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Chapter One

She was a woman who had once been beautiful and would someday be beautiful again. That much was obvious. Even now, when she looked as if she hadn’t slept in weeks, and her face was swollen from weeping, she was one of the most striking women I’d ever seen.

But observations like this were merely personal. She had come to me for professional help. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought I was going to be able to control myself. But I can’t talk about it or think about it without feeling like I’m going to fall apart.”

There was a box of tissues on my desk. I pushed it toward her.

Sometimes I feel like I’m a psychiatrist. Sometimes I wish I were a psychiatrist. The pay would be better and I wouldn’t get beaten up as much. But for better or for worse, I’m a private detective. 

“There’s no hurry, Mrs. Carpenter. Take as much time as you need.” 

She put a tissue to her nose and blew, with a loud honking noise that didn’t match the rest of her. Her features were delicate and her skin was pale and flawless. She had the air of a figure from a Renaissance painting.

“My husband was killed by a hit-and-run driver, three weeks ago. The police say there’s no reason to believe it was anything other than an accident. But I know it wasn’t an accident. I know it.”

“How do you know it, Mrs. Carpenter?” 

“Would death threats count as a good reason?”

“Your husband received death threats?”

“He’d been getting death threats for the past three months.”

“Do you know who the death threats were coming from?”

“The notes were signed by the ‘Party of God.’” I’d never heard of them. 

“What’s the Party of God?”

“It’s what it sounds like. It’s a group of religious fanatics.”

“Why were they threatening him?”

“My husband was a doctor. He was a brilliant doctor, and he was also a brilliant researcher. He was doing research with embryonic stem cells and was lucky enough to get some publicity for his efforts—last summer there was a cover story in the New York Times Magazine. And that’s when the death threats started. They told him he was a baby-killer. They said if he didn’t stop his research…” She didn’t finish the sentence, and didn’t need to. 

“Where did your husband practice?”

“At Sloan-Kettering.”

“What was his specialty?”

“He was a pediatric heart surgeon. He was the head of pediatric surgery.”

She looked proud as she said this, and, although I try not to think about my own personal life when I’m working, I briefly wondered what it must be like to be married to a woman who is proud of you. 

“I can understand why you want someone to look into this, Mrs. Carpenter. I’m wondering why you decided to ask me.” I’m good at what I do, but I’ve never been high-profile, and if I had to guess, I would have guessed that Mrs. Carpenter dealt only with the most high-profile vendors, no matter what services she was seeking. New York is filled with boutique detective agencies; establishments with gleaming conference rooms and busy research departments and framed letters of thanks from captains of industry and foreign dignitaries and movie stars, alluding mysteriously to indispensable services rendered. All I had was my two-room office with a Mr. Coffee in the corner and a part-time secretary who at the moment was nowhere to be seen. 

“I got your number from Susannah Parker,” she said. “She said you’re good. And she said I could trust you.”

Susannah Parker was a client I’d had almost ten years earlier. 

“I’m glad she remembers me.”

“Will you help me, Mr. Singer?”

“Mrs. Carpenter, I can try. But you need to understand from the beginning that the chances I’ll find anything out are very slim. I’ll interview the witnesses, I’ll find out what I can about the Party of God. But you should understand that we’re unlikely to discover anything. The cops are pretty thorough when they investigate a hit-and-run, so I don’t know if I’m going to learn anything they haven’t already told you.”

Mrs. Carpenter looked disappointed, and I thought she was going to get up and leave.

When someone asks me to work on a case that seems hopeless, I always give them a speech like this. I don’t want them to end up feeling like I’ve stolen their money. I want them to know the odds. About fifty percent of the time, the prospective client finds my speech so discouraging that he or she thanks me for my time, leaves my office, and never gets in touch with me again. I’ve lost thousands of dollars along the line, but it’s helped me keep a clear conscience.

“If Susannah hadn’t told me about you,” she said, “I think I’d leave right now and look for someone willing to assure me that he could help. But she said one of the things that she valued about you was that you never made promises you couldn’t keep. Susannah warned me that you’d tell me that there probably wasn’t much you’d be able to do. But she also said that she’d never met anyone who was more persistent than you are. She said that if the truth is out there to be found, you’d find it.”

I told her my fee. As she reached into her purse and hunted around for her checkbook, I was able to study her.

There are people who can make you believe in an aristocracy of nature. People so attractive, so elegant, so assured, that they seem to belong to some other realm. Natalie Carpenter was one of those people. She was tall, and slim, and her eyes were a dark shade of sea green that I’d never seen before. She was the kind of person who probably seemed in command of just about every situation that came her way. If I’d met her anyplace else, the thought that she might need my help would have been unimaginable. But the street where I plied my trade was not quite like anyplace else.




Chapter Two

I couldn’t get to her case that day, or the next. I had some other work I needed to do. When I did turn to Mrs. Carpenter’s case, the first thing I did was call a cop I knew, a guy named Keller, who worked in homicide.

“Morning, Singer,” he said, before I’d even said hello. Only ten or fifteen years behind the general public, the NYPD had finally installed Caller ID on its telephones. “Read any good books lately?”

He had once seen a couple of books in my car, and, five years later, the memory still seemed to amuse him.

Keller was a decent guy, and we got along, but we’d never been the best of friends. Like most cops, he disliked freelancers. During my first few years as a detective, cops would go out of their way not to help me. But I’d stuck around, and done my job, and most of them tolerated me now; some of them, like Keller, actually owed me. I had once helped his son out of a jam, a situation that nobody else in Keller’s universe would have been able to deal with. So after that, when I needed him, he helped me out. 

“I got a visit from Natalie Carpenter the other day,” I said. “You ever heard of her?”

“The doctor’s widow, right? Yeah, she came around here a couple of times after her husband died, telling us how to do our job. She still thinks it wasn’t an accident?”

“That’s what she thinks. Is she wrong?”

“Of course she’s wrong. He walked out into the middle of traffic without looking and somebody ran him down.”

“Nobody got a license plate?”

“Nope.”

“You looked into the death threats?”

“Death threats?”

“Letters. From some outfit called the Party of God.”

Mrs. Carpenter had had the death threats delivered to my office. They were closely argued, semi-literate, and filled with exclamation points. 

“First I heard about them. I wasn’t following closely. It wasn’t my case.” 

“Could you do me a favor, Keller?”

“Somehow I knew that was coming.”

“I promised her I’d find out what I could. I told her I was sure you people had done everything right, and that if the cops said it was just a hit-and-run, then it was just a hit-and-run. But I’d like to be able to be sure about it. I’d like to be able to tell her that you guys looked into the death threats and had a good reason to tell her that the Party of God had nothing to do with his death.”

“Well, I guess I can take a few minutes and ask around about it. Women like her can be a pain in the ass.”

I knew what he was thinking. Photogenic, well-connected, intelligent, bereaved, and convinced that the police screwed up—a woman like Mrs. Carpenter tends to get the attention of the media. So it was in Keller’s interest to find a way to reassure Mrs. Carpenter that New York’s Finest had done all they could.

The other part of it, though, the part that Keller would never own up to, was that even if women like Mrs. Carpenter weren’t a pain in the ass, he probably would have helped me anyway. He was basically a good guy, and if he could do me a favor without inconveniencing himself too much, he would do it. 

He called me back about an hour later. 

“Turns out that we did look into the death threats, but it went nowhere. There was nothing there.”

“What makes you say that?”

“It just smelled wrong. When one of these nut job organizations kills somebody, they never make it look like an accident. They don’t call us up and say they did it, but they never make it look like an accident. They want people to know.”

“That makes sense.”

“I’m glad you approve. Of course it makes sense. They want everybody to know, because the point is never to take out one particular doctor, the point is always to scare off as many doctors as they can. The guy I talked to said the consensus was that she wrote those letters herself.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Why would she do that? That’s not the kind of question I can answer. I’m still a beat cop at heart. You’re the brainy independent. You’re the one with the insight into the human soul.” After we got off the phone, I answered a few emails, and then I turned my computer on and googled “Party of God.” I got more than ninety thousand hits. Evidently there were two Parties of God, which had nothing to do with each other: an Islamic terrorist organization based in Lebanon, and a born-again Christian organization based in Rockland County, New York. The group in Rockland County, among its many concerns, believed that God was being mocked by those who performed medical research with embryonic stem cells. The Islamic organization, preoccupied as it was with stopping the Zionist infidel from taking over the world, didn’t seem to care much about embryonic stem cells. This was fortunate for me, since Rockland County was less than two hours away from the city. It would have been a drag to have to go all the way to Lebanon to investigate this thing.




Chapter Three

The Party of God’s headquarters were about two hours north of the city. The organization was housed in a gleaming but nondescript modern building, set off by itself in an estate of about five acres. It had its own parking lot, the entrance booth of which was manned by a muscular gentleman whose small, dark, boxy moustache made him look as if his great regret in life was that he had been born too late to join the Nazi Party in its glory days. He looked not so much like Hitler, but more like Charlie Chaplin playing Hitler in The Great Dictator. 

“May I help you?” he said, with an expression that seemed to say that strangling me would actually be his preference.

“I’m here to see Dr. Frye.” The acting director of the organization.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Yes. I do.”

By “I,” I was not quite referring to myself as I actually was, but to the “I” who had spoken to Frye’s secretary earlier that day. 

I’d told her I was a freelance journalist working on an article about religion in America today. I had a tight deadline, and Dr. Frye had been able to squeeze me in.

The poet Rimbaud once famously declared that “I is someone else.” This would be a handy slogan for a private detective, who has to be someone else every couple of weeks or so in the line of duty. 

“One moment.” He picked up the receiver of his phone. After a minute he put down the receiver and waved me past. 

He looked disappointed to be letting me in. Somehow he had already sized me up as a pro-choice, anti-prayer-in-the-public-schools, free-speech-loving Jew. Sized me up correctly, I might add.

I was met at the front door by a small, very demurely dressed young woman.

“Mr. Singer?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Dr. Frye’s secretary. Amy Roth. We spoke this morning.”

I put out my hand and she somehow accomplished the feat of shaking it while cowering away from me at the same time. Either she too had had word that I was part of the Jewish free-thinking conspiracy, or else she was very shy. 

“Walk this way, please,” she said, and led me down the hall to her office. 

“Dr. Frye is on a conference call. He asked me to apologize and to make sure you feel at home. Would you like any coffee or tea?”

“No. Thank you.”

“Is there anything I can get you? We have some literature here, if you’d like to learn more about our organization and its mission.”

She handed me several brochures. I leafed through them as I waited. They confirmed the impression I’d gotten when I’d looked at the Party of God’s website the night before. 

The Party of God seemed to have a split personality. Some of the articles on its website appeared to have been written by men who were foaming at the mouth, deranged by hate. But some of them—chiefly the ones that had been posted in the last six months or so—were much smoother, much more polished. It wasn’t as if the politics of the organization had changed. They still seemed to long for an America cleansed of everyone but the racially pure. They had just found a more acceptable way of expressing themselves.

The Party of God’s founder had died a year earlier, and after a few months of uncertainty, Dr. Frye had succeeded him. I assumed Frye was responsible for the organization’s new, more human, tone.

Normally, of course, while waiting in a secretary’s office one would be checking out the secretary in addition to whatever else one was doing, but Amy Roth was so self-effacing as to be invisible. She sat at her desk, typing away at her computer, and she had artfully arranged the monitor so that anyone sitting on the waiting room couch would have difficulty seeing her face. If she were a cartoon character, a character with a super power, her power would have been the ability to make you forget she was in the room. 

“Mr. Singer?” A tall and elegantly dressed man was standing at the threshold of an adjoining office. “Arthur Frye,” he said. “Delighted to meet you.” He had a good strong handshake—if, that is, it is philosophically possible to characterize anything about a right wing hate-monger as “good.” 

Now that Frye had entered the room, his secretary was no longer in hiding. “You have six messages,” she said, and handed him a fistful of memos. You could see awe and sheer love in her eyes. 

He ushered me into his office and closed the door. As soon as I said yes to his offer of a drink, Amy Roth slipped into the room carrying a tray with coffee and tea. After Frye and I had served ourselves and sat down, she disappeared as noiselessly as she had come.

“Now tell me how I can be of assistance, Mr. Singer. My secretary was a little unsure when I asked her what you’re writing about. Are you writing something general about religion in America today, or are you focusing specifically on the Party of God?”

“Actually, what I’m writing about is even more specific than that. I’m writing an article about the death of Dr. Andrew Carpenter.” Frye lifted his eyebrows in a vague, puzzled way. “I don’t believe I know that name.”

“Andrew Carpenter was a doctor in Manhattan, a pediatric heart surgeon. He was also a researcher. Some of his most promising work in the last two years involved using embryonic stem cells to repair heart damage in infants. There was an article about him in the Times a few months back, and shortly after that he began receiving death threats. Signed by the Party of God. Earlier this month he was struck and killed by a hit-and-run driver outside his workplace—less than a block from the place where he was carrying on ‘the Godless labors that will bring a very speedy death and an eternity of the agony of hellfire,’ as one of the letters put it.” 

Dr. Frye was oddly unruffled. He didn’t seem to be particularly bothered that I was accusing his organization of murder. “First, Mr. Singer, I assure you that I’ve never heard of this man. If he was engaged in the work you describe, then the Party of God does indeed believe that he is now enduring a punishment that will last through Judgment Day and beyond. I can only rejoice that he’s no longer pursuing his work. To employ a human embryo, an entity with a soul, an entity that is fully human in the eyes of God, as a guinea pig for medical research, is an abomination. It’s murder, plain and simple, and I rejoice that this murderer has been prevented from continuing his heinous work. About the death threats, however, you’re quite mistaken. The Party of God is an educational organization. We engage in advocacy, but purely by means of reason and moral suasion. We do not advocate violence, and we would never issue a death threat against anyone, no matter how strongly we disagree with his views or his actions. We take Paul’s epistle to the Romans very seriously.”

“I can’t recall that epistle,” I said. “Offhand.” 

“‘Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord.’ Vengeance is God’s prerogative. It would be blasphemous to do the work that the Lord has exclusively claimed as his own domain.”

I didn’t bother to argue with him about the medical use of embryonic stem cells. I could have pointed out that millions of embryos are discarded by fertility clinics every year, and that instead of ending up in dumpsters they could be used to help find cures to diseases from diabetes to Parkinson’s to Alzheimer’s, but he had already heard all this, and I’d already heard everything he might say in response. I reached into the inner pocket of my jacket, brought out copies of two of the death threats, and pushed them across the desk. 

He took out of a pair of eyeglasses, looked at the notes, and shook his head. “Not us.”

“I realize that it’s not an official statement. It’s not on your letterhead. But doesn’t this seem like the general point of view of your group?”

“I told you, Mr. Singer. We’re purely an advocacy organization. We don’t believe in achieving our goals by force.”

“Your organization doesn’t have a more muscular arm?”

“The only force we use is the force of faith.” He stood up and extended his arm.

“I fit you into my schedule today because you told my secretary that you were on a deadline. But I have other responsibilities I must attend to now.” 

I shook his hand. “Thank you, Dr. Frye.”

“My pleasure, Mr. Singer. I hope you’ll pick up some of our complimentary literature on the way out.”

He accompanied me into the outer office and began to talk to his secretary. Then the door was opened by a large man, and things began to get interesting. 

“Hello, Arthur,” the man said. “Entertaining members of the media again, I hear?”

Frye introduced us: “Jonathan, this is Nathaniel Singer. He’s a freelance journalist. I’ve just helped him clear up some of his mistaken impressions about our mission. Mr. Singer, this is the Reverend Jonathan Underwood. The Reverend Underwood is the Party of God’s Secretary-Treasurer.”

When we shook hands, my hand vanished from sight. I’m big enough, but Underwood was huge—not so far from seven feet tall.

“You’re a writer?” Underwood said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Is that how your knuckles got like that? Hitting the typewriter too hard?”

I have thick, scarred knuckles from hitting people on the chin too hard.

“I used to be in the Golden Gloves,” I said.

“Sure.” He looked at me steadily. I didn’t look away.

I sensed a hint of frustration as he sized me up. It was obvious that he was used to intimidating people, merely with his size. I wasn’t intimidated, and he must have known it. 

“Dr. Frye likes reporters,” he said. “I hate them.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Whenever I see a reporter, I have this itch to pick them up and toss them out the window.”

“Spoken like a true man of God,” I said.

Underwood was glaring at me from his great height, but he seemed to be at a loss about what to say next. Coming across someone whom he wasn’t able to dominate through his sheer bulk must have been an unfamiliar experience for him.

Frye was still in the doorway of his office, and Amy was at her desk. Frye looked as if he was pretending that he wasn’t in the room. A conflict avoider, is what I might have called him if I were a shrink. He didn’t approve of Underwood, but he wasn’t about to put him in his place either. Which I found strange, since Frye was supposedly running the show.

Amy’s reaction was even more notable. She stared at me, then at Underwood, then at me, as if he and I were in a tennis match. I don’t know what was so shocking to her, but she looked shocked.

“Hope to see you again real soon,” Underwood said. “Maybe sooner than you think.”

He pushed past me into Frye’s office, sat in the chair I’d just vacated, and put his feet up on Frye’s desk. I’d never seen the second-in-command of an organization put his feet on the boss’s desk.




Chapter Four

By the time I got out of there it was about five o’clock. It was just getting dark.

As I drove back to the city I tried to sort out what I’d learned. I’d learned that Frye was a smooth customer, too polished and too smart to be sending out death threats. But I’d also learned that his second-in-command was a loose cannon. It didn’t take much imagination to see Underwood plowing somebody down with a car. 

Driving through Nyack I passed an interesting-looking toy store and parked the car to check it out. Jack’s birthday was coming up and I didn’t want to miss it again.

The toy store turned out to be a bust. It was one of those politically correct toy stores: it didn’t carry soldiers; it didn’t carry toy guns; it didn’t carry battery-powered trucks; it didn’t carry anything my son was likely to be interested in. When I’ve looked for presents for my daughter Wini, I’ve once or twice made the mistake of asking for Barbies in places like this, and inevitably I’ve been met by withering looks. In my profession, I’ve come across some very bad men, who’ve given me some very hard looks, but none of them has ever given me a look more withering than the looks I’ve gotten from the employees of toney toy stores after I’ve asked whether they carry Barbie dolls. 

People who work in toy stores can be the scariest mugs of all.

I got back in the car. Since I was in no hurry and the surroundings were pleasant, I decided to take the local streets back to the city. 

I was on a hilly road just south of Piermont when I saw a black Hummer—a vehicle designed to look like a combination of a tank and a rhinoceros—way back in the rearview mirror. It was still there five minutes later, which wouldn’t have been unusual except for the fact that, having nothing to do, I was dawdling, driving about thirty miles an hour. Of course it could have been a little old lady on the way to visit a friend at a rest home, but this was not likely, since little old ladies don’t tend to drive Hummers.

When the road started curving around a hill I saw that there were in fact two Hummers, coasting along one after the other. I sped up—not much, just a little past the speed limit—and both of them kept pace with me. 

I didn’t try and lose them. I had more chance of finding out something that might be useful to me if they made a move.

I approached a traffic light that was turning yellow. I decided to stop at it, like a law-abiding citizen. I wanted to see what they’d do. 

This is what they did. The lead car sped up and swerved around me and cut me off at a diagonal and the back car came up right behind me so I couldn’t back up. 

When violence is about to threaten, the worst mistake you can make, I’ve found, is to assume that you don’t have time to think. Acting without thinking is the definition of panic. You almost always have at least a few seconds to evaluate the situation—to assess your opponents and to assess your own resources. When violence is about to threaten, you need to slow yourself down for a moment and think.

As Underwood got out of the lead car and two other men got out of the car behind me, I took a moment to think, and the first thing I thought was that I was an idiot for not bringing along my gun. 

Underwood had brought his.

“Get out,” he said. 

The second thing I thought was that maybe I should try some fancy driving: back up fast and smash into the Hummer behind me and jerk the wheel and—but my car was tightly pinned.

“Get out,” Underwood said.

The other men had their guns out too. One of them I didn’t recognize; the other was the gatekeeper—Charlie Chaplin.

I considered just keeping my windows rolled up and calling 911, but between them they could have left my brain well ventilated before I got past the 9. 

I got out of the car. 

“Rev,” I said to Underwood. “Charlie,” to the other guy.

“Reporter,” Underwood said. “You’re a reporter.”

“Ink-stained wretch,” I said. “Breezy, fast-talking newshound.”

“It’s funny,” Underwood said. “After you left I looked you up on the Internet. Couldn’t find any of your bylines.”

“Well that’s because I have a pen name.”

“You sized up Dr. Frye pretty good,” he said. “Any time a member of the media comes around, the doctor gets so excited he creams in his pants. So all you had to do is tell him you’re a reporter and he’ll tell you everything you want to know. But you’re as much of a reporter as I am. Not everybody in the Party of God is a moron, unfortunately for you.”

“Thanks for clearing that up for me,” I said. “I was wondering.”

“It was a mistake for you to come all the way out to the country, Hymie,” Underwood said. “You’re a long way from Jewville out here.” 

“Jewville,” I said. “That’s good. That’s really good.” Underwood still had his gun trained on me. 

“See what he’s carrying, Teller,” he said. 

Charlie Chaplin moved up behind me and started taking things out of my pockets. I didn’t have anything much for him to take. I thought about spinning around and taking his gun away and grabbing him by the throat and twirling him like a Raggedy Ann and holding him in front of me and using him as a shield and shooting Underwood and the other guy—but the odds of that working out didn’t seem so high. 

“Twelve dollars,” Charlie said. I heard my wallet drop to the ground, twelve dollars lighter. “No gun.”

“No guns,” Underwood said. “You travel stupid and you travel light. Let’s see what else you have.”

He came forward and patted me down and found the death threats I’d shown to Frye.

“What the fuck are these?”

“They’re letters that were sent to Andrew Carpenter. Maybe you wrote them.”

“I don’t have any pen pals named Carpenter. I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“He’s a doctor who received a few death threats from your organization, and who then, coincidentally, ended up dead.” 

“Never heard of him,” Underwood said.

“Really? I was thinking you might be the one who killed him.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Jewboy. I know the names of everybody I’ve killed, and I never killed anybody named Carpenter. But I might kill you.” Charlie had his gun in my back. 

This situation, by the way, provides an illustration of the fact that real life is different from the movies. If a private detective in the movies is confronted by three bad guys, the odds are woefully stacked against the bad guys. There’s no self-respecting private eye in movieland or TV-land who can’t fight off five or six men without breaking a sweat. And if the bad guys happen to have guns, that’s just a trivial detail. The good guy can disarm them all, and will be in danger of suffering nothing worse than a flesh wound, something he can easily laugh off. 

This is not the way the world works. You can’t laugh off a bullet wound. I knew a man who bled to death after being shot in the leg. And no matter how tough you are, if you are alone and confronted by three bad guys who have the intention to hurt you—well, the smart money would have to go with the bad guys. 

I admit that I was scared. Private detectives on TV or in the movies are never scared, even when people are shooting at them. But in real life, I don’t know if it’s humanly possible not to be scared when someone is pressing a gun into your spine. Unless you’re a psychopath. 

Underwood tossed the letters to the ground and put his gun in his belt.

“If you move your head,” Underwood said, “my friend will blow a hole through it.”

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have any wisecracks left in me. 

The barrel of Charlie’s gun was still in my back and I stood stiffly at attention as Underwood examined my face judiciously—he looked like a painter scrutinizing a canvas, looking for the perfect spot to put the dab of paint that would add the finishing touch to his masterpiece. Then, evidently having found the spot, he brought his arm back and, guiding his fist carefully, he punched me in the face. 

It was an awkward blow, but it did its job. I staggered backward a step, and I felt something hit me sharply at the base of my skull. The punches were not quite simultaneous, but they were close. I had never been punched in the face and the back of my head before. 

I ended up on my knees.

“Got anything to say now, Jewboy?” Underwood said. I was on the ground. It was dusty. I had dirt in my mouth.

“I didn’t think so.”

Underwood knelt next to me and grabbed my hair and pulled my head up.

“I’m not going to kill you today, Jew, because Doctor Frye just gave a sermon the other day about embracing more sophisticated methods. But if you’re stupid enough to cross my path again, I will kill you instantly. Your thoroughly pathetic life won’t have time to pass before your eyes. So stay away.” 

Underwood and Charlie got in their cars and drove away. I had a nice view of their shoes as they retreated from where I lay on the ground. I picked myself up a little while later, retrieved the letters, got back in my car, and drove back to the city.
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