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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  PART ONE




  Conmy





  Chapter One








  ‘Truly, truly,’ Frank Conmy once said to him, ‘this is the dirty, beautiful, golden age of the filing

  cabinet.’




  They were at Frank’s apartment in the St Stephen that night, a clear, cold night, moonless but star-studded. Thirty storeys below in Central Park sea lions barked zanily at the sky, and

  tigers snarled at the siren of an ambulance careening along Fifth Avenue . . .




  ‘The soul is no longer a moth,’ Frank said later that evening, swashing a bucketful of cognac around in the balloon glass that might have grown root and stem from his hand. ‘No

  longer does it flutter high and free, gladly destroying itself at the end in the flame of the unknown. It is a dead bug pinned on a board. It is a collection of facts placed between the covers of a

  cardboard folder and locked into a filing cabinet. But the sweetest merchandise there is, if you know how to put it together, and what to do with it afterward.’




  Which, as Murray had to admit, was undeniable. If you learned anything from Frank Conmy it was how to get the facts, and how to put them down on paper, or microfilm, or recording tape, so that

  the customer could pick up and hold in his hand exactly what he had paid for.




  But that was long ago, long before the Lundeen case was a matter of record. That case kicked a lot of nice theory and brandy philosophy into a cocked hat. If Frank had been around when it broke,

  things might have been different, but he wasn’t, having died the year before, fighting to the end against high blood pressure and hypertension and damfool doctors with their damfool

  injunctions against liquor and cigars and good red meat. So the case was all Murray’s. And all trouble.




  Taking the long view, the trouble can be spotted in the way Lundeen’s folder tells everything and nothing. On the one hand, it tells more about Lundeen and the people he was mixed up with

  than they ever dreamed would go down on any record. On the other hand, it omits some strangely interesting items. It does not, for example, tell about the curious pet kept by a Special Assistant

  District Attorney of New York County named Felix LoScalzo. Or that a prominent bookie named George Wykoff found Château d’Yquem too sweet for his palate at the dinner table. Or that

  Murray’s father, a poor grocer and worse poet, once addressed a poem to William Jennings Bryan which began:




  

    

      

        Let us heal greedy myopia,




        And look forward to Utopia


      


    


  




  None of these things are in the record, and yet, as Murray came to see, they are very much part of it. Frank would have slapped his forehead and bellowed at the idea, but Frank

  had always been a great one for the essentials alone, and the essentials were always what the customer was paying for, no more and no less.




  ‘Who, what, when, where!’ Frank used to say. ‘Get the facts, get them right, and get them down on the record. That’s what I’ve built this agency on.

  That’s what we live on here, while five hundred other pisspot outfits licensed in this state are starving to death!’




  The first time Murray ever walked into the waiting room of the office he had heard Frank’s voice raised in that declamation behind the door, and had almost walked out.

  But then his hand had encountered the loose change in his pocket – the reminder that his worldly wealth added up to eighty-five cents – and he had stayed, until the receptionist, a woman with the chilling smile of a volunteer social worker, ushered him into the

  sanctum sanctorum.




  Nothing has been changed in the office over the years; it was the same then as it is now. Three sides of the room were intricately carved oak panels; the fourth side was a solid bank of metal

  filing cabinets. The rug underfoot had a deep, soft pile; all the furniture in the room had the patina that fine wood gets from age and proper care. And looking at Frank Conmy, Murray had the

  feeling that the same patina overlay the old man himself. Frank was close to seventy at the time, with the solid dewlaps and ruddy-cheeked, white moustached look of a retired chairman of the board.

  But the eyes narrowly scanning Murray were sharp and alive.




  ‘What did you want to see me about?’ There was an immense walnut humidor on the desk before Frank. He pushed the humidor toward Murray and opened its lid with a pudgy, beautifully

  manicured hand.




  ‘A job,’ Murray said. ‘I thought you might be able to fix me up with one.’




  The hand hesitated on the lid of the humidor and then gently closed it. ‘What gave you that idea?’




  ‘Somebody from your office – a fellow named Collins – was talking to me last week. He said he was quitting, and you might have an empty spot.’




  ‘And what made Jack Collins think you were qualified to work here?’




  ‘Well, I’m with a law firm – Cunliffe, Mead, and Appel – and he’s been around there a few times on jobs for you. We got to know each other that way, and I guess he

  figured I could swing the deal.’




  ‘Maybe he did. But I’m sorry to say, Mr—?’




  ‘Kirk. Murray Kirk.’




  ‘I’m sorry to say, Mr Kirk, that Jack is now somewhere on his way out to the Coast on a deal of his own, and not in a position to talk up for you. However, if he ever does get in

  touch with me, and there is an opening—’




  ‘I know,’ Murray said. ‘Don’t call us; we’ll call you.’




  ‘Oh, come, you’re being unreasonable, Mr Kirk. You’re letting your temper show.’ Frank Conmy smiled with venomous sweetness, a thin drawing back of the lips that flashed

  a set of teeth too perfect to be his own. ‘Don’t you think someone in your spot should have sense enough to sit on his temper?’




  Murray got up from his chair. ‘Not unless he’s being paid a salary for it. Meanwhile, since I’m not on the payroll—’




  ‘Sit down,’ Frank Conmy said, and Murray sat down. In the long minute that followed he came to understand pretty clearly what a man can feel while a bilious income-tax collector

  sizes him up and down wondering what to make of him. He was given that treatment until his stomach started to crawl.




  ‘Are you still working for Cunliffe?’ Frank asked suddenly.




  ‘No. I quit this morning.’




  ‘What did you do while you were there? What kind of duties did you have?’




  ‘Technically, I was a law clerk. Actually, I did a little of everything. Interviewed the cheaper clients, handled a few briefs, did legwork, dusted the office. Oh, yes, once a month I had

  to go to Altman’s to buy some detachable collars for Mr Cunliffe.’




  ‘How long did this go on?’




  ‘About a year.’




  ‘And before that?’




  Murray thought that over. ‘How long before?’




  ‘As far back as you want to go. But tell it fast, Mr Kirk; you’re living on borrowed time.’




  ‘All right,’ Murray said. ‘Raised on the West Side around 116th and Broadway, where my father ran a grocery. Went to City College and then into the army. When I got out of the

  army I went to St John’s Law on the GI Bill. Passed the Bar, and got a job with Cunliffe, Mead, and Appel. And here I am.’




  ‘Why?’ Frank asked. ‘What made you quit the job with Cunliffe?’




  ‘Money.’




  ‘How much money?’




  ‘They were paying me forty a week,’ Murray said. ‘Before taxes.’




  Frank snorted. ‘And you lived on that?’




  ‘In a manner of speaking.’




  ‘And if I offered you fifty a week, it would be a big break, wouldn’t it?’




  ‘No,’ Murray said, ‘it wouldn’t. But I’ll take it to start with.’




  ‘I thought you would,’ said Frank Conmy.




  Not long before his death Frank talked about that day.




  ‘I remember it well,’ he said. ‘Jack Collins had told me you might be stopping by. “Watch for a fellow with a choir-boy face, and a suit with a high shine on it, and a

  hungry look in his eye,” he told me, “and grab him if you can.” I knew you the minute you started speaking your piece, because nobody on this green footstool ever had a hungrier

  look in his eye than you did. I could have bought you, body and soul, for a five-dollar bill.’




  ‘You old son of a bitch. And you let me sweat it out like that?’




  ‘I did.’ Frank sighed wistfully. ‘God forgive me for saying it, Murray, but what other fun is left for a man who can’t get on top of a woman any more than to kick the

  young ones who can right square in the belly? However, that’s not the point of it. What I’m trying to teach you is that a hungry look is the biggest asset a man can show me.

  That’s just what I was buying when I took you on for sixty a week.’




  ‘Fifty.’




  ‘Sixty,’ said Frank equably, ‘and let’s not argue about it. You know how any kind of arguing sets my blood to fizzing like seltzer water.’




  It had been fifty a week to start, and a hard fifty at that. Frank Conmy’s office had two doors. Murray had entered through one; he was led out through the other into the

  suite of rooms beyond: the investigators’ room, the stenographers’ room, the storeroom, the photography lab. From Frank’s manner of introduction he gathered that the most

  important person behind the scenes was Mrs Knapp, who served simultaneously as his personal secretary, supervisor of the stenographers’ pool, and assistant keeper of the keys. A small, trim

  woman with a dazzling, blue-tinted coiffure, she must have been extremely pretty thirty years before. The shadow of the good looks remained, but now they seemed as formidable as the lines of a

  pocket battleship.




  While she filled out various employment forms for Murray she talked away at machine-gun tempo, laying down the law.




  ‘Mr Conmy is very strict about certain things, Mr Kirk. You are not to loiter around the stenographers’ room, nor to have anything to do with the girls. You understand exactly what I

  mean by that, don’t you?’




  ‘I do.’




  ‘Now, the confidential files are in Mr Conmy’s office, and I want to make it clear that they are not your concern at all. If you need material from them, or wish to return material

  to them, you will come to me, and I will take care of it. And you are not to leave anything from the files on your desk when you leave the office. Make sure they are all in my hands even if you are

  just leaving for a lunch period. Is that clear?’




  ‘It is.’




  ‘Any time you enter or leave the office you will sign the roster here – this one on my desk – in the proper column, and note the time. If you wish to make yourself available

  for extra duties after your regular work you will also sign the Availability column and write down where you may be reached. And please don’t sign for availability unless you really mean it.

  It’s a nuisance to go hunting around for a man at the last minute.’




  ‘What’s the advantage in signing for availability at all?’ Murray asked.




  ‘You’ll be paid overtime for such duties. And oh, yes, Mr Conmy prefers that you don’t go around talking about your work to anyone on the outside. It’s customary for our

  people to simply say that they work for a research organization, if the matter comes up among strangers.’




  ‘And among friends?’




  ‘You’ll have to use your common sense for that, Mr Kirk. Yes, sign here – and here. Do you have any questions?’




  ‘No,’ Murray said. And then he couldn’t resist saying, ‘It’s not much like the movies, is it?’




  Mrs Knapp looked at him shrewdly. ‘No, it isn’t, Mr Kirk. We don’t supply booze, blondes, or bullets. As a matter of fact, no one here is licensed to carry firearms except Mr

  Conmy himself, and I very much doubt if Mr Conmy knows one end of a gun from the other. Get it into your head, Mr Kirk, that we are a legitimate business firm, authorized by the New York State

  Director of Licences to perform certain lawful services. And you, young man, are as much bound by the laws of this state as the next person. I trust you’ll always keep this in

  mind.’




  ‘I always will.’




  ‘Good. Now, you’ll start on the executive files. Just follow me. There’s an empty place at Mr Manfredi’s desk, and Mr Manfredi here will explain what the executive files

  are. This is Mr Kirk, Mr Manfredi. I’ll leave him in your charge.’




  There were a dozen desks in the big room, half of them occupied. Their occupants watched Mrs Knapp’s departure in silence, eyed their new confrere incuriously, and went back to work.

  Manfredi, thin, long-beaked, and as sad-looking as a captive crane, turned to Murray.




  ‘And what got you into this trap, my friend?’




  ‘There was a fellow worked here – Jack Collins. Did you know him?’




  ‘You’re sitting in his chair right now. He and I are like that, only he got this bug to open his own agency in LA.’




  ‘Anyhow, he let me know how much he was making here. It sounded good.’




  ‘Probably did. But Jack was a real hatchet on the job, worked mostly on bonus cases. It takes a long time to get to that. I mean, just in case you figure you struck oil here.’




  ‘Well,’ Murray said, ‘when it comes down to that, time is all I’ve got to invest.’




  ‘Fair enough,’ said Manfredi. ‘Now I’ll show you what you’re investing it in.’




  The executive file was a stack of autobiographical résumés, some typed, many mimeographed, a few printed.




  ‘This is the angle,’ Manfredi explained. ‘When a white-collar character wants a job with some big outfit around town he doesn’t show his face there. He just mails off one

  of these things with his life history on it, and then prays. Then the company ships the stuff to us, and we make a check of everything in it. You know how to backtrack a lead? I mean, check off all

  this dope on schools and jobs and so on?’




  ‘I did some for the place I worked at before this.’




  ‘Good. Then every place where you can okay it, you put down OK and your initials, and where you find the guy is lying you mark down NG and your initials. If there’s something you

  can’t clear up one way or the other, you leave a blank. Leave too many blanks or get caught faking reports, and you’re out of a job.




  ‘There’s some other touches, too. For one thing we’ve already got a file on a lot of these characters; there’s nothing like this young executive type for floating around.

  For another thing – and this you don’t go around talking about – you keep our files up to date with everything you pick up from these résumés as you go along.

  Everything we get on these guys goes into the freezer.




  ‘The other job you’ve got with this stuff is a pain. Every morning they’ll dump a lot of newspapers here. You’ve got to comb them double-quick, and dig out anything that

  can go into the files. The big ones like the Times are good for marriages, deaths, job promotions and such. The tabloids feed the dirt. You look through them for any scandals where the guy

  might be the executive type, and where you can come up with something good you just dump it into the file. And that’s about the whole deal.’




  Murray said, ‘It sounds like a nice day’s work.’




  ‘Oh, you’ll get used to it. Anyhow, it keeps you off your feet, which is something. And it’s a helluva lot better than writs and subpoenas. You’ve never been baptized,

  have you?’




  ‘In what way?’




  ‘That’s what they call it around here the first time a woman spits in your eye because you hand her a writ. There’s something about a legal paper that just makes a

  woman’s mouth fill up, and then, brother, you’re in for it. You’ll find yourself ducking like an expert after a while.’




  Murray looked at him and saw that he meant it.




  ‘Is that what most of the job is like?’ Murray asked. ‘This stuff and legal papers?’




  ‘Hell, no. This is a big operation, friend. All you know about it so far is the tail end. You stick it out for a while, and you’ll find out what the rest of the deal is

  like.’




  Murray found out. He worked the executive file, he served legal papers and was baptized, he went on cases with Bruno Manfredi, and there came a time when he went on cases

  alone. Along the way he made the discovery that if you’re paid well enough for lifting a rock you don’t get too queasy at the sight of whatever is crawling underneath it.




  Out of this he got not only money, but through some slow, mysterious, unplanned process Frank Conmy’s friendship as well. There was, Murray came to see, a terrible loneliness in Frank, the

  loneliness of a man who has kept his guard up so long that he has frozen rigid in that position. But then as brisk talks about agency business turned to amiable conversations the thaw set in. The

  first time Murray was ever in the apartment at the St Stephen was on his thirtieth birthday, when Frank invited him up to celebrate at a party for two. It was a tremendously successful party,

  running through eight hours of monologue by Frank – part lecture, part reminiscence, and largely pornographic – and a quart of Grand Armagnac which left Murray praying for a swift death

  to end the retching vertigo that seized him at the dawn’s early light.




  After that night there were many others when they dined together and drank together, and occasionally went on the town together. Frank had a weird catholicity of taste, and through him Murray

  learned that grand opera could be a rousing experience, that Western movies served better than Nembutal for inducing sleep, that horse races could be enlivened by betting more on them than you

  could afford to lose, and that any stage production was worth seeing if it had been written by Sean O’Casey or by Rodgers and Hammerstein. Altogether, what you might call a heady draught of

  the local brew, strongly flavoured by Frank Conmy’s talk and Frank Conmy’s brandy.




  There were mild reverberations in the office, of course. Murray was shaving at the mirror of the men’s room one afternoon when one of the investigators – a sour character named

  McNally – walked in. McNally studied himself briefly in the mirror and then turned to Murray. ‘Tell me, dearie,’ he said in a loud falsetto for the benefit of everyone else in the

  room, ‘if I had those looks, do you think the old man would go for me, too?’




  The trouble was that Murray knew what was rankling in McNally, and couldn’t altogether blame the man for it. So when he put down his razor and swung, it was half-heartedly and

  ineffectually. McNally swung back, both punches missed, and the two men clutched each other and clumsily wrestled around like a pair of inept preliminary fighters until Bruno Manfredi pulled them

  apart.




  Later, Bruno shook his head at Murray. ‘Jesus, to fall for a stupid crack like that. You’ve got to laugh off that kind of stuff. Otherwise, you’ll get people figuring

  it’s on the level.’




  ‘What do you figure?’




  ‘Who, me? I figure it the way it is. The old man never had any family or anything, so you’re the one he picked on to be sonny boy. And don’t let it bother you any, pal.

  It’s like money in the bank.’




  It didn’t bother Murray, because he knew when he finally browbeat Frank into giving him a partnership that he was worth it. He was top man in the agency by then; he handled only the big

  cases. He had sold Frank the idea of starting the payroll-guard service, which proved immediately profitable. He had convinced Frank that expensive publicity can pay off, and had hired the

  public-relations outfit which made it pay off in radio and TV guest appearances for Frank, and through gossip columns where the Conmy name could become familiar to fat cats in trouble.




  The partnership lasted two years. The day after it was ended by Frank’s death Murray learned with considerable gratification but small surprise that he had been willed his partner’s

  entire share of the agency.




  So there it was. He had walked into the office ten years before with eighty-five cents as his worldly wealth. Now – almost on the anniversary of that day – he followed the scanty

  funeral cortege in his own Cadillac, and on the way back from the services he stopped at the St Stephen to sign on the dotted line as the new tenant of Frank’s apartment.




  He took possession that evening. At midnight, he drank a final toast to the departed spirit from the familiar balloon glass, and then smashed the glass in the fireplace. It was a self-conscious

  gesture made on maudlin impulse, but it was well intended. He had liked Frank, and wanted to say farewell in a way that Frank himself might have approved. He thought – he really believed at

  that moment  –  that he was saying farewell to Frank.




  But there were times after that – bad nights now and then  –  when he found himself alone in the apartment wondering about it. Then oddly irrelevant thoughts would move

  through his mind in a disorderly procession. Like a pointless parade they would circle around and around, going nowhere. Thoughts of his father, who had sold groceries at a loss and written bad

  poetry, or of the wall of filing cabinets in the office with the double locks on them, or of Frank, or even of the people locked away in the compartments of the St Stephen below him. Too many

  people. Too many thoughts.




  And all of them, like the scattered pieces of jigsaw puzzle, waiting for the Lundeen case to come along and start putting the picture together.




  





  Chapter Two








  Although his name is not to be found on any record at all, it was Otto Helmke who put the first piece into place.




  Helmke was a waspish, dried-out little householder in the Ridgewood district, the doting father of a remarkably zoftik young daughter, and the fractious neighbour of Police Officer

  Everett Walsh. The feud between Helmke and Walsh had gone on for years, dating back to some hair-splitting argument over property lines. It culminated the night that Helmke walked into his garage

  and caught his daughter and the oldest Walsh boy hotly tangled together in the rear of the family car.




  Helmke took his revenge in two ways: he belted the boy off the premises with a rake handle, and then in the small hours he sat down at his kitchen table to write a letter. Its opening paragraph

  simply raised the question of how anyone supposedly living on a policeman’s salary could live the way Everett Walsh did. Its contents then went on to describe with astonishing accuracy every

  detail of Walsh’s financial life, with emphasis on the two new cars in Walsh’s garage, an expensive refurnishing of the Walsh home, and a twenty-four-foot cabin cruiser named the

  Peggy W. moored in Sheepshead Bay. It was a letter which Helmke had dreamed of writing many times before, and he read it through now with pleasure. Then he signed it ‘A Worried

  Citizen’ and addressed it to ‘The District Attorney, New York City’. It was his mistaken impression that there was just one district attorney in the city, but, as it happened, it was not a mistake that mattered.




  Countrymen west of the Hudson, where they know about such things, have observed that seed, even if tossed recklessly in the air, will take root if it lands on fertile ground. The fertile ground

  in this case was a Special Grand Jury recently set up to investigate corruption among New York’s Finest. Helmke’s letter landed before this grand jury, and then, after close

  investigation by two bright young men from the District Attorney’s office, so did Walsh.




  What Walsh had to say was graphically summed up by the first tabloid headlines to deal with it as COP BLOWS WHISTLE ON PALS. One pal called to the spotlight before the

  grand jury turned out to be a bookie on a phenomenal scale. George Wykoff, who operated a city-wide betting ring from an estate on Staten Island, the most remote and pastoral of New York’s

  five boroughs.




  If Walsh had blown a whistle, Wykoff blew the kind of trumpet that Joshua must have sounded before Jericho, and at its blast the walls of the Police Department came tumbling down with a crash.

  Three hundred men, ranging in rank from patrolmen to deputy inspectors, were caught in the wreckage. Most of them crawled free by hastily resigning or retiring from the force. Twenty of them,

  however, trapped by conflicting testimony before the grand jury, were indicted for perjury and held for trial. Arnold Lundeen was one of the luckless twenty.




  So Otto Helmke, whose name is not to be found on any record, cast his bread upon the waters, and it came back increased three-hundredfold. A fair return, you might say, and still he was not

  happy about it. He lost appetite, snapped continually at his stolid wife and chastened daughter, and brooded behind his newspaper for hours on end.




  It is always hard for a man to know that he is the agent of Divine Providence and yet remain anonymous.




   




  





  PART TWO




  Conmy and Kirk





  Chapter One








  At noon on Thanksgiving Day, Murray was in the bathtub, immersed both in Gulliver’s Travels and in water so hot

  that it was an exquisite agony to wiggle a toe in it. When the phone rang he tried to close his ears to it, then finally heaved himself from the tub and went into the bedroom, dripping as he

  went.




  ‘What the hell, Marge,’ he said into the phone.




  The girl at the switchboard said: ‘I’m sorry, Mr Kirk. I know you didn’t want any calls put through today, but this gentleman’s been at it since nine o’clock, and I

  finally had to tell him I’d see if you were in. Are you?’




  ‘Who’s the gentleman?’




  ‘It’s a Mr Ralph Harlingen. He said you’d know him from the Rector Street office.’




  The name was a familiar one, because the Harlingen office was an old client. It was one of those overgrown law firms around Wall Street where ten senior partners and twenty juniors politely

  argued corporation cases for lush fees. Conmy-Kirk had handled its executive files for a long time.




  But Ralph Harlingen was one of the lowliest juniors there, very small fry, indeed, and his only distinction, as far as Murray knew, came from the fact that his father was head man of the outfit.

  Murray had met him a few times at the Harlingen office, a big, rangy man with crewcut hair showing some grey at the temples, and a manner uncomfortably youthful for his years. They had talked about

  Ivy League football, a subject about which Harlingen was evidently as passionate as Murray was indifferent, and that was it. It was hard to imagine what he could be calling about.




  On the phone Harlingen was voluble with apologies, then quickly came to the point.




  ‘You have no idea, fella,’ he said, ‘but right now you’re the one indispensable man. Look, did you ever hear of somebody named Arnold Lundeen? Does that ring a little

  bell somewhere?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Harlingen. ‘Well, anyhow, he’s a client of mine, one of the cops indicted in that Wykoff mess. And I don’t have to tell you this case has nothing to do

  with Rector Street, fella. I’ve left the old shop, and I’m on my own now. How does that sound to you?’




  Murray shifted his feet out of the pool of water collecting on the rug beneath him. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Fine. It’s a big step.’




  ‘Right. And what you and I have to do now is put our heads together over the case. The thing is that Mrs Harlingen and I are leaving tomorrow to spend the rest of the weekend with her

  people in Philadelphia, so I’d like to see you today. Tonight, possibly. We’re having open house, and there’ll be a lot of folks here, but we can fit business into it somehow. And

  the drinks are the best. Positively ambrosial.’




  ‘Fine,’ said Murray. ‘I’ll be there, Mr Harlingen.’




  ‘Ralph, fella. Ralph.’




  ‘Sure,’ Murray said. ‘Thanks a lot, Ralph.’




  Good old Ralph.




  Murray put down the phone, then lifted it and dialled the Conmy-Kirk number. The office was closed for business Sundays and holidays, but one of the men was always supposed to

  be there on stand-by duty. In this case it was Lou Strauss, an old-timer.




  ‘Do me a favour, Lou,’ Murray said. ‘Check that master index in Mrs Knapp’s desk and see if we have files listed for two names. That’s Ralph Harlingen and Arnold

  Lundeen.’




  ‘Is that the Harlingen who called up here this morning? I told him he could get you at the hotel.’




  ‘He did. Check him and Lundeen.’




  Murray waited briefly, and then Strauss picked up the phone.




  ‘Harlingen’s name is down here, Murray, so there’s a file on him, all right. But nothing on the other character.’




  ‘I figured not. Anyhow, leave a note for Mrs Knapp to have Harlingen’s file on my desk when I get in tomorrow. Were there any other calls?’




  ‘Only Mrs Knapp,’ said Strauss. ‘She wanted to make sure I was on the job. Thank God I was.’




  At ten o’clock Murray drove to the Harlingen apartment and found it in one of the gigantic new glass and aluminium boxes that tower, terrace to terrace, over the grimy

  banks of the East River. The apartment itself was a Swedish rhapsody of foam rubber, sleek furniture, and long, low couches on which people perched in a row like birds on a telephone wire. Good,

  uninhibited talkers, their voices filled the place with a nervous clamour.




  Murray, taken in hand by Mrs Harlingen, an intense and wiry blonde, worked free of her and idly drifted from group to group until he finally found himself pinned down by a young man in a black

  corduroy jacket with a velveteen collar.




  ‘The most unforgettable character, for God’s sake,’ the young man said bitterly. ‘How do you like that? The most unforgettable character!’




  ‘Who?’ asked Murray pacifically.




  ‘Not who,’ said the young man. ‘It’s the most that’s wrong. Don’t you see? Unforgettable doesn’t take the superlative degree. You

  can’t have a partly unforgettable thing, can you? If something is unforgettable, it’s always there in your memory, isn’t it?’




  ‘I guess it is.’




  ‘What do you mean, guess?’ the young man said belligerently. ‘Either you know or you don’t. It’s your kind of guessing that’s destroying the purity of the

  language while we stand here.’




  A tall girl with black bangs jostled Murray with her elbow. ‘Don’t mind Donald,’ she said. ‘He’s hipped on the subject.’




  The young man stared at her incredulously. ‘Hipped,’ he said, ‘oh, my God, hipped!’ and stalked off in outrage.




  The girl watched him go, then turned apologetically to Murray. ‘It’s not altogether his fault,’ she said. ‘He’s really awfully bright, but he went to Oxford on a

  Fulbright, and it’s sort of an obsession. What do you do?’




  ‘Research.’




  ‘Oh? In what media?’




  ‘No media,’ Murray said. ‘Just facts and figures.’




  The girl’s eyebrows went up. ‘That sounds perfectly stupefying,’ she said, and it was clear that he had lost her.




  At the buffet he poured himself a finger of Courvoisier. The man next to him, stout, red-faced, and with a tonsure of white hair fringing a splendidly gleaming scalp, followed suit, but kept the

  bottle tilted until the glass was almost brimming. They touched glasses solemnly and drank, and the stout man snorted with pleasure.




  ‘Know why I’m here?’ he demanded.




  ‘Because you’re in media,’ Murray told him.




  ‘Hell, no. I wouldn’t know media from a hole in the ground. I’m in banking; handle investments for the Commercial Trust downtown. Name’s Walters.’




  ‘All right, I give up,’ Murray said. ‘Why are you here?’




  ‘Because,’ Walters said triumphantly, ‘I’m the downstairs neighbour. Way these places are built you can hear a pin drop, and sometimes with these shindigs going on I

  thought the ceiling was coming down on my head. I’m a peaceable man, don’t like any fuss between neighbours, as who does? So I just made a deal with friend Harlingen. He can have a

  crowd up here any time he wants, and in return I’m free to join in and drink up my troubles in his liquor. And he serves the best, son. I must be five hundred bucks ahead of the game already.’




  ‘ “Good fences make good neighbours,” ’ said Murray.




  ‘What’s that mean?’




  ‘It’s from a poem,’ Murray said, ‘by Robert Frost.’




  Walters blinked. ‘Is he here?’




  ‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ said Murray.




  He was alone, nursing the last of his drink, when a child appeared before him. She bore the sallow-complexioned, nail-bitten, pony-tailed earmarks of adolescence, but her mouth was a bright,

  sticky smear of lipstick, and her shoulders sagged in a world-weary droop. She looked like a bony question mark.




  ‘Hello,’ said the child. ‘I’m Megan Harlingen. Daddy’s told me all about you.’




  ‘Delighted,’ said Murray. ‘And where have you been all along?’




  ‘Oh, out to the movies. It’s a form of escape for me. I mean, literally. I can’t understand these parties, can you? They’re so full of people getting potted and being

  pretentious.’




  Murray hastily set down his drink. ‘I don’t know,’ he said cautiously. ‘They look like nice enough people to me.’




  ‘Then you don’t know them at all,’ Megan said firmly. ‘Actually, they’re all full of emotional conflicts. Just writhing with them. Practically everybody

  here is in analysis, you know. Have you ever been in analysis?’




  ‘Not yet,’ said Murray. ‘Have you?’




  ‘Only for a little while, and it was deadly, deadly, deadly. Then when Grandfather raised a stink about it, they let me stop going. Of course, Grandfather’s a sort of religious

  fanatic; he would be dreadfully anti-Freudian. You know what he told me once? He said that if heathen witch doctors went to hell, so did psychiatrists! Isn’t that the everlasting

  end?’




  ‘I wouldn’t be too hard on him,’ Murray said. ‘He’s probably just a little old-fashioned.’




  ‘A little? You should have heard what he said about new-fangled ideas when Daddy left the old office and set up practice for himself. The scene they had. And the things

  Grandfather had to say about people who go to work for criminals! You could hear every word of it right in my bedroom even with the door shut.




  ‘Of course, Daddy’s been unspeakably heroic about the whole thing. I mean, taking criminal cases and all. He’s the first one in the family to ever do it, and it’s all so

  new. I suppose that’s why he’s asked you to help him, isn’t it?’




  ‘M-m-m, I doubt it. Usually, my job is just to help on details.’




  ‘What kind of details? You know, I think it’s absolutely heroic being a private detective. You are a real private detective, aren’t you?’




  ‘I am.’




  ‘I mean, because you don’t really look like one. But do you have adventures?’




  ‘What kind of adventures?’




  ‘Oh, you know what I mean. Don’t you ever watch TV or anything?’




  ‘Only Kukla, Fran and Ollie,’ said Murray.




  ‘Well, no wonder,’ Megan said in relief. ‘Now you come along with me, and I’ll show you.’




  She guided him to a bedroom strewn with feminine things in wild disorder, pushed him into an armchair facing a television set, and, after a brief search among the channels, located Private-Eye

  Brannigan battering his way through the Case of the Missing Finger. Then she briskly swept the bed clear of books and garments and settled there tailor-fashion, chewing away at the ragged edges of

  her nails, her eyes fixed raptly on the screen.




  The darkness of the room, the patter of television dialogue, were treacherous temptations. Murray closed his eyes for a second, found he couldn’t open them, and came to with a start only

  when Private-Eye Brannigan had cleared up his case with a salvo of pistol shots. The blare of three successive commercials finished  the wakening process,  and  then  the 

  eleven-o’clock newscaster appeared, looking, if anything, even more steel-eyed than Private-Eye Brannigan.




  ‘What’s the news from all parts tonight?’ he demanded. ‘Well, the holiday traffic toll continues to rise. The latest local casualty was sixty-year-old Charles Pirozy, a

  Westchester resident, who was wantonly struck down and killed by a hit-and-run driver at Madison Avenue and Sixtieth Street one hour ago. Drivers, we urge you—’




  Megan hastily arose and turned off the set. ‘Happy Thanksgiving,’ she said. ‘Ugh.’




  ‘It didn’t bother you when Private-Eye Brannigan was shooting them down right and left,’ Murray pointed out with malice.




  ‘That’s different,’ protested Megan. ‘Anyhow—’




  The lights of the room suddenly went on, and they both turned to blink at the figure in the doorway. It was Harlingen.




  ‘Oh, there you are,’ he said, and then he groaned. ‘God, Megan, this room is the foulest mess. How can you stand having anyone see it like this?’




  She glowered at him. ‘It isn’t a mess. Anyhow, Dr Langstein said it was perfectly normal for somebody my age to be sloppy. You heard him say it.’




  ‘I only wish he had to live in this room for a while, that’s what I wish,’ said Harlingen. ‘Now get that goo off your face and go to sleep.’




  At the doorway Murray turned. ‘Good night, Megan,’ he said, and saw the smeared lips start to tremble, the drooping shoulders droop more than ever. ‘Hey,’ he said, but

  Megan wheeled sharply around, turning her back to him.




  ‘Kids,’ said Harlingen darkly as he pulled the door shut. ‘Fourteen years old, act four, and expect to be treated like forty.’ He led the way to a small room sparsely

  furnished as a study, and dropped into a chair behind a littered desk. ‘No, you won’t find much worth while there,’ he said, as Murray squatted to study the contents of the low

  bookshelves along the wall. ‘Most of it’s jurisprudence – I took them along when I left the office – and those small ones are poetry by my wife. Privately printed, of course. She doesn’t write very good poetry, really, but she finds it a wonderful means of expressing herself.’




  ‘I know,’ said Murray. ‘She was telling me about it.’




  ‘She was? Then you probably had a chance to see for yourself the kind of person she is. Muy simpática. And very outgoing. Very dynamic. As a matter of fact, she

  was the main force in getting me to strike out for myself.’




  ‘You mean, practising criminal law?’




  ‘That’s right. And I’ve been very lucky in finding a client like Lundeen right off. You know, usually when you open shop like this you can go round in circles for a long time

  trying to dig up a client, but here I am, just getting started, and with a case ready for action.’ Harlingen picked up a pencil and tapped its point in a nervous rhythm on the desk.

  ‘The trouble is,’ he said plaintively, ‘that the case itself poses so damn many problems. I mean, there’s a lot of investigation to be done, a lot of legwork. And when

  you’re without a staff of any sort there’s just no way to cope. That’s where you come in.’




  ‘Whoa,’ said Murray. ‘I’m not in yet.’




  Harlingen looked startled. ‘But I thought—’




  ‘I know. But from my angle – from Conmy-Kirk’s angle – there are things about this kind of case I don’t like.’




  ‘Ah, look. It’s a plain and simple indictment for perjury in the first. If I gave the impression—’




  ‘Just how plain and simple?’




  ‘Well, Lundeen’s a patrolman, a plain clothes man attached to the Vice Squad. Some time ago he arrested a man named Schrade, Eddie Schrade, for bookmaking. Then, when the Wykoff

  scandal broke, Schrade was called before the grand jury where he said his arrest was a fake; he was just a stand-in for the real culprit, an Ira Miller, one of Wykoff’s big shots.’




  ‘It takes two witnesses to make a perjury case.’




  ‘Miller’s the other one. He told the grand jury he had paid Lundeen a thousand dollars to arrest Schrade in his place, and when Lundeen wouldn’t recant his testimony

  he was indicted. Of course, Miller and Schrade are the sort of hoodlums who’d swear their own mother into the electric chair. The whole thing smells of frame-up a mile away.’




  ‘Maybe yes,’ said Murray. ‘Maybe no.’




  Harlingen flushed. ‘Look,’ he said earnestly, ‘this might sound a little top-heavy, it might sound like something you’ve heard before, but I count myself a pretty good

  judge of human nature. And before I agreed to take Lundeen as a client I made it a point to have a long, long talk with him. Not just about the case, mind you. What I really wanted to do was to get

  deep down inside, to sort of poke and prod around and see the man underneath. And what I saw was all right. I wouldn’t have touched the case if I didn’t think so.’




  ‘Oh, Jesus,’ Murray said. ‘Do you think that’s what I’m worried about: whether your man is a deserving case or not?’




  ‘From what you said—’




  ‘I didn’t say anything about that. You ought to know, Mr Harlingen, that an outfit like mine doesn’t give a dawn about a client’s character. For that matter, neither do

  most of the lawyers I know. We’d all be out of business tomorrow, if we did.’ Murray shook his head. ‘That isn’t the point at all. What I’m getting at is that your

  case is tied right in with this Wykoff business, and I don’t like it. Wykoff’s testified that he’s been paying one million dollars a year in graft to the police for the past ten

  years. What does it mean, now that he’s blown the lid off the deal? It means that the whole department is as sick and surly as a bagful of rattlesnakes, and it’s not a bag I want to

  stick my hand into. Conmy-Kirk has always gotten along with the police on a nice, quiet, live-and-let-live basis. We’ll string along with the policy now.’




  ‘But it’s my case,’ argued Harlingen. ‘If there’s any trouble, I’m the one to take the responsibility.’




  ‘Maybe, but the axe would still fall on us. In this state, Mr Harlingen, an agency is hedged all round by a lot of nasty little statutes. If the police wanted to be literal about them,

  Conmy-Kirk would be in a fine mess.’




  ‘Oh, great,’ said Harlingen. ‘That’s great.’ He held the pencil up to his eye and sighted along it. ‘What you’re telling me, then, is that if Lundeen

  wants his chance in court he’d damn well better go to some big law office where they have the staff to handle it personally. That’s what it comes down to, isn’t it?’




  ‘No, it isn’t. There’s a couple of other agencies – Inter-American, Fleischer – pretty good outfits that might do just the job you want. Or,’ said Murray in

  sudden enlightenment, ‘have you already tried them?’




  The pencil cracked apart in Harlingen’s hand. ‘Sure, I tried them. Not that I didn’t have you in mind as the logical first choice, but, what the hell, Lundeen isn’t a

  rich man, and it was a case of trying to shop cheap at the outset. It didn’t matter. Every one of them is cold on this thing. The kind of work some of them offered to do wouldn’t even

  scratch the surface.’




  ‘I see,’ said Murray. It was embarrassing to watch Harlingen’s naked distress.




  ‘And I can’t turn the case over to somebody else,’ Harlingen said. ‘I just can’t see myself doing that.’




  ‘Why not? There are law offices that would be glad to handle it. You could work along with one of them for the experience.’




  ‘At my age?’ Harlingen leaned forward toward Murray and spoke with slow intensity. ‘Do you know how old I am? I’m forty-five, man. Forty-five years old.’




  ‘What about it? You’ve still got a long time to go.’




  ‘Go where?’ Harlingen demanded. ‘Ah, you don’t understand. You don’t understand at all. Don’t you see that now that I found the guts to walk out on a job as

  oldest office boy in town I can’t crawl back into another one like it? That’s what’s at stake here. It’s not just a matter of handling a case on my own. I know I

  can do a decent job on any case, if I have the chance. But I have to – well, it’s terribly important for me to get the chance. That’s the thing.’




  ‘For you, yes,’ said Murray wearily. ‘But I have to think of my agency’s interests.’




  ‘That’s definite?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Harlingen hefted the broken pieces of pencil in his palm. Then he suddenly asked, ‘You wouldn’t mind if I got in touch with you again about this, I suppose?’




  ‘I’m in the office every afternoon,’ Murray said.




  





  Chapter Two








  Cold November rain suddenly spattered against the window, and Mrs Knapp rose from her chair, flicked on the overhead light, and

  drew the window curtains together. Murray waited until she sat down beside the desk again and picked up her pad. He flicked a finger at the Harlingen file before him.




  ‘So eight years ago he sent this résumé and job application to Conway Industrial, asking for a place in their legal department. And he was turned down. We know that, because

  we happen to handle Conway, but there’s more to it than meets the eye. I’ll bet my money against anybody’s marbles that there’s a load of his applications stuck away in

  files all over town. And all of them turned down the same way.’




  ‘It’s possible.’




  ‘It is, it is. The first few times, his old man must have put the quietus on things whenever he was asked for references. Then, all of a sudden, our boy finds that he’s over the

  forty-year mark. I leave it to you what chances anybody over forty has of getting a job with Conway. Or with any outfit like it.’




  Mrs Knapp’s lip curled. ‘If you’re asking me to feel sorry for someone who had a good thing with the J. D. Harlingen office, and who deliberately—’




  ‘Uh-uh. Cherchez la femme. Also, cherchez the psychiatrist. Mrs Harlingen is untangling her complexes by writing lousy poetry and having it printed up in nice expensive

  books. She and that professor of theirs must have convinced Harlingen that criminal law is just what he needs for his aching soul.’




  ‘What about it?’




  ‘Ah, but they overlooked one small point. If you foul up a poem, nobody goes to jail. It’s a little different with a perjury indictment.’




  ‘That’s the client’s concern,’ said Mrs Knapp. ‘If we’re not working on the case, there’s no reason for us to get upset about it.’




  ‘Take my word for it, I am not upset.’




  ‘Well, if not about this, then about something else. You’ve been awfully edgy about a lot of things lately, Mr Kirk. I’ve been thinking that a vacation might be called

  for.’




  ‘It might. A tall, willowy, blonde vacation. Cool-eyed but hot-blooded. Stupid but sinuous.’




  ‘Strange,’ observed Mrs Knapp, ‘how all men’s minds run in the same channel.’




  ‘Do they? I guess they do. Tell me, Mrs Knapp, when you first came to work here, did Frank Conmy by any chance make a pass at you?’




  ‘The question is out of order, Mr Kirk. And we have a full day’s work to clear up.’




  ‘Did he?’




  Mrs Knapp smiled. ‘He did. That was during Prohibition, so I had him take me over to a very nice speakeasy on East Thirty-ninth Street for a drink after work. He met my husband there. Mr

  Knapp was the bartender.’




  Murray slid down in his chair, closed his eyes, and folded his hands comfortably over his belt buckle. ‘That’s a terribly depressing story,’ he said. ‘Let’s get on

  with the day’s work instead.’




  It was a routine Friday – out-of-town reports to collate, assignments to arrange, all punctuated by incessant phone calls – but a vague restlessness in him made it

  seem endless. At four o’clock he drew open the window curtains and stood looking down at what could be seen of New York five storeys below. Umbrellas, the first sprinkling of packages done up

  in Christmas wrappings, the first Santa Claus of the season, a scarecrow with the inevitable hand bell and tripod. He was calculating the chances of tossing a quarter into the collection pot from

  fifty feet above it, when the receptionist walked in and called him to attention.




  ‘It’s a young lady, Mr Kirk. She says it’s about an Arnold Lundeen.’




  Murray pocketed the quarter. ‘What would you say she was, Miss Whiteside? Wife, sister, or friend of the family?’




  ‘Engaged to him, I guess.’ Miss Whiteside had the hauteur of a tearoom hostess, a passion for confession magazines, and a fine eye for detail. ‘She’s wearing a ring. One

  of those half-carat bargain things.’




  ‘Anything else?’




  ‘Well,’ said Miss Whiteside, ‘she’s awfully pretty.’




  Her eye had not deceived her. The girl was more than pretty; she was astonishingly beautiful. Ebony-dark hair, long-lashed blue eyes, camellia skin – or, Murray wondered, was gardenia

  supposed to be the word for it. Whatever it was, it was incredible that a cop, a dumb, dishonest New York cop, should ever have come into the possession of anything like this.




  She sat down, placed a small overnight bag beside the chair, and opened her coat. It was a bulky tweed, the kind that Frank Conmy used to snarl at as Madison Avenue dowdy. ‘Whenever I see

  a fine-looking woman wearing stuff like that,’ he had complained, ‘I always find myself wondering what the hell she’s ashamed of.’




  ‘I’m Ruth Vincent,’ the girl said; ‘Arnold Lundeen’s fiancee.’ She sat primly on the edge of the chair, her hands clasped in her lap like an illustration of

  decorous good posture. ‘Mr Harlingen called me this morning before he left town. He told me all about talking to you last night, but he said that maybe if I spoke to you personally – I

  mean, explained things from Arnold’s point of view – you might change your mind. That’s why I’m here.’




  ‘I see.’ Murray carefully arranged two pieces of paper on the desk, edge to edge. ‘How is it that Lundeen isn’t here himself? Something wrong with him?’




  ‘No, but he’s working today, and I’m not. An army friend of his got him a job in a diner, but it’s way out on Long Island, near East Hampton, so he stays out there during

  the week.’




  ‘That sounds pretty inconvenient for all concerned, doesn’t it?’




  Ruth Vincent said in a tight voice: ‘It’s not easy for a policeman under suspension to get a job anywhere, Mr Kirk. He takes what he can get.’




  ‘True enough. And what do you work at, Miss Vincent? Modelling?’ He gestured at the overnight bag, and the girl glanced down at it.




  ‘Oh, that. No, it’s full of notes and papers I’ve been putting together, at the library. I’m a teacher.’




  ‘A teacher?’




  ‘Yes,’ Ruth Vincent said flatly.




  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—’




  ‘I know. It was meant to be flattering, except that it isn’t.’




  ‘It should be.’




  ‘Why? Are you flattered any time a woman walks into this strangely sedate office, sees the handsome, Brooks Brothers type of executive behind its desk, and says in that same tone, “A

  detective?”?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Murray said. ‘It’s never happened.’




  ‘I doubt that. Meanwhile, Mr Kirk, take my word for it that I’m in the English Department at the Homestead School, a very highly regarded private school which, I’ve been told,

  hires its teachers for their ability. Don’t mind if that sounds stuffy. It’s a little something I memorized a long time ago.’




  ‘Mea culpa,’ said Murray cheerfully. ‘Mea maxima culpa. Miss Vincent, by any chance is there a kid named Megan Harlingen in your school?’




  ‘Why, yes. She’s Mr Harlingen’s daughter.’




  ‘I know. Is that how you met Harlingen? How he happened to get Lundeen’s case?’




  ‘In a way. Arnold’s first lawyer was someone from his political club, a John McCadden. When it became clear that McCadden was half-hearted about the case, when he got around to

  suggesting that Arnold plead guilty, that maybe a deal with the District Attorney could be made on that basis, we knew we had to find someone else.’




  ‘But why Harlingen?’




  ‘Why? For one thing, he’s been a lawyer for twenty years, Mr Kirk. More than that, he’s been as much a friend to us from the start as a lawyer. You find yourself counting your

  friends very carefully at a time like this, believe me.’




  ‘I’m not denying that. I’m not even denying that Ralph Harlingen is a nice guy with a great big heart shaped like a valentine. Count him as a friend, if you want to.’




  ‘I have every reason to. And I don’t see what you’re driving at.’




  Murray dug his fingers into the nape of his neck. ‘What I’m driving at is that he’s not the man to handle this case.’




  The colour rose in the girl’s face. ‘That fascinates me. I mean, the ethics of it. How anyone in your position—’




  ‘Lady, people in my position make up their ethics from day to day, so don’t let it bother you for a minute. The fact is that as a lawyer Harlingen isn’t in the same league as

  Johnny McCadden. Didn’t it ever strike you that McCadden knew what he was doing when he told your boy friend to take a guilty plea? That it might mean an easier sentence on a sure

  conviction?’

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
STANLEY
ELLIN

THE EIGHTH CIRCLE

“Ellin consistently wrote the best
mystery stories of his time’
Lawrence Block






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





