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For Joan




… Nay, we’ll go


Together down, sir. Notice Neptune though,


Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,


Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!


Robert Browning, ‘My Last Duchess’



        TAMING A SEA-HORSE

    


Chapter One



I hadn’t had lunch with Patricia Utley since the last time the Red Sox won the pennant. That seems like another way to say never, but in fact it had been ten years. We were looking at the menu and sipping margaritas (on the rocks, salt) in a restaurant called Bogie’s on West 26th Street in Manhattan.


‘Veal’s awfully good here,’ Patricia said.


‘So are the margaritas,’ I said.


She smiled. ‘Margaritas are good everywhere.’


Ten years had made little impression on Patricia Utley. She was still small and blond and fine-boned. She still wore big black-rimmed round glasses. She still looked very good.


The waitress came and took our order and went away. She came back shortly with a second margarita for me. Patricia Utley still had most of hers left. It’s hard to make a margarita last and with each sip it becomes harder. I put my glass down, licked a little salt off my upper lip. No problem. I’d just leave it there a while and then I’d have another little sip.


‘Have you found April yet?’ I said.


‘Steven has traced her to another call house on the West Side,’ she said. ‘Ninety-sixth and Central Park West.’ She gave me the address.


I turned the margarita glass slowly on the tablecloth with my right hand.


‘Decent place?’ I said.


‘At the moment,’ she said. ‘But only at the moment. When she gets a little used up she’ll be replaced and they’ll turn her out into something a little less plush.’


‘And when she gets used up there?’ I said.


Patricia Utley nodded. ‘To something still less plush.’


I drank some of my margarita.


‘Down and down I go,’ I said. ‘Round and round I go.’


‘She’ll be in a spin,’ Patricia Utley said. ‘But she won’t be enjoying it.’


I had taken a bit larger sip than I’d intended. The margarita was gone. Probably if I had another one, I’d be able to think just what I should do about April Kyle. I nodded at the waitress. She brought me a new drink and one for Patricia Utley.


‘Maybe I can talk with her a bit,’ I said.


Patricia nodded. ‘It might help. Steven talked with her but it did no good. Whether she’ll respond to you I don’t know. You sent her to me.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘Seemed like a good idea at the time.’


‘I think it was. We made real progress with her. She had learned how to behave, maybe even had started to get some values.’


‘And regular medical checks. No clap, no herpes.’


‘There’s always whores,’ Patricia said. ‘Always. And someone has always run them. That doesn’t mean that some ways aren’t better than others.’


The waitress came with our veal.


When she went away, I said, ‘I know. That’s why I sent her to you. She was going to be a whore, no matter what.’


‘And my girls get fairly paid and they are not abused and they are free to leave.’ She shrugged. ‘I never claimed it was Smith College.’


‘No need to be defensive,’ I said. ‘No one accused you of being Smith College.’


Patricia smiled. I finished my margarita before starting the veal. Sequence is important.


‘Do you have a client in this affair?’ Patricia said.


‘No, I’m on spec,’ I said.


‘That was the same fee you got last time you were involved with April.’


I ate some veal. ‘Yum yum,’ I said.


‘Still sentimental,’ Patricia said. ‘I thought age might have toughened you up a little.’


‘You called me,’ I said.


She smiled again. ‘And how will you proceed?’ she said. She hadn’t touched her second drink.


‘I’ll see her, reason with her. When that doesn’t work I’ll improvise. You going to drink that drink?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Are you going to remind me of starving children somewhere?’


‘Nope, I was going to warn you about scurvy.’


She took the margarita and put it in front of me.


‘Save yourself,’ she said.


I took a sip. It went surprisingly well with the veal. On the other hand, the fourth margarita goes surprisingly well with everything.


‘She left you with no explanation,’ I said.


‘That’s right. Simply disappeared. Her room was cleaned out and she was gone. But no note, no phone call, no goodbye. When I called you I had no idea where she was.’


‘Why would she leave you and go to another, ah, service? Money?’


‘I don’t think so. I think she was seduced.’


‘Patricia,’ I said, ‘I don’t wish to be coarse, but she’s a whore. She’s been a whore since she was sixteen.’


‘And now she’s twenty,’ Patricia said, ‘and she’s still a whore. But whores do what they do for a lot of reasons, and I think April is in love with somebody that has her working there.’


‘A pimp?’


Patricia Utley shrugged. ‘Sure,’ she said, ‘for lack of a better word. My guess is that he’s really more of a recruiter.’


‘Like for G.E. or Indiana U?’


‘Yes. It’s done. You find that you don’t have a particular kind of girl in your stable, you shop around or you get hold of someone who’ll shop around, and he finds what you need: blond Miss America, exotic Latin, somebody who looks like Sophie Tucker, and he recruits her for you.’


‘Always he?’


‘No, a lot of recruiting is done in lesbian bars. But in this case it’s a he.’


‘What determines what kind of woman you want in your stable?’ I said. ‘Customer demand?’


‘Yes,’ Patricia said.


‘Do you recruit?’


‘No. I don’t need to. My whores come because they’ve heard about my operation and because they want to work for me. Except the ones that are sent me by detectives from Boston.’


The waitress cleared our dishes. We ordered cheesecake for dessert. Patricia Utley ordered coffee. Not me. No point screwing up four margaritas.


‘You were the best I could do,’ I said. ‘All the other options she had were worse.’


Patricia Utley smiled. ‘Thanks,’ she said.


The waitress came with the cheesecake. Mine had cherries on it. I remained calm. Normally cherry cheesecake makes my nostrils flare dramatically. I took a small, dignified bite. Control.


‘Being someone’s whore is not an ideal option for anyone,’ I said. ‘I notice for instance that you’re not. But ideal options aren’t something I have much to do with. Most of the time I’m shuttling between bad and worse.’


‘With me she has choice,’ Patricia said. ‘No one is coerced with me.’


‘At least not by you. The world probably coerces them some.’


‘I can’t help that,’ Patricia Utley said.


‘Me either,’ I said. I had another bite of cherry cheesecake.


‘But you keep trying,’ she said.


‘Else what’s a heaven for,’ I said.


‘And falling short.’


I shrugged. The discussion was distracting me from the cheesecake.


‘But you keep doing it,’ she said.


‘April Kyle got a better deal out of life than she would have if I hadn’t been around,’ I said. ‘I got her choices. It’s the best anyone gets. It’s all I’ll try to give her this time. If she’s where she’d rather be, then that’s where she ought to be.’


‘Even if later on it will destroy her?’


‘One day at a time,’ I said. My cheesecake was gone. My pulse rate slowed. Patricia Utley paid the check.


On 26th Street we walked east. It was spring in New York, and the street litter was beginning to dry in the pale sun.


‘Don’t underestimate the impact that her pimp has on her,’ Patricia Utley said.


‘If she has one.’


Patricia Utley looked at me almost sadly. ‘April has one,’ she said. ‘In spite of everything, in spite of all they know to the contrary, whores want love. It’s not money that they whore for. It’s love, or the hope of it.’


‘Why should they be different?’


‘Because by the time they get to be twenty years old they have ample evidence that love is nonsense.’


‘Put money in thy purse?’


‘That’s some kind of quote,’ Patricia Utley said, ‘but I don’t know from where. Yes. Of course, put money in thy purse.’


‘You management types are all the same,’ I said. ‘Antiromantics.’


‘But the whores aren’t,’ Patricia said. ‘That may be the trick of it.’


‘I’m not anti-romantic,’ I said.


‘You’re male,’ she said. ‘You can afford it.’


‘If I were female would it lead me to whoredom?’


She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so.’


We reached Sixth Avenue. ‘So it’s not the whole trick.’


She was looking for a cab. ‘Maybe not.’


‘Everyone wants love,’ I said. ‘Not everyone whores.’


She gestured toward a cab. It zipped past us. ‘Shit,’ she said. She looked for another one. Downtown a block two guys in tan raincoats flagged the next cab. She exhaled softly and turned and looked at me. Under her careful makeup I could see lines at her mouth and eyes. Natural light is tough. ‘I’m not a philosopher,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to know how coal was made in order to mine it. But I think April’s future will be a lot brighter if you get her out of that call service, and to do that, I think you’re going to have to get her away from a pimp that she thinks loves her.’


‘Pimps don’t love anybody,’ I said.


‘You know that. I know that. Whores don’t know that.’


‘Did you always know that?’ I said.


A cab angled across the traffic from the east side of Sixth Avenue and stopped.


‘You want a ride uptown?’ Patricia said.


‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I like to walk. You going to answer my question?’


She said, ‘No,’ and got in the cab. I closed the door behind her and the cab pulled back into the traffic.





Chapter Two



I went another block east to Fifth Avenue and walked slowly uptown to the St Regis Hotel on 55th Street. I had a room there. I noticed that the glitz incidence intensifies above 49th Street and attributed that to the presence of Rockefeller Center. It was my most useful insight.


It was five o’clock when I got to my room. I turned on the TV and watched the news on WNBC. I studied the room-service menu. It was too early for supper but it’s important to plan ahead. At five-thirty I called April at the number Patricia Utley had given me.


A woman’s voice said, ‘Tiger Lilies.’


‘April Kyle, please.’


‘May I say who’s calling?’


‘Spenser.’


‘Thank you, Mr Spenser, would you hold, please?’


Some easy-listening Muzak came onto the phone. I held it away from my ear. If you listened close for long, it gave you cavities. The Muzak stopped. April’s voice came on the phone.


‘Spenser?’


‘With an s,’ I said. ‘Like the poet.’


‘Well … how are you?’


‘Almost perfect,’ I said. ‘I’m in town and want to take you to dinner.’


‘I … Well, I’m working tonight. I’m … we’re not supposed to go out on non-business dates.’


‘How about breakfast? You allowed personal breakfasts?’


‘Breakfast?’


April hadn’t gotten too much smarter.


‘Or brunch, or lunch, or an afternoon snack, or juice and graham crackers after recess,’ I said. ‘I’d like to see you.’


‘Well, breakfast, if it’s not too early. I, um, I get to sleep real late usually.’


‘Name the time,’ I said.


‘Well, ah, could it be, like noon?’


‘Sure. I’ll pick you up.’


‘No. No, I’ll meet you.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘How about the Brasserie. You know where that is?’


‘Sure. Okay. I’ll meet you there at noon.’


‘You’ll recognize me,’ I said. ‘You haven’t forgotten what I look like?’


‘No.’ She giggled. ‘You look like a nice thug.’


‘Gee,’ I said, ‘you remembered.’


‘Yes. See you tomorrow. Bye.’


It was five-forty. Susan’s last appointment was at five-ten. She wouldn’t be available until after six. I watched the news some more. The longer I put off dinner, the later it would be before I had nothing to do. If I timed it right, I could call Susan and then have dinner and then be sleepy and go to bed. I read the menu again. I’d had a big lunch. It would be self-indulgent to have a big dinner. I didn’t have to eat and drink to entertain myself. I could go out. New York was a spring festival of things to do. I could go down to 42nd Street and buy a nice hand-painted tie.


The five o’clock news ended. The six o’clock news began. The guys who read the news at six had deeper voices. Authoritative. If that trend continued, the guys who read the eleven o’clock news would sound like Paul Robeson.


I called Susan. Her voice came on after the second ring.


‘Hello, this is Dr Silverman. I can’t answer the phone now, but if you have a message for me please leave it at the sound of the beep.’


I said, ‘Shit.’ But it was before the beep, so it didn’t count. After the beep I said, ‘Doctor, I have a problem with priapism and need an appointment with you as soon as I can get one. I’m at the St Regis Hotel. Call me to set up a time.’ Then I hung up and watched the news some more. Not a hell of a lot had happened since I’d watched it before. I called room service and ordered a Cobb Salad and a couple of bottles of Heineken.


The phone rang. I answered it. Susan said, ‘This is Dr Silverman. Take a cold shower and call me in the morning.’


I said, ‘Hello, ducky. How has your day been?’


‘Some of those people are crazy,’ she said.


‘Your patients?’


‘Yes.’


‘But you’re a psychologist. Don’t you sort of expect that?’


‘My last appointment told me he didn’t believe in psychotherapy. It makes you dependent, he says.’


‘So what’s he going to do instead?’


‘Snort cocaine, I believe.’


‘Oh.’


‘Have you found April?’ Susan said.


‘I talked with her on the phone, and we’re having lunch, she says breakfast, tomorrow noon.’


‘Is she all right?’


‘She sounds all right, but Patricia Utley says she’s headed for trouble.’ I repeated my conversation with Patricia.


‘And if she’s not willing to leave?’ Susan said.


‘I could overpower her and bring her to you.’


‘And hold her while we did therapy?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Even though your neck is considerably bigger than your brain,’ Susan said, ‘you probably know that you cannot do therapy with an unwilling patient.’


‘I was afraid you’d spoil it.’


‘So what will you do?’ Susan said.


‘Tell her what I fear, and get out of the way. She’ll do what she wants to,’ I said.


‘Or needs to,’ Susan said.


‘Or has to.’


‘Which makes her like anyone else,’ Susan said. ‘When are you coming home?’


‘I suppose it depends on April,’ I said.


‘Not too much should depend on April, I think,’ Susan said.


‘I know,’ I said.


‘I miss you,’ Susan said.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it lovely?’





Chapter Three



The Brasserie is on East 53rd Street, right underneath the Four Seasons, a few steps down into a low-ceilinged room with a horseshoe counter to the left and tables with red-checkered tablecloths to the right. It was kind of a semi-elegant French-flavored diner and it was always open.


I had us a table near the wall when April came in and looked around. There’s a street-level landing before you come down into the room, and it presents a nearly irresistible platform. Most people posed on it when they came in. April posed a bit longer than most. She wasn’t pudgy anymore. She was high-fashion thin. With very bright makeup, well applied and stark. Very current. Her hair was shoulder length. She was wearing a pink coverall with cropped pants over an aqua jersey top. There were big pink and aqua beads around her neck and matching earrings. The collar of her black tweed jacket was turned up and she was wearing pink-rimmed Elvis Costello sunglasses.


When she finished her pose, she looked at me and smiled brilliantly and came down the stairs.


I stood and she put her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek. She smelled good. She looked good. I held her chair for her. She sat.


‘Oh, it’s so nice to see you,’ April said. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Think about eating,’ I said. ‘Then I’ll tell you.’


‘Oh, you order something for us,’ she said. Her eyes didn’t settle on me or anything but moved over the crowd in the restaurant. She was like the buyer at a horse auction.


‘No preference?’


She laughed. ‘No, I know you’ll choose something good.’


The waiter stopped at our table with the coffee pot. ‘Coffee?’ he said.


April looked at me. I nodded. She smiled dazzlingly at the waiter and nodded too. He poured some for us both. I ordered eggs Benedict for April and a club sandwich for me. When the waiter left, April pressed the palms of her hands together in front of her and said, ‘Oh, I knew you’d order something just right.’


‘It’s God-given,’ I said. ‘I can’t really take the credit.’


April widened her eyes and smiled even more brightly and nodded vigorously. She looked around the room some more. Her eyes hesitated at the counter, went on, returned to the counter, and then moved away. I shifted into a more comfortable position in my chair and looked at the counter. It was crowded. I couldn’t tell who she was looking at.


‘How have you been?’ I said.


‘Oh, it’s fun,’ she said. ‘It really is. I’ve met so many people and I have been just everywhere. I went to Nice last year with a client.’


‘Ever hear from your parents?’


‘No.’


‘You happy?’


‘What’s not to be happy?’ she said. ‘I have money, I go out every night. Clothes, fun.’


‘You seem to have learned a lot,’ I said. ‘Very adult now. Worldly, sort of. Poised.’


‘Oh, thank you. Mrs Utley helped me a lot. She helps all the girls. She really does. I … I’m very grateful you fixed me up with her.’


Uncle Pandarus. The waiter came by and added coffee to my cup. April’s was untouched.


‘How is Mrs Silverman?’ April said. She leaned toward me, her hands clasped, her chin resting on her thumbs.


‘Loving, intelligent, beautiful, funny, the usual stuff.’


April nodded. Her eyes were very green. They hadn’t always been. I realized she was wearing tinted contacts. She said, ‘Boy, are you in love, huh?’


I nodded. April’s eyes moved over the room again and stopped. She was looking at the back of a tall black man sitting at the counter eating a croissant. Her eyes moved on. The waiter brought her eggs and my sandwich.


‘I love eggs Benedict,’ April said.


‘How come you didn’t order them?’ I said. ‘I might have ordered you Raisin Bran or something.’


She giggled. ‘Oh, you would not.’


We ate a little. The tall black guy at the counter finished his croissant and had a second pot of tea. While he waited for it he looked aimlessly around the room, his eyes passing over us with no flicker of hesitation. He was slender. His hair was cut short and his thin mustache was carefully trimmed. His pale beige linen suit was stylishly loose. His shirt was an off-white, his tie was a shiny beige silk, and his shoes were light tan with pointed toes. His skin was the color of coffee with milk. Talk about color-coordinated.


‘So you still haven’t told me,’ April said, ‘what you’re doing here in town.’


‘Patricia Utley called me, told me you’d left and she couldn’t find you.’


‘She knows where I am,’ April said. ‘I talked with Steven.’


‘When he found you.’


‘I’m a big girl now,’ April said. ‘I don’t have to tell everybody everything I’m doing.’


‘That’s true,’ I said.


‘So why are you here?’


‘Well, at first I came down to find you, in case something bad had happened, but now I get here and you’re okay, I just wanted to make sure you’d made a wise career move.’


‘I know what I’m doing,’ April said.


‘That puts you one up on me,’ I said. ‘How come you decided to make the change?’


She poked at her eggs with the points of her fork. She made a small shrugging motion, like a bad habit almost broken.


‘How’d you hear about Tiger Lilies?’ I said.


‘A guy I know,’ April said.


‘And the minute you heard the name you were enthralled,’ I said.


She poked at her eggs some more, her shoulders frozen in their semi-shrug.


‘I’ve got to be a part of it, you said. Tiger Lilies are my life, you said.’


April shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to make fun of me. It wasn’t like that.’


‘So what was it?’


‘Like I told you, it was a guy I knew.’


‘He wanted you to work for Tiger Lilies?’


‘He said it would be good for me,’ April said.


‘Was he right?’


April nodded vigorously.


‘Will it be good for you next year?’


April frowned. ‘Of course,’ she said.


‘How can you be sure?’


‘He says so.’


‘How do you know he’s right?’


‘He loves me,’ April said. She looked straight at me. ‘And I love him.’


‘What could be better,’ I said.


‘You’re in love,’ she said.


I nodded.


‘Well, I am too. You think a hooker can’t be in love?’


‘With a guy who wants you to keep hooking?’ I said.


‘He’s a musician. He’s studying at Juilliard. As soon as he starts making money, I’ll quit. Right now it’s something I can do for him.’


‘Juilliard?’ I said.


‘Yes. You don’t know what Juilliard is? It’s just the best music school in the world.’


‘I know what Juilliard is,’ I said.


‘And what I do when I’m hooking is just my job. It’s not anything like what we do.’


‘You and the musician?’


She nodded hard. ‘That’s right. What we do is love.’


‘What’s the musician’s name?’


‘Why do you want to know?’


‘I hate calling him the musician,’ I said. ‘What if I have to give the bride away?’


She paused. Her eyes flickered toward the counter. A woman wearing a lavender cape and a huge hat came in, paused on the platform, then swept down into the restaurant. It was like watching The Loretta Young Show.


‘His name’s Robert,’ she said.


‘Not Bob?’


‘No, he hates Bob. His name is Robert. Robert Rambeaux.’


I finished off the first half of my sandwich. April had eaten one egg. The monochromatic man had another pot of tea at the counter. If he wasn’t Robert Rambeaux, then I wasn’t puckish and adorable.


‘I’ll try once,’ I said, ‘and then I’ll get off your ass. What I know about the ah, human condition tells me that a man doesn’t love a woman if he turns her out to hook.’


April’s face started to close down.


‘What I hear from Patricia Utley is that this place, Tiger Lilies, will use you up and sell you down scale. And old musical Robert Rambeaux will go out and recruit somebody else.’


Tears had formed in April’s eyes. ‘You fucking prick,’ she said. She stood up and turned away and walked up the stairs and out the door without even pausing for a pose.


So much for puckish and adorable.


I paid the check and finished my coffee and went out. Going out it’s easier not to pose. I was halfway to the corner of 53rd and Park when the monochromatic man came out through the revolving door and walked along behind me. I walked up Park toward 59th Street. He cruised along behind me, sampling the spring air, admiring the young women in their spring clothes, checking out the elegance of the avenue. If he were any more casual, he’d have fallen down. He was about as subtle as Jesse Helms.


I turned west on 59th Street and walked two blocks to 59th and Fifth. The Plaza. Central Park. The Pierre just up the street. The Trump Tower just down the street. The great big city’s a wondrous toy. Mr Monochrome studied the artifacts in the window of A la Vieille Russie behind me. The light changed and I crossed and went into the park. Monochrome followed me.


There were people roller-skating in the park, and people with enormous tape players on their shoulders, and people with all their gear stuffed in a shopping bag. There were pretzel vendors and people walking Irish wolfhounds, and some joggers, and two guys sharing a pint of something from a paper bag on a bench. I went past them and found an empty bench and sat down. Monochrome walked past me and looked around and turned and walked back toward me. I gestured toward the empty space beside me. He ignored it and stood looking down at me. I smiled at him.


‘Beige,’ I said.


He said, ‘How come you’re bothering my lady?’


‘Ah, it is you, Robert Rambeaux.’


‘What do you want, bothering her?’


‘I was hoping she could get me tickets to your next recital,’ I said.


Rambeaux sighed and shook his head. ‘Everybody’s a wiseass,’ he said.


‘Now don’t generalize, Bob,’ I said. ‘All that has been established here is that I am a wiseass.’


‘Robert,’ he said. The correction was automatic. ‘I asked you a question, whitebread, and I want an answer.’


‘Whitebread, Bobby? Racial taunts? You’re about as black as Grace Kelly.’


‘I ought to kick your ass for you right here.’


‘Little question of that, Bobb-o,’ I said. ‘But you can’t. And if you try, you’re just going to get your outfit all wrinkled and sweaty.’


Robert stepped about a step away and looked at me thoughtfully.


‘You’re a cocky motherfucker, aren’t you,’ he said.


I shrugged. ‘It’s just hard for me to get serious about a guy whose outfit took three hours to assemble.’
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