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“Good evening, ladies,” the doorman said. His voice had a boom to it, low and confident. He smiled and swept the two sisters from Texas, C. J. Wallingford and Maude Stowe, in through the revolving door of the Sutherland Hotel on Madison Avenue. It was a warm Wednesday evening at the end of September, just before midnight. The Upper East Side was as relaxed and cool as a healthy baby asleep in an antique crib. 

“We've just been to see Scarlet A,” the women said, nearly in unison, to the deskman once they were inside. He was a tall man who wore a double-breasted blazer closed tight over his belly. 

“Oh yes,” he said, in a voice nearly as loud as the door-man's.

“It was terrific fun,” C. J. sang out, with all the volume of someone who'd lost most of her hearing and didn't much care. “So much edge.” 

“I hope the rest of your stay is as good,” the deskman said.

The lobby wasn't large, and revelry could be heard through the vestibule that led to the Lido Bar, which had recently been adopted as the meeting place of a much younger set. A few of these smooth types had made their way into the reception area, where they lounged in groups of four and five on the sky blue velvet chairs that were arranged far from the windows looking out on the street. The ceiling here was dazzlingly white and low, creating odd echoes, so guests often said, “What's that?” when they weren't the ones being addressed at all. 

“Carpet needs something,” C. J. said as she and Maude moved across the lobby toward the left elevator bank, which was tucked behind a massive flower arrangement that leaned too heavily on petunias and freesia.

“Carpet needs a new carpet,” Maude said.

“Didn't catch that,” C. J. said. She was the heavier of the two. Maude wore a silver fox coat and C. J. had on a wide-lapel trench designed especially for her. Neither woman had brought her best jewelry to New York, though both wore their engagement rings, which were outrageous. They kicked at the carpet with the toes of their shoes and clicked their tongues when the worn fabric frayed underneath their weight, like the soft edges of their own memories. 

A thin man in an inky blue suit and dark blue shirt watched their progress. He stood a few steps away from the elevators. He examined a poster of Sean Lennon, who was scheduled to play in a few nights at the Lido Bar. A smallish earpiece was attached to a cord that ran down into his jacket. He watched the ladies and nodded slightly, tucking his hands deep in his pants pockets. 

C. J. and Maude passed over the disappointing carpet and arrived at the elevators. The thin man pressed the button, and the three of them waited together. Two elevator doors opened at the same time. The three of them got into one. 

“What floor?” the man asked. He'd blocked their view of the buttons with his body.

“Eleven,” Maude said. “Thanks.”

The man pressed eleven and then penthouse. They stepped back. The elevator rose.

“What's that?” C. J. asked.

Maude looked at her and frowned.

“I didn't say anything.”

The thin man looked at the instrument panel to the right of the elevator's doors.

“Sounded like ‘Make it snappy,’” C. J. said. She frowned, rolled her tongue around in her mouth to catch at a bit of meat left over from the dinner they'd enjoyed at Swifty's. Her perfume, handmade for her in San Francisco, filled the elevator with the smell of jasmine. 

“No,” the man said. “It was ‘Make it sloppy.’”

He pointed at the plastic nodule that protruded from his ear.

“Oh, you've got something that speaks to you,” C. J. said. She nodded to herself, as if this sort of thing would be more common in New York. “I've got a hearing aid, but it doesn't work worth a damn.” 

“In fact,” the man said, “what you overheard were my instructions.”

The elevator stopped at the second floor. The doors opened and closed.

“I don't understand,” Maude said. She shrank back so that her shoulders rubbed the mahogany wall of the elevator.

“Make it sloppy. The first time I hit this place, I'm supposed to make it sloppy. These are my instructions.” He smiled then, a leering smile that showed dark vertical lines around his mouth. Without turning around, he pressed the stop switch on the elevator and slipped a stiletto out of the breast pocket of his jacket. 

“What?” Maude asked.

The man blotted out the security camera with a tiny can of white spray paint and then leaped up and smashed out several of the small lights in the elevator's ceiling. On his way down, he knocked the two women's heads together. 

Because C. J. began to scream, the man attacked her before Maude. He slashed both women's throats and then grabbed C. J.'s trench coat, which he used to protect himself from the gushing blood. Now all was quiet. 

The women's bodies sank to the floor. The walls of the elevator were splashed with crimson. The man flipped open the instrument board and forced the elevator to go to three, the laundry floor. He opened the door a few inches and slipped away. Inside the elevator, the blood rose. It pooled and ran out through the open door and into the elevator shaft with a degree of regularity, like a thin stream of water from a tap that has been carelessly left on. 

It was calm in the lobby. The doorman came in and stood with Alexei, the deskman. They listened to the European dance music coming from the Lido Bar. 

“I wonder how long those old Texas sisters have been coming here,” Maurice, the doorman, said.

“Well, I'd say since I can remember,” Alexei said.

“And you've been here …?”

“Eleven years,” Alexei said.

“Longer than that by a long way,” Maurice said. “Because they were coming before I got here, and I've been here for twenty-three.”

“And you've held the door for seven presidents, two kings, a princess, and a pope,” Alexei said. A pimple had appeared on his neck, and he probed it with his finger. 

They leaned on either side of the massive counter and were quiet for a few minutes. Neither man much liked the other, but over the years of nights they'd learned to ignore their feelings in favor of something like camaraderie. They breathed at about the same pace. Through the glass that separated them from the Lido, they watched the drunken young people snap at each other and laugh. 

“Glad you shooed those kids back into the bar,” Alexei said.

“They'll wander back in when it gets later and they get drunker.”

“Something wrong with elevator six,” Alexei said as he examined the electric board in front of him. “Looks like the power shut down or some such.”

“Have Curly check it,” Maurice said. “I'd rather stay right here with you.”

“Ha,” Alexei said. And then he phoned down to Curly in the basement. After the call the front lobby remained quiet, save for the occasional beep from the monitoring systems. Then Curly called back. And then all of the phones began ringing at once.



2



Felix Novak sat with Lanie Salisbury at the opening of a restaurant that had been something else only seven months earlier, when Felix had first arrived in town from Oregon. He hadn't liked the place it'd been, and now that it was something else, called Industrial Figment, he didn't like it much, either. He sat at one end of a banquette with some reporters and a tall woman he'd met several times before whose name was either Jane or Axe, maybe Jax. 

Lanie had gotten Felix a black suede suit because of a story she'd done for Manhattan File, and now Felix drew the jacket tight around himself. He had no idea what Jax was saying. He put a foot up on the chair across from him and sipped his Maker's Mark, making sure not to spill any on himself. 

It was then that Lanie got up and kissed a reporter from a rival paper. The reporter bear-hugged her and swung her around like a helicopter propeller, and club patrons ducked and yelled. The stranger let her go; she grabbed him by the ears and kissed his forehead. Felix took out a toothpick and brought it to his mouth, snapped it, and dropped it on the table next to his whiskey. Not much had been going on lately and he'd been thinking about leaving town. He wasn't happy with Lanie. He felt like she needed too much stimulation from sources that weren't him. 

Lanie came back to the table and sighed, then sat down a foot from Felix.

“You want to break up?” Felix asked.

“No, I think we should stick around for a while,” Lanie said. She was going through her purse. She pulled out some cash, a bunch of pens, her PDA phone, a couple of blueberry-and-granola bars. Felix watched her. Whatever she was looking for, she wasn't finding it. 

“That's not what I said,” Felix said.

“What wasn't? I'll meet you somewhere else if you're antsy. Not that I enjoy allowing myself to be beholden to your moods.”

Felix nodded. He picked up his cowboy hat from the seat next to him and settled it on his head.

Lanie kept looking over at the doors. When they opened, she made a note of who had arrived on a Post-it pad. She breathed through her mouth and sipped a martini in a short glass. Her phone rang. Felix watched. At one time Felix had found all this terrifically exciting and attractive. More recently he'd been thinking a lot about repairing the fences on his mom's farm, back in Portland. Surely Joey, the hired guy, wasn't taking proper care. The only fences in New York City were made of iron. There was no real work for him to do here. 

And he hadn't quite fit into city life, either. He didn't live anywhere, really. When he didn't stay with Lanie, he slept in his father's office on the waiting room couch. He kept his other suit and some shirts there in a closet. He wanted to be able to hop in his Roadrunner at any time and drive back across the country. Though he hadn't actually come close to doing that. 

“You're not even on the party beat anymore. You're a big-time city hall reporter—what's the point of this freelance page-eight bullshit?” Felix asked. “Isn't it beneath you to report for the Sun?” 

Lanie glanced at him.

“I like to work; you know that,” she said. “Talk to Janice or one of the other girls if you can't be nice to me.”

“The model? I hung out with her last week at the opening for Bathhouse. She doesn't talk,” Felix said.

“Sure, she does. She's getting a doctorate in comp lit at NYU. You don't listen is the problem,” Lanie snapped.

Felix stood up slowly.

“Where are you going?” Lanie asked.

“Out of here,” Felix said.

“Call me later, then,” Lanie said. “I should be home before dawn. Hi, Billy!”

Felix walked to the front of the club. He smiled at the woman who was only called Janice. She smiled back. Comp lit, my ass, he thought. 

Felix felt the doors close behind him. He turned right and headed west, toward nothing in particular. He loved this part, the walking around the city alone part. But he didn't smile. It'd been almost six months since Lem Dawes had been sent to Rikers for killing his little sister, Penelope. And Lem still didn't have a final court date. Since then Felix had done a few jobs with his father, Franklin Novak. They'd worked on corporate stuff, protecting disgraced CEOs who needed no protection, talking big to guys who would've been afraid if they'd only talked small. He spent the rest of the time watching and learning from Franklin's other two employees, Chris Gennardi and Philip Moyo, as they traced computer trails. Nothing big. He was ready for something new. And he was pissed at Lanie. She was never up for staying in, hanging out just with him. They'd never be able to fix fences together. Build a fire, cook up some rice and beans in a pot, and go to sleep next to the embers, wrapped in wool blankets. She'd go with him for a day, maybe. Then she'd be scrambling to get to her phone. 

There was a good breeze going and it was warm out. Lanie said the gossip part of her job would cool down in October, that the city'd get duller then. Felix couldn't quite see her logic. And he didn't believe her, anyway. She'd warned him that he had to change his lousy attitude, and she wasn't the only one. He knew he had to get nicer; he just had no idea how to go about it. And it wasn't like his father could give him any tips. 

He walked down to the West Side Highway and found his Roadrunner where he'd left it parked near some idle dump trucks. He got in and knew he'd sleep there, as he had on the first night he'd arrived in the city. He tipped his hat over his eyes and stretched out, tried to ignore the trucks rushing up the West Side. He wondered where Soraya was, but he didn't call her. 

Franklin Novak lay in his bed with his girlfriend, Jenny Hurly. She chewed at the nail on her left pinky and stared at the ceiling. Franklin watched her jaw work. He enjoyed the way her messy raven hair looked, strewn against his white pillows. They'd only recently graduated to nights at his apartment, eschewing, finally, the regular room they'd used at the Gershwin Hotel. 

“I could make eggs,” she said.

She pushed the covers off her and he watched her breasts heave. He knew that she was like him, that neither had any idea what would come next or how serious they really were with each other. Would dinner with his son, Felix, be next? The idea seemed bizarre, though Jenny was a good eight years older than his son. There was that at least, thank God. 

“If you want. But I'm not so hungry,” Franklin said. He turned and kissed her on the cheek, pulled her close. It was past two in the morning and they both needed to be up early. 

“Ever think about buying a plant?” she asked.

“It'd die. I don't even keep milk in the fridge,” Franklin said. She smiled then and reached out and rubbed his bald head. Her lips were full and soft. 

“Let me get you a plant—a ficus is always nice or a Christmas cactus. And sometime soon I'll make chicken potpie. Tomorrow night, if you're still free.” 

He kissed her. You're a lucky man, Franklin thought. And then he thought, Now keep saying it till you believe it.

The phone rang and he stood up to get it. Jenny grabbed the remote and flipped on the TV. Franklin moved quickly into the living room. He thought it might be his ex-wife, Ellie. She was back in Oregon now. After the last visit, when they'd properly said their good-byes to each other and their newly lost daughter, Penelope, Ellie had more or less threatened to come back at any time. Franklin had never quite managed to tell her that he was with someone else now and was happy. Probably because he wasn't sure if that was true. She had a habit of calling late at night, once she'd started in on the white wine. 

He let the phone ring once more and caller ID told him it was Gennardi. Franklin picked up the handset.

“We have clients,” Gennardi said. “It's a rush case.”

“How'd they get to us?”

“They got your name from your old buddies down at Wackenhut. They want to see you in the morning, 10 A.M.” 

“Background?”

“Tonight about midnight, a double homicide in the Sutherland. Pair of sisters, rich. Their husbands are who you're going to see. They want you alone. It's all set.” 

“Great. I'll see you when I'm finished with them.”

Franklin stared out at the slice of East River he could see from the living room window. He lived in a one-bedroom apartment in a twenty-year-old building on East Eighty-fourth Street and First Avenue that was about as distinctive as a retirement home in West Palm Beach or an office block in Krakow. He liked it that way. He moved every two years and had almost no possessions save a bed, night table, lamp, couch, coffee table, chair, and some framed drawings that Felix and Penelope had made when they were little, before Ellie had left him and taken the kids out to Oregon. Before Penelope had been murdered in a hotel room. Before he'd taken Felix under his wing. 

He found a bottle of Budweiser in the fridge and popped it open, took it back to the bedroom. The lights were out in there; the TV was off. The only sound was the buzz of late night helicopters coming in from the airports and honks from the tugboats down on the river. Then there was the rustle of Jenny under the sheets, curled in a ball, turned away from him. He stood at the end of the bed, sipped the beer, tugged at the hard round surface of his gut. 

“I can't have dinner with you tomorrow night,” Franklin said.

“Things were looking too good for us for a few minutes there,” Jenny said, and her voice was muffled by the pillow.

He got into bed behind her, tried to spoon up to her, but her back was cold.

“Your ex isn't back in town, is she?”

“No. I've got a case.”

“You better not pull the same shit you did last time.”

“What's that?”

“Where you acted all hard and forgot that you love me.”

“Which last time are we talking about? When my daughter was killed?” Franklin asked. He put the bottle on the night table and lay flat, looking up at the ceiling. 

“I'm sorry,” Jenny said.

Franklin didn't speak. He figured that he'd leave off calling Felix till the morning. Felix would call Soraya. She'd signed on for all the big cases. That was how they'd left it. Gennardi would already have been in touch with Philip Moyo, and they'd have started setting up from their end. Franklin knew he wouldn't sleep. He wasn't going to bother to try. 

“Two old ladies were killed,” Franklin said. “They were sisters.”

“That's absolutely horrible,” Jenny said. She shivered and turned over, toward him.

“Yes,” Franklin said. “Murder usually is.”

Soraya Navarro made her way through the ground floor of Eden-Roc. The place was packed with dancers and drinkers and she was psyched to be among them after a day of plodding through a paper on the writer Ama Ata Aidoo seen through the historical perspective of Simone de Beauvoir. 

She waved at a new bartender who barely acknowledged her. Terrence Cheng still owned this place and Soraya's boyfriend, Gus Moravia, still worked for him, but things had cooled since Felix's sister, Penelope, had died. Drugs were no longer dealt at Eden-Roc. And no matter what she did, Felix, her oldest friend in the world, was still at odds with her boyfriend, Gus, because of his connection to what had happened to Penelope. 

The club was still packed—but the people weren't from the city anymore. The hottest kids, the Japanese teenagers and the prep school kids, the secondary famous and the models and the makeup company heirs, and whichever rapper was just about to get their deal with Bad Boy entertainment, they were all elsewhere. Hotel bars were the thing now, but not Terrence Cheng's hotel bars. Those were flatlining as hard as Eden-Roc. Soraya didn't care—she only wanted to see Gus, have a quick drink, and get to bed. 

She went down the stairs to the private lounge and found Gus hanging out near the deejay booth, sipping on a tequila with lime juice. He'd been drinking harder lately, but she hadn't said anything, not yet. 

Gus kissed her once, then pulled away. He smelled of smoke, but that was probably just the club. The collar of his black suit seemed slightly off, wrinkled somehow, and he looked a little sweaty. 

“What's going on?” Soraya asked. “Ricky at the front door just suggested I pay the cover. I told him I never paid a cover in my life and he said I should start thinking about it. You and him get in a fight?” 

“I lost my job,” Gus said. His almond-shaped eyes sagged in the dim light. “Instead of part owning this place, which was supposed to happen by now, I don't even work here.” 

“Terrence fired you?”

“That's right,” Gus said. He took a hit off his drink. The deejay slid over to old Run-DMC, “My Adidas,” and a few people sitting at tables crossed themselves and pointed to heaven. Gus took Soraya's hand and guided her over to the table that he favored, away from the staircase and all the noise. He sat down across from her and rubbed his chin. His hair was pushed back and messy. He kept shaking his head, like he'd seen something that surprised and scared him. 

“Tell me what happened,” Soraya said. She wanted to put his head in her lap, make it all better, but she knew that he'd get pissed if she acted motherly.

“We went out to his car and he told me it was over. He gave me a couple thousand in cash and a handshake. Didn't say why, just that he's going in another direction with this place, and since he already pushed me out of the hotel side, he figured he'd just set me free. He's still got a bad taste in his mouth from what went down last spring. I guess he needed to kick me to get clean.” 

“So what are you still doing here?” Soraya asked. “Fuck this place. We should walk right out.” She moved to stand up, but Gus put up his hands. Stay. 

“I don't have anywhere else to go,” Gus said. His voice was low and it sounded to Soraya like he'd said that a few too many times to himself. But it was true. Even after Terrence Cheng had relieved him of his duties at the Official Hotel, Gus had lived in a room there. Now that Terrence had fired him, he really didn't have anyplace to be. He was instantly homeless. 

Soraya glanced away from him. She had a lot of work to do at school, with finals coming up. She also had to declare her major and deal with how she wanted to sculpt her time so she could get the absolute most out of her Barnard education. She ran her fingers along the edge of the table, kept her eyes down. She loved Gus and didn't want him to see that she didn't need this kind of aggravation right now. 

“You can stay up in my dorm room with me,” she said.

“No,” Gus said. “I know that you need to work and get that degree. I don't want to be a burden on you.”

He finished his tequila and caught a waiter's eye, smiled, tapped his glass, and then made a gesture at Soraya—one for her, too. “Anyway, the staff is treating me real nice 'cause they know it's my last night in this place, for real. So stay with me, baby, and let's get fucked up.”

“Gus …” Soraya could only shake her head. But Gus didn't seem to see.

“Just do this for me for tonight.”

Drinks appeared in front of both of them and Soraya didn't try to tell him that he shouldn't be drinking. Not him, not with his history.
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They were hard-core Texans, but neither wore a cowboy hat. They were both more than six feet tall and looked like they carried well over two hundred pounds. Franklin Novak ushered them into his private office. They sat down slowly across from him in the leather bucket chairs Franklin had been meaning to replace for the last five or nine years. 

“I'm Ed Wallingford and this is Tom Stowe,” the younger one said. “Our friends down at Wackenhut said you had several good years with them before you came back up north.” 

“They took care of me when I needed some help,” Franklin said.

“You were kicked out of the NYPD for killing your partner,” Ed Wallingford said.

Franklin didn't move. He watched the two men. He hadn't killed Billy Navarro. Soraya, Billy's daughter, knew that for the truth that it was. His son, Felix, knew it, too. He didn't care what anyone else thought. He felt for the men because they were grieving. But his past was his past. He had no need to explain it to anyone. 

“What can I do for you?” Franklin asked.

“You know our situation,” Ed said.

“I do.”

“We need your help,” Ed said. He stared at Franklin and Franklin took his time looking back at him. Ed's eyes were black. His hair was white and dense as a just picked boll of cotton. He wore a thick wedding ring made of white gold. He had on khakis and a blue blazer, and his shirt was as white as his hair. 

Franklin glanced once at Tom Stowe, who was admiring the Beretta 687 Silver Pigeon II shotgun that Franklin had hung on the wall. It looked like Tom Stowe might not speak at all. He was only slightly older. Except for a wine red turtleneck sweater, he was dressed just like Ed Wallingford. Both men had deep creases in their weathered skin. Neither had much in the way of lips. 

“I am sorry about your wives,” Franklin said.

“We're going to be angry for a good while before we're sorry,” Stowe said suddenly. He didn't smile.

“As I said, the way we heard about you was through our friends at Wackenhut,” Ed said. “We called them first. They told us that for what we want, it'd be better to come to you.” 

“What do you want?” Franklin asked.

“We want them dead.”

“Whoever killed your wives, you mean.” Franklin said.

The Texas men met this statement with silence. Franklin tapped at the inlet between his nose and lips with his pointer finger. Jenny loved to trace this space. She said that it was called the philtrum, that it was one of the places where the soul lived. He doubted that, but he had been more aware of it recently since he'd been smiling with some regularity. He didn't smile now. 

“I can find them or him. But I won't kill them,” Franklin said.

“Let's leave off that part of the conversation. Let's just have you bring them in. Then we'll see. That fair?”

Franklin nodded.

“That's quite a picture,” Ed said, nodding up at the framed Cookie Monster drawing that Lisa Gennardi had made, which hung behind Franklin's desk. 

“Thanks. A family friend did it.”

Franklin felt the words roll a little bit. He loved that idea, of family friends. Of course he didn't really have any.

“There's not a reason on God's earth why those two women were killed,” Ed said. “Whatever it was, it had nothing to do with us.”

“No one threatened you before this occurred?” Franklin said.

“It was their twice-yearly theater, dinner, and shopping trip. They were sisters, Maude and C. J. We'd have gone with them except we hate that sort of horseshit. We're oilmen. We don't have enemies. We have oil wells.” 

“So you don't know why this happened,” Franklin said.

“Was a punk kid, I'd say. Thought he'd rob them and got scared. Made a mess of them. We can't say more than that. Don't know more.” 

“Well, I'll have more questions for you and you'll have to say more. There's paperwork, too,” Franklin said.

“You can reach us here.” Ed slipped his hand into his breast pocket and came out with a pamphlet, which he pushed across the desk to Franklin. The pamphlet was a small black-and-white thing, which advertised Dykeman's Cross, a duck-hunting and wild game preserve up in New Hampshire. An elite sort of place, where Dick Cheney might go for the weekend when security codes went up to red. 

“We'll be resting up there till this is handled,” Ed said. “We don't like the city. You got a question, come up there to ask it. We see you're not afraid of a shotgun. You come up there, shoot with us.” 

“I'd like that,” Franklin said.

Tom craned his neck forward, as if he were about to say something. But he must've thought better of it because the line below his nose where his lips should've been didn't move. 

Ed said, “We won't bury our wives till this thing is done. We know it's wrong. But we can't let those good women go into the ground until whoever killed them is found and put to justice.” 

“I'll do what I can.”

Tom Stowe stood up, and Ed Wallingford followed his example. It occurred to Franklin, as they said their goodbyes, that though Ed had done the talking, Tom was running the show, and one way or another, Tom would probably get to the man who killed their wives. He'd get to the man before Franklin did or after, but no matter—he'd get to him. And he'd kill him. 

“You still with that girl reporter?” Franklin asked.

He walked rapidly down West Fifty-seventh Street with Felix toward the offices of AMC, Apple Management Company, where Stuart Apple was waiting. 

Stuart Apple owned and ran the Sutherland with his son, Simon, and nephew, Morris. Franklin had called him after the Texans left his office. Apple had said he was aware of Franklin and was more than willing to cooperate. In fact, he was eager to talk. 

Franklin figured this would be a good time to bring Felix in. Gennardi and Philip were out canvassing, seeing what their contacts in the street had to say about the case. Felix was scheduled to see Soraya later that night. 

“You hear me?” Franklin asked. He jostled his son. They were both fast walkers. They were big men who moved with their heads down, as if their bodies were pushing against strong winds. Felix had adopted Franklin's habit of wearing suits that had no color beyond dark, and white shirts. He wore no tie, though, and he had on black boots. His father wore a battered pair of black standard issue Mephistos. Whereas Franklin was bald and hatless, Felix wore his battered white cowboy hat over his tangled hair. If people stared at the pair, the Novaks didn't notice. 

“No, I'd have to say that's just about over,” Felix said.

“You okay?”

“Me?” Felix looked up, his eyebrows suddenly arched. “Of course. I didn't love her or anything.” And then he looked away.

Franklin laughed. “Course not,” he said.

“Right, course not,” Felix said. “So I got the part about the Texans from Gennardi. But I don't understand about Stuart Apple. He owns the hotel. So what?” 

“So the police are in the hotel now, mucking things up and generally screwing the Apples' operation. We don't behave that way. I told Stuart Apple about our clients and he said, ‘Terrific, however I can be of service, just let me know.’ He wants the thing solved, and quick. And he wants to make sure it has nothing to do with the Sutherland.” 

“Does it?”

“Who knows?” Franklin said. “The Texans are right to be baffled. What kind of dingdong kills two old ladies in an elevator for their jewelry and their purses?” 

“Somebody who's crazy?”

“Oh, that's the other thing. We have to be nice to the Apples. They have the tape from the elevator. The police are looking at it. Now we get to look at it, too.” 

“Well, that's really kind of them.”

“Maybe for you nice means just keeping your mouth shut,” Franklin said.

They turned right and arrived at a short building on West Fifty-sixth, half a block east of Sixth Avenue, next to the Parker Meridien. It was nothing—an office building of twelve floors plus a lobby, where an undersized doorman with a cap that had a silver apple on it sat behind a wooden desk that looked like it was ready to snap under the weight of his bag of sunflower seeds. 

The floor directory said that Apple Management was on the fourth floor, which it shared with two therapists and a computer consultation service. The rest of the building was filled with small businesses: chiropractors, dentists, CPAs, a PR firm that represented musicians and chorus girls. 

In the elevator Felix said, “You sure they own the hotel?”

Franklin put his pointer finger to his lips. Then he whispered, “And a whole lot more than that.”

Felix worked his jaw. The elevator smelled of age and camphor and wet wool. That same smell, mixed with steam heat, followed them down the green-and-brown corridor and into the waiting room for Apple Management. They were greeted by a woman with a nameplate on her desk, Joanne Gordimer. 

“I'm sorry for the delay, but the Apples have requested that you wait for just a few minutes before going in,” Joanne Gordimer said. 

“No problem at all,” Franklin said, and smiled at her. She was a short, heavyset woman in a black suit with an overlarge double-breasted jacket that covered her girth. The room was warm, and there were no windows. She pointed to a couch that looked like it had grown out of the carpet. 

“Please be seated. We have magazines,” she said.

“Great,” Franklin said. “Thanks.”

Joanne Gordimer disappeared behind a door with a rippled glass pane. Franklin smiled, picked up a copy of Smithsonian magazine from 1998. 

“What the hell?” Felix whispered once they'd sat down. “This is how you solve a murder case?”

“Yep,” Franklin said. He stretched out on the couch, made the thing wheeze a bit. “Article in here on the history of steam engines.” 

Felix got up and paced the little waiting room. There was no sound from anywhere. Franklin watched his son. He figured that Stuart Apple must be down a corridor, behind another door. Or perhaps he had a separate entrance and was not yet in the building. The most likely scenario was that he was on the phone with his lawyer, tending to his insurance. 

“It's stupid to wait like this,” Felix said suddenly. He stood in the middle of the room, stared down at his father.

“Take it easy,” Franklin said. “Even these minutes have meaning. Think about them, about what we're doing.”

“I don't—”

“Shut up,” Franklin said in a different voice. “With your sister's case, I let you do some things your way. I couldn't think straight, either, with all that came up out of that. This time it's different. This time you learn what it means to investigate.” 

“What's it mean?”

“It means knowing when to be patient and when to act. It means understanding why someone might make you wait.”

“Stupid to wait.”

“Say it again and you're gone,” Franklin said. “Investigating means knowing that every single word you say might be heard, that every time you turn, someone knows. I don't need you this time. Fuck around some more and you can head out the door.” 

Felix stood for another ten seconds, and then he turned and sat down on the couch with his father.

“Fine. What do the minutes mean?”

“I'm not sure.”

“Well, wake me when you figure it out,” Felix said. He closed his eyes and put his feet up on the coffee table.

Franklin watched the light from below the glass-paned door begin to dance. Joanne Gordimer came back into the room. She smiled and ducked her head slightly so that she appeared apologetic. 

“Gentlemen? The Apples will see you now,” she said. She opened a different glass door than the one she'd come from behind. Felix and Franklin followed Joanne Gordimer down at least thirty feet of corridor. She stepped aside, and they entered a room that contained two men and no windows. This room smelled different, too, of lunch. The remains of tuna sandwiches in wax paper and bags of chips were visible in a wire garbage can. 

“We are so sorry to have kept you waiting,” Stuart Apple said.

“Don't think about it,” Franklin said. He smiled at Stuart Apple, who stood behind a wooden desk with papers spread out over it, along with the napkins from lunch. Stuart was a small man and he was in suit pants and a white shirt, no tie. His sleeves were rolled up, exposing white, nearly hairless arms that resembled his face, devoid of expression and pale. His eyes were light brown, and so was his hair. He looked like he made it a point to avoid sunlight. He had a face, Franklin saw, that was made to be forgotten. 
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