook for next week and you can’t get back on.’


‘I’d rather wait until October anyway,’ she said. ‘You’re a love, Maury. I appreciate it, I really do.’


‘You should. You know, you shouldn’t call me for something like this. You should ignore the summons and wait until you’re arrested, and then you call me. I’m a criminal defense attorney, and—’


‘One of the best in the country.’


‘What are you buttering me up for? I already did you the favor. But every time you have a legal question you call me, and most of it’s stuff I’m rusty on. You must know other lawyers.’


‘Not as well as I know you, Maury.’ She nibbled her lower lip. ‘You’re the only one on my speed dial. If there’s anything I can do in return . . .’


‘Well, now that you mention it, one of your famous blow jobs would be more than welcome.’


She let the silence stretch as long as she could. Then, her voice strained, she said, ‘Maury, you’re on speakerphone. I thought you knew that.’


He didn’t say anything, and the silence was delicious.


‘Gotcha,’ she said.


‘Yeah, I guess you did. I get you out of jury duty and you give me a heart attack. Nice.’


‘Just wanted to keep you on your toes,’ she said, and blew him a kiss, and rang off.


Chloe was a few minutes late, but no more than you’d expect from a twenty-three-year-old blonde with a crewcut and a nose ring. She took up her post at the front desk and Susan, who generally had lunch delivered, decided it was too nice a day to stay indoors. She walked over to Empire Diner and had a large orange juice and a salmon salad, then browsed a couple of Ninth Avenue antique shops and was back at the gallery a little after two.


She’d sent Reginald Barron off earlier with papers for his uncle to sign and a $500 check as a good-faith advance, and now she had another look at the photos of Emory Allgood’s extraordinary work. She’d kept the disk – Reginald hadn’t thought to ask for its return, and she would have talked him out of it if he had. She didn’t need it, she’d already downloaded the images, but she didn’t want it floating around, not until she had the artist firmly committed to the Susan Pomerance Gallery.


Not that anyone else was likely to respond as strongly as she had, but you never knew, and why take chances? She knew how good the man was, she’d learned to trust that bell in her chest, that tingling in her fingertips, and now, looking again at the pictures, taking more time with them, she found herself running through her client list, picking out those who’d be particularly likely to respond to what she saw.


Before the show she’d invite a few of her best prospects to preview the work. (The show would probably be in late October or early November, and if jury duty cost her a few days in early October, well, she could work around that.) Ideally, there’d be red dots on a third of the pieces by the time the show opened, even if she had to give some of the early birds an unannounced break on the price.


Of course a lot depended on the artist, on the likelihood of his continuing to produce work in quantity. Most of them kept at it, but sometimes an artist would stop making art as abruptly and incomprehensibly as he’d started. If Emory Allgood was likely to pull the plug, she’d do best for his sake and hers to get the highest possible prices for the work at hand.


But if there was more work to come, she could afford for both their sakes to take a different tack. Her goal would be to get those red dots up as quickly as possible, and to sell out the whole show in the first week. Then, when she showed his new work a year later, the buyers who’d been shut out the first time would be primed for a feeding frenzy. And she’d boost the prices and make everybody happy.


She returned to one image, frustrated by the limitation of a two-dimensional representation of a three-dimensional object. She wanted to be right there in the room with the piece, wanted it life-size and smack in front of her, wanted to be able to walk around it and see it from every angle, to reach out and touch it, to feel the up-close-and-personal energy of it.


Eventually, of course, she’d go out and look at the work. She’d assumed they lived in Harlem, but the address Reginald Barron had given her was in Brooklyn, and she had no idea where Quincy Street might be. Bedford-Stuyvesant, she supposed, or Brownsville, or, well, some neighborhood unknown to her. She’d spent a little time in Brooklyn Heights and Cobble Hill, and she’d been a few times to Carroll Gardens, and of course she’d been to galleries and loft parties in Williamsburg, but that left most of Brooklyn as foreign to her as the dark side of the moon.


The hourly news summary came on. A suicide bomber had taken eleven lives (including, thank God, his own) in a café in Jerusalem. A mining disaster in the Ukraine had left forty-some miners trapped and presumed dead. The mine, she noted, was a mere eighty miles from Chernobyl.


She turned up the volume when they got to the Marilyn Fairchild murder. That was the name, she hadn’t misheard it, and they identified her as a real estate agent and gave her age as thirty-eight.


The announcer moved on to something else and she lowered the volume, and Chloe buzzed her – would she take a call from a Mr Winters?


She picked up and said, ‘I was just thinking of you.’


‘You got a traffic ticket and you want me to fix it.’


‘Silly. I don’t have a car.’


‘Jaywalking, then.’


‘I was thinking about Marilyn Fairchild. I knew her, Maury.’


‘The actress? No, that’s something else.’


‘Morgan.’


‘That’s it, Morgan Fairchild. There’s something automatically sexy about a woman with two last names. Ashleigh Banfield, I watch her on MSNBC and I get a hard-on. She’s good-looking, but I think it’s the name as much as anything else. Who’s Marilyn Fairchild?’


‘She was murdered the day before yesterday.’


‘Oh, of course. The name didn’t register. Lived in the Village, strangled in bed. You say you knew her?’


‘Not terribly well. She showed me five or six apartments, including the one I bought.’


‘You still at London Towers?’


‘Until I leave feet first. I love it there.’


‘And you’ve been there what, three years?’


‘Almost five.’


‘That long? You stay in touch with her after the closing?’


‘No.’ She frowned. ‘I thought at the time we might get to be friends. They just said she was thirty-eight, so we were a year apart, and—’


‘You’re thirty-nine?’


‘Fuck you.’


He laughed, delighted. ‘So you’re thirty-seven. Two years is worth fuck you?’


‘We were a year apart,’ she went on, ‘and she was a successful professional woman living alone in the Village, and I’m a successful professional woman living alone in Chelsea, and, oh, I don’t know . . .’


‘You identified.’


‘I’m taller by an inch or two. Her figure was fuller. Her hair had a lot of red in it, but I have a hunch it would have been the same dark brown as mine without professional intervention. I don’t smoke, but she did, and that may have given her the throaty voice. She liked a drink.’


‘Who doesn’t?’


‘Did I identify? I suppose.’


‘If it could happen to her . . .’


‘It could happen to me.’ She frowned. ‘Maury, you called me, and probably not because I was thinking of you.’


‘I don’t know. Your thoughts are pretty powerful.’


‘What did you want?’


‘I was thinking it’s been a while, and I was thinking we should have dinner.’


‘You still married, Maury?’


‘Like you and your apartment,’ he said. ‘Till the day I die.’


‘That’s good, and I’d love to have dinner with you. Not tonight, I hope, because—’


‘Tonight’s no good for me either. I was thinking the day after tomorrow.’


‘Let me check . . . That’s Friday night? I accept with pleasure.’


‘I’ll call you when I know where and when. It’ll be someplace nice.’


‘I’m sure it will. And I’ll look forward to it, unless someone strangles me in my bed between now and then. I hope they catch the son of a bitch.’


‘They probably will.’


‘I hope they put him away.’


‘Again, they probably will,’ he said. ‘Unless he gets a good lawyer.’





THREE



Later on, he could never get over the fact that he’d actually welcomed the interruption. The doorbell rang and he heard it over the music and rose eagerly from his chair, came out from behind his desk, and hurried to let them in.


And his life would never be the same again.


There were two of them, two clean-shaven short-haired white guys wearing suits and ties and polished shoes, and his first thought was that they were Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses, because who else dressed like that outside of bankers and corporate lawyers, and when did those guys start going door to door? And if they had been religious fanatics, well, hell, he probably would have invited them in and listened respectfully to what they had to say, even poured them cups of coffee if their religion allowed them to have it. Not out of fear of hell or hope of heaven, but because it had to be better than staring at a PC monitor on which words stubbornly refused to appear.


An hour ago he had written He walked over and opened the window. He’d stared at it for a while, then deleted and, replacing it with a comma. He played a hand of solitaire before highlighting the last four words of the sentence and replacing them with to the window and opened it. He looked at that, shook his head, highlighted opened it, and changed it to flung it open.


Nothing happened, except that Coltrane gave way to Joshua Redman and cigarette butts began to fill the ashtray. Then, a few minutes before the doorbell sounded, he’d deleted the entire sentence. And now he’d pushed the button to open the downstairs door, and then he’d walked over and opened the door to his apartment, and you could play with that sentence all you wanted, but here he was, standing in the doorway, and there they were, coming up the stairs, and . . .


‘Mr Creighton? I’m Detective Kevin Slaughter and this is Detective Alan Reade. Could we talk with you?’


‘Uh, sure,’ he said.


‘May we come in?’


‘Oh, right,’ he said, and stepped back. ‘Sure. Come right in, guys.’


They did, and sent their eyes around the room, not at all shy about looking at things. He’d noticed that about cops, had watched uniformed officers in the subway and on the street, staring right at people without the least embarrassment.


He stood six two, a bear of a man, big in the chest and shoulders, with a mane of brown hair and a full beard that he trimmed himself. His waist was a little thicker than he’d have liked, but not too bad. He stood a good two inches taller than Slaughter, who in turn was an inch or two taller than Reade.


Slaughter was lean, wiry – reedy, Creighton thought, while Reade was anything but, and had a gut on him that the suit jacket couldn’t hide. They were younger than he was, but that was true of more people every year, wasn’t it? Midthirties, at a guess, and he was forty-seven, which was still pretty young, especially when you kept yourself in decent shape, but it was closer to fifty than forty, closer to sixty than thirty, closer to the grave than to the cradle, and—


And they were standing in his studio apartment, looking at his things, looking at him.


‘What’s this about?’


‘Music’s a little loud,’ Slaughter said. ‘Any chance you could turn it down a notch?’


‘Somebody complained about the music? Jesus, at this hour? I remember years ago we had a saxophone player across the courtyard, he used to practice at all hours, thought he was Sonny Rollins and this was the Williamsburg Bridge, but—’


‘It’s just a little hard to talk over,’ Slaughter said smoothly. ‘Nobody complained.’


‘Oh, sure,’ he said, and lowered the volume. ‘So if it’s not the music . . .’


‘Just a few questions,’ Reade said. His voice was reedy, even if he wasn’t. And Slaughter asked if this was a bad time, and he said that it wasn’t, that he welcomed the interruption, that he’d been writing the same stupid sentence over and over.


‘After a while,’ he said, ‘the words stop making sense. They don’t even look right, you find yourself staring at the word cat and wondering if it’s supposed to have two ts.’


‘You’re a writer, Mr Creighton?’


‘Sometimes I wonder. But yes’ – he indicated the big oak desk at the side of the room, the computer, the big dictionary on its stand, the rack of briar pipes – ‘I’m a writer.’


‘Have you had anything published?’ It was Slaughter who asked, and he must have rolled his eyes in response, because the man said, ‘I’m sorry, was that a stupid question?’


‘Well, maybe a little,’ he said, and softened the remark with a grin. ‘I suppose there are people who’d call themselves writers without having published anything, and who’s to say they don’t have the right? I mean, look at Emily Dickinson.’


Reade said, ‘Friend of yours?’ and Creighton looked at him and couldn’t say for sure if the guy was playing him.


‘Nineteenth-century poet,’ he said. ‘She never published anything during her lifetime.’


‘But you have.’


‘Six novels,’ he said. ‘Working on number seven, and the only thing that sustains me on days like this is reminding myself they were all like this.’


‘Tough going, you mean?’


‘Not every day, some days it’s like turning on a faucet. It just flows. But every book had days like this, and a couple of them had whole months like this.’


‘But you make a living at it?’


‘I’m forty-seven years old and I live in one room,’ he said. ‘You do the math.’


‘Just the one room,’ Reade said, ‘but it’s got some size to it. Plenty of landlords’d throw up a couple of walls, call it a three-room apartment.’


You could stick a plank out the window, he thought, and call it a terrace.


‘Good neighborhood, too. Bank and Waverly, heart of the West Village. Gotta be rent-stabilized, huh?’


Meaning You couldn’t afford it otherwise, he thought, and he couldn’t argue the point. Free market rent on his apartment would be well over two thousand a month, and probably closer to three. Could he afford that? Maybe once, before the divorce, before the sales leveled off and the advances dipped, but now?


Not unless he gave up eating and drinking and – he patted his shirt pocket, found it empty – smoking.


‘Rent-controlled,’ he said.


‘Even better. You’ve been here a long time, then.’


‘Off and on. I was married for a few years and we moved across the river.’


‘Jersey?’


He nodded. ‘Jersey City, walking distance of the PATH train. I kept this place as an office. Then we bought a house in Montclair, and I didn’t get in as much, but I hung on to it anyway.’


‘Be crazy to give it up.’


‘And then the marriage fell apart,’ he said, ‘and she kept the house, and I moved back in here.’


‘They always get the house,’ Slaughter said. He sounded as if he spoke from experience. He shook his head and walked over to a bookcase, leaned in for a closer look at the spines. ‘‘‘Blair Creighton,’’’ he read. ‘That’s you, but on the bell it said John Creighton.’


‘Blair’s my middle name, my mother’s maiden name.’


‘And your first name’s John?’


‘That’s right. Some of my early stories, I used J. Blair Creighton. An editor convinced me to drop the initial, said I was running the risk that people would mistake me for F. Scott Fitzgerald. I, uh, took his point.’


‘I don’t know, it sounds good with the initial. What’s this, French? You write books in French?’


‘I have enough trouble in English,’ he said. ‘Those are translations, foreign editions.’


‘Here’s one in English. Edged Weapons. That’s like what, knives and swords?’


‘And daggers, I suppose. Or words, metaphorically.’ It was interesting, observing them at it. Did Slaughter really think he wrote in French, or was he playing a role, lacking only the ratty raincoat to qualify as a road-company Columbo? ‘It’s a collection of short stories,’ he explained. ‘Presumably, they have an edge to them.’


‘Like a knife.’


‘Well, sure.’


‘But you have an interest in knives, right? And swords and daggers?’


He was puzzled until he followed Slaughter’s gaze to the far wall between the two windows. There was a cased Samurai sword, a Malayan kris with the traditional wavy blade, and a dagger of indeterminate origin with a blade of Damascus steel.


‘Gifts,’ he said. ‘When the book came out. Edged weapons to go with Edged Weapons, so to speak.’


‘They look nice,’ Reade said, ‘displayed like that.’


‘The book’s working title was Masks,’ he recalled, ‘but we changed it when we heard that was going to be T.C. Boyle’s collection, or maybe it was Ethan Canin. Whoever it was, he wound up calling his book something else, too. But one way or another I was a sure bet to wind up with something to hang on the wall.’


‘You see masks all the time,’ Reade said. ‘These here are a little more unique.’


Something was either unique or it wasn’t, there weren’t gradations of it. It was an error his students made all the time, a particularly annoying one, and he must have winced now because Slaughter immediately asked him if something was wrong.’


‘No, why?’


‘Expression on your face.’


He touched the back of his neck. ‘I’ve been getting twinges off and on all day,’ he said. ‘I must have slept in an awkward position, because I woke up with a stiff neck.’


‘I hate when that happens,’ Reade said.


‘I imagine most people do. You know, this is pleasant enough, but do you want to give me a hint what this is all about?’


‘Just a few questions, John. Or do people call you Blair?’


‘It depends how long they’ve known me.’ And you’ve barely known me long enough to call me Mr Creighton, he thought. ‘Say, do you mind if I smoke?’


‘It’s your house, John.’


‘It bothers some people.’


‘Even if it did,’ Slaughter said, ‘it’s your house. You do what you want.’


He patted his breast pocket again, and of course it was still empty, cigarettes hadn’t mysteriously appeared in it since he last checked. He walked over to the desk and shook a cigarette out of the pack and lit it, relaxing as the nicotine soothed the anxiety it had largely created. That was all smoking did for you, it poured oil on waters it had troubled in the first place, and what earthly good did it do him to know that? He’d known that for years, and he went on smoking the fucking things all the same.


‘A couple of questions,’ he said.


‘Right, we’re taking up enough of your time as it is, John. So why don’t you tell us about the last time you saw Marilyn Fairchild.’


‘Marilyn Fairchild?’


‘Right.’


‘I don’t know anybody by that name.’


‘You sure of that, John?’


‘It has a familiar ring to it, though, doesn’t it? Isn’t there an actress by that name?’


‘You’re thinking of Morgan Fairchild, John.’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Well, I don’t know either of them, Morgan or Marilyn. I wouldn’t mind knowing Morgan, though. Or Marilyn, if she looks anything like her sister.’


‘They’re sisters?’


‘That was sort of a joke. I never heard of Marilyn Fairchild until you mentioned her.’


‘Never heard of her?’


‘No.’


Reade took a step toward him, moved right into his space, and said, ‘Are you sure of that, John? Because we understand you went home with her the other night.’


He shook his head. ‘If that’s what this is about,’ he said, ‘I think you have the wrong guy.’


‘You do, huh?’


‘There used to be a John Creighton in the phone book,’ he said. ‘Lived somewhere in the West Seventies, and I’d get phone calls for him all the time.’


‘So maybe it’s him we should be looking for.’


‘Well, maybe he’s the one who got lucky with Marilyn Fairchild.’


‘Because you didn’t.’


‘Never even met the lady.’


Slaughter said, ‘You mind telling us what you were doing the night before last?’


‘The night before last?’


‘That’s right.’


‘That would be Monday night? Well, that’s easy. I was teaching a class.’


‘You’re a teacher, John?’


‘I conduct a workshop once a week at the New School,’ he said. ‘Wannabe writers. They critique one another’s work and I lead the discussion.’


‘You enjoy it, John?’


‘I need the money,’ he said. ‘Not that it amounts to much, but it keeps me in beer and cigarettes.’


‘That’s something.’


‘I guess it is. Anyway, that’s what I was doing Monday night.’


‘From when to when, John?’


‘Seven-thirty to ten. You can check with the school and they’ll confirm that I was there, but don’t make me prove it by telling you what the stories were about. I forget all that crap the minute I leave the classroom. I’d go nuts if I didn’t.’


‘They’re pretty bad, huh?’


‘I don’t like being read to,’ he said, ‘even if it’s Dylan Thomas reading A Child’s Christmas in Wales. But they’re not all that bad, actually, and some of them are pretty good. I don’t know that I’m doing them any good, but I can’t be doing them much harm. And it gives them a structure, keeps them writing.’


‘Must be a good place to meet women,’ Reade said.


‘You know what’s funny? I’ve been doing this for three years now, and when I started I had the same thought. I mean, a majority of students are women, a majority of everything is women, and these are women with an interest in literature and I’m up there, the designated authority, and how can you miss, right?’


‘And?’


‘Somebody, I think it was Samuel Johnson, read another writer’s book. And he said, “Your work is both original and excellent. However, the parts that are original are not excellent, and the parts that are excellent are not original.”’


They looked puzzled.


‘In the classroom,’ he explained, ‘the women are both attractive and available. However, the ones who are available are not attractive, and—’


‘And the ones who are attractive aren’t available,’ Slaughter said. ‘Was Marilyn Fairchild one of your students?’


‘You know,’ he said, ‘I don’t recognize the name, but I don’t know all their names. It’s not impossible. I have a list of them someplace, hang on and let me see if I can find it.’


It was where it was supposed to be, in the New School file folder, and he checked it and handed the list to Slaughter. ‘No Marilyn Fairchild,’ he said. ‘There’s a woman named Mary Franklin, but I can’t believe anybody went home with her Monday night. She’s writing her memoirs, she was a WAAF in the Second World War. The last person who got lucky with her was Jimmy Doolittle.’


‘So I guess it’s not the same woman.’


‘Evidently not.’


‘And you’re covered from seven-thirty to ten, but that leaves the whole rest of the night, doesn’t it? And the thing is, John, you fit the description we’re working with, right down to the cigarettes you smoke. Unfiltered Camels, there’s not that many people smoking them anymore.’


‘We’re an endangered species, but . . .’


‘But what, John?’


He took the cigarette out of his mouth, looked at it, put it out in an ashtray. ‘“The description you’re working with.” Who gave you a description?’


‘Sort of a group effort,’ Slaughter said. ‘And it included the fact that you were a writer, and your name was Blair Creighton.’


‘So we wouldn’t likely mix you up with the other John,’ Reade offered.


‘And I’m supposed to have gone home with Marilyn Fairchild. Home from where?’


‘A bar called the Kettle of Fish, John. You wouldn’t happen to know it, would you? It’s a few blocks from here on Sheridan Square.’


‘On Christopher Street,’ he said. ‘Of course I know it. I probably go there three, four times a week. I went there when it was the Lion’s Head, and I stopped going there when it reopened as the Monkey’s Paw, and then the old Kettle of Fish, which was on Macdougal Street just about forever and then moved around the corner to West Third, well, they moved into the old Lion’s Head space, or at least the name moved there . . .’


‘And you started drinking there again?’


‘It’s one of the places I tend to go to. In the late afternoon, mostly, when the writing’s done for the day.’


‘And sometimes at night, John? Like the night before last?’


‘The night before last . . .’


‘Take your time, give it some thought. You just think of something, John? You have the look of a man who just now thought of something.’


‘Oh, for Chrissake,’ he said. ‘That dizzy bitch.’


‘You remember now, huh, John?’


‘If it’s the same woman,’ he said. ‘Short hair, sort of reddish brown? Lives on Waverly?’


‘I believe it’s Charles Street,’ Reade said.


‘But you’re right about the hair,’ Slaughter said. ‘The length and the color. You’re doing great, John.’


Patronizing son of a bitch. ‘Charles Street,’ he said. ‘We walked up Waverly from the Kettle, but I guess she was around the corner on Charles. Must have been Charles. What’s her name supposed to be? Marilyn Fairchild? Because that’s not the name she gave me.’


‘And what name did she give you, John?’


‘I might recognize it if I heard it again. I don’t think we got as far as last names, but the first name she gave me certainly wasn’t Marilyn.’


‘You met her in the Kettle of Fish, John.’


‘I was having a drink at the bar. She walked in and picked me up.’


‘She picked you up?’


‘Why, isn’t that how she remembers it? If I’d have been looking to pick somebody up, I wouldn’t have gone to the Kettle.’


‘Why not?’


‘People go there to drink,’ he said. ‘And to talk and hang out. Sometimes you might go home with somebody, but it’ll most likely be somebody you’ve known forever from a whole lot of boozy conversations, and one night you’re both drunk enough to think you ought to go home together, and it generally turns out to be a mistake, but the next time you run into each other you both either pretend it never happened or that you had a good time.’


‘And that’s how it was with Marilyn Fairchild?’


He shook his head. ‘That’s the point. She wasn’t a regular, or at least I never saw her there before. And she walked in and scanned the bar like she was shopping, and I guess I was close enough to what she was looking for, because she came right over to me and put a cigarette between her lips.’


‘So you could light it for her.’


‘Except she took it out,’ he remembered, ‘and saw my cigarettes on the bar.’


‘Camels.’


‘And she said how she hadn’t had one of those in ages, and I gave her one and lit it for her, and I said if she was going to smoke she’d better drink, too, and I bought her whatever she was having.’


‘Wild Turkey.’


‘Is that what it was? Yes, by God, it was, because the next thing I knew she was saying she had a whole bottle of the stuff just around the corner, and she whisked me out of there and up to her apartment, and I might like to flatter myself that I picked her up, but it was very much the other way around. She picked me up.’
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