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This one’s for
John B. Keane




Life is a narrow vale between the cold and barren peaks of two eternities. We strive in vain to look beyond the heights. We cry aloud – and the only answer is the echo of our wailing cry. From the voiceless lips of the unreplying dead there comes no word. But, in the night of Death, Hope sees a star, and listening Love can hear the rustling of a wing.


– Robert Green Ingersoll,
at the grave of his brother,
Ebon Clark Ingersoll,
June 1879


Hope is the only universal liar who never loses his reputation for veracity.


– Robert Green Ingersoll,
speaking at the
Manhattan Liberal Club,
February 1892
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ONE



It was a perfect summer evening, the last Monday in July. The Hollanders arrived at Lincoln Center sometime between six and six-thirty. They may have met somewhere – in the plaza by the fountain, say, or in the lobby – and gone upstairs together. Byrne Hollander was a lawyer, a partner in a firm with offices in the Empire State Building, and he might have come directly from the office. Most of the men were wearing business suits, so he wouldn’t have had to change.


He left his office around five, and their house was on West Seventy-fourth Street between Columbus and Amsterdam, so he had time to go home first to collect his wife. They may have walked to Lincoln Center – it’s half a mile, no more than a ten-minute walk. That’s how Elaine and I got there, walking up from our apartment at Ninth and Fifty-seventh, but the Hollanders lived a little further away, and may not have felt like walking. They could have taken a cab, or a bus down Columbus.


However they got there, they’d have arrived in time for drinks before dinner. He was a tall man, two inches over six feet, two years past fifty, with a strong jaw and a high forehead. He’d been athletic in his youth and still worked out regularly at a midtown gym, but he’d thickened some through the middle; if he’d looked hungry as a young man, now he looked prosperous. His dark hair was graying at the temples, and his brown eyes were the sort people described as watchful, perhaps because he spent more time listening than talking.


She was quiet, too, a pretty girl whom age had turned into a handsome woman. Her hair, dark with red high-lights, was shoulder-length, and she wore it back off her face. She was six years younger than her husband and as many inches shorter, although her high heels made up some of the difference. She’d put on a few pounds in the twenty-some years they’d been married, but she’d been fashion-model thin back then, and looked good now.


I can picture them, standing around on the second floor at Avery Fisher Hall, holding a glass of white wine, picking up an hors d’oeuvre from a tray. As far as that goes, it’s entirely possible I saw them, perhaps exchanging a nod and a smile with him, perhaps noticing her as one notices an attractive woman. We were there, and so were they, along with a few hundred other people. Later, when I saw their photographs, I thought they looked faintly familiar. But that doesn’t mean I saw them that night. I could have seen either or both of them on other nights at Lincoln Center or Carnegie Hall, or walking in the neighborhood. We lived, after all, less than a mile apart. I could have laid eyes on them dozens of times, and never really noticed them, just as I very possibly did that night.


I did see other people I knew. Elaine and I talked briefly with Ray and Michelle Gruliow. Elaine introduced me to a woman she knew from a class she’d taken several years ago at the Metropolitan, and to a terribly earnest couple who’d been customers at her shop. I introduced her to Avery Davis, the real estate mogul, whom I knew from the Club of Thirty-one, and to one of the fellows passing the hors d’oeuvres trays, whom I knew from my AA home group at St Paul’s. His name was Felix, and I didn’t know his last name, and don’t suppose he knew mine.


And we saw some people we recognized but didn’t know, including Barbara Walters and Beverly Sills. The occasion was the opening of New York’s summer music festival, Mostly Mozart, and the cocktails and dinner were the festival’s thank-you to its patrons, who had achieved that status by contributing [image: image]2500 or more to the festival’s operating fund.


During her working years, Elaine made a habit of saving her money and investing it in rental property around town. New York real estate has been a can’t-lose area even for people who do everything wrong, and she did most things right, and has done very well for herself. She was able to buy our apartment at the Parc Vendome, and there’s enough income generated by her apartment houses in Queens so that, as far as money is concerned, neither of us needs to work. I have my work as a detective, of course, and she has her shop a few blocks south of us on Ninth Avenue, and we enjoy the work and can always find a use for the money it brings in. But if nobody hired me or bought paintings and antiques from her, we wouldn’t wind up missing any meals.


We both like the idea of giving away a certain amount of what comes in. Years ago I got in the habit of stuffing ten percent of my earnings into whatever church poor box came along. I’ve grown a little more sophisticated in my giving since then, but I still find a way to get rid of it.


Elaine likes to support the arts. She gets to more operas and gallery openings and museum shows than I do (and fewer ball games and prizefights) but we both like music, classical and jazz. The jazz joints don’t hit you up for contributions, they just call it a cover charge and let it go at that, but every year we write out a lot of checks to Lincoln Center and Carnegie Hall. They like to encourage us with perks of one sort or another, and this evening was one of them – drinks, a sit-down dinner, and complimentary orchestra seats to the opening concert.


Around six-thirty we went to our assigned table, where we were joined by three other couples, with whom we exchanged names and chatted amiably throughout the meal. If pressed, I could probably recall the names of most if not all of our table mates, but what’s the point? We haven’t seen them since, and they don’t figure in the story. Byrne and Susan Hollander were not among them.


They were at another table, which I later learned was on the other side of the room from us. While I might have seen them earlier, it’s unlikely that I laid eyes on them during dinner. Their seats for the concert were just two rows in front of ours, but at the extreme right of the center section, while we were toward the left. So, unless we bumped into each other on the way to the rest room during intermission, I don’t suppose we would have seen them at all.


The meal was pretty good, the company at dinner pleasant enough. The concert was very enjoyable, and, true to its stated theme, leaned toward Mozart, including one of his piano concertos and the Prague Symphony. There was an orchestral suite of Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák’s as well, and the program notes drew some connection between him and Mozart, or perhaps between him and Prague, Dvo[image: image]ák being a Czech. Whatever it was, I didn’t pay too much attention to it. I just sat there and enjoyed the music, and when it was done we walked home.


Did the Hollanders walk home? It’s hard to know one way or the other. No cab driver came forward to report driving them, but neither did anyone recall seeing them on the street. They could have taken a bus, but no one reported witnessing that, either.


I think they probably walked. She was wearing heels, which might have lessened her enthusiasm for a half-mile hike, but they were both in good shape, and it was a perfect night for a leisurely walk home, not too warm, not too humid. There are always a lot of cabs after a concert, but there are even more people trying to flag one, even when the weather’s good. It certainly would have been simpler for them to walk, but there’s no way to say with certainty just how they got home.


When the concert ended, when the conductor had taken his last bow and the musicians walked off the stage, Byrne and Susan Hollander had something like an hour and a half to live.


Though, as I said, I can’t know this, in my imagination they are walking home. They talk some – about the music they’ve heard, about something outrageous one of their dinner companions said, about the pleasures of walking on a night like this in a city like theirs. But they are silent much of the time, and the silences are companionable, of the sort known to long-married couples. They have been close enough for long enough so that a shared silence is as intimate as a shared thought.


Crossing the avenue, he takes her hand, even as she is reaching for his. They hold hands most of the way home.


Their house is a brownstone on the downtown side of Seventy-fourth Street, near the middle of the block. They own the house, and occupy the upper three floors; the ground floor and basement are leased to an upscale antique dealer. When they bought the place twenty-six years ago with the proceeds of an inheritance, it cost them a little over a quarter of a million dollars, and the antique shop rent was enough to cover their taxes and running costs. Now the property is worth at least ten times what they paid for it, and the store rent is currently $7500 a month, and covers a whole lot more than their tax bill.


If they didn’t already own the house, they are fond of saying, they couldn’t possibly afford it. His earnings as a lawyer are substantial – he was able to put their daughter through four years at a private college without taking out a loan, or even dipping into savings – but he couldn’t go out and buy a three-million-dollar house.


Nor would they need that much space. She was pregnant when they bought the house. She lost the baby in the fifth month, got pregnant again within the year, and gave birth to a daughter, Kristin. Two years later their son, Sean, was born, and when he was eleven years old he was killed playing Little League baseball, hit in the head accidentally with a bat. It was a senseless death, and it stunned both of them. His drinking increased over the next year, and she had an affair with a friend’s husband, but time passed and the wound healed and his drinking normalized and she ended the affair. That was the first real strain on their marriage, and the last.


She is a writer, with two novels and two dozen short stories published. Her writing is not profitable; she writes slowly, and her stories wind up in magazines that pay in prestige and contributor’s copies instead of dollars, and her two novels, respectfully reviewed, had modest sales and are now out of print. But the work is satisfying beyond the rewards it brings, and she is at her desk five or six mornings a week, frowning in concentration, reaching for the right word.


She has an office/studio on the top floor where she does her writing. Their bedroom is on the third floor, along with Kristin’s bedroom and Byrne’s home office. Kristin, twenty-three, resumed living with them after she graduated from Wellesley. She moved in with a boyfriend after a year, then came back when the relationship ended. She often stays out overnight, and talks about getting a place of her own, but rents are sky-high and decent places hard to find, and her room is comfortable, convenient, familiar. They’re happy to have her there.


The lowest of the floors they occupy, the second floor, is what brownstone residents know as the parlor floor, with larger rooms and higher ceilings than the rest of the dwelling. The Hollander house has a large eat-in kitchen, and a formal dining room that they have converted into a library and music/TV room. And there’s the living room, with a large oriental carpet on the floor, Arts and Crafts furniture that’s more comfortable than it looks, and a working fireplace flanked by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. The living room faces out on West Seventy-fourth, and the heavy drapes are drawn.


Behind those drapes, one in a large oak frame chair upholstered in tobacco-brown leather, the other pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace, the two men are waiting.


The men have been in the house for over an hour. They entered just about the time Byrne and Susan Hollander were reclaiming their seats after the intermission, and they’d finished going through the house by the time the concert ended. They were looking for things to steal, and didn’t care how much of a mess they made in the process, spilling drawers, overturning tables, pulling books off shelves. They found jewelry in a dresser drawer and a vanity, cash in a locked desk drawer and on a closet shelf, silver tableware in a chest in the kitchen, and objects of some value throughout the house. They filled a couple of pillow-cases with what they’d selected, and these are in the living room now. They could have shouldered them and left before the Hollanders came home, and now, as one sits and the other paces, I can imagine them thinking of doing just that. They’ve already done a good night’s work. They could go home now.


But no, it’s too late now. The Hollanders have arrived, they’re climbing the half-flight of marble steps to their front door. Do they sense an alien presence within? It’s possible that they do. Susan Hollander is a creative person, artistic, intuitive. Her husband is more traditionally practical, trained to deal in facts and logic, but his professional experience has taught him to trust his intuition.


She has a feeling, and she takes his arm. He turns, looks at her, can almost read the thought written on her face. But all of us get feelings all the time, premonitions, vaguely disquieting intimations. Most of them turn out to be nothing, and we learn to ignore them, to override our personal early warning systems. At Chernobyl, you may recall, the gauges indicated a problem; the men who read the gauges decided they were faulty, and ignored them.


He has his key out, and slips it into the lock. Inside, the two men hear the key in the lock. The seated man gets to his feet, the pacer moves toward the door. Byrne Hollander turns the key, pushes the door open, lets his wife enter first, follows her inside.


Then they catch sight of the two men, but by now it’s too late.


I could tell you what they did, what they said. How the Hollanders begged and tried to bargain, and how the two men did what they’d already decided to do. How they shot Byrne Hollander three times with a silenced .22 automatic, twice in the heart and once in the temple. How one of them, the pacer, raped Susan Hollander fore and aft, ejaculating into her anus, and then thrust the fireplace poker into her vagina, before the other man, the one who had been sitting patiently earlier, out of mercy or the urge to get out of there, grabbed her by her long hair, yanked her head back forcefully enough to separate some hairs from her scalp, and cut her throat with a knife he’d found in the kitchen. It was of carbon steel, with a serrated edge, and the manufacturer swore it would slice through bone.


I would be imagining all of this, just as I imagined them holding hands as they crossed the street, even as I imagined the two men waiting for them, one sitting in the tobacco-brown chair, the other pacing before the fireplace. I have let my imagination work with the facts, never contradicting them but filling in where they leave off. I don’t know, for example, that some inner prompting warned either or both of the Hollanders that danger waited within their house. I don’t know that the rapist and the knife-wielder were different men. Maybe the same man raped her as killed her. Maybe he killed her while he was inside of her, maybe that increased his pleasure. Or maybe he tried it out, thinking it might heighten his climax, and maybe it did, or maybe it didn’t.


Susan Hollander, sitting at her desk on the top floor of her brownstone, used her imagination to write her stories. I have read some of them, and they are dense, tightly crafted constructions, some set in New York, some in the American West, at least one set in an unnamed European country. Her characters are at once introspective and, often, thoughtless and impulsive. They are, to my mind, not much fun to be around, but they are convincingly real, and they are clearly creatures of her imagination. She imagined them, and brought them to life upon the page.


One expects writers to use their imaginations, but that portion of the mind, of the self, is as much a part of the equipment of a policeman. A cop would be better off without a gun or a notebook than without an imagination. For all that detectives, private and public, deal in and count on facts, it is our capacity to reflect, to imagine, that points us to solutions. When two cops discuss a case they’re working on, they talk less about what they know for a fact than what they imagine. They construct scenarios of what might have happened, and then look for facts that will support or knock down their constructions.


And so I have imagined the final moments of Byrne and Susan Hollander. Of course I have gone much farther in my imagination than I have felt it necessary to recount here. The facts themselves go farther than I’ve gone here – the blood spatters, the semen traces, the physical evidence painstakingly gathered and recorded and assessed by the forensic technicians. Even so, there are questions the evidence doesn’t answer unequivocally. For example, which of the Hollanders died first? I’ve suggested that they shot Byrne Hollander before they raped his wife, but it could have been the other way around; the physical evidence allows for either scenario. Perhaps he had to watch her violation and hear her screams until the first bullet mercifully blinded and deafened him. Perhaps she saw her husband killed before she was seized and stripped and taken. I can imagine it either way, and have in fact imagined it every possible way.


Here is how I prefer to imagine it: Almost as soon as they are inside the house and the door is kicked shut, one of the men shoots Byrne Hollander three times, and he is dead before the third bullet enters his body, dead before he hits the floor. The shock alone is enough to induce an out-of-body experience in his wife, and Susan Hollander, disembodied, hovers somewhere near the ceiling and watches, emotionally and physically disconnected, while her body is abused on the floor below her. Then, when they cut her throat, that body dies, and the part of her that has been watching is drawn down that long tunnel that seems to be a part of all near-death experiences. There’s a white light, and she’s drawn into the light, and there she finds the people who loved her and are waiting for her. Her grandparents, of course, and her father, who died when she was a child. Her mother, who died just two years ago, and her son, of course, Sean. There’s never been a day that she hasn’t thought of Sean, and he’s there now, waiting for her.


And her husband’s there, too. They were only apart for a few minutes, really, and now they’ll be together forever.


Well, that’s how I prefer to imagine it. And it’s my imagination. I guess I can do as I please with it.





TWO



Their daughter Kristin found the bodies. She’d spent the evening with friends in Chelsea and was going to stay over at a girlfriend’s apartment in London Terrace, but that would have meant wearing the same clothes to work in the morning or else running home first to change. A man she’d just met offered her a ride home, and she took it. It was a few minutes after one when he pulled up and double-parked in front of the house on West Seventy-fourth.


He was going to walk her to her door, but she stopped him. Still, he waited while she crossed the sidewalk and mounted the steps, waited while she used her key, waited until she was inside. Did he sense something? Probably not. I suspect it was habit, the way he was brought up: when you see a woman home, you wait until she’s safely inside before you take your leave.


So he was still there, just about to pull away, when she reappeared in the doorway, her face a mask of horror. He killed the ignition and got out to see what was the matter.


The story broke much too late for the morning papers, but it was the lead item on the local news, so Elaine and I learned about it at breakfast. The gal on New York One reported that the victims had attended a concert at Lincoln Center that evening, so we knew we’d been there listening to the same music with them; what we didn’t know then was that they’d been at the patrons’ reception and dinner as well. It was unsettling to think we’d been in the same concert hall with them, along with several thousand other people; it would be more unsettling later to realize that we’d all been part of a considerably more intimate gathering.


The double murder was more than front-page news. It was, in journalistic terms, a wonderful story. The victims, a prominent attorney and a published writer, were decent, cultured people, murdered brutally in their own home. She’d been raped, always a bonus for the tabloid reader, and subjected to a second violation with the fireplace poker. In a less outspoken time than ours, that last detail would have been veiled. The police generally hold back something like that, to make it easier to screen false confessions, but this time the press got hold of it. The Times left it unreported, perhaps out of decency, and the TV news hinted at a further violation without getting specific, but the News and the Post showed no such restraint.


A police canvass of the area turned up a neighbor who had spotted two men leaving a house, probably the Hollander house, sometime after midnight and before one. She noticed their departure because each had a laundry bag slung over his shoulder. She didn’t regard the sight as suspicious, never thinking they might be burglars, assuming instead that they were roommates, headed for the twenty-four-hour laundromat around the corner on Amsterdam. She remembered thinking that it was a shame young people had to work such long hours these days, and the only time they had to do their laundry was in the middle of the night.


The description she furnished was vague, and a session with a police artist led nowhere, as she had never gotten a clear look at their faces. They were, as she recalled, neither tall nor short, neither fat nor thin. She thought, although she couldn’t swear to it, mind you, that one of them might have had a beard.


Forensics thought she might be right. They’d recovered a couple of hairs that had almost certainly come from a man’s beard, and you didn’t need a DNA check to know they weren’t Byrne Hollander’s, as he was clean-shaven.


According to the woman, it was possible that one of them limped. She remembered there was something awkward about his walk, attributing it at the time to the weight of the sack of laundry he was carrying. And maybe that’s all it was, but maybe he’d been limping. She couldn’t say for sure.


When you luck into a story that sells papers, you keep it on the front page whether or not there are any new developments. The Post showed the most imagination, actually running a sketch of the suspect with the headline HAVE YOU SEEN HIM LIMPING? It showed a man with a Mephistophelian beard and generally demonic facial features, a sack slung over his shoulder, furtively slouching. Toward Amsterdam Avenue, I suppose, if not Bethlehem. The implication, of course, was that this was a police sketch, but it was no such thing. Some staff artist at the paper had cobbled it up to order and there it was on the front page, with the Post’s readers urged to come up with a name to go with the imaginary face.


And, of course, dozens of them did, flooding the police tip line, the number of which the paper had been considerate enough to furnish. When someone phones in a tip in a high-profile case, you can’t dismiss it out of hand, even when it’s the result of some journalist’s fantasy. There’s always the possibility that the tip’s legit, that the caller’s using the sketch as an excuse to point the police toward someone of whom he has reason to be suspicious. Every call gets checked out, not because those checking expect results, but because they know how they’ll look if the tip they overlook turns out to be on the money. The first thing you learn in the NYPD, on the job if not in classes at the academy, is to cover your ass. And the job keeps on teaching it to you, over and over.


One caller said the cops ought to take a look at a guy named Carl Ivanko. It wasn’t that the sketch looked like him, exactly, because Carl’s face was sort of lopsided, as well as longer and narrower than the face in the sketch. And the caller didn’t know if Carl had a beard. Facial hair was sort of an on-and-off thing with him, and it had been a while since the caller ran into Carl, and if he never saw him again, well, that would be fine.


So it was more the description than the sketch, really, that had brought Carl to mind, although there was something about the sketch that had triggered his action, even though it didn’t bear much resemblance to Carl. The thing was, Carl had something wrong with his hip, and it gave him an awkward walk some of the time. It wasn’t a limp, not exactly, but what it came down to was he walked funny.


But then a lot of guys have a bum hip or a trick knee, and maybe had a beard once. What made the connection, see, was the poker, and that wasn’t based on anything that happened, not as far as the caller knew. It was what he’d said, Carl, and he’d said it more than once. Of a woman who’d failed to reciprocate his interest, and of another woman who’d caught his eye on the street. What I’d like to do, Carl said, I’d like to take a hot poker and shove it up her cunt.


Or words to that effect.


No one was hugely surprised to learn that Carl Ivanko had a sheet. His juvenile record was sealed, but since then he’d been arrested twice for burglary. He pleaded out on both occasions, drawing a suspended sentence the first time and doing three years upstate for the second charge. He’d also been picked up once for attempted rape, but the charges were dropped when the victim couldn’t pick him out of the lineup.


The last known address for him was his mother’s place on East Sixth Street, four flights up, with an Indian restaurant on the ground floor. That was the block between First and Second, where almost every building had an Indian restaurant on the ground floor. Mrs Ivanko didn’t live there anymore, and no one in the building knew who Carl was, let alone what had become of him.


There are lots of ways to find someone when you want to badly enough, but Carl turned up on his own before they could try most of them. Brooklyn police officers responding to a complaint of a bad odor emanating from a locked ground-floor apartment in the 1600 block of Coney Island Avenue broke in to find two male Caucasians, ages twenty-five to thirty-five, who had apparently been dead for several days. Documents on the bodies, later confirmed by fingerprints, identified the two men as Jason Paul Bierman and Carl Jon Ivanko. Bierman’s wallet held a driver’s license with the Coney Island Avenue address. Ivanko didn’t seem to have a driver’s license, but a generic Student ID card in his wallet supplied some information. It was the kind you can buy in souvenir shops, and gave Ivanko’s college affiliation as ‘Mean Streets University’ and his address as ‘the Gutters of New York.’ There was a space for someone to notify in case of accident or serious illness. ‘The City Morgue’ was Ivanko’s suggestion.


Both men had died of gunshot wounds. Ivanko, sprawled full-length on the uncarpeted floor, had been shot twice in the chest and once in the temple, in a manner more or less identical to Byrne Hollander, and, ballistics later established, with the same .22-caliber automatic. The cops didn’t have to look hard for the gun; it was still in Jason Bierman’s hand. He was sitting on the floor in the corner of the room, his back against the wall, his gun hand in his lap. He had apparently put the barrel in his mouth, tilted it upward, and fired a single shot through the roof of his mouth and into the brain. Professional killers are supposed to favor .22S for head shots because the bullet typically caroms around inside the skull, with fatal results a strong possibility. It had worked for Bierman, but it might have worked whatever gun he used. Cops, drunk or depressed or both, have used their service revolvers in this manner for years; the .38-caliber slugs may not bounce much, but they do the job.


Both of the pillowcases from the Hollander bedroom turned up in the Bierman apartment, one empty and wadded up on the floor, the other half full of stolen goods on the unmade double bed. The wooden chest of sterling silver, service for twelve, rested on top of Bierman’s chest of drawers. Kristin Hollander was able to identify it, along with several pieces of her mother’s jewelry and other articles taken from her home.


Forensic analysis established that the facial hairs found at the crime scene were from Carl Ivanko’s beard, and the semen recovered from Susan Hollander’s anus was his as well. Posthumous x-rays of Ivanko revealed deterioration of the hip socket that would account for the limp the witness had reported and the caller confirmed.


I didn’t know all of this at the time, although it was all reported at considerable length on television and in the papers. By then I had something else on my mind.


Besides sending in a contribution, Elaine typically orders tickets to around a dozen concerts during the month-long Mostly Mozart festival. I keep her company more often than not, and when business or inclination keeps me away, she can always find a friend to use my ticket. Last year she took TJ to one performance, a countertenor singing with a small orchestra of period instruments. I’d have enjoyed it myself, but I had a case I had to work. It was TJ’s first classical concert, as far as we knew, and she said he seemed to like the whole thing, music and all, but not to expect him to run out and buy a whole batch of CDs.


We went to the opening concert on Monday night, and our next tickets were for Thursday night, a sold-out affair with Alicia de Larrocha at the piano. By then we’d learned that the Hollanders had not only attended Monday’s concert but had been at the patrons’ dinner as well. The killers had not yet been found, and Avery Fisher Hall was buzzing with the story. As far as I could tell, it was all anyone was talking about.


I made a point of heading for the patrons’ lounge during intermission, more for the conversation than the free coffee and Toblerone bars they give you. One couple we see there often enough to nod to asked if they hadn’t seen us at the dinner, and if we’d seen or known the Hollanders. We said we hadn’t known them, and we might or might not have seen them there, that it was impossible to say.


‘That’s just it,’ the woman said. ‘We sat with three other couples we didn’t know. We could as easily have been seated with Byrne and Susan Hollander.’


‘We could have been Byrne and Susan Hollander,’ her husband said. He meant they could have suffered the Hollanders’ fate. How convenient it had been, after all, for the killers to know that the Hollanders were out for the evening, and when they could be expected to return home. Was it impossible that they’d had a list of people expected to attend the patrons’ dinner? And couldn’t they have just as easily selected any of the names on that list?


It was a stretch, but I knew what he meant and how he’d gotten there. Any disaster – a crime or an earthquake, anything at all – has a lesser or greater impact upon us in proportion to the likelihood that it could have happened to us. The Hollanders were people like us, we might but for the luck of the draw have been seated next to them at dinner, and was it impossible that it was precisely what we shared with them that had gotten them killed? It was not impossible, so it could have been us instead of them – and we shivered with the odd blend of terror and relief that is so often the consequence of a narrow escape.


The patrons’ lounge was full of people who were glad to be alive – and the least bit afraid to go home, because who could be certain the killers were finished?


That was Thursday. Saturday morning the cops kicked the door in on Coney Island Avenue, and a few hours later the media had the story and the city – especially that part of it that lived on the Upper West Side and went to concerts – breathed a sigh of relief. The killers were no longer at large, which was wonderful, and in fact they were dead, which was even better. The story would still be interesting enough to sell newspapers for several more days, maybe even a week, but it was already beginning to fade into the past. It wasn’t scary anymore. Burglar alarm sales, which had spiked during the week, would drop back to normal. Women could leave the can of pepper spray home, after having gotten in the habit of tucking it in their purse on the way to a concert. Men who’d told their lawyers to find out just how hard it was to get a carry permit could now decide it was more trouble than it was worth.


I was no less interested in the story now, listened to the news reports, and read whatever appeared in print. On Monday I had lunch with Joe Durkin. It was social, I wasn’t working on anything, but our relationship had been strained a year or so ago when I had some work that cost me my PI license. I could live fine without a license, I’d done so for twenty years, but I couldn’t get along without some of the friendships I’d built up with people in and out of the police department. So I made it a point to get together with Joe now and then, and not just when I needed a favor.


He’s a detective at Midtown North, so it wasn’t his case, or even his precinct’s, but it was part of our lunchtime conversation as it was part of so many others, with or without a professional interest in the subject. ‘The crime rate’s down,’ he said, ‘but I swear the guys who are out there are trying to make up for it by being twice as nasty. When did burglary become a contact sport, for Christ’s sake? A burglar was always a guy who wanted to avoid human contact.’


‘A gentleman jewel thief,’ I suggested.


‘Not too many of those, were there? But your professional burglar acted like a pro, took what he could use and left the rest, got in and got out in a hurry, and your run-of-the-mill break-in was the work of some smash-and-grab junkie who kicked the door in, grabbed a portable radio, something he could get ten bucks for, and ran like the thief he was. These fucks stole all they could, tore the place apart, and then sat down to wait for the folks to come home. You know what it was? It was a cross between a burglary and a home invasion. A home invasion, you don’t go in unless you know the vics are in the house, because you want the confrontation.’


‘Drug dealers.’


‘A prime target,’ he agreed. ‘“Tell us where the money is or we cut your kid’s head off.” Which they’ll probably do anyway, the cocksuckers. These two went in, tossed the place, and waited for it to turn into a home invasion. Why? More money?’


‘Could be. Maybe they didn’t find as much as they expected.’


‘I guess it’s a line of work where you live in hope. Maybe they saw a picture of the lady and decided they wanted to make her acquaintance.’


‘Or they already knew what she looked like.’


‘Either way. I’ll tell you, Matt, gentleman jewel thief or junkie with a monkey, rape never used to be part of the game plan. Now it happens all the time. She’s there, she’s cute, what the hell, might as well. Hey, if there’s something you like in the fridge, wouldn’t you grab a bite?’


‘It’s not supposed to be sexual,’ I said.


‘That’s what they keep telling us. It’s hostility toward women, or some such crap.’


‘Well, I’d say a guy has to be the least bit hostile to do what this one did with the poker.’


‘The son of a bitch. Yeah, of course, no question. I mean, it’s never a loving act, is it? Raping a woman. But how the hell can they claim it’s not about sex? If sex has nothing to do with it, where did the son of a bitch get his hard-on from? What, did somebody sprinkle Viagra on his cornflakes?’


‘And somehow they only feel this hostility toward the ones they find attractive.’


‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘isn’t that a coincidence? He does her, he gets off, you’d think he’d be feeling grateful if he’s feeling anything at all. So he shows his gratitude by doing her with the poker, and then he cuts her fucking throat. I swear, one like this makes me wish we had the death penalty.’


‘We do have the death penalty.’


He gave me a look. ‘Makes me wish we had the death penalty the way Texas has the death penalty. You know what I mean.’


‘Anyway, there’s no need for it in this case. They’re already dead.’


‘Yeah, and thank God for that. No lawyer’s gonna get ’em off and no parole board’s gonna decide they’ve learned the error of their ways. The one prick, Bierman? The shooter? At least for once in his life he did the right thing.’


‘I wonder why,’ I said.


‘Who knows? Who knows why they do anything? And, when you come right down to it, who gives a shit? They’re off the board. They’re not gonna do it again.’


That night I walked up Ninth Avenue a couple of blocks and went to an AA meeting in the basement of St Paul the Apostle. Early on, when I left my wife and sons and the New York Police Department and moved back to the city, I got in the habit of stopping at St Paul’s, sitting for a few minutes in the stillness, lighting the odd candle for people I wanted to remember, or couldn’t seem to forget, and stuffing the poor box with my curious largesse. I was always paid in cash in those days, and so my tithing was in cash, and anonymous. I can’t say what my contributions amounted to because I never kept track of what I earned, and what difference does it make now? I do know the Paulist Fathers never invited me to a patrons’ dinner.


Now my AA home group has its meetings there, one flight down from the sanctuary where I once lit my candles and gave away my money. I like the coincidence of that, but I’ve been going long enough for the irony to have worn thin. I’ve been sober eighteen years, a day at a time, and that sometimes astonishes me. That’s more years than I was a cop, and almost as many years as I drank.


Early on I went to meetings every day, and sometimes two or three. Now it’s more like two or three a week, and there have been weeks when I haven’t gone at all. It’s not uncommon for attendance to lessen with time. On the contrary, it’s the usual pattern, although there are some stalwarts twenty or thirty years sober who still get there seven days a week. Sometimes I envy them, and other times I figure it’s what they do instead of having lives of their own. The program, after all, is supposed to be a bridge back to life. For some of us, as my sponsor occasionally pointed out, it’s just a tunnel to another meeting.


It’s been a couple of years since my sponsor died, and it seems to me I went to more meetings before then. He was killed, shot dead in a Chinese restaurant by a hired gun who mistook him for me. The man who shot him is dead now, just about everybody involved wound up dead, and I’m still alive and, more remarkably, still sober.


They’re pretty clear on what you should do if your sponsor dies or drinks or runs off with your wife. First you get your ass to a meeting, and then you find yourself another sponsor. That’s the conventional wisdom, and I have no quarrel with it, but it’s generally honored in the breach by those of us who’ve been sober more than ten years or so. For my part, I couldn’t see anyone taking Jim Faber’s place in my life. Early on he’d been a tower of strength and a source of essential counsel, but over time he became more of a friend and less of an adviser. Our standing date for Chinese food every Sunday night was a time for us to talk about anything and everything. I’m sure it helped me stay sober, and be comfortable in my sobriety, and I suppose that was the point. But there’d been a lot more than that to the relationship, and I’ve never felt inclined to hunt for a replacement.


I’ve sponsored people myself over the years, on and off. A year ago I had two sponsees, one sober a few years, one fresh out of rehab. Neither one looked to me like the beginning of a beautiful friendship, but sponsorship’s a practical relationship, designed to help both parties stay sober, and I’m sure I went to more meetings and stayed more active in the program because of the role I played. But one of my sponsees – the new one – drank and disappeared, and the other one moved to California, and no one had turned up to take their place.


I could search actively for somebody else to sponsor, I suppose, but I haven’t felt the need. When the pupil is ready, the mystics say, the teacher will appear. And I would guess it ought to work as well the other way around.


There are people who quit going to meetings and stay sober. All you have to do, when all is said and done, is not drink. I sometimes wonder what would happen if I stopped going, but I haven’t let myself entertain the thought. My time’s not that valuable. I figure I can afford a couple of hours a week.


We had concert tickets that night, but there was a soprano on the bill, and I’m generally happier when they stick to instrumental music. So Elaine was at Lincoln Center with her friend Monica, and I was at a meeting. I got myself a cup of coffee and said hello to the people I knew. I used to know almost everybody, when I was more active and went to more meetings. I took a seat at the back and thought about this, and looked around the room and realized that I’d been sober longer than anybody else there.


That happens now and then. Eighteen years isn’t forever, and there are plenty of men and women with twenty and thirty and even forty years without a drink, and the meetings in retirement communities are probably swarming with them. In a church basement on Ninth Avenue, however, eighteen years is a pretty long time.


The speaker told a story with a lot of cocaine in it, but he drank a lot, too, enough to qualify him as an alcoholic. My mind wandered, but I got the gist of it. He’d been drunk and now he was sober, and sober was better.


Well, amen to that.


When the meeting was over I helped stack the chairs, and thought about joining people for coffee at the Flame. I went straight home instead. Elaine wasn’t home yet, and I checked the answering machine and found a message from Michael, my elder son.


He said, Dad, are you there? Pick up if you’re around, will you? I guess you’re out. I’ll try you again later.’


No request to call him back, and not a clue what it was about. I played the message back a couple more times, trying to divine something from the words and the tone. He sounded strained, I decided, but a lot of people do when they have to talk to a machine. Still, he probably left messages all the time. He had a good position with a firm in Silicon Valley, he made sales calls all the time, spent half his life on the phone.


Of course it’s probably different when you’re calling your father.


It was a few minutes past ten, and three hours earlier in California. I looked up his number and dialed it. It rang four times and I got his machine, rang off without leaving a message.


I went and played back his message again. Sat there frowning at the answering machine.


I went into the kitchen and made a pot of coffee, and I was drinking a cup when Elaine came home with Monica in tow. I poured a cup for Monica and put the teakettle on for Elaine, who only drinks coffee in the morning. I fixed her a cup of chamomile tea and the three of us sat around and talked about the concert, and about the Hollanders. I would have mentioned the phone message, such as it was, but it could wait until Monica went home.


When the phone rang Elaine was closer to it, so she picked it up. ‘Oh, hi!’ she said, sounding delighted, but that didn’t give me a clue to the caller’s identity. She always responds that way, even when it’s a telemarketer trying to get her to switch her long-distance service to Sprint. ‘How’s California? Oh, you’re here? That’s wonderful! But listen, your dad’s right here,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you talk to him.’


I stood up and took a step toward the phone, but her face clouded and she held up a hand to warn me off. She said, ‘Oh? Oh, no. Oh, Michael, that’s awful. I’m so sorry. How did it happen? God, I’m so sorry. Here, I’ll put your father on.’


She lowered the receiver and held her hand over the mouthpiece. ‘He wants to talk to you,’ she said, ‘but I think he wanted to tell me first, so I could tell you.’


Tell me what? That his marriage was in trouble, that his child was sick – but why was he in New York? What bad news would have sent him rushing east?


‘It’s Anita,’ she said. That’s Mike and Andy’s mother, my ex-wife. ‘She had a heart attack. She’s dead.’





THREE



It must have been a very grand house in its day, a country estate of fieldstone and half-timbered stucco built when Syosset was a tiny village surrounded by potato fields. Since then a ton of development houses have been thrown up where they used to grow potatoes, and few of the big old houses are still private residences. Some have been pulled down, while others survive as nursing homes or office suites.


Or funeral homes, like this one on Albemarle Road. I drove past it the first time. I hadn’t missed it, Michael’s directions were good and there was a big sign on the front lawn, but I guess I must have been reluctant to arrive. I circled the block, and, halfway around, I turned left instead of right and found my way to our old house.


It looked smaller, and the lot larger, than I remembered. It was what they used to call a ranch house, and maybe they still do – three bedrooms, a living room, dining room, and kitchen, all on one floor, all on a quarter-acre suburban lot. Someone had added an enclosed breezeway connecting the house and the garage, and someone else (or the same person, for all I knew) had replaced the casement windows in front with a big picture window. The shrubbery in front had filled in, or died and been replaced, and there was a tree I had planted, then a spindly white oak sapling, that now towered over the house. There was another tree on the front strip that hadn’t been there when I lived there, and a clump of white birch that I’d put in was gone. Maybe a subsequent owner hadn’t liked the birches, maybe his kids had stripped the bark to make a canoe.


Or maybe the trees had simply died. Birches, I seemed to remember, were relatively short-lived trees, and it had been thirty years since I’d lived in that house, say thirty-three or thirty-four years since I planted the birches. That doesn’t seem like a very long time for a tree, even a short-lived tree, but things don’t always last as long as you expect them to.


Marriages fail, people die. Why should trees be different?


When I got to the funeral home a second time I pulled into the lot and found a place for my rental car. In a mortician’s house are many mansions, and a fellow who looked a little heartier than the circumstances called for was waiting in the entrance hall to steer me in the right direction. He asked for the name of the party I was there for, and without thinking I gave my own. It had been hers for years, and I guess on some level it still was, as far as I was concerned.


His face, professionally noncommittal, registered first that there was no Scudder funeral on the books, then that he recognized the name; the sons of the deceased bore it, and he would have met them. Before he could say anything I corrected myself. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘That was her name when I knew her. It’s Thiele now.’


I let him point me down a hallway and followed it to a room flooded with afternoon sunlight. I found a seat in the last row. The service had already begun, and a man in a black suit was talking in the unmistakable tones of a clergyman about the frailty of human life and the durability of the human spirit. He didn’t say anything I hadn’t heard before, or anything to which I could take exception.


While the words washed over me, I looked around the room. In the front row I saw a man I took for Graham Thiele; I’d never met the fellow, but that could only be him, seated next to two girls who had to be his daughters. He was a widower when Anita met him, with two girls living at home; her own sons were out of the house by then, and she’d moved in with Thiele and helped him raise his daughters.


I saw other people I recognized – Anita’s brother and his wife, both of them suddenly middle-aged, and heavier than when I’d known them, and her sister, Josie, who’d hardly aged at all. On the other side of the center aisle sat my two boys, Michael and Andrew, with June, Michael’s wife, seated between them. Michael and June have a daughter, Melanie, and a year ago Elaine and I flew out for a long weekend in San Francisco, in the course of which we drove to San Jose for a look at my granddaughter. June is third-generation Chinese-American, slim and exquisite, and Melanie is one of the more powerful arguments for interracial marriage.


I didn’t see Melanie. She was what, two? Certainly no more than three, and too young for a funeral.


But then so was Anita.


Her birthday’s in November,’ I’d told Elaine. ‘She’s three years younger than me, three and a half. That makes her fifty-eight.’


‘God, that seems young.’


‘She had a heart attack. I thought men got heart attacks.’


‘So do women.’


‘She wasn’t heavy, she didn’t smoke. Although what the hell do I know about it? Maybe she weighed three hundred pounds and chewed cigars. I’m trying to remember the last time I saw her. I can’t. I spoke to her on the phone when that lunatic Motley was on the loose, killing any woman he could find who was somehow connected to me. I told her she might be in danger and to get out of town for a while.’


‘I remember.’


‘She was pissed off. How dare I interfere in her life? I told her it wasn’t by choice, but I have to say I could see her point. You divorce a guy and move on, you don’t want to have to run and hide because he got himself on somebody’s shit list.’


‘You must have talked to her since then.’


‘I did. I remember now, I called to congratulate her when Melanie was born. Wait a minute, that’s wrong. I called, all right. But I got him instead, Thiele, and he said Anita had flown out to see the kid for herself.’
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