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CHAPTER ONE





“It’s Norma,” said the voice on the other end of the phone. “Please tell me I didn’t wake you. I know it’s kind of early.”


Lulu, my faithful, breath-challenged basset hound, certainly thought so. She grumbled unhappily at me from her leather armchair before circling around three times and falling back into a grumpy doze.


I glanced at Grandfather’s Benrus on my wrist. “It’s not kind of early, Norma. It’s five twenty-seven a.m. But, no, you didn’t wake me.”


Hell, no. I’d been sitting at the Stickley library table that served as my desk for nearly two hours, wearing my Sex Pistols T-shirt under a ragged old turtleneck sweater, torn jeans, and Chippewa boots while I listened to the Ramones on vinyl, drank espresso, and stared out the window at our sixteenth-floor view of predawn Central Park with my stomach in knots, waiting, waiting for her to call. An author is a performer who works alone on paper, and I was still in character. Still writing the book, still living the book, still inside of the book.


Until Norma said otherwise.


Merilee had spared no expense to furnish the office for me when she decided it was time for me to move back into the prewar doorman building on Central Park West, which I’d called home back when we were New York City’s “it” couple. She was Merilee Nash, Joe Papp’s most beautiful and gifted rising star. I was Stewart Hoag, the tall, dashing young author of Our Family Enterprise, the best-selling novel that had prompted the New York Times Book Review to hail me as “the first major new literary voice of the 1980s.” I was a shining star—right up until I got writer’s block, snorted my career and marriage up my nose, and got booted back to my crummy unheated fifth-floor walk-up on West Ninety-Third Street, where I eked out a highly undistinguished living as a ghostwriter of celebrity memoirs.


But it was now the spring of 1995 and I’d found my voice again. Or I believed I had. I’d just devoted the past two years of my life to My Sweet Season of Madness, a rollicking tale about my wild postcollege years in the graffiti-strewn, crime- and rat-infested punk-music world of New York City in the seventies. When I’d shown the first 150 pages of it to the Silver Fox, Alberta Pryce, my highly respected literary agent, she pronounced them so thrilling that she sold my work in progress, sight unseen, to Norma Fives, the brilliant young editor in chief of Guilford House. Norma was still in her twenties but had such a razor-sharp literary mind that the publishing world was calling her the next Bob Gottlieb. And such was Alberta’s reputation that Norma hadn’t hesitated to offer me a lucrative contract even though I’d refused to show her a single page of it until it was done—or at least as done as it could be without an editor’s input. Alberta had read the finished manuscript two days ago and was wildly enthusiastic. Trust me when I tell you that Alberta is seldom wildly enthusiastic. With my blessing, she’d phoned Norma, calmly told her “Hoagy’s ready for you to have a look,” and messengered it over to her, all 378 pages of it.


And now I sat there, my heart pounding, waiting for her to say something. Anything. What she finally said was “So . . .”


And what I said was “So . . .”


“I’ve read your novel twice. The first time I approached it the way a reader would. The second time I read it as an editor and marked it up. I’ve just finished, but I figured despite the hour you’d be somewhat anxious to get my response.”


Norma, like the Silver Fox, often worked straight through the night.


I breathed in and out impatiently. “And . . .?”


“And what, Hoagy? Oh, I forgot, we’ve never worked together before. I never have editorial conversations with authors over the phone. That’s what’s wrong with the modern publishing business. Nobody talks to anybody in person anymore. And, my God, now that we have America Online, people don’t even talk on the phone. They just dash off stupid emails to each other. God, I hate those things. I’ll be waiting at the entrance to Central Park, across the street from your building at six o’clock, which is to say in thirty minutes. It should be getting light out by then.”


“I’ll be there, Norma. But, seriously, you’re really not going to give me even the slightest inkling of your reaction until then? You’re just going to torment me for thirty solid minutes? Make that twenty-nine.”


“It’s payback time. Did you show me pages of the book when I begged you to?”


“You know what, Norma? You’re a genuine piece of work.”


“You know what, Hoagy? You’re not the first person who’s told me that.”


I brushed my teeth and shaved in my office bathroom, then made my way down the corridor, Lulu following me just in case there might be a can of 9Lives mackerel for cats and extremely weird dogs in it for her. In addition to my office at the far end of the corridor, there were two guest bedrooms and a bath. A door that Merilee had installed for my privacy opened into the living room, which she had furnished in mission oak after I left, and not just any mission oak but signed Gustav Stickley craftsman originals, each piece spare, elegant, and flawlessly proportioned. My favorite piece, aside from the writing table she’d chosen for me, was the oak-and-leather settee set before the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room overlooking the park. I would stretch out there every day after lunch and hand edit my morning’s work before I returned to my office to retype it on my solid steel 1958 Olympia portable. The door to the master bedroom suite, which was off the entry hall, was closed, the phone unplugged from its wall outlet. Merilee—which is to say jet-lagged, thoroughly exhausted Merilee—was no doubt still fast asleep, having just returned after finally finishing principal photography in Budapest, London, and Pamplona on the trouble-plagued remake of The Sun Also Rises with Mr. Mel Gibson. The director had been fired, the director had been rehired, and on and on it went. But it was done now, aside from some looping that she could do in a New York sound studio.


I opened a can of mackerel for Lulu to devour while I fetched my 1933 Werber A-2 flight jacket from the entry hall closet and put it on. It was spring but still chilly in the early morning. Lulu joined me, licking her chops, and out the door we went. Rode the elevator down to the lobby, where Arturo, the building’s new morning doorman, was already on duty in his brass-buttoned uniform and spotless white gloves. He wished me a polite good morning as he held the door open for us. I returned the greeting. Then we crossed Central Park West in dawn’s early light, and, sure enough, there was Norma Fives waiting for me at the entrance to Central Park with her book bag thrown over her shoulder, looking uncannily like a geeky college sophomore in her thick horn-rimmed glasses. The hottest editor in publishing was five feet tall, bony nosed, and so scrawny she couldn’t have weighed more than ninety-five pounds. Her blunt hairdo looked as if she’d cut it herself in the bathroom mirror with a pair of poultry shears. Throw in the boxy, shapeless knit sweater, skirt, and pair of black-and-white saddle shoes she was wearing, and Norma bore an eerie resemblance to one of those nutso, skinny-armed little girls in Roz Chast’s brilliant New Yorker cartoons. But Norma was not to be trifled with. She was ruthless and tough as nails. There was a famous story about her in the publishing world. Back when she’d been an entry-level editorial assistant, she decided she’d taken all the high-decibel personal abuse she could tolerate from the editor in chief at the weekly editorial meeting and hurled a heavy black Stanley Bostitch stapler across the conference table at the nasty bitch, coming within an inch of blinding her. Naturally, she was fired. But she was so talented another house had hired her by the end of the day.


She bent down and patted Lulu, then gazed up at me, her face revealing nothing in the streetlamps. “I wish you’d stop being so tall.”


“Possibly you’re just a shrimp.”


After she’d stuck her tongue out at me, we started into the park, Norma steering us in the direction of the playing fields.


“How’s Very doing?” I asked her.


At twenty-eight, hyperactive hipster Romaine Very was the top homicide detective in New York City. He and I, through no fault of my own, had ended up joined at the hip on several murders. The latest was just this past fall. When we’d paid a visit on a suspect together, Very took a bullet in the thigh that nicked his femoral artery and nearly cost him his life. Strangely, we’d grown to become friends. Even more strangely, when he’d met Norma on another case, they fell madly in love. They had a host of neuroses in common, plus they were both brilliant. Very had a degree in astrophysics from Columbia.


“He’s back catching cases again,” Norma answered. “Says his leg is about eighty-five percent there. It still aches at night after a long day on his feet.” She gazed up at me. “You saved his life, you know.”


“Did not. That was Lulu, not me.”


“He doesn’t remember it that way.”


“Well, I do. And so does Lulu.”


Lulu let out a bark to confirm it. She has a mighty big bark for someone with no legs.


We arrived at a nice open stretch of dewy lawn that we had completely to ourselves since it was still barely six o’clock. Norma plopped her book bag down, opened it, and pulled out a bright pink Frisbee.


“Go out for one,” she commanded me with a wave of her tiny hand.


“Go out for one? Who are you, Joe Pisarcik?”


“Joe who?”


I sighed. “Sometimes I forget you’re still a child.”


I ran across the grass and she flung the Frisbee my way with a quick flick of her wrist. I caught it and sent it back to her. And so we played Frisbee for the next five minutes instead of talking about the novel to which, as I believe I mentioned, I’d devoted the last two years of my life. Lulu barked at me to let me know she wanted in. She likes to play Frisbee. She doesn’t showboat like those slobbery golden retrievers that leap high in the air to make the catch, but she’s sure-footed and catches anything that comes her way. I tossed her one and she caught it in her mouth and ambled back to me to deliver it.


“Attagirl, Lulu. Oh, hey, Norma, you don’t mind mackerel-scented saliva on your Frisbee, do you?” I tossed it to her.


Norma caught it, and blurted out, “It’s exhilarating, heartbreaking, and so full of hard-fought wisdom that you totally knocked me on my ass. You nailed it, you bastard. It’s the best novel any American author has written in at least five years.”


I stood there motionless, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “But . . . ?”


“There’s no but. We’re going all in. It’s going to be our big Christmas literary novel. Major promotional campaign, national author tour, the works. I know from Alberta how long and hard you’ve battled. Twelve years it took you to claw your way back. But you did it, Hoagy. You’re back.” She peered at me suspiciously in the early light. “You’re not saying anything? Why aren’t you saying anything?”


I swallowed, breathing in and out. “I’m just . . . stunned. I thought it was good. Every morning when I woke up, I was so anxious to get to the typewriter that my fingers would itch. And Alberta kept telling me it was good. But until you hear it from your editor . . .”


“It’s not good, tall person. It’s great. A major, major novel. Mind you, it’s not perfect. I’ve marked it up. Made suggestions for tweaks here and there. Mostly, you got tired every once in a while and settled for an observation that could have been just a tiny bit sharper. But I’m a real stickler that way. I want every word to be perfect.”


“As do I. Just let me at it. I’ll work my tail off.”


“The manuscript’s in my bag. If you could get it back to me in a couple of weeks, that would be great. I really, really want to move on it. Get the sales force involved, the marketing weasels . . .”


“Sure. Absolutely. Anything you say.”


She stowed the Frisbee in her book bag, pulled out a blanket, stretched it out on the lawn, lay down on her back, and stared up at the sky. I did the same. She took my hand and squeezed it. “Admit it, this is better than a phone call.”


“Much better.”


“We can feel the earth under us. And see the stars.”


“I can’t see any stars. It’s cloudy.”


“They’re still there, doofus. Hoagy, can I ask you a personal question?”


“Norma, you can ask me anything.”


“Did you really do all those things? Take all that LSD? Ride around to after-hours dance clubs in Spanish Harlem at four in the morning on your Norton motorcycle with Reggie Aintree?”


“I never say in the book that it was Reggie.”


“Okay, so you call her Angie. But everyone knows you two were a hot item.”


Indeed, Reggie Aintree was the first great love of my life. A gifted poet. Daughter of Eleanor Aintree, the Pulitzer-winning poet, and Richard Aintree, the enigmatic author of the classic novel Not Far from Here.


“Did those things really happen?” she pressed me.


“They happened. I did crack up my bike and I was in a coma for three days.”


“I think five days would be better.”


“Five it is, Coach.”


“Thanks. I like to feel as if I’m contributing something.”


“You did a lot, Norma. You believed in me. Or at least believed what Alberta was telling you. Does she know you’ve read it?”


“I called her before I called you. She’s delighted, of course.” Abruptly, Norma sat up and said, “Okay, our editorial session is over. If you have any questions or can’t make out my handwriting, call me. If there are any notes you hate, ignore them. It’s your book.”


She reached into her book bag for my manuscript, which was stuffed in a padded mailing pouch, and handed it to me. Then we stood up, she folded her blanket and put it in the book bag with her Frisbee.


I said, “Tell Very I said hey. I’m glad he’s back on the job.”


“And say hey to Merilee for me. I’m glad she’s home.”


“Her body’s home but her brain is still somewhere out over the Atlantic. I’m going to wake her up and give her the good news. But before I do, I just need one last reality check. I’m not hallucinating this, am I? It’s really happening.”


“It’s really happening. I’m about to publish the best novel of my career. And I’m not going to pressure you to write another one because I know that’s how you got in trouble before. You don’t ever have to write another book for me or anyone else as far as I’m concerned. But if you do, I get first dibs. Deal?”


“Deal. But wait a sec . . .” I took her book bag off her shoulder, gave her a hug, and kissed her on the cheek.


She gazed up at me like a wide-eyed kid. “I swear, I’ll never forget this moment for as long as I live.”


“Trust me, neither will I.”
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To my astonishment, Merilee was actually up and about when Lulu and I returned, although she was moving as if Count Dracula had just put her in a trancelike state. Her facial expression was so utterly blank that I found myself searching her throat for fang marks. She was making espresso and also putting a load of her travel laundry into the bright red Swedish high-efficiency washing machine. But she was so zonked it wouldn’t have surprised me if she’d tried to make the espresso in the washing machine instead.


Merilee’s waist-length golden hair was tied up in a bun. She was wearing a Turnbull & Asser target-dot silk dressing gown that had been mine until she stole it from me. There aren’t many downsides to living with a gorgeous six-foot-tall movie star, but one of them is that she constantly “borrows” my clothes and doesn’t give them back because they look better on her than they do on me.


“Well, look at you . . .” she murmured at me, yawning hugely as she poured us out two cups of espresso, handed me mine, and took a grateful gulp of hers. “Out before dawn, all bright-eyed and pink cheeked.” She smiled down at Lulu. “And how are you, sweetness?” Lulu stood before the refrigerator and let out a low whoop. She wanted an anchovy treat. She likes them cold because the oil clings better. Merilee opened the jar and gave her one, then petted her. “Darling, why is Lulu all wet?”


“We were playing Frisbee in Central Park.”


Merilee arched an eyebrow at me. “Since when did you two start living in a Neil Simon play?”


“Actually, we had a third playmate.”


“Who was the other . . . ?” Merilee was still far from alert, but thanks to the espresso, she’d finally noticed the mailer pouch under my arm. “What’s that you’ve got there, Mister?”


“What, this old thing? Just my novel. Norma called me at five twenty-seven a.m. to tell me she’d read it twice and was ready to talk about it. It seems she doesn’t like to have editorial conversations over the phone so we met in the park at dawn—although she still wouldn’t give me so much as a hint of her reaction until the three of us had tossed a Frisbee around for a while. Then she finally told me . . . are you sitting down . . . ?” As a matter of fact, Merilee was sitting on the floor, taking a kitchen towel to Lulu, who was wriggling with pleasure. “Good, because I don’t want you to hurt yourself when you faint. Are you ready?”


“Ready for what, darling?”


“She said that it’s the best novel any American author has written in at least five years. She thinks it exhilarating and—and heart-breaking and filled with hard-fought wisdom. She wants to make it Guilford House’s major Christmas release. Ad campaign, national author tour, the works. She has some editorial notes that I have to spend the next two weeks going over. But I did it, Merilee. I found my way back. I’m not a one-hit wonder. I’m not a shlock celebrity ghostwriter. I’m an author. Actually, she called me a major, major talent—but you know how I don’t like to brag.”


Merilee didn’t say a word. Just sat there on the floor, tears streaming down her face. I joined her there and hugged her and she hugged me back as Lulu climbed all over us with her tail thumping. If there were three happier creatures on the planet at that particular moment, I’d like to know their names and addresses.


“Oh, darling, I’m so . . . so . . .” Merilee broke off, sobbing. “So proud of you. This feels like Christmas morning when I was a little girl, except I can’t stop crying. It definitely calls for a major celebration tonight. What would you say to a blood-rare steak for two at Peter Luger, onion rings, creamed spinach, and at least two bottles of Dom Pérignon?”


“That’s a definite yes on the Dom Pérignon, but you’ve been gone so long that I want you all to myself tonight. I was thinking more along the lines of one of your breakfasts for dinner—just us, right here.”


“Let me guess . . . buckwheat pancakes and sausages?”


“That would be a no.”


“Waffles and fried chicken?”


“Ooh . . . but no.”


“Scrapple?”


“That would be a hell no.”


“Wait, I’ve got it—thick-cut bacon, farm-fresh eggs sunny-side up, and a huge mound of my home fries with sautéed peppers and onions.”


“Ding-ding-ding.”


Merilee studied me with her mesmerizing green eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want a big night out on the town?”


“Positive. I want to gaze out our living room windows with you at the greatest city on earth and just soak it all in.”


“You’ve got yourself a deal, handsome. But only on one condition . . .”


“Name it.”


“You join me, naked, in the bedroom under the covers within thirty seconds, because I have an overwhelming desire to show you how much I appreciate you.”


“And I have an overwhelming desire to let you.”


Actually, it was more like ten seconds before we were naked under the covers.


Later—quite a bit later—the bedside phone rang. She’d plugged it back in when she got up. I fumbled for it and answered it.


“Hi, Hoagy. It’s me again.”


“Me” being Norma, who was at her office now. I could hear phones ringing and voices in the background. Her own voice sounded decidedly different than it had in the park. Ill at ease.


My mind immediately went to the worst-possible place. “Our deal’s dead, isn’t it? What made you change your mind?”


“I haven’t changed my mind about your book, you ninny. Don’t be such an author. No, this is something else. I, um, I’ve received a sort of death threat in this morning’s mail, and I was wondering if you’d mind dropping by the office.”


“I’d be happy to, but I’m not sure what kind of help I can offer. This sounds more like a job for the police.”


That was when I heard the familiar voice of Romaine Very holler, “Just shut up and get your ass over here, dude, will you? And I mean now!”
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Guilford House was headquartered on the twenty-sixth and twenty-seventh floors of a soul-free upended-shoebox office building on Sixth Avenue and West Fifty-Second Street. Lulu and I caught a cab down. The day was still cloudy and cool so I’d gone with the gray flannel suit from Strickland and Sons, Savile Row, a soft navy-blue merino wool shirt, yellow knit tie, and my trench coat and fedora.


The elevator doors opened at the twenty-sixth floor on a spare-every-expense reception area. There was the Guilford House logo on the wall. There were four white plastic chairs and a matching white plastic coffee table with a handful of Guilford House catalogs on it.


A blank-faced receptionist was seated behind a desk. When I gave her my name, she called Norma’s office, listened for a moment, and hung up without saying another word. To me she said, “I understand you know the way.”


“We do. Lulu has an unerring sense of direction.”


We went through a door next to the reception desk, made a sharp right turn, then a sharp left turn, then a second sharp left turn before I opened another door to a long, wide corridor. Its walls were lined with the framed covers of Guilford House’s latest top-selling books. Several of them appeared to be bodice rippers featuring heroines with large, heaving breasts and heroes who resembled Fabio. There was no shortage of spine-tingling thrillers for readers who like spine-tingling thrillers. I don’t. Real life tingles my spine plenty fine, thanks. Moving higher up the food chain, Guilford House had also just published an acclaimed novel by one of the most gifted black female novelists in America, a new collection of short stories by a Wyoming-based National Book Award winner and a mammoth biography of Winston Churchill.


And soon the cover of my book would be hanging here.


Editorial assistants were stationed at cubicles outside of their editors’ offices. Low-ranking editors had the small, windowless offices on my left. Senior editors had the larger offices on my right, with windows that looked out over Sixth Avenue. Norma, being editor in chief, had the office at the end of the hall. Her editorial assistant’s cubicle was currently unoccupied. That was because she was in the process of catching up with us as Lulu and I made our way down the hallway.


“Mr. Hoag?” she called out, slightly out of breath. “Hi, I’m Norma’s assistant, Alissa Loeb.”


“Hi, Alissa. Make it Hoagy. The only people who call me Mr. Hoag are dental hygienists, usually when they’re lecturing me that I need to floss more regularly.”


Alissa giggled girlishly. She was in her twenties, same as Norma, though a good six inches taller. Polished and attractive, with long, shiny black hair and gleaming brown eyes. She wore a cream-colored cashmere cardigan over a white silk blouse and pleated navy-blue slacks. “I was supposed to escort you to Norma’s office but you beat me to it,” she said as we arrived at her cubicle. “Congratulations on your novel. I’m reading it right now and loving it. Your words are so alive. I’m thrilled to be working with you.” She flashed a big, inviting smile at me. “If you need any kind of assistance just holler, okay? That’s what I’m here for.”


“Thank you, Alissa. I’ll do that.” Bit of a suck-up, our Alissa. Not to mention a flirt. I wondered what else she was. “Would you please let Norma know I’m here?”


She flashed me another smile. “You’re supposed to just barge right in.”


And so I barged right in. Norma’s office wasn’t large or showy. Publishing execs don’t invest an immense amount of ego energy on their office décor the way Hollywood execs do. Mostly, Norma’s motif was clutter. There were white metal bookcases bursting with manuscripts, paperbacks, and hardcovers. Her white metal desk was piled with manuscripts. So was the carpeted floor. Even the two chairs set in front of her desk were both heaped with manuscripts. Norma was wearing the same outfit she’d had on when we played Frisbee earlier. She’d no doubt come straight here from the park. But her manner was not at all the same. She seemed highly tense.


So did Detective Lieutenant Romaine Very. Mind you, Very’s normal resting state was highly tense. He suffered from a serious energy problem, as in he had too much of it. The man was so hyper that he often nodded his head rhythmically, as if he heard his own rock ’n’ roll beat. His jaw was working, working on a piece of bubble gum as he stood there next to Norma’s desk. Very was on the short side, five foot six, but extremely muscular, with a head of thick black hair and the sort of soulful brown eyes that make women weak in the knees. He wore a four-day growth of beard, a black crew-neck sweater, black jeans with a pager on his belt, a pair of Air Jordans, and a black hooded rain jacket. He carried his SIG Sauer P226 semiautomatic in a shoulder holster. Technically, Very worked out of the Twenty-Fourth Precinct on West One Hundredth Street. But, real world, he was the city’s top celebrity homicide detective. Whenever it was someone famous, Very got the call. He had an amazingly keen mind. It also didn’t hurt that his rabbi at One Police Plaza was Inspector Dante Feldman, the man who’d caught Son of Sam.


Lulu immediately let out a low whoop and scooted over to him, her tail thumping.


Very bent down and patted her affectionately, then stood back up and gave me a soul brother handshake. “Good to see you, dude.”


“Likewise, Lieutenant. I understand from Norma that your leg’s just about back to normal.”


He grimaced slightly. “I still can’t ride as many miles on my bicycle as I want, but I’m getting there. The doctor told me that I just need to be patient.”


“Which is not something my Romeo happens to be good at,” Norma said.


“Yo, I understand from Baby Girl that your new novel is brilliant. I’ve never heard her talk so glowingly about a book. Major congrats.”


“Thanks. I’m absolutely thrilled. But what have I told you two about using your pet names in public?”


“It’s just the three of us in here.” On Lulu’s low moan of protest, he quickly added, “Four of us. Besides, what’s the big deal?”


“It’s icky. Makes people uncomfortable.” Neither of them had ever been in love before, and they still required tutoring. “So why am I here? What’s up?”


Very’s face tightened. “What’s up is that Norma got a super old-school death threat in the mail this morning.” He donned a latex glove and reached for a piece of typing paper on her cluttered desk as Norma sat there trying, and failing, to look calm. He set it on the desk before me. “Look, don’t touch. We might find some prints on it.”


I looked, didn’t touch. It was super old-school, all right, a circa-1950s variety of death threat composed of words and letters that had been cut out of a magazine and pasted to a sheet of typing paper. It read:


Say GOODBYE.


You are a DEAD Woman.


This is no JOKE.


“Please tell me these weren’t cut out of an old issue of Look magazine, because that would be too weird.”


“Last Sunday’s New York Times Magazine,” Very said grimly. “And it’s still plenty weird.”


I nodded. “Very.”


“Yeah, dude?”


“It’s very weird.”


“You got that right.”


As I bent over to study it more closely, I discovered it gave off an old-school scent, too. “Man, this thing is out of a time warp. He even used mucilage. I haven’t smelled that since I was in high school. It came in a glass bottle with a red rubber tip that you’d rub against the paper. I didn’t know they even made it anymore.”


“That’s why I love this guy,” Very said to Norma. “Want to know how often I hear the word mucilage on the job? Try never.”


“I think you’re making a big deal out of nothing,” Norma said with gallant determination. “I reject manuscripts all of the time. Get angry phone calls and hate mail from authors who call me awful names. People get emotional in this business. It’s nothing.”


“If it’s nothing,” Very said, “then why did you call me to come over here ASAP?”


She lowered her gaze, swallowing. “I guess it was the way he went to so much trouble cutting up those little pieces of paper. It gives me the creeps.”


“I don’t blame you,” I said, studying the plain white envelope it had arrived in, which had no return address on it. It was postmarked yesterday from a 10017 zip code.


“That happens to be the zip code for Grand Central Terminal,” Norma said to me.


“What, you looked it up?”


“She didn’t have to,” Very said. “She’s a postal freak. Go ahead, show him what you’ve got.”


“Okay. Hoagy, your apartment on Central Park West in the West Seventies is one-zero-zero-two-four, yet your place on West Ninety-Third between West End and Riverside is one-zero-zero-two-five. Our place down on Bank Street is—”


“Okay, okay, you made your point. But I still have a question.”


“Fire away,” Very said, jaw working on his bubble gum.


“What are my short-legged partner and I doing here?”


Norma said, “My sweetie thinks you know a lot about the underbelly of the publishing business.”


“Too much,” I acknowledged.


“He wanted to get your take on it. Although if you ask me, I think he just misses you.”


“Is that a fact? You should have picked up the phone, Lieutenant. We could have met for a falafel.”


He let out an impatient sigh. “Can we move on, please? For starters, Norma, I want to know who you’ve pissed off lately. Who has it in for you. Who outright hates you.”


“You mean aside from my sister?” Norma said lightly. “Okay, sure. A few semi-ugly things have happened in the past couple of weeks.”


I cleared the manuscripts from one of the chairs, set them on the floor, and sat down. “Do tell.”


“Well, there’s Boyd Samuels.”


I winced inwardly.


Very frowned. “Why does that name sound so familiar?”


“The Cam Noyes case four years ago,” I said. “He was that coked-out gonzo literary agent slash scam artist who set the whole mess in motion. Four people lost their lives before it was over, but he managed to skate by serving time in a drug-and-alcohol rehab center. He resurfaced as a clean, sober, and hungry Harmon Wright Agency shithead. I tussled with him out in LA again a while back. His official title now is vice president of Literary Synergy.”


“Make that was,” Norma said, coloring slightly. “Last week, Boyd and I finalized a deal for a major seven-figure multi-book contract for HWA’s biggest romance superstar. We’re talking about someone who’s a guaranteed number one on the Times best-seller list. It was a done deal—until he called me back at the end of the day to say he’d just signed a more lucrative one with another house. Didn’t so much as give me an opportunity to match it or top it.”


“So he just used you to inflate the asking price?”


“Precisely,” she responded, her mouth tightening angrily. “I’m not someone who tolerates getting played by the likes of Boyd Samuels. I immediately called the head of the HWA literary department, your very own agent, Alberta Pryce, and lambasted him as a lying, amoral snake. I informed her that Guilford House would no longer take on any new HWA clients until and unless he was fired. Alberta, who harbors no love for Boyd herself, patiently listened to his version of the story and spoke to my rival editor. Then, after consulting with Harmon, she told Boyd to clean out his desk and get gone.”


“Wait, when was this again?”


“Last week.”


“So that means if Alberta hadn’t fired him, you wouldn’t have accepted my book for publication.”


“What does that have to do with this?” Very asked.


“Sorry, Lieutenant. Authors have a tendency to be a tad self-centered.” To Norma I said, “How did Boyd take it?”


“He totally flipped out. Showed up here unannounced and demanded to see me. The receptionist said he was highly agitated and kept hollering obscenities at her. She thought he was a crazy person.”


“She’s a keen judge of character. You might want to promote her. Did you see him?”


“Not a chance. I had no interest in getting into a shouting match with that lying bastard. When he refused to leave the reception area, we called building security. They escorted him out of the building, deposited him on the sidewalk, and told him to stay out or they’d have to call the police.”


“And did they?”


“No, he left quietly, although an hour later he phoned me and ranted that I was an evil bitch. Called me all sorts of other names, too. When he got to twat, I hung up on him.”


Very stood there nodding his head to his rock ’n’ roll beat. “Sounds to me like we need to pay a house call on this asshole.”


“By we do you mean you want me along?”


“I do. You know the guy better than I do.”


“Sad but true. I’m supposed to be hard at work on Norma’s edits right now, Lieutenant. There’s considerable time pressure. But since this concerns Norma, I’m all yours. When were you thinking of . . .”


“Is now too soon?”











CHAPTER TWO





Back in his stoned-out heyday, when he was kicking the starchy literary establishment on its ass, Boyd Samuels had lived in a raw half-finished loft in Tribeca. But that was before he’d gone through rehab, donned a standard-issue HWA black Armani suit, and joined that starchy establishment. These days he lived on the tenth floor of a highly conventional—one might even say boring—postwar high-rise on Third Avenue and East Seventy-Sixth, complete with a terrace and doorman.
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