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Office Girls by Raphael Soyer







FOREWORD


BEFORE WE BEGIN . . .


Here, Gentle Reader, is the foreword as I initially wrote it:


Months before the December publication of In Sunlight or in Shadow: Stories Inspired by the Paintings of Edward Hopper, it had already become clear that the book was destined for success. The pantheon of contributors had turned in a stunning array of stories, and the huge in-house enthusiasm at Pegasus Books guaranteed the book would be well published.


So what would I do for an encore?


I considered—and quickly ruled out—putting together the mixture as before, another anthology of Hopper-inspired stories. The man left us a large body of work, and one could point to any number of paintings as likely to evoke stories as the ones already chosen, but it was clear to me that one trip to that well was enough.


So what other artist might stand in for Edward Hopper in a second volume?


No end of names came up, and not one of them struck me as promising. In each instance, one could imagine a story flowing out of a painting by the proposed artist. Andrew Wyeth, Piet Mondrian, Thomas Hart Benton, Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko—any of these masters, figurative or abstract, might inspire a single intriguing story. But a whole book’s worth?


I couldn’t see it.


And then the penny dropped. Perhaps a whole roomful of artists could do what a single artist could not.


Seventeen writers producing seventeen stories based on seventeen paintings—each by a different artist.


Alive in Shape and Color.


I didn’t like the title quite as much as In Sunlight or in Shadow—and still don’t, I have to admit. But it would do to get us started.


I took a deep breath, poured myself a cup of coffee, and began drafting an email to potential contributors.


An invitation to contribute to an anthology is an honor, right?


Well, of course it is. And yet I find myself thinking of the visitor who somehow aroused the ire of the local citizenry, some of whom had expressed their displeasure by tarring and feathering the fellow and riding him out of town on a rail.


“But for the honor of the occasion,” he reported, “I’d have preferred leaving town in a more conventional fashion.”


The honor of an anthology invitation brings its own tar and feathers. One has to write something, and the cash return for one’s time and effort is essentially token payment. It’s always been clear to me that to ask someone for a story is to ask that person for a favor.


Sometimes, of course, it all redounds to the writer’s benefit. When I look back at the stories I’ve written for other people’s anthologies, I have much to be grateful for. A couple of stories about a cheerfully homicidal young woman, all written almost grudgingly for friends of mine compiling anthologies, led to a novel, Getting Off. A short story I’d long ago promised for a collection of private eye stories revived Matthew Scudder when I’d assumed I was done writing about him. (The story, “By the Dawn’s Early Light,” was my first sale to Playboy, won me my first Edgar Award, grew into When the Sacred Ginmill Closes, and led over the years to a eight more short stories and a dozen more novels about Mr. Scudder.)


So I can’t say I regret those anthology invitations I’ve received. Still, I issue them diffidently, knowing that they’re always, to some extent, an imposition.


In this instance, I knew where to start. I invited all sixteen ISOIS contributors. They’d been a pleasure to work with, and their stories were superb—and I could only hope that at least a few of them would re-up for another tour of duty.


Megan Abbott had to pass, explaining she had way too much work on her plate. Stephen King, who’d surprised me by letting his love for Hopper lure him into ISOIS—and whose story won him an Edgar nomination—was able to resist this time around. Robert Olen Butler liked the idea of Alive in Shape and Color (which I think I’ll call AISAC for the rest of this introduction); he chose an artist and a painting, then had to bow out when he learned his publisher had committed him to a lengthy book tour that ate up all his time.


But everybody else accepted.


Now I have to tell you that this flat-out astonished me. I sent out a few more invitations, to David Morrell, Thomas Pluck, S. J. Rozan, and Sarah Weinman. And they accepted, too.


All the stories for ISOIS were new, specifically written for the book, and AISAC was similarly conceived. But David Morrell responded to my invitation by stating that he not only liked the premise but that he’d written the story thirty years ago. He sent along “Orange Is for Anguish, Blue for Insanity,” and it wasn’t hard to see what he meant. (It was just as easy to see why it had won a Bram Stoker Award when it was published.)


So the possibility exists that a few of you may have read David’s story before. I don’t think you’ll mind reading it again.


And you could think of it as a bonus, because we’d have eighteen stories this time around, one more than ISOIS. I didn’t see that as a problem, and neither did the good folks at Pegasus.


Eighteen stories? Um, better make that sixteen.


One thing to know about writing is that it doesn’t always work out the way you’d hoped. It’s a rare anthology to which a writer doesn’t fail to deliver a promised story.


This happened with ISOIS. One writer picked a painting and agreed to write a story, and an onslaught of personal problems made work of any sort out of the question. By the time he let us know his story was just not going to happen, we’d already acquired reproduction rights to his chosen painting, Cape Cod Morning. If we couldn’t have the story, at least we could have the painting—and used it as a bonus frontispiece for the book.


This time around, Craig Ferguson found himself unable to deliver. He’d picked a Picasso painting, but the story never came, and his own schedule grew impossibly demanding, with the added time commitment of a new show on SiriusXM radio. He apologized profusely and said he hoped I could understand.


I understood all too well.


Because I too found myself unable to deliver a story.


I’d picked a painting very early on, around the time I was readying my letters of invitation. My wife and I were at a portrait show at the Whitney in New York City, and an oil by Raphael Soyer stopped me in my tracks. I’d never seen it before, knew next to nothing about the artist, and figured it was as perfect a source of fictional inspiration as anything of Hopper’s.


Eventually I got around a thousand words written. But I didn’t like what I’d done, nor did I see where to go with it.


Now, I sold my first story in 1957, so I’ve been doing this for sixty years. And I’ve been getting the message lately that it may be something I can’t do anymore. A few years ago it seemed to me that I might be ready to stop writing novels, and while I’ve turned out a book or two since then, I don’t expect to do another. There have been a few short stories and novellas in recent years, and there may be more in what time I have left—but there may be not.


And that’s okay.


If I’d promised the Soyer-inspired story for someone else’s anthology, I’d have long since sent regrets and apologies. But it seemed unpardonable for me to bow out of my own book, and so I banged my head against that particular wall longer than I needed to. Eventually it dawned on me that a book with such fine stories by so distinguished a list of contributors could make its way in the world without a story of mine.


And just because I’d failed to deliver the story didn’t mean you’d have to make do without the painting. Even as Cape Cod Morning functioned admirably as the frontispiece illustration for In Sunlight or in Shadow, so does The Office Girls serve beautifully in that capacity in Alive in Shape and Color. And, as before, I’ll extend an invitation to y’all. Feel free to come up with a story of your own based on Raphael Soyer’s evocative painting. Dream it up—and, if you’re so inclined, write it down.


But don’t send it to me. I’m done here.


And that would have been that, but for an email from Warren Moore, whose Salvador Dali–inspired story is one of the special treats awaiting you. He reminded me that I had in fact published a story twenty years ago that fit AISAC’s requirements quite comfortably. “Looking for David” grew out of my own teenage exposure to a copy of Michelangelo’s statue in Buffalo’s Delaware Park, the recollection triggered by the sight of the original on a 1995 visit to Florence. Matthew Scudder’s in Florence with his wife, Elaine, when a chance encounter with the principal in an old case fills him in on what Paul Harvey used to call “the end of the story”—a story that begins in Buffalo, plays out in New York, and winds up on the banks of the Arno.


A perfect fit for the book, but could AISAC include a second previously published story? I could argue the case either way, so I handed off the decision to Claiborne Hancock at Pegasus, who didn’t hesitate to vote aye. And so AISAC has seventeen stories after all, with Michelangelo’s David joining Rodin’s The Thinker in the sculpture gallery.


But we’ve kept Raphael Soyer’s The Office Girls as a frontispiece, a bonus painting that may inspire you as it didn’t quite manage to inspire me.


—Lawrence Block




 


JILL D. BLOCK lives in New York City, where she is a writer and an attorney, but not always in that order. Her writing is inspired by the world around her—including, in this case, Art Frahm’s Remember All the Safety Rules, which hangs in her apartment. Her legal work, on the other hand, is inspired by a fear of being fired.


She has had short stories published in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, and in the anthologies Dark City Lights and In Sunlight or in Shadow. She is coming perilously close to finishing her first novel (which, she acknowledges, will be her only novel unless she writes a second).
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Remember All the Safety Rules by Art Frahm


 


SAFETY RULES


BY JILL D. BLOCK


DAY ONE


This was my third time, and I knew exactly what to expect. I got downtown early, so I had time to stop at Starbucks when I got off the subway. I was upstairs, in the appointed room, at 8:55. I found a seat, took out my magazine, flipped past the fashion ads, and was already pretty well into Graydon Carter’s piece on Trump by the time things got started. The lady told us to tear our cards along the perforated fold, and after she collected the bottom piece, she turned on the instructional video.


I wasn’t at all surprised when a court officer came into the room, about thirty minutes after the video ended, to call for the first group. I knew the drill—twenty or twenty-five of us would be taken up to a courtroom where they’d be selecting a jury. Everyone else would stay here, and other groups would be called for throughout the day and maybe into tomorrow. Three days tops, and I’d have done my civic duty. I hoped that I would be called in this first group—early in, early out. Maybe I’d even have time to look for boots before I headed back uptown.


I did that thing I do, keeping count as he called out names. He read loudly, with the bored authority of a man with a badge, from the stack of cards he was holding, struggling now and then with the pronunciation. I stopped counting when I got to eighty-five and he kept going. I looked around the room—six chairs per row on each side of the center aisle and what looked to be about twenty-five rows. Not every seat had been filled, but it was pretty close. So there were maybe 250 of us? 260? I was trying to do a rough count of how many people were still seated when I heard my name. I put my magazine in my bag, picked up my empty coffee cup, and stepped into the crowd that was making its way toward the door at the back of the room and out into the hallway. The clerk continued to call out names.


It’s funny what happens when the rules change. I had walked in less than an hour earlier, feeling like I owned the place, knowing exactly where to go, what to do, what to expect. Jury duty, yeah, yeah. Maybe I can find a place to get a manicure during the lunch break. And then, there I was, just as lost as everyone else, awaiting instructions and following the crowd into the unknown.


“So that should be everyone.” The clerk kept talking as he moved through the crowd. “If you didn’t hear your name, check the postcard you received in the mail that told you to come here today. If your postcard says September 27, 2016, and room 311, you are in the right place, and you are coming with me. If your postcard says anything other than September 27, 2016, and room 311, you are in the wrong place. If you are in the wrong place, you need to go to the central clerk’s office, room 355. Everyone else, we are going to the ninth floor, part forty-two. Please follow me.”


It took more than forty-five minutes to get us all upstairs and into the courtroom. We were like a class of unruly kindergarteners. We filled all the seats, and there were people standing along the sides and at the back of the room. The judge introduced himself, apologized for there not being enough seats, and thanked us for being there. He introduced the prosecuting attorneys, the defense attorneys, and the defendant, and explained that we were the group from which the attorneys would be selecting a jury of twelve. Why so many people? Well, he explained, the trial is expected to go for four months. Four days a week, ten to five, through January. A collective gasp was followed by a din of whispered conversations. He let us settle down, and then he talked a little bit about how the jury system works. He said that he recognized the sacrifice that each of us had made just by coming in today, not to mention what would be required of the jurors who were selected to serve on this case. Then he asked us to take a few minutes to think, to reflect, to determine, based solely on the schedule he had described, if we would not be able to serve on this jury. He was good. He made you feel like you owed him something, like you really needed to dig deep, to find a way to give of yourself in support of this very fundamental tenet of our legal system. Like if you said you couldn’t do it, you would be letting him down. He said that if we thought we could do it, we were to take a questionnaire from the clerk, go out into the hall and fill it out, then give it back to the clerk when we were done and come back on Friday. If we thought we could not, we were to have a seat. He and the attorneys would meet privately with each of those who stayed, one at a time.


I took a seat.


I spent the rest of the day bored out of my head, with no electronics permitted in the courtroom. It was freezing in there. I kept myself busy watching how they lined people up, as if understanding the system would give me some control over it. They had five people get up at a time, going in order from where we were sitting on the benches. They would have the next five come up when there was one person left on line, waiting outside the closed door. I tried to keep track of how many people ended up taking a questionnaire after they came out from having their private conversation, and how many were given back their card, told to go back to the room we’d started in, presumably to be dismissed. There were seven people left ahead of me when they sent us to lunch and told us to be back at two fifteen. When I got back, I was behind someone who had apparently never been through a metal detector before (“What? I need to take off my belt?”), so I was one of the last people to get back into the courtroom. Instead of there being seven people ahead of me, I was now sitting in the back row, with only four people behind me. All afternoon, it was more of the same, more sitting, more waiting. And then, finally, it was my turn to go in. The judge introduced himself and the lawyers again, and I introduced myself. I explained to them that my job made this impossible for me. That my position at the bank requires redundancy, that there always needs to be someone there who does what I do. They asked how many of us there are, who was covering for me that day, and what happens when one of us gets sick or goes on vacation. I wondered what I should have said instead, if they would have asked me for proof if I’d said I had life-saving surgery scheduled. The judge thanked me for my time and told me to fill out a questionnaire and be back on Friday.


DAY TWO


We’d been told to report to a bigger courtroom, but they were still a couple of seats short for everyone who came back on Friday. It turned out that my group from Tuesday was the second group—they’d done the same thing with another group two weeks before, and this was day two for everyone who had filled out a questionnaire. The judge began by telling us that we were the group from whom the attorneys would be selecting a jury for the 1978 kidnapping and murder of Milo Richter. I felt myself take a breath. Micheline! All of a sudden, it made perfect sense. I was there for a reason. The judge explained that familiarity with the case was not a reason anyone would be dismissed. He acknowledged that some of us might know quite a lot about it, and others of us might never have heard of it, but either way that alone didn’t matter.


He explained how jury selection would work. They would call sixteen names at random, and those sixteen people would sit in the jury box, where the judge would ask them each a series of questions. The attorneys might decide, based on the answers to the judge’s questions, that one or more of the sixteen were not right for this case, and they would be dismissed. More names would be called, and the judge would ask the new people the same questions. Once they had sixteen who made it past the judge’s questions, the attorneys would address them as a group. All of this would happen in the courtroom. Each of us would be present. No phones, no computers. He started talking about the importance of an impartial jury, and I stopped listening.


Micheline. I hadn’t thought of her in years, but I could picture her in my mind like I’d seen her yesterday. Those braids. At school, everyone called her Braidy. Braidy Grady. Because Micheline was too long, too hard to say, too foreign for our sleepy New Jersey town. But I only ever called her Micheline. I’d practiced, alone in my room, learning to say it right, like she did, like her mother did.


Micheline and I were best friends. I’d chosen her, from a classroom full of first graders, the way you might choose the best-looking apple from a bushel at a farmstand. She was my first friend who was truly my own, whose mother wasn’t already friends with mine, who hadn’t been shoved toward me, told to go play, while the grown-ups talked. Of course I’d chosen her. From the first moment I looked at her, I couldn’t look away. She was different, not like the rest of us. Not just her name, but her manners, her accent, her clothes. She was wearing Petit Bateau, and the rest of us were wearing Danskin outfits that our mothers brought home from JCPenney.


Everyone wanted to be her friend. Even Mrs. Turner, with her thick ankles and glasses hanging on a chain around her neck, was utterly enchanted by Micheline. What was so amazing to me, even then, at six years old, was that she chose me back. She was my best friend and I was hers, with an unquestioning certainty that I have never known since. About anything. We were Braidy and Nicki. Micheline and Veronica.


The judge sent us out into the hallway for a ten-minute break. He said that when we returned, they would assemble the first group of sixteen and we would get started, going all day, with a break for lunch from one to two fifteen. I picked up my bag, turned on my phone and joined the crowd exiting the courtroom. Please pick me, please pick me, please pick me, I said to myself. Waiting in line to use the ladies’ room, I scrolled through the emails that had come in while my phone was turned off. Please pick me, please pick me, please pick me. I put my phone away, without having opened any of the emails. Let me do this, I thought. Let me fix it. Let me do this for Micheline.


It was twenty-five minutes by the time we were all back inside, seated and ready to go. The clerk began reading names from the cards he pulled from one of those metal barrels that you turn with a crank. Please pick me, please pick me, please pick me. He read a name, and then spelled it, first then last, I guessed to make sure the court reporter would get it right. I sat up straight in my seat and shifted a little to the left so that if he looked up, the clerk would have a clear view of me. He’d called ten names. Six to go. I closed my eyes and took a slow breath in. Please pick me, please pick me, please pick me.


He didn’t pick me.


I was disappointed, but I knew that there would be other opportunities for my name to be called. I paid attention to what the judge was saying to the sixteen they’d chosen. He asked the same questions, in the same order, to each person, one by one. By the time he started asking the fourth person, I had the questions memorized. “Where in Manhattan do you live?” “Where are you from originally?” “How much school did you complete?” “Are you currently working?” “What type of work do you do?” “With whom do you share your home?” “Are your children school-aged?” This was going to be easy. I had lived on the Upper East Side for almost thirty years, since I moved there after grad school. I lived alone, didn’t have kids, didn’t work with kids. “Have you or a close friend or family member been the victim of a crime?” “Do you have any close friends or family in law enforcement?” “Do you know anyone who has been charged or convicted of a crime?” “What do you like to do in your spare time?” Most of the people answering the questions spoke so softly that I couldn’t really hear what they were saying, even though the attorneys kept asking them to speak up. The people sitting in the front rows on the right side of the room, closest to the jury box, laughed at one lady’s answer to the question about who she lived with. I looked over and saw that the judge was smiling, too. I wondered what she’d said.


When the guy in the Buffalo Bills shirt answered yes, that he or a close friend or family member had been the victim of a crime, the judge asked if he had described it in his questionnaire, and the guy said yes. Oh, shit. I remembered the question, but I had answered it without much thought. I was pretty sure I answered no. Or if I said yes, I had only been thinking about the time my wallet was stolen in Paris, so I probably just wrote something like “pickpocketed, 1984.” I hadn’t been lying. Not on purpose, anyway. I honestly didn’t think of Micheline that way. We were eight years old.


The fact that I hadn’t said anything about it in my questionnaire felt like another sign that I was supposed to be there. That I was there for a reason. Before knowing what this case was about, I totally could have answered that question “yes,” and I could have written something about what happened, and I was pretty sure that would have been enough to get me sent home. Which, at the time, was what I wanted, right? So it wasn’t like I didn’t mention it on purpose. I wanted to get released. If I’d thought of it, I would have said yes.


After the judge finished asking his questions to the seventh person, we broke for lunch. I walked and walked, trying to decide what I should do. Should I tell them, or should I not? Of course I knew that I should. There was a reason they were asking the question. And we had sworn, or taken an oath or something, that we would tell the truth. But I also knew that if I told them it would prejudice them against me. They would assume I couldn’t be impartial. That I couldn’t distinguish between this case and what happened to Micheline.


After lunch, they picked up where they’d left off. The judge continued to ask the same questions, and the people in the jury box continued to answer them. I closed my eyes.


All of a sudden, I had this memory. It was vivid like a dream, but I was wide-awake, perfectly conscious of where I was, sitting in the courtroom, with the hum of questions and answers in the background. We were in second grade. I knew that because Ms. Jordan was there, and we had her for second grade. We loved her, because she was so young and pretty. Especially after Mrs. Turner the year before. A policeman came to our class that day, to talk to us about traffic safety. Stuff like looking both ways and only crossing at the corner. When the policeman finished and asked if anyone had any questions, two kids raised their hands, Timmy something, who moved away the summer after fifth grade, and Micheline. Timmy asked the policeman if he’d ever shot a gun. And then Micheline asked what were the safety rules for walking past a haunted house.


Everybody laughed, including the policeman and Miss Jordan. But I knew she didn’t mean to be funny. Micheline and I walked to and from school together every day. It seemed impossible, thinking back, that our parents allowed it. We were six or seven years old. But it really was a different time. All the kids from school who lived out toward the lake walked in the same direction at the same time. Not quite together, but none of us really alone. Micheline and I lived the farthest out, so it was always just the two of us when we passed the Red House.


We had already come up with some safety rules of our own. We had to hold our breath while we were passing the house. We’d breathe in a big gulp of air at the mailbox, and we’d hold it until we got to the tree on the other side and touched it with our hand. We walked as fast as we could, but we couldn’t run. And we couldn’t look at the house. We would look straight ahead, and we would try not to blink. I don’t know why we didn’t just cross the street.


After the judge finished questioning the last person, he talked to the attorneys for a few minutes. He asked the people in the jury box to wait around in the hall for a little bit in case the attorneys had any questions for them, and the rest of us were done for the day. We were told to be back on Monday at ten. It was nice out, and too late to go to the office, so I decided to walk home.


I hadn’t really believed the Red House was haunted. I don’t think I even knew what haunted meant. It was an old house, the paint faded and peeling, and no one lived there. The front lawn was overgrown, and the driveway didn’t get shoveled when it snowed. One of the steps up to the front porch was broken. I remembered when I was home from college for a visit, and I saw that it had been torn down, that a new house had been built on the property. I couldn’t believe it—the Red House was gone. I asked my mother what she knew about it, who had owned it and when they’d sold it. She said she didn’t know what I was talking about. The old red house? That she’d driven by thousands of times? Maybe tens of thousands of times? The one Dad used to call a “goddamn eyesore”? Nope. She had no recollection.


I was careful to stay busy, not wanting to spend the weekend thinking about the case. The judge had told us that we were not to talk or read about it, and that we had to avoid any articles or news stories or conversations about it. He said it was okay for us to tell people which case it was that we were being considered for, but that was it. I decided not to. I didn’t want to risk anyone saying something to me about it. Or about Micheline.


I never understood why, but Micheline’s disappearance hadn’t gotten the national attention that the Milo Richter case got just a few years later. It was, of course, a huge deal where we lived. I didn’t really know how much I remembered, and how much I knew from having read or been told about it since. What I knew was that Helene had gone in to wake Micheline up for school, and her bed was empty. She was gone. Her father was out of town for work, so it had been just the two of them at home. Their back door wasn’t locked. But lots of people used to leave their doors unlocked. Helene had been drinking. In the newspaper articles I read later, there was a lot of attention to the fact that there had been an empty wine bottle in the trash and a half-empty bottle on the counter. She’d fallen asleep on the couch. Whatever had happened in the house, she slept through it.


Helene wasn’t like the other moms, and she didn’t have many friends. She and Pete met when he was working in France. They’d moved from Paris when Pete got transferred to his company’s New York office, the summer before Micheline and I started first grade. Helene wasn’t one of the moms who came on class trips, or who volunteered in the school library or helped with the Halloween parade. My mom had been very critical of her. Probably all the moms were. I was sure it didn’t help that I would come home from Micheline’s with stories about how Helene said I could call her Maman, how she sprayed us with her perfume, or that she let us help her bake and how she’d laughed at the mess we made, that we’d gotten powdered sugar everywhere. At my house, Micheline called my mom Mrs. Ellis, and as a treat we were sometimes allowed to eat TV dinners on tray tables in the den. My mom had said it just didn’t seem right that Helene had dressed so nicely for the funeral, that she’d put on lipstick and a scarf. I remembered my mom saying to my dad, “What kind of mother would even think to put on a scarf to go to her child’s funeral?”


DAY THREE


Please pick me, please pick me, please pick me. The day started with the clerk choosing people to replace the two who had been let go based on the judge’s questions. I tried to remember who had been sitting in the empty seats, what they’d said that got them sent home. The clerk turned the crank and pulled out a card identifying the new person for seat number three. Please pick me, please pick me, please pick me. Not me. Next name, for seat number nine. Not me. The judge asked his same questions of each of the new people. When he was done, he and the attorneys had a whispered conversation, I guessed to make sure the two new people were okay, and then said he was just about ready to give someone else a chance to talk. He explained a little about the voir dire process and told us in the audience that we should pay attention and think about how we would answer the questions being asked, and then he turned it over to the assistant district attorney.


I liked her at first. She seemed like she was going to be good. She spoke loudly and with authority, and seemed comfortable speaking to a group. She talked about the evidence that she and her team were going to present and what it was going to prove. She also talked about the evidence the defense attorneys were likely to present. When she started asking questions, you could see that she’d memorized the names of who was sitting in which chair. “Ms. Cantone, you will you be able to listen to the evidence and use your common sense to determine if it is reliable, right?” Ms. Cantone said yes. “And you, Mr. Wald. You too? Will you be able to apply your life experience and common sense to the evidence that is presented?” Mr. Wald said yes. “Everyone else? Is there anyone here who will not be able to use your common sense? Mr. Lometo? Am I saying that right?” I could see that poor Mr. Lometo didn’t know which of her questions he was supposed to answer.


She explained that the prosecution’s first witness would be Wendy Richter, Milo’s mother, and she was likely to be very emotional during her testimony. “It has been thirty-eight years since Milo was kidnapped and murdered. Does anyone—?”


“Objection. Allegedly kidnapped and murdered.”


The judge turned to the people in the jury box. “Unless it is proven that a kidnapping and murder took place, please keep in mind that it is only alleged to have occurred. Go ahead.”


She began again, emphasizing the word alleged like she was indulging a petulant child, asking if anyone thought that it was time that Wendy Richter “just get over it already”? A collective no. When she asked if everyone could agree that real life isn’t like an episode of Law & Order, I tuned her out.


For a long time I believed that what happened to Micheline was my fault. One day, when we were walking by the Red House on our way home from school, something made me look. I barely turned my head at all, moving my eyes way to the left so I could see. And then I stopped and turned. A man was sitting on the front steps, pulling at the splintered wood of the broken step. I grabbed Micheline’s hand and pointed. “Look! A monster.” We ran to my house as fast as we could. We didn’t say anything about it to my mom. I was afraid that we’d get in trouble for having broken the Red House Rules. I wondered what would have happened if we’d told someone what we’d seen. If everything might have turned out differently.


We saw the Monster three more times after that. Twice, he was sitting in a dirty white car parked in front of the Red House, and once he was on the porch, standing by the front door, smoking a cigarette. He was a regular-looking guy, a grown-up but not old, with glasses, long hair, and baggy clothes. That last time we saw him, he smiled and waved to us. We were terrified.


The lawyer continued to ask these rhetorical questions, and the people in the jury box continued to give all the right answers. “As jurors, you will be required to follow the judge’s instructions. Will you be able to do that? Yes? Ms. Chen? Mr. Frawley?” “Just because someone is uneducated, do you think it is possible for them to be truthful?” It was frustrating. Her questions were so dumb. How was this going to help her decide who should be on the jury? I took out my book and read until we broke for lunch.


The defense attorney was better. At least I could tell what he was trying to learn about the people he was questioning. He spent a lot of time talking before he started asking questions. He talked about the burden of proof and reasonable doubt and the presumption of innocence. He talked about the challenges in the prosecutor’s case, that there were no eyewitnesses, no DNA, no video footage from security cameras. That Milo’s body had never been found.


Micheline’s body was found in the lake three days after she disappeared. She’d been strangled and was already dead when she was put in the water. I didn’t know any of that at the time. It was years later before I was able to get my mom to really talk to me about it. What do you tell an eight-year-old whose best friend has been taken from her bed, while her mother slept, murdered and thrown in the lake?


I’d known right from the start that she was missing. That first morning, everyone was too freaked out to make up an age-appropriate story. After her body was found, my mom told me that Micheline was someplace so far away that she was not ever going to be able to come back. I only figured out that she was dead because some of the churchier kids at school said that she was in heaven. My mom must have heard or read somewhere that it was important to get me to talk about my feelings, so when she put me to bed that night, instead of telling me some sanitized version of the truth, she asked me to tell her what I thought had happened. I said it was the Monster. That the Monster from the Red House had gotten her. My mom said later that she’d figured that that was as good a story as anything she and my dad were going to come up with, so she gave me a hug and lay down with me until I fell asleep.


The lawyer asked a bunch of questions about IQ and psychological testing. Had anyone ever had their IQ tested? Were people familiar with the Myers-Briggs personality test? He didn’t ask yes-or-no questions like the other one had. He asked different people, sort of jumping around, what their experience was, or if they had an opinion about something. He talked about mental illness, and asked people what kind of contact they’d had with mentally ill people. He said that there would be testimony about the defendant having used drugs for several years in the 1980s and ’90s. He asked how knowing that about the defendant might affect what they thought about him, about his likelihood to commit other crimes. Same thing with domestic violence. There had been a couple of incidents of domestic violence between him and his ex-wife. I could see what he was doing. He was putting it all out there. Not pretending for a minute that this guy was an angel. But asking these questions to see who was going to be able to listen to all of this ugly stuff about him and not automatically assume he’d done this other thing.


The Monster was never caught. Or if he was, he was never connected with Micheline’s case. Other than that one conversation with my mother, when I told her that I knew the Monster had taken her, no one ever spoke to me about it. There was no kind lady cop asking me to draw her a picture of the Monster, no spunky school psychiatrist committed to helping me find language that the adults would understand. It was 1971. Life went on.


Helene and Pete moved away pretty soon after Micheline disappeared. Eventually, my mom told me that she’d heard they split up, that Helene had gone back to France. I studied in Paris my junior year of college. I spent the whole time I was there hoping to find Helene, but not really looking for her, thinking that I’d run into her on the Metro or in a café, afraid of what would happen if I did. I wanted to see her so I could apologize, and so she could tell me that it wasn’t my fault. I found her obituary on the internet a few years ago. It turned out she’d died in 1982, more than a year before I went to France.


The defense attorney spent the most time talking about confessions. There would be evidence, he said, that the defendant had confessed, to various people at various times. He asked why a person might confess to a crime he didn’t commit. The defendant, who he said had an IQ of sixty-seven, and had been diagnosed with psychotic hallucinations, had confessed to the cops after seven hours of interrogation, most of which was not recorded. He’d been in prison for the last four years, awaiting trial.


The defense attorney said that there had been no witnesses to the alleged kidnapping, and he asked the jurors what they could imagine might have happened instead. What other explanation besides kidnapping could there be for Milo’s disappearance? People answered that he could have run away, or maybe he got lost. Were they saying that Micheline might have run away? No way. She wouldn’t have done that. Or that Helene had done something to hurt her? That was impossible.


The defense attorney finished a few minutes before five and we were told to be back at ten the next morning. It had been a grueling day, and all I’d done was watch and listen. I just wanted to go home and get in bed, to stop thinking, stop remembering.


DAY FOUR


The judge thanked us for our continued patience and explained that not getting chosen to serve on this jury did not mean anything other than that the attorneys did not happen to agree that you were right for this particular case. He told us what was going to happen next. The clerk was going to read the names of those people in the group of sixteen who would be members of the jury. “Please stand if the clerk calls your name. Everyone else, remain seated.” I noticed that it was that same clerk from that first morning in the big room downstairs. Maybe he’d been there in the room with us all along. “Seat number three, Alicia Mason.” She stood up. “Seat number fourteen, Roberto Diaz”. He stood up. We waited for the clerk to call the next name. Silence.


It took a minute for us to realize that that was it. That after all that, they had chosen two people. This was going to take forever.


The judge told the fourteen people who were being let go what they needed to do, and then they swore in the two people who made it. After that, the two were told to go with the court officer to exchange contact information. The judge told them to plan to be back next Monday.


From where I was sitting, in the third row behind the defense table, I could see the back of the defendant’s shaved head, the roll of fat at the base of his skull. He was eighteen years old when Milo disappeared, thirty-eight years ago. He worked at the deli where Milo was going to stop to buy a snack for his lunch. He had a history of drug use and domestic violence. He’d fucking confessed. It would be so easy to convict him. But what if he hadn’t done it? They said he’d been interrogated for seven hours before he gave his confession. And it was apparently pretty clear that he was mentally ill. He had an IQ of sixty-seven. I didn’t know what a normal IQ score might be, but sixty-seven didn’t sound good. Did he have the intelligence of an eight-year-old? When I was eight, I told my mother that the Monster from the Red House had taken Micheline.


The clerk was turning the crank, picking sixteen new names from the barrel. Just like before, he would read the name, and then spell it, first then last. It had become background noise, easy to ignore. I looked over and saw that they’d already filled nine seats when I wasn’t paying attention. I closed my eyes. This experience was going to be brutal for everyone involved. Don’t pick me, don’t pick me, don’t pick me. I had thought in the beginning that this was going to be my opportunity to make things right for Micheline. But I could see that there would be no good outcome here. Don’t pick me, don’t pick me, don’t pick me. The reality was that no one would ever know what had really happened. And maybe that was okay. How was knowing what happened going to help anyone? Maybe closure was overrated. Maybe that was the reason I was there, that was what I was meant to learn. I had heard enough. I didn’t need to listen anymore. I reached down to get my book from my bag on the floor.


“For seat number eleven, Veronica Ellis. V-E-R-O-N-I-C-A E-L-L-I-S.”


The judge’s questions went a little bit faster. We knew by now what to expect. He finished with the lady next to me, Ms. Rosalia, at about ten to one, and the judge said we would break a little early for lunch, that we should be back at 2:15. I found an empty bench in the sun in the park next to the courthouse. I leaned back and closed my eyes.


Had I or a close friend or family member been the victim of a crime? I didn’t know what the right answer was. I could say no. It was forty-five years ago. We were children. I didn’t know what had happened. I wasn’t a witness; I had never been questioned; I had no personal knowledge of the case or the investigation. It was ancient history. I hadn’t even thought about it in years. Not until all of this.


This wasn’t fair. It shouldn’t have been up to me. It should be up to the attorneys to figure it out. They were the ones getting paid for this, not me. I decided then that it was out of my hands. I had sworn to tell the truth, so I would. Had I or a close friend or family member been the victim of a crime? I would say yes. When the judge asked me if I had described it on my questionnaire, I would say no. When the judge asked if I wanted to speak with them privately about it, I would say yes. I would tell them that I had known Micheline Grady. Maybe they would be familiar with the case, maybe not. Whatever questions they asked, I would answer. Let it be someone else’s problem.


I sat on the bench until ten after two. I went inside, through the security line, and up to the courtroom. The court officer directed those of us who had been in the jury box to go back to our same seats. We waited for the people in the audience, the people not yet chosen or released, to get settled.


“Good afternoon. Ms. Ellis, right?”


“Yes.”


“Where in Manhattan do you live?”


“On the Upper East Side.”


“Where are you from originally?”


“New Jersey.”


“How long have you been living on the Upper East Side?”


“About twenty-eight years.”


“How much school did you complete?”


“I have a master’s degree.”


“In what field?”


“Finance. I have an MBA.”


“And are you currently working?”


“I am.”


“What type of work do you do?”


“I’m in banking. I work in the treasury department of a bank.”


“We spoke about that. Required redundancy, right?”


“Yes. That was me.”


“With whom do you share your home?”


“I live alone.”


“Have you or a close friend or family member been the victim of a crime?”


My heart was pounding. I wondered if Ms. Rosalia could hear it from seat number ten.


“Yes.”


“I’m sorry to hear that. Will it affect your ability to be impartial in this case?”


Wait, what? Go back. That wasn’t what he was supposed to ask me.


“Umm, no. I don’t think so. I mean, no. It won’t.”


He was supposed to ask if I had described it on my questionnaire. What am I—?


“Do you have any close friends or family in law enforcement?”


“No.”


Wasn’t someone going to say something? Was anyone even paying attention? I looked over at the attorneys sitting at their tables. Someone should say something.


“Do you know anyone who has been charged or convicted of a crime?”


“No.”


“And what do you like to do in your spare time?”


“I, umm—I practice yoga. I like to read and watch TV. I do crossword puzzles.”


“Very good. Thank you, Ms. Ellis. Next is Mr. Colon?”
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PIERRE, LUCIEN, AND ME


BY LEE CHILD


I survived my first heart attack. But as soon as I was well enough to sit up in bed, the doctor came back and told me I was sure to have a second. Only a matter of time, he said. The first episode had been indicative of a serious underlying weakness. Which it had just made worse. Could be days. Or weeks. Months at most. He said from now on I should consider myself an invalid.


I said, “This is 1928, for fuck’s sake. They got people talking on the radio from far away. Don’t you have a pill for it?”


No pill, he said. Nothing to be done. Maybe see a show. And maybe write some letters. He told me what people regretted most were the things they didn’t say. Then he left. Then I left. Now I have been home four days. Doing nothing. Just waiting for the second episode. Days away, or weeks, or months. I have no way of knowing.


I haven’t been to see a show. Not yet. I have to admit it’s tempting. Sometimes I wonder if the doctor had more in mind than entertainment. I can imagine choosing a brand-new musical, full of color and spectacle and riotous excitement, with a huge finale, whereupon all of us in the audience would jump to our feet for a standing ovation, and I would feel the clamp in my chest, and fall to the floor like an empty raincoat slipping off an upturned seat. I would die there while the oblivious crowd stamped and cheered all around me. My last hours would be full of singing and dancing. Not a bad way to go. But knowing my luck it would happen too soon. Some earlier stimulus would trigger it. Maybe coming up out of the subway. On the steep iron-bound stairs to the Forty-Second Street sidewalk. I would fall and slip back a yard, in the wet and the dirt and the grit, and people would look away and step around me, like I was a regular bum. Or I might make it to the theater, and die on the stairs to the balcony. I no longer have the money for an orchestra seat. Or I might make it to the gods, clinging to the stair rail, out of breath, my heart thumping, and then keel over while the band was still tuning up. The last thing I would hear would be the keening of violin strings all aiming for concert pitch. Not good. And it might spoil things for everyone else. The performance might be canceled.


So in words I have always used, but which are now increasingly meaningless, a show is something I might do later.


I haven’t written any letters either. I know what the doctor was getting at. Maybe the last word you had with someone was a hard word. Maybe you never took the time to say, Hey, you’re a real good friend, you know that? But I would plead innocent to those charges. I’m a straightforward guy. Usually I talk a lot. People know what I think. We all had good times together. I don’t want to spoil them by sending out some kind of a morbid goodbye message.


So why would anyone write letters?


Maybe they feel guilty about something.


Which I don’t. Mostly. Hardly at all. I would never claim a blameless life, but I played by the rules. The field was level. They were crooks too. So I never laid awake at night. Still don’t. I have no big thing to put right. No small thing either. Nothing on my mind.


Except maybe, just possibly, if you pushed me really hard, I might say the Porterfield kid. He’s on my mind a little bit. Even though it was purely business as usual. A fool and his money. Young Porterfield was plenty of one and had plenty of the other. He was the son of what the scandal sheets used to call a Pittsburgh titan. The old guy turned his steel fortune into an even bigger oil fortune, and made all his children millionaires. They all built mansions up and down Fifth Avenue. They all wanted stuff on their walls. Dumb fucks, all of them. Except mine, who was a sweet dumb fuck.


I first met him nine years ago, late in 1919. Renoir had just died in France. It came over the telegraph. I was working at the Metropolitan Museum at the time, but only on the loading dock. Nothing glamorous, but I was hoping to work my way up. I knew some stuff, even back then. I was rooming with an Italian guy named Angelo, who wanted to be a nightclub performer. Meantime he was waiting tables at a chophouse near the stock exchange. One lunchtime a quartet of rich guys showed up. Fur collars, leather boots. Millions and millions of dollars, right there on the hoof. All young, like princes. Angelo overheard one of them say it was better to buy art while the artist was still alive, because the price would rise sharply when he was dead. It always did. Market forces. Supply and demand. Plus enhanced mystique and status. In response a second guy said in that case they’d all missed the boat on Renoir. The guy had seen the news ticker. But a third guy, who turned out to be Porterfield, said maybe there was still time. Maybe the market wouldn’t react overnight. Maybe there would be a grace period, before prices went up.


Then for some dumb reason Angelo buttonholed Porterfield on his way out and said he roomed with a guy who worked for the Metropolitan Museum, and knew a lot about Renoir, and was an expert at finding paintings in unlikely places.


When Angelo told me that night I asked him, “Why the fuck did you say that?”


“Because we’re friends,” he said. “Because we’re going places. You’d do the same for me. If you overheard a guy looking for a singer, you’d tell him about me, right? You help me, I help you. Up the ladder we go. Because of our talents. And luck. Like today. The rich man was talking about art, and you work at the Metropolitan Museum. Which part of that was not true?”


“I unload wagons,” I said. “Crates are all I see.”


“You’re starting at the bottom. You’re working your way up. Which ain’t easy. We all know that. So you should skip the stairs and take the elevator whenever you can. The chance doesn’t come often. This guy is the perfect mark.”


“I’m not ready.”


“You know about Renoir.”


“Not enough.”


“Yes enough,” Angelo said. “You know the movement. You have a good eye.”


Which was generous. But also slightly true, I supposed. I had seen reproductions in the newspaper. Mostly I liked older stuff, but I always tried to keep up. I could tell a Manet from a Monet.


Angelo said, “What’s the worst fucking thing that could happen?”


And sure enough, the next morning a messenger from the museum’s mail room came out into the cold to find me and give me a note. It was a nice-looking item, on heavy stock, in a thick envelope. It was from Porterfield. He was inviting me to come over at my earliest convenience, to discuss an important proposition.


His place was ten blocks south, on Fifth, accessed through bronze gates that probably came from some ancient palace in Florence, Italy. Shipped over in a big-bellied boat, maybe along with the right kind of workers. I was shown to a library. Porterfield came in five minutes later. He was twenty-two at the time, full of pep and energy, with a big dumb smile on his big pink face. He reminded me of a puppy my cousin once had. Big feet, slipping and sliding, always eager. We waited for a man to bring us coffee, and then Porterfield told me about his grace-period theory. He said he had always liked Renoir, and he wanted one. Or two, or three. It would mean a lot to him. He wanted me to go to France and see what I could find. His budget was generous. He would give me letters of introduction for the local banks. I would be his purchasing agent. He would send me second-class on the first steamship out. He would meet all my legitimate expenses. He talked and talked. I listened and listened. I figured he was about 80 percent the same as any other rich jerk in town, with too much bare wallpaper in his dining room. But I got the feeling some small part of him really liked Renoir. Maybe as more than an investment.


Eventually he stopped talking, and for some dumb reason I said, “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll leave right away.”


Six days later I was in Paris.


It was hopeless. I knew nothing and no one. I went to galleries like a regular customer, but Renoir prices were already sky-high. There was no grace period. The first guy in the chophouse had been right. Not Porterfield. But I felt duty bound, so I kept at it. I picked up gossip. Some dealers were worried Renoir’s kids would flood the market with canvases found in his studio. Apparently they were stacked six deep against the walls. The studio was in a place called Cagnes-sur-Mer, which was in the hills behind Cannes, which was a small fishing port way in the south. On the Mediterranean Sea. A person could get to Cannes by train, and then probably a donkey cart could take him onward.


I went. Why not? The alternative was passage home, to a job I was sure was already gone. I was absent without leave. So I took the sleeper train, to a hot and tawny landscape. A pony and trap took me into the hills. Renoir’s place was a pleasant spread. A bunch of manicured acres, and a low stone house. He had been successful for many years. No kind of a starving artist. Not anymore.


There was no one home, except a young man who said he was a good friend of Renoir’s. He said his name was Lucien Mignon. He said he lived there. He said he was a fellow artist. He said Renoir’s kids had been and gone, and Renoir’s wife was in Nice, staying with a friend.


He spoke English, so I made sure he would pass on all kinds of sincere condolences to the appropriate parties. From Renoir’s admirers in New York. Of which there were many. Who would all like to know, for reasons I made sound purely academic and even sentimental, exactly how many more paintings were left in the studio.


I figured Mignon would answer, being an artist, and therefore having a keen eye for a buck, but he didn’t answer. Not directly. Instead, he told me about his own life. He was a painter, at first an admirer of Renoir, then a friend, then a constant companion. Like a younger brother. He had lived in the house for ten years. He felt despite the difference in their ages, he and Renoir had formed a very deep bond. A true connection.
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