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Truth rarely

announces itself. 

It waits patiently 

for someone willing 

to follow every clue, 

no matter where it leads.
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Chapter One
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The City After Dark

The lock was a Sargent & Greenleaf No. 6. A good lock. The kind a man buys when he wants to feel secure and is willing to pay for the feeling without actually examining whether the feeling is warranted. Blake Carter had the cylinder out in four minutes, which was slow by the standards of the man he used to be and fast by the standards of the man he was trying to become. He replaced the cylinder, stepped back into the hallway, and gave the door a gentle push with one finger to confirm it had swung all the way open without catching on the frame. It had. He went in.

The office was on the seventh floor of the Cavendish Building on Lexington, and from the window the city looked the way it always looked at eleven at night in November — like something that had been built in a hurry by people who weren't sure how long they needed it to last. The lights of Midtown spread east and south and kept spreading until the boroughs swallowed them. Blake did not look at the view. He had seen it before from worse angles.

The Cavendish was the kind of building that had been respectable once, in a decade that wasn't this one, and had since settled into the dignified shabbiness of things that serve a purpose without advertising it. Accountants and dentists and small-firm attorneys and the occasional outfit that imported something from somewhere and preferred not to be visited during business hours. The lobby marble had a crack running diagonally from the elevator to the directory board, taped over twice and still opening. The elevator man worked days only. Blake had taken the stairs.

The ledger was where the attorney had said it would be, in the bottom drawer of the credenza behind the desk, under a folder labeled RECEIVABLES — Q3. A man named Hofstedter had put it there six weeks ago after stealing it from the office of the man Blake was working for, an accountant named Briggs who was currently awaiting trial on charges that the ledger, if anyone in Briggs's corner had it, would demonstrate were fabricated. Hofstedter worked for the man who had fabricated them. The city was full of such arrangements. Blake found them tedious and occasionally useful.

He photographed four pages with the Argus he'd borrowed from a press photographer he knew, replaced the ledger in the drawer, closed the drawer, and left the office the way he'd entered it — without a sound and without a trace, except for four minutes of wear on a cylinder that wouldn't show up until somebody counted the small marks that patient work leaves on tumblers, and nobody was going to do that.

The hallway was empty. The building had a night watchman named Gerald, who had been making his rounds on the same schedule for eleven years because Gerald was a man who believed in consistency. Blake had timed the rounds twice before tonight. Gerald was currently in the basement, where he would stay for another twelve minutes before starting back up. Blake took the stairs.

Outside, Lexington was doing its late-evening business: a cab discharging a couple in evening clothes, the woman's laugh carrying half a block before the door shut it off; a veterans' supply store with its window display lit up — combat boots and wool blankets and the kind of kit bag that was still coming home from storage; a newsstand where the man behind the counter was reading his own inventory, a habit Blake had always found philosophically sound. The war had been over two years and the city was still calibrating. The men were back. Some of them had their jobs back and some had found new ones and some were standing in lines that moved slowly in front of buildings that had not been built for the volume of men standing in them. The city was prosperous and optimistic and underneath the optimism you could hear the same machinery that had always run it, the gears that decided who got what and when and why, and that machinery had been running since before any of them were born and would be running after. Blake turned north and walked two blocks to where Mary was parked.

The car was a '41 Ford that belonged to nobody and everybody in the complicated way that borrowed things do when the loan goes long enough. Mary was behind the wheel reading the Post by the light of a small flashlight she'd taped to the dashboard, which Blake had told her three times would drain the battery. She looked up when he got in, took one look at his face, and went back to the paper.

"Four minutes on the Sargent," Blake said.

"You told me three," she said.

"I was being optimistic." He put the Argus in the glove compartment and set the film canister on the seat between them. "Four pages. Enough."

Mary turned a page of the newspaper with the precise motion of a woman who has been reading newspapers long enough to resent bad news but not enough to stop expecting it. "Enough to clear Briggs?"

"Enough to make Kramer's office sweat through their good suits for a couple of weeks and then drop the charges." He meant the assistant district attorney who had brought the case. A career man. The kind who measured the merit of a prosecution by whether it was winnable and the merit of a defendant by whether his attorney could afford to fight. "Briggs didn't do anything."

"He's an accountant who works for people who do things," Mary said.

"Most accountants are."

She put the paper down on the seat. "I've been thinking."

"I know," Blake said. "You get a specific kind of quiet."

"Reginald Hoyle called this afternoon while you were out." She said it the way she said things she'd been turning over — not casually, not with weight, but in the neutral register she used when she hadn't decided yet what to think. Reginald Hoyle was the defense attorney whose ledger Blake had just photographed. A small-firm man, smart and cautious and the kind of careful that comes from having been badly surprised once a long time ago. "He wanted to know if you'd take another case."

"What kind?"

"City money."

Blake looked out the windshield at Lexington. A bus went by. Its windows were lit from inside, the faces of the passengers reduced to pale rectangles, anonymous, going somewhere. "I told you what I think about cases that involve city money," he said.

"You've told me at least a dozen times." Mary's voice was pleasant and exact in the way of a person quoting someone to their face. "That's where the real trouble lives."

"That's where the real trouble lives," he confirmed.

"Hoyle says it's a contract matter. Bid rigging on municipal construction. The man bringing the complaint is a reformer named Baxter, and Hoyle thinks he's got a case that'll hold if the documentation is right."

"Documentation's never right when it involves city contracts."

"Hoyle says Baxter has been gathering it for three years."

Blake said nothing for a moment. The newsstand man across the street had put down his paper and was closing up his shutters, methodical as a clock. Three years of documentation meant a man who was serious. It also meant a man who had been making enemies for three years, which in Blake's experience described either a crusader or a fool, and the distinction between the two categories was usually only apparent in retrospect.

"Did Hoyle say what he wants from me specifically?"

"He said he'd explain in person. He wants to meet tomorrow."

"Tell him I'll think about it."

Mary picked up her paper again. "I already told him you'd be there at ten."
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THEY DROVE CROSSTOWN and down to the room above the dry cleaner on West 47th, which was where Blake lived and where they worked and which served both purposes adequately without serving either one well. The dry cleaner was a Hungarian named Varga who had come over in 1938 and who occasionally pressed Blake's one good suit for free in exchange for the kind of small services that people with irregular status in a new country sometimes require. Blake had found a witness for him twice and recovered a debt once. Varga never asked how. Blake never explained.

The room was on the second floor and had a window that looked onto the street and a radiator that expressed its opinions loudly between midnight and two. There was a desk, a telephone, a filing cabinet with two working drawers and one that had required persuasion since 1944 and gotten it, and a daybed that served the technical definition of a bed without committing to any of its promises. On the desk: a city directory, three case folders in various stages of resolution, a telephone book for 1946 (the '47 hadn't come yet and Blake wasn't sure the telephone company knew where he was), and a coffee cup that had been empty since morning. On the wall above the desk he had pinned a map of the five boroughs that had come free in a Sunday paper in August and which he had marked in pencil over the intervening months with the addresses that mattered to his current work. The marks spread across Manhattan in the way that certain kinds of activity always spread — not random, but clustered, the clusters corresponding to the places where money changed hands in ways the people changing it preferred not to document.

Mary sat in the good chair — the desk chair — and Blake took the wooden one from the corner. He put the film canister on the desk. Tomorrow he'd get it developed at the place on 43rd, the one run by a man named Ito who had come back from two years in a relocation camp in California and opened his darkroom again without apparent bitterness, which Blake considered an act of character requiring more equanimity than he himself possessed.

"Tell me what you know about Baxter," Blake said.

Mary had already pulled the city directory from under the telephone book. "Cyrus Baxter. Foundation president. Sixty or thereabouts. He's been in the papers a few times — contract irregularities on the new housing projects in the Bronx, something about the bridge resurfacing funds the year before last." She turned to a page she'd marked earlier, which told Blake she'd been thinking about this before the car, possibly before Hoyle had called at all. She had a way of getting ahead of things. "He's appearing on a television broadcast Thursday evening. One of those civic forums they're doing now."

"Television," Blake said.

"There are thirty thousand sets in the city." She said it the way she said things that impressed her against her will. Mary had spent six years in radio, first as a secretary for WGB and then as a production coordinator for three of their news programs, and she had come to regard television with the particular wariness of a craftsman watching a new trade move into the neighborhood and put up a bigger sign. "WGB is carrying it on the new television side. Thursday at eight."

"You want to watch it," Blake said.

"I want to watch what happens," she said, which was not quite the same thing.

He leaned back in the wooden chair until it told him to stop. Outside, the city was audible at its standard late-night register: a horn two blocks over, someone on the floor above arguing with a radiator of their own, the specific percussion of the Third Avenue El passing in the middle distance. He had grown up three blocks from an El line in a neighborhood the city had since done its best to forget, and the sound of it had worked its way into his sense of what quiet meant. The absence of it was the unfamiliar thing.

"How much does Hoyle want to pay?" he said.

"He didn't say."

"He usually says."

"He was being delicate." Mary closed the directory. "Which means either the case is complicated or the money is short or he wants something that falls outside what he can put in a letter."

"All three, probably."

"Probably." She stood and put on her coat, which had been over the back of the good chair. She picked up the film canister and put it in her bag. "I'll drop this at Ito's on my way in tomorrow."

Blake nodded. It was an old arrangement, the division of the practical logistics. He was better at getting into places. She was better at the aftermath — the developing and the documentation and the precise kind of talking that made people feel heard enough to keep talking. They had arrived at it without discussing it, the way good arrangements usually get made.

At the door she stopped. "You're going to take the Hoyle case," she said. Not a question.

"I haven't decided."

"You've decided." She said it without judgment, which was worse than if she'd said it with some. "You always take the ones that bother you. It's a character defect I've learned to work around."

"I'm working on it," he said.

"Let me know when it's fixed." She went down the stairs. The street door closed below with the solid thud of a door that had been closing on West 47th since before either of them was born.
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HE SAT AT THE DESK for a while after she left. This was a habit he'd developed in Sing Sing, where sitting without a particular purpose had been the only form of freedom available and he'd made the most of it. Four years. He'd gone in at thirty for a second-story job on a jewelry firm on Fifth Avenue — a safecracker for hire, the inside man a broker's assistant who had every intention of splitting the take and no intention of splitting the risk. The broker's assistant had a cousin in the DA's office. Blake had four years and a skill set that no longer had a legitimate application and a cleaner understanding of the way the city divided itself between people who arranged things and people who took the arrangements.

He was not bitter about it. Bitterness was a luxury that cost more than it was worth, and he had arrived at this position not through virtue but through calculation: a man who stays angry at the architecture wastes the energy he needs to move through it. He had come out of Sing Sing in '43 with fifteen dollars and a new name — Blake Carter instead of the name his mother had given him, which was close enough to Blake Carter that the substitution had required no particular imagination and would not hold up against scrutiny but had so far held up against the level of scrutiny the city had brought to bear, which was minimal. The city had other concerns in 1943. It had the war. It had the bond drives and the ration books and the Gold Star windows appearing in the buildings along every street and then, finally, two years later, the men coming back, carrying the weight of having been somewhere most people hadn't been and seen things most people hadn't seen, coming home to find their city rearranged and their jobs redistributed and the general architecture of their lives in the possession of whoever had been minding it in their absence.

Blake had watched them come back. He was not entirely sure what he felt about it. He had not gone — his age, his record, the particular nature of his skill set had placed him outside the categories that the selective service found useful. He had spent the war years operating in the margins of a city that was all margins, working for whoever needed work done in the dark, and had come out the other side with a slightly better room and a slightly longer list of people who trusted him to keep their confidences. It was not heroism and it was not service and he did not dress it up as either. It was what had been available to a man with his history in the years that had been available to him, and he had done it without waste and without more harm than the work required.

What he had now, four years out, was a room and a telephone and a woman who knew how to watch a room and a loose arrangement with three attorneys and a newspaper editor who needed things found or documented in ways that didn't involve them being present. It was not the life he'd planned at twenty-two and it was not the life he'd planned at thirty and the fact that he'd stopped planning and started improvising somewhere in between seemed, most evenings, like the most honest thing he could say about himself.

City money, he thought. The cases where the trouble was biggest were almost always the ones that ran through the city's accounts. Not because the city attracted worse people — in his experience the quality of criminals was fairly consistent across income levels — but because the city provided cover. A private company stealing could at least be embarrassed. A city department had the peculiar impunity of institutions, the way they absorbed accusations and produced committees and filed the findings of committees in rooms where findings went to become historical record and nothing more. He had read about the Seabury investigation once, the whole machine laid out in newspaper columns — the magistrate's courts and the bail bondsmen and the police captains with their real estate holdings and their wives' safety deposit boxes full of things they couldn't explain except with the word coincidence, used repeatedly and without shame. That had been fifteen years ago. The names had changed. The arrangement had not.

He'd avoided those cases carefully since '43. One exception, a payroll fraud at a housing authority, had cost him six weeks of work and a source who dried up permanently after someone who knew someone had made a telephone call. He'd told Mary afterward: that's where the real trouble lives. And he'd meant it as a policy, a line he wouldn't cross again.

He was going to cross it again.

He could feel it the same way he could feel, turning a dial in the dark, the moment before a tumbler seated — a specific resistance that was the last thing before the thing gave way. Baxter had three years of documentation. A television broadcast Thursday. And someone, somewhere in the machinery of the city, who did not want whatever Baxter was going to say on Thursday evening said out loud.

The radiator started up at twelve, right on schedule, expressing its views on the temperature and the evening and the state of things in general. Blake let it talk. He had learned, from four years and then four more, that the things making the most noise were rarely the things to watch. It was the quiet ones. It was always the quiet ones.

He turned off the desk lamp and sat in the dark for a while, the city's ambient light coming through the window and drawing gray shapes on the opposite wall, and thought about a man named Baxter who had been gathering his evidence for three years and who was going to stand in front of a camera on Thursday and say what he knew.

He thought about what that kind of patience cost, and what kind of man paid it, and whether the city had in it the particular mechanism that such a man's patience deserved. He thought about Mary, who had told him he'd already decided before he'd admitted it to himself, which was accurate and which he resented in the specific way you resent the people who are consistently right about you. He thought about the ledger in her bag, and about Briggs the accountant who would have his charges dropped in a few weeks and who would go back to working for the same people and keeping the same books and would probably not ask too carefully about the mechanism of his own exoneration. You did not fix people. You fixed the specific situation in front of you and left them to manage the next one. It was a modest ambition. He had decided it was the honest one.

He went to bed.
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Chapter Two
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You're On

Charlie Whitmore lived on the fourteenth floor of a building on Riverside Drive that had a doorman who wore white gloves even in November and an elevator operator who wished you a good evening with the conviction of a man who believed he was improving your chances. The apartment itself was the kind of place that accumulated quality without quite becoming elegant — Persian rugs that had been good once and were still good enough, bookshelves built around the actual dimensions of books rather than the idea of them, a kitchen that smelled of the meals that serious people cook when they have the time. Charlie had been with the AP before the war and with a syndicate after it, and the apartment reflected the income differential between the two without drawing attention to it, which was Charlie's general approach to most things.

He had acquired the television set in September, which made him among the first forty thousand people in the city to own one, a distinction he held with the mild embarrassment of a man who has bought something he isn't sure he needed but has become too interested in to return. It sat on a low table against the east wall of the living room: a Dumont Model 180, cabinet in walnut veneer, the screen a greenish-gray rectangle about the size of a hardcover dictionary stood on its side. When it was off it looked like furniture. When it was on it looked like a window into a room where it was always slightly overcast.

"Comfortable?" Charlie said, coming in from the kitchen with three glasses and a bottle of something amber.

"Completely," Mary said. She had taken the chair nearest the set and was already studying the test pattern it was broadcasting — a geometric arrangement of lines and a circle in the center, which the network used to let owners calibrate their reception. She was studying it with the focused attention of someone reading a foreign language she'd been told she already understood.

"You want the technical rundown?" Charlie said, pouring. "I've given it enough times I've gotten the length down to about four minutes."

"I used to work in radio, Charlie," Mary said.

"Different animal," he said, not unkindly.

"I know it is," she said. "That's what I'm trying to figure out."

Charlie handed Blake a glass and settled onto the sofa with the satisfied air of a man about to watch history, which was partly the occasion and partly Charlie's general attitude toward evenings that involved whiskey. Blake sat at the end of the sofa nearest the window. Through the glass, Riverside Drive lay below them in its nighttime state — the parkway lamps in a long pale chain, the river beyond them black and definite, New Jersey a low smear of light on the far bank. It was a good view. Blake had noticed that the city looked better from height, a phenomenon he attributed to the fact that from height you couldn't hear it.

"Tell me what to expect," Blake said to Charlie.

"Civic forum. Four men at a table. Questions from a moderator, some back and forth, prepared remarks. They've been doing this on radio for twenty years." Charlie swirled his glass. "The difference is you'll be able to see their faces when they lie."

"I can already do that," Blake said.

"Most people can't," Charlie said. "That's what the network is counting on."

The test pattern shifted. The set made a sound like a man clearing his throat at the back of a very large church — not loud, but present — and then the screen resolved into something that was recognizably a room. A studio room, lit from above with the heavy theatrical brightness that television required, every surface flattened into tones of gray. A table. Four chairs. A moderator at one end arranging papers with the unnecessary precision of a man who has been told that every gesture is now visible.

"There's the picture," Charlie said, as if he'd made it himself.

Mary leaned forward an inch. Not eagerness — assessment. She watched the screen the way she had watched the test pattern, looking for what it could and couldn't do. The image had a quality Blake hadn't anticipated: a faint doubling at the edges of things, as if each object in the studio existed at one remove from its own shadow. When the moderator moved his hand across the table the motion left a brief ghost of itself in the air beside him. The audio came through the speaker at the cabinet's base flat and slightly compressed, the way voices sounded on the telephone but more so, stripped of the frequencies that gave a room its size.

"It's like watching through a window that's been breathed on," Blake said.

"It improves," Charlie said. "You get used to calibrating for it. Give it ten minutes and you'll stop noticing."

Mary said nothing. She had taken a small notebook from her bag — the same one she carried everywhere, slim and cloth-bound, purchased in quantity from a stationery shop on Madison — and was writing something in it. Blake did not try to read it. He had learned early that her notes were a private language, shorthand mixed with symbols she'd developed over years of production work, and that the appropriate response to them was to wait.

*
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THE PANELISTS CAME on at five past eight. They entered the studio from a side door visible at the frame's edge — four men in dark suits finding their chairs with the slightly stiff movements of people who have been told where to sit and are performing the act of sitting naturally. The moderator, a man named Griswold whom Blake vaguely recognized from a newspaper column, introduced them one by one in the practiced baritone of a man paid to make the mundane sound significant.

Ralph Thomas was first. Lobbyist, the caption said, which was the polite word for the work he did. He was a compact man in his fifties with the groomed, unhurried quality of someone who had long since decided that appearing trustworthy was more efficient than being it. He took his seat with a brief, professional smile at the camera — not a performer's smile, more a salesman's, acknowledging the audience without requiring anything from it.

Richard Waters was second. Chair of the City Finance Committee, the caption noted, and the screen gave him the best of his qualities: a strong jaw, well-cut hair touched with gray at the temples, the kind of physical composure that photographs generously and reads, in the new language of television, as authority. He arranged his notepad with two fingers and set his pen beside it and folded his hands and looked at the moderator with the complete attention of a man who has learned that complete attention is a form of flattery and flattery is a form of control.

Inspector Andrew Faraday was third. He came on last among the three before Baxter, and the camera caught him still adjusting his jacket as he sat, which produced an entirely accurate impression of a man who would rather be somewhere else and is willing to be visible about it. He was a solid man, broad through the shoulders, with a face that belonged in a precinct hallway rather than a television studio — the kind of face that had seen enough to stop being surprised by most of it and was not sure how to arrange itself for an occasion that called for optimism. Blake had spoken to Faraday three times: once to help recover a witness, once to pass information about a pawnshop that was moving stolen goods, and once in a courthouse corridor where Faraday had acknowledged Blake's existence with the minimal nod of a man filing a fact he expected to need later. They had not been introduced. They understood each other well enough.

Mary's pen moved in the notebook. Blake watched Faraday settle his broad frame into the studio chair and make the face of a man being asked to sit still for a dentist.

"He hates this," Blake said quietly.

"He hates the camera," Mary said. "Not the same thing. Watch his hands."

Faraday's hands were flat on the table in front of him, not touching anything, not fidgeting. The hands of a man exercising active restraint.

At the far edge of the frame, nearly lost in the dark boundary where the studio lights failed, a young man stood near the side door with his arms folded and his weight shifted to one foot. He was in his early thirties, dressed in the correct manner of a professional attendant — good suit, plain tie, the invisible presentation of someone whose job was to make other people visible. He was watching the table with an intensity that belonged to a private occasion, not a public one. As Blake watched, the young man's jaw tightened with the effort of keeping a face that was doing too much.

"Who's the man by the door?" Blake said.

Charlie leaned forward. "That's Daniels. Baxter's man. Chief of staff." He considered the screen. "He was at the press preview this afternoon. Looked like that then too."

"Like what?" Mary said.

"Like someone waiting for a train that might not stop," Charlie said.

Cyrus Baxter came last. He entered with the brisk particular stride of a man who had somewhere to be and had calculated exactly how far this stop was from it. Sixty, or close — silver-haired, with a well-maintained solidity about him that was not vanity but maintenance, the way a man keeps a good tool in good condition because he intends to use it. He took his seat without looking at the camera. This struck Blake as the most sophisticated thing anyone at the table had yet done. The others had each, in their own way, acknowledged the lens. Baxter sat down and looked at Griswold and waited, as if the camera were a piece of furniture.

The pitcher of water sat at the center of the table. Four glasses. On the tray beside it, four cups and a coffee service — a pot, cream, sugar, the small utilitarian ceremony of a meeting with pretensions to civilization. Griswold said something about the importance of civic discourse and the new medium of television and the responsibility of public figures in a democratic society, which were words arranged in an order that meant very little and were necessary to say before the things that meant something could begin.

Baxter poured himself a glass from the pitcher. The others lifted their coffee cups.

Mary wrote something in the notebook. Blake glanced at her.

"Note something?" he said, low.

"Probably nothing," she said.

She said this the way she said things she had already decided were something.

*
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THE FORUM RAN ITS EARLY portion with the steady rhythm of civic proceedings — the moderator asking questions carefully worded to produce informative answers, the panelists producing answers carefully worded to be informative about as little as possible. Thomas spoke about the importance of private enterprise in municipal development with the fluency of a man who had given this speech so many times it had worn smooth. Waters spoke about the Finance Committee's oversight role with the sobriety of a man who understands that the best defense of a record is a thorough description of the process by which it was produced. Faraday answered a question about rising crime statistics with the compressed accuracy of a man who knows that statistics are a different thing from crime and is not willing to pretend otherwise on camera.

Blake drank his whiskey and watched their faces. The screen was, as Charlie had promised, something you calibrated to — the ghosting and the flatness became the background, and the faces came forward through it, not as clearly as a room but clearly enough. You watched the eyes and the hands and the particular architecture of how each man held his face when the camera was technically pointed at someone else.

Waters held his face beautifully. The attention he gave to whichever man was speaking was the close, courteous attention of a man who considers it important to appear interested. His hands stayed folded. He sipped his coffee when the camera was elsewhere and set the cup down without sound. He was, Blake thought, the kind of man who had decided at some early point that composure was the most useful thing he could be and had been composure ever since, the way some men became doctors or lawyers and went on being that until the end.

Thomas was less composed but more comfortable — the ease of a man who has decided that the worst that can happen is already planned for. He laughed once at something Faraday said, a brief, real laugh that did not particularly improve his appearance on screen but made him seem, for a moment, like someone who existed outside the category of suspect.

Baxter drank his water.

Not constantly, not conspicuously — the way a man drinks water when his mouth is dry and he has something to say that he has been waiting to say for a long time. He refilled his glass once from the pitcher. The coffee service sat at his elbow untouched. This was not unusual — men avoided coffee for various reasons — but Mary's pen had moved when she first noticed it and had not fully returned to the notebook since.

"He doesn't drink the coffee," Blake said.

"He drinks the water," Mary said. "They all touch the water. But he's the only one who actually drinks it."

On screen, Griswold was directing the conversation toward the subject of municipal contracting — specifically the housing projects in the Bronx, which had been in the news since the previous spring for reasons that official statements had characterized as administrative and which everyone in the city understood to mean financial. Baxter straightened in his chair. It was a small adjustment, barely visible on the screen, but Blake caught it — the shift of a man moving from participant to speaker, settling his weight for a purpose.

"Here," Mary said.

She did not mean anything in particular by it. She meant: pay attention now.

Baxter said: "I've been brought on this panel in my capacity as a private citizen with a civic concern, and I intend to make use of that capacity." He said it to Griswold but he was looking at the camera — not with the performed directness of a politician seeking approval, but with the flat, informing regard of a man delivering news he has verified and expects to be heard. "The housing contracts that have been awarded in this city over the last four years have not been awarded on competitive terms. The bids have been managed. I have documentation of this. The individuals responsible include at minimum one member of this panel."

The studio, insofar as the small screen and the flat speaker could convey it, went still.

Charlie sat forward on the sofa. Faraday, on screen, had a look on his face that was not quite surprise — more the look of a man confirming a calculation he had already made but had hoped, for reasons of convenience, might come out differently. Thomas had gone carefully neutral, which was the most visible response in the room. Waters had not moved. Not his hands, not his expression, not the angle of his head. Nothing about him had changed at all, which was — Blake noted, and filed, and did not say out loud — its own kind of answer.

Baxter lifted his glass.

He said, "I have come here tonight specifically to name—"

He drank. Not a calculated pause — his mouth was dry and he needed the water and there was no theater in it. He set the glass down and opened his mouth to continue.

What happened next was not loud. That was the first thing. Blake had expected, from the distance of hindsight that comes even in the moment of watching something go wrong, something dramatic — a sound, a sudden violence. What happened instead was quiet and then immediately terrible. Baxter's hand went to the base of his throat, not clutching, just touching, as if he were checking for something he expected to find there. His head turned slightly to his left. His mouth remained open but the sentence did not continue. His other hand found the edge of the table.

On the small screen, through the ghosted gray image, through the flat speaker that could not carry the full register of sound, Blake watched Baxter's face change from the face of a man about to say something important to the face of a man trying to remember how breathing worked.

Faraday was up first. The inspector moved with the reflexive quickness of a man who has been in enough rooms where things went wrong to recognize the first second of wrong before anyone else has processed it. He was around the table in two movements, one hand at Baxter's shoulder, and Baxter went sideways toward him rather than away, which meant whatever was happening had already reached his balance.

Faraday was up first. The inspector moved with the reflexive quickness of a man who has been in enough rooms where things went wrong to recognize the first second of wrong before anyone else has processed it. He was around the table in two movements, one hand at Baxter's shoulder, and Baxter went sideways toward him rather than away, which meant whatever was happening had already reached his balance.

Thomas rose. Waters rose, a precise half-second after Thomas, his face rearranged into the correct expression for a man witnessing a medical emergency — concern, uselessness, the performance of helplessness by a man who is not helpless. Griswold said something into his microphone that the speaker in Charlie's living room rendered as noise.

At the edge of the frame, in the dark boundary near the side door, Daniels came forward two steps and stopped. Not the instinctive movement toward a man who has collapsed — a step and a halt, the halt of someone who has seen something they were braced for and whose body moved before the decision to move had been approved. He stood with his hands at his sides, and on the small screen, in the gray light that flattened everything, his face was not the face of a man witnessing an accident. It was the face of a man witnessing a result.

Blake said nothing. He watched.

Faraday was calling for help, his voice carrying through the flat speaker as a compressed bark that the room had heard and responded to — a studio technician ran in from the left, another from somewhere off-frame. Baxter was down now, his chair displaced, Faraday with both hands on him, working with the focused calm of a man who knew that visible calm was the most useful thing he could offer and was offering it without stint.

The screen went to a card that said PLEASE STAND BY in block letters.

Charlie said, "Good God."

Mary was already standing. She had her coat and her bag and her notebook and she was looking at Blake with the clear, navigating expression she used when there was a direction to move in and the only question was how fast. Blake set his glass down on the side table — not hurriedly, not carefully, just set it down and stood up.

"Charlie," he said. "Thank you for the
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