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I NEEDED TO HAVE FUN.

I’d just come off a bad case. I’d gotten involved with a hitman, nearly gotten shot. If you’ve never had the pleasure, trust me, it’s overrated. Particularly if you’re not accustomed to such things. I have a photo ID, but that’s where any resemblance between me and a private investigator stops. I don’t have car chases or fist fights or any of that stuff. I don’t even carry a gun.

I work for a negligence lawyer, the type who advertises on TV: “Free consultation. No fee unless recovery. We will come to your home.”

He won’t of course. He’ll send me. And I’ll sit you down and get you to sign a retainer, and then I’ll investigate your accident, which I could do in my sleep, they’re all the same, hell, I could tell you what happened: you tripped on a crack in the sidewalk and broke your leg and you want to sue the City of New York.

It’s dull as dishwater, and not the least bit dangerous. True, the clients tend to live in slums and crack houses, but I’ve actually never had a problem. The scary-looking dudes who make me nervous always assume I’m a cop, and give me a wide berth.

It’s not like being shot.

Knock on wood.

But it isn’t fun.

Far from it.

It’s just a stopgap job in between my acting and writing gigs.

I’ve been doing it for years.

At any rate, having had a near-death experience I was up for anything. I was growing old, closing in on that final frontier, wondering was there one more adventure in my life before I shuffle off this mortal coil? Or something to that effect. I can’t even get the quotes right anymore. Not that I ever could. Oh, imperfect, flawed, failure.

And so I spiraled down into a depressing abyss of despair and doldrums and decay.

I was ripe for adventure.
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SHE CAME WAFTING INTO MY OFFICE LIKE A JOLT OF adolescence. I felt weak. I felt numb. Hormones were kicking in. Rockets were going off. Warning lights were flashing in my head. DANGER. TO YOUR BATTLE STATIONS. ALL SYSTEMS ON ALERT. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. YOU ARE A MARRIED MAN. REPEAT, YOU ARE A MARRIED MAN. NOT A DEPRESSED, PATHETIC GEEZER, LUSTING AFTER THE IMPOSSIBLE DREAM. LOOK IN THE MIRROR. REPEAT. LOOK IN THE MIRROR. IF THE MAN LOOKING BACK AT YOU IS NOT THE TWENTY-YEAR-OLD THAT YOU ENVISION YOURSELF TO BE, PUT YOUR LIBIDO DOWN AND STEP AWAY FROM THE HOT CHICK.

Did I mention I’m horny as hell? Well, keep it in mind.

Not that that’s unusual. I’m a guy. Horny as hell is my default position. Has been ever since I was a teenager. Will be till the day I die. Only lately it’s seemed more intense.

Maybe I’m just having a mid-life crisis. Maybe it’s just the older we get the more self-aware. It’s not that I’m thinking about sex more often, though I probably am, but merely the fact that I am aware that I am thinking about it, that the subconscious has become conscious, that I am now thinking about what I am thinking, which is the sort of stuff that therapists’ dreams are made of. If I earned more money I could buy some analyst a condo.

For instance, when I see a woman I notice her breasts. That’s nothing new. Mother Nature stuck them right there up front, hard to miss, and I am appreciative. Only discreetly so. I do not ogle, goggle, stare, wolf-whistle, rubberneck, or any other boorish behavior of the knuckle-dragging neanderthal type.

I don’t.

Only women think I do.

At least, that’s the impression I get. When an attractive woman comes walking toward me, I am convinced that she thinks I’m looking at her breasts. Because she gives me that impression. She looks at her breasts. As if to say, “My God, why is he staring? Is my bra unhooked? Is my nipple exposed? Did I forget to wear a shirt? Why is that disgusting pervert looking at me?”

I realize this is all in my head, that is not what is happening at all, what I am observing is simple eye avoidance. The woman looks down, shifts her eyes away from those of the stranger. I know that plain as day.

Doesn’t help.

As far as I’m concerned, she looked at her breasts because I’m a disgusting pig.

And to a certain extent I’m right. Because, whether or not she’s thinking about her breasts at that point, I am. So for all practical purposes I’ve become that boorish lout that I believe she perceives me to be.

But I digress.

I was talking about my client.

Jennifer Weldon couldn’t have been more than twenty-two or twenty-three, most likely younger. She had blonde hair, lopped off and curling in, a pear-shaped halo around her head. Blue eyes, turned-up nose, pouty mouth, chirpy cheerleader look. That’s probably more description than I’ve ever given a client of mine. Of course, she was wearing a scoop-neck pullover. I guess I just wanted to show I was looking at her face.

I smiled hello.

She looked at her breasts.

I offered her a chair, sat behind my desk. Grabbed a pen and a legal pad, flipped open to a random page. It’s a good tactic, puts clients at their ease. I’ve done it several times. I don’t think I’ve ever written a note.

“What can I do for you?” I said.

“It’s my daughter.”

I reevaluated my assessment. This woman had a child? What, did she get knocked up when she was fifteen? Kid must be one or two. Guy must have skipped town. She must want me to find him. What a sordid affair.

“You have a daughter?”

“Of course I have a daughter. That’s why I need help.” She sucked in her breath. “David doesn’t know I’m here.”

“David?”

“My husband.”

“You have a husband?”

She looked at me as if I were a moron. “Yes, I’ve got a husband. And he doesn’t know I’m here.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t. I haven’t told you yet.” She sighed. “I’m not telling this well. I guess I’m upset.”

“What’s the matter?”

“It’s my daughter. She’s headstrong. I can’t deal with her.”

“How old is your daughter?”

“Sixteen.”

I blinked. “You have a teenage daughter?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not old enough to have a teenage daughter.”

She scowled. “Are you flirting with me? I find that highly inappropriate.”

“I’m not flirting with you. I’m having age issues. It has nothing to do with your case. You got a teenage daughter you can’t deal with. What’s the problem with her?”

“She’s skipping school.”

I smiled, shook my head. “I’m not a truant officer.”

“No, of course not. But …”

“But what?”

“You’re an investigator. You could find out.”

“Find out what?”

“Find out why.”

“She probably doesn’t like it.”

“Yes, that’s very clever. Can you do it?”

“I don’t know what you want me to do. You want me to find your daughter?”

“Heavens, no.”

“You don’t want me to find your daughter?

“I don’t need you to find my daughter. She’s in school. At least, I hope she is.”

“She’s not a runaway?”

“Certainly not. She lives with us.”

“Where?”

“In our apartment.”

“Where’s that?”

“Park Avenue and Eighty-fourth.”

“Nice address. I may have to adjust my fee.”

“I’m glad you think this is funny.”

“I don’t think it’s funny. I’m just trying to understand the situation. Which is a little difficult, because you haven’t painted a very clear picture. You want me to drag this out of you in a way you obviously find irritating, or would you like to take a deep breath and just lay it on me?”

She actually took a deep breath.

I kept my eyes on her face.

“Sharon’s a bright girl, does well, never gave us any trouble, gets her homework in on time, gets good grades. Comes home on time. Doesn’t hang out with the wrong crowd.”

“The wrong crowd?”

She cocked her head. “Oh, my God. You’re being condescending? Judgmental?”

“Not at all.”

“Really? I could practically hear a disapproving ‘tut tut.’”

“Have you had these auditory hallucinations often?”

“Stop trying to be clever. You’re no good at it.”

“I know. Only one of my many failings. I don’t suppose you’ll be hiring me then.”

“You don’t want the job?”

I didn’t. My client had gone from being a red-hot mama to an overprotective mama. One immune to my wit. She also reminded me too forcibly of the high-powered young women executive types who scared the shit out of me when I was fresh out of college working job-jobs, making the rounds, and trying to get my sea legs.

“I don’t know what you want me to do. You tell me your daughter’s skipping school. I ask you where she is, you tell me she’s in school. She’s a bright girl, gets good grades, doesn’t hang around with the wrong crowd. Your story doesn’t add up. Either there’s something you’re not telling me, or I don’t know why you’re here.”

She stared at me defiantly for a moment, then dissolved into tears.

Oh, dear.

Attractive weeping women are not my forte. Should I put my arm around her? Pat her on the shoulder? Look down her shirt?

I took her in my arms, averted my eyes, let her cry herself out.

She pulled away, snuffled, fumbled in her purse for a tissue.

“All right,” I said. “What’s the story.”

She snuffled again, looked up, set her chin.

“I think she’s turning tricks.”
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RICHARD ROSENBERG COULD NOT HAVE LOOKED MORE SKEPTICAL had I told him I was going to Mars. “Why did she hire you?”

“She’s afraid her daughter’s turning tricks.”

“I got all that. Why you?”

“I’m a private detective.”

“In the loosest sense of the word. Stanley, this is the first question to consider every time you have a potential client. Why are they hiring you? I mean you, specifically. Why would any reasonably intelligent, rational person, who had not completely taken leave of their senses, ever think of hiring you?”

“You hired me.”

“For the most menial job possible. A trained chimpanzee could do the work you do. Assuming he could drive a car.”

“That’s rather sexist.”

“What?”

“Assuming the chimpanzee’s male. Or do you only hire male chimpanzees?”

“It’s no laughing matter, Stanley. This is what always happens to you. You walk into something, wide-eyed, innocent, naive, trusting. Next thing you know you’re wanting me to bail you out of jail.”

“When have you ever bailed me out of jail?”

“When have I not? Granted, I’ve never put up any money, but I’ve got you released on your own recognizance. The point is, you’re a credulous fool. What do you really know about this woman?”

“She’s pretty.”

“Ah. Then vetting her is unnecessary. A pretty woman couldn’t be up to anything.”

“She paid me cash.”

“Cash is good. I happen to like cash. But why did she pay you in cash?”

“She didn’t want her husband to find out.”

“Why not?”

“She thought it would upset him.”

“And you bought that?”

“Why not? It would upset him.”

“More than it upset her? Stanley, you have this romantic idea about parents and children. You think no girl with a father can be a hooker. Trust me, they all have them.”

“These are nice people.”

“All your clients are nice people. Including the prostitutes, drug addicts, scam artists, and hitmen. They’re all really nice. The fact that they lead you into temptation is entirely coincidental and not to be inferred.”

“Are you telling me not to take the case?”

“You took the money, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you took the case. The only question now is how badly you handle it.”

“You have any advice on that?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

“Don’t fuck it up.”

“That’s your only opinion?”

“No, but it’s the best advice I can give you. That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? You don’t want permission. You’ve already taken the case. You don’t want my blessing, because you know you’ll never get it. You just want my advice.”

“I just wanted to tell you I may have to alter my schedule. It seemed only fair to do so, since you happen to be one of those people you disdain. You know, those who hire me.”

“Oh, we’re back to chimpanzees again. Speaking of which, have you turned in your cases? I could use a good laugh.”

“A good laugh?”

“Well, most of you cases are pathetic.”

“They’re your cases.”

“Not until I take them. They’re potential cases. If they look good, I file suit. If they don’t, I have a form rejection letter. Would you like to know what percentage of cases you handle get that letter?”

“Is it higher than average?”

“That would be hard. The percentage of cases I take is actually rather small. True, I file more cases than any other attorney in New York. But I investigate a hell of a lot more. At least, you do.”

“Sounds like I should be making more money.”

“You don’t pay chimpanzees. You give ’em bananas.”

“Great. Can you find another chimpanzee to pinch-hit while I save a young girl from a life of sin?”

Richard shook his head, pityingly. “God, you mix metaphors.”
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SERGEANT MACAULLIF DIDN’T CALL ME A MORON. WHICH made me nervous, because he always does. Whether I’ve taken a case, finished a case, asked him to trace somebody, brought him a piece of evidence, or merely said, “Good morning,” his response has always been the same. “You’re a moron.” In the event I’ve displayed more than usual ineptitude, and sometimes even if I haven’t, his response is, “You’re a fucking moron.” Which is ironically less and less true as the years go on.

This time he just nodded and said, “She pay cash?”

“Yes.”

“Way to go.”

“You think this is a good idea?”

“Taking cash is the best idea ever. I suppose technically I should turn you in to the IRS, but, hey, if you don’t declare it, there’s really nothing I can do.”

“MacAullif.”

“What?”

“You don’t think I’m doing the wrong thing.”

MacAullif leaned back in his desk chair, a somewhat precarious position lately. Always a beefy cop, the sergeant had put on weight, would be needing to let the waist of his trousers out again soon. He twiddled his thumbs. “You have any milestone birthdays coming up?”

“Why?”

“It’s kind of like a stripper-gram for private eyes. A teenage-hooker-gram.”

“MacAullif.”

“I’m not saying you have sex with her. It’s better than that. You find her, you talk to her, you straighten her out. You feel great about yourself. You’re the white knight on the steed, saving the maiden in distress. Which is the role you always cast yourself in. I would say whoever set this up probably brought it in for less than a grand. Including the money they paid you. Which is like a bonus. You get paid for feeling good. How much did they give you?”

“Two hundred dollars.”

“What’s that supposed to buy?”

“One day’s work.”

“That’s today?”

“Starting tomorrow.”

“Call it a day an a half. Actually, two. Today’s shot for you. Considering the time you’re wasting telling everyone. I assume you’ve already told Rosenberg.”

“He’s my boss.”

“I’m sure he’s proud. You don’t suppose he set this up, did he? As a sort of bonus?”

“Richard?”

“Right, right, it’s Rosenberg. He doesn’t know the word bonus. Just the word contingency. Which you don’t share in, do you? Richard gets thirty-three and a third percent. You get five bucks an hour and two cents a mile.”

“It’s a little more than that.”

“I’m glad to hear it. You maintaining a New York apartment, and all.”

“Any time you’re through screwing around.”

“Huh? Oh, you want something? What could that possibly be? You need me to find this hooker? Surely Mommy took care of that.”

“I’d like to know I’m not doing anything wrong.”

MacAullif rolled his eyes. “Oh, my god, what a straight line. I don’t know what to say, it’s too damn easy. You always do something wrong. Given a fifty-fifty chance, you’ll pick wrong every time.”

“All right, then. How about illegal.”

MacAullif shook his head despairingly. “Moron.”

“What?”

“Prostitution is illegal. It’s illegal to begin with. Unless you’re making a citizen’s arrest and dragging this girl down to the station. You are compounding a felony and conspiring to conceal a crime.”

“That’s the wrong answer.”

“Yeah, but it’s the one you expected to hear.”

It was, actually. When I get going on a fantasy, there’s nothing to bring me back to reality like a good, hard, slap in the face from MacAullif.

“Would you say that any private eye hired to bring back a teenage runaway was conspiring to conceal a crime?”

“Is this girl a runaway?”

“No.”

“She’s living at home?”

“Yes.”

“What do they need you for? Why don’t they give her a good talking to, ground her, and get on with their lives?”

“She doesn’t want her husband to know.”

“A teenage hooker has a husband?”

“Her mother.”

“Oh. And what’s the mother like?”

“Oh.”

“Good God, you’re let another attractive woman wrap you around her finger. What was the mother like? What a stupid question. I’m assuming she’s got tits and ass and a pulse.”

“She is rather attractive.”

“No kidding. Otherwise you’d never let yourself get talked into this for no money.”

“She paid cash.”

“Two hundred bucks. Her analyst makes that in an hour. A fifty-minute hour.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“I’m not trying to say anything. I’m just wondering how long I have to keep talking before you realize this is not a good investment.”

“That’s what I said in the first place.”

“Not in those terms. You never ask anything simply and directly. You bring up the whole thing as if it were a wonderful opportunity, waiting for me to shoot you down.”

“Are you shooting me down?”

“Do you see me applauding? I can give you enough reasons not to take the case. I assume it’s a moot point, because the money’s in your pocket. You’ve already taken it, all you want now is validation. Which you’re not going to get. Which you probably knew before you came in the door. A less astute observer might wonder why you came.”

“You don’t?”

“Don’t be silly. I know exactly why you came.”

“Why is that?”

“You don’t want to go home.”
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AT THE ART OF MORTAL CONVERSATION, ALICE HAS NO equal. I no longer compete. Not that it does any good. Alice can pick up on my lack of response, turn my unwillingness to engage into a vile, reprehensible, passive-aggressive action, the likes of which have never appeared in the annals of marital discord.

Bad as that is, any response is worse. Alice is a master of sarcasm and irony, the subtle, understated, deadpan zinger, couched like a time bomb within the most innocuous phrase.

Worse, she is unpredictable. It is totally impossible to brace oneself against Alice, because her responses run the gamut. She can decimate me with a simple “That’s nice,” a throw-away murmur while leaving the room, a thin smile on her lips, a twinkle in her eyes. And I know, I just know, I’ve been utterly stupid.

But of all the tactics in Alice’s arsenal, by far the most devastating is her understanding-and-supportive mode.

“Don’t worry, Stanley, we’ll get you out of it.”

“There’s nothing to get out of. It’s just a job.”

“I know, and it’s nice of you to take on the extra work. But, trust me, we’ll get by.”

“It’s not a question of getting by. It’s a question of helping the girl.”

“And she’s an escort?”

I’d called her an escort to avoid using the term teenage hooker. That seemed unnecessarily incendiary. I chucked out whore and streetwalker for similar reasons. Strumpet, harlot, and lady of the evening were too archaic. It came down to call girl or escort. Escort won out for not including the word girl.

“Yes.”

“She works for a service?”

“I didn’t say she works for a service.”

“Then how does she meet her clientele?”

“I have no idea.”

“Don’t be silly. If she’s a paid escort, she works for someone.”

“Well, I don’t know.”

“Her mother didn’t either?”

“No.”

“And yet she knows she works for a service. I wonder how she found out.”

I said nothing, waited for Alice to drop the subject.

As if.

“I mean, if she found an ad, or a business card, or a telephone number, that would be a dead giveaway. She wouldn’t send you out in the dark. So, how’d the mother know it was an escort service?”

“The mother didn’t know it was an escort service.”

“So you don’t know it’s an escort service?”

“I guess I don’t.”

“Then why call it an escort service?”

“I don’t know.”

“I mean, you can’t expect to make much progress if you’re that haphazard with your work. You wind up spending a week looking for a nonexistent escort service.”

“That would be silly.”

“No kidding. How old is this daughter?”

“Oh.”

“Oh? That’s a very bad sign. Is it possible the mother didn’t mention the age of the daughter?”

“She’s sixteen.”

“Stanley.”

“Which is why she needs saving.”

“From what? She doesn’t work for any service. They don’t hire sixteen-year-old girls. Not if they want to stay in business.”

“Maybe the word escort is a little strong. Maybe this is just something the girl is doing for some friends.”

“And you’re shooting yourself in the head because when you were sixteen you didn’t know girls like that.”

“Times were different then. Man had just discovered fire.”

“Don’t give me the geezer bit. You’re not that old.”

Alice pushed back from the computer. That didn’t mean she was finished using it. A champion multitasker, my wife is perfectly capable of blogging or tweeting, or whatever those online people do these days, without missing a beat in her interrogation. “All right, let’s get down to the heart of the matter. You’ve been hired to save a young girl from a fate worse than death. You’re utterly embarrassed, and you don’t want to talk about it. I find that very cute. How are you supposed to contact this girl? Tell me you’re not soliciting sex from her.”

“That would be entrapment.”

Her mouth fell open. “Entrapment? That’s your only objection?”

“Just because the subject is distasteful doesn’t mean the work shouldn’t be done.”

“I know. You can justify anything. Hell, you worked for a hitman.”

“If you don’t want me to take the case …”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I can always turn it down.”

“How are you supposed to recognize this girl.”

“Oh.”

Alice’s eyes widened. “You have her picture?” She held out her hand. “Give.”

I took out my wallet, passed the snapshot over. I did so reluctantly. Sharon looked good: fresh, clean, virginal, young. But she didn’t look sixteen. Closer to ten.

Alice looked at the picture, shook her head disparagingly, as if I were to blame for the girl’s downfall. “Oh, my God. She’s just a child.”

“Yes.”

“It’s disgusting. Degrading. Awful.”

“It’s sleazy as hell. I feel dirty just thinking about it. You want me to get out?”

Alice looked at me as if I were a moron.

“Are you kidding? You’ve gotta help her.”
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I PICKED SHARON UP AT THREE FORTY-FIVE AT P.S. 64. POOR choice of words, when dealing with a teenage hooker. I didn’t pick her up. I got on her tail. Another poor choice of words.

This was not good. I hadn’t even begun the case, and already queasy overtones of pedophilia were making me want to lose my lunch. It didn’t help that she looked about ten, which I sort of expected, since her mother looked like a teenager. At least I didn’t look at her breasts. She didn’t have any. Though it occurred to me I must have looked in order to ascertain that. Anyway, she came bopping out of school at three forty-five, the same fresh face as in the picture, and the body of a kid. Cotton pullover shirt, ribbon in her hair. Was she wearing bobby sox? Why did I think of that? What the hell were bobby sox, anyway? I mean, you think of Annette Funicello and Frankie Avalon. Maybe I was thinking of the song, “When a girl changes from bobby sox to stockings.” Now why did I think of that? Did Frankie sing it? Good Lord, what an inappropriately appropriate song.

It occurred to me she didn’t look like a hooker, but maybe that’s what men want. A hooker who looks like a little girl.

Okay, this is the point where I step in, scare the shit out of her, send her home. Scared Straight. A documentary way back when. Notable for using words you couldn’t say on television that got by because it was such a good cause. Peter Falk took kids at risk, showed them what life would be like for them in prison, huge tattooed convicts fucking them up the ass and trading them for smokes. Kids were all out of trouble when the show aired, indicating the lesson worked, though I seem to recall the tabloids taking great delight in reporting any subsequent arrests.

At any rate, if that was the role I had to play, so be it. At this point it wasn’t the money. There she was, a sweet young thing, and nobody, but nobody, was getting their hands on her.

I no sooner had that thought when a car pulled up to the curb, honked, and she ran over and hopped into the front seat.

With her book bag. The book bag killed me. Despite the fact she’d just come out of school, it looked like a prop.

The car pulled away from the curb.

I hadn’t seen the driver. Not that the car had tinted windows, just that the passenger side was to the curb, and the car was at an angle so that I couldn’t see in when she opened the door.

Well, that was just great. Not only had I failed to save the girl from a life of sin, but she had managed to accomplish it right under my very nose.

I rushed out into the street and hailed a cab. Fat chance. There were no taxis anywhere. Just school buses clogging the street. Except for one small fissure the girl’s car had managed to squeeze through. I hadn’t caught the plate, or even the make of the car.

I ran around the buses, spotted the car at a red light at the end of the block. What the hell kind of car was it? It looked new, it looked expensive, it looked like its occupant and I didn’t belong in the same league.

Then, miracle of miracles, a taxi squeezed by the bus, its light like a beacon of hope. I hailed it, hopped in.

The driver, one Felipe Rodriguez, according to the license posted on the glove compartment, said, “Where to?”

“Follow that car,” I told him.

I expected him to argue. He just said, “The Lexus?”

So that’s what it was. “Yeah, the Lexus. Can you catch it?”

“Are you kiddin’ me?”

The cabby popped the clutch. At least he would have if there had been a clutch. The cab, of course, was an automatic. I wondered when was the last time a cabby actually popped a clutch. Then my neck snapped like a rubber band and the cab rocketed down the street. Within seconds we were right on the Lexus’s tail.

“Hey, don’t let him know we’re following.”

“Why should he? This is how I always drive.”

I shut up, checked my vertebrae for whiplash. My spinal cord seemed intact.

The mad cabbie tailed the Lexus to Fifth Avenue and 88th. Where, to my delight, it slowed, signaled, and …

Drove into an underground garage.

“Shit.”

“Too bad,” the cabbie said.

“Can you park?”

“Huh?”

“Pull in and park. I’ll pay the fee.”

“It’s a private garage.”

I knew that. I asked the question with no hope, the way you will sometimes, even though you know the answer.

I paid off the cab and got out. Weighed my options. I had the license plate number. I could trace the car. But that wasn’t going to help me now.

I went around to the front. It was your typical Fifth Avenue building, brass and glass door, with artistic bric-a-brac. I pushed it open, went inside.

There was a liveried doorman at a desk. “May I help you?” he said, in a neutral tone, neither encouraging nor disapproving, ready to go in either way should I turn out to be a bill collector or a wealthy tenant’s brother.

I gave him my warmest smile. “I think a friend of mine just pulled into the garage.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. But I’m not sure. Do you have a video monitor?”

“Yes.”

“Does it cover the garage?”

The doorman had a cultivated supercilious arrogance that did not bode well. “Who’s your friend?”

“I’d rather not say, in case I’m wrong.”

“I see.”

“So whose car is it?”

He smiled. “I’d rather not say in case you’re wrong.”

I went outside, flipped open my cell phone, called MacAullif. “Can you trace a license plate number for me?”

“Whose is it?”

“One of the hooker’s johns. Can you do it, MacAullif? It would really help.”

“Why? What the fuck are you doing? You trying to rescue this girl, or take down her johns?”

“Come on, MacAullif. The guy picked her up in his car, took her to his Fifth Avenue apartment. Got an underground garage, doesn’t even have to take her by the front desk. He’s got her up there now doing God knows what.”

“So?”

“I’d like to know where she is.”

“Why?”

“Huh?”

“What’s your plan? You gonna bust in on ’em, drag her outta there? How you gonna get past the front desk?”

“She’s sixteen.”

“So what?”

“It’s a crime. A crime is being committed.”

“So.”

“You can go in to stop a crime. Even without a warrant.”

“You’re not a cop.”

“Anyone can make a citizen’s arrest.”

“Right. You go to the front desk, say, ‘Hi. I think one of your tenants is banging a teenage hooker. I don’t have a warrant and I’m not a cop, but I’d like to go up and see.’”

“I get the point.”

“Of course you do, you fucking, annoying, scumbag son of a bitch. You knew it before you made the call. You don’t want to go in. You want me to send the vice squad to made the bust, and a SWAT team to kick down the door. On the flimsiest, thirdhand, hearsay evidence ever.”

“I saw him with my own eyes.”

“Really? What does he look like?”

“Well, I saw his car.”

“Oh, my god. You’re a moron of the highest order. Look, I’ll trace the license number for you, but I won’t drop the two homicides I’m working on to do it. I’ll have it for you by tomorrow. If that doesn’t allow you to change into your Superman suit and save the day, I’m sorry, but I happen to have this job. Jesus Christ, what did I ever do to deserve this,” MacAullif said, and hung up the phone.
 

7

SHE WAS OUT AT A QUARTER TO SIX. NEARLY TWO HOURS. I hope he paid her well. She didn’t look the worse for wear, but then, she was young. Give her a couple of years and it would take its toll.

Not if I had anything to say about it.

I stepped out in the middle of the sidewalk, blocked her way. “Hi, there.”

She didn’t react like a hooker. Unless she pegged me for a cop. She sure didn’t act like I was a john. She drew back, and her face contorted into an ooh-gross! expression. “Who are you?”

“The real question is who are you?”

“What?”

“You’re at a crossroads, sweetheart. And you don’t wanna take the wrong turn.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know damn well what I’m talking about. You may think it’s easy money, but it’s not. It’s the hardest money you ever made.”

“You’re crazy.”

“I know you think so now. In a couple of years you’ll think different.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m your best friend. I wanna help you.”

“If you don’t go away I’ll scream.”

“That wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Cops will come. You don’t want that.”

“You don’t want that. Old man, bothering a girl.”

“As opposed to the ones who give you money.”

“You want to give me money?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Wait’ll I tell the cops you offered me money.”

“I didn’t offer you money.”

“I say you did. Let’s see who they believe.”

And, just like that, she went from teenage nymphet to hardened whore. I could see her ratting me out to the cops, playing it virginal, laughing up her sleeve.

“Look, Sharon.”

Her eyes widened. “You know my name. How do you know my name?”

“I’m your guardian angel.”

“You’re a lunatic. You keep away from me.”

“How much did the guy in the Lexus pay you?”

Her mouth fell open, and her eyes bugged out of her head. “What?!”

“I know what you did. I’m just wondering what it was worth. In money, I mean. Not from a moral point of view.”

Her lip trembled. “Leave me alone.”

“Fine. I’ll leave you alone. Just think on this. It’s two A.M., you can’t sleep, you haven’t eaten in days, haven’t showered in weeks. But you need a fix, so you pull some loser off the street, some strung-out freak who isn’t afraid of AIDS because he’s probably got it himself, and you offer every single orifice in the hope the loser actually has some cash. And it’s a toss-up, a fifty-fifty chance, whether the creep will slip you a couple of bucks or simply slit your throat. And you don’t really care much which. How does that sound?”

She stared at me a moment. Then she burst out crying, and ran off down the street.
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“YOU IDIOT!”

Sharon’s mother looked angry enough to hurl a paperweight. Thank god I don’t have one. I sat behind my desk, prepared to brace myself in case Jennifer Weldon decided to come across it. “What’s the matter?”

“You son of a bitch! My daughter came home in tears. She was accosted on the street by an insane man, spewing vile filth.”

“She took it hard?”

“You admit it was you?”

“Of course it was me.”

“What, are you nuts? Are you trying to traumatize the girl?”
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