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I sit in one of the dives

On Fifty-second Street

Uncertain and afraid

As the clever hopes expire

Of a low dishonest decade:

Waves of anger and fear

Circulate over the bright

And darkened lands of the earth,

Obsessing our private lives;

The unmentionable odor of death

Offends the September night ...


W. H. AUDEN

September 1, 1939












When I imagine it, it is always a perfect summer day, with the sun high in a vivid blue sky. It was summer, of course, but I have no way of knowing what the weather was like, or even if it happened during the day. Someone, relating the incident, mentioned moonlight, but he wasnt there either. Perhaps his imagination provided the moon, even as mine chose a bright sun, a blue sky, and a scattering of cottony clouds.


They are on the open porch of a white clapboard farmhouse. Sometimes I see them inside, seated at a pine table in the kitchen, but more often they are on the porch. They have a large glass pitcher filled with a mix of vodka and grapefruit juice, and they are sitting on the porch drinking salty dogs.


Sometimes I imagine them walking around the farm, holding hands, or with their arms around one anothers waists. She has had a lot to drink, and it makes her boisterous and flamboyant and a little unsteady on her pins. She moos at the cows, clucks at the chickens, oinks at the pigs, and laughs at the whole world.


Or Ill see them walking through woods, then emerging at the bank of a stream. There was a Frenchman a couple hundred years ago who always painted idealized rustic scenes, with barefoot shepherds and milkmaids cavorting in nature. He could have painted this particular figment of my imagination.


And now they are naked, there by the streams side, and they are making love in the cool grass.


My imagination is limited in this area, or perhaps it is simply a respecter of privacy. All it provides is a close-up of her face. Expressions play on her face, and they are like newspaper articles in dreams, shifting and going out of focus just before I can read them.


Then he shows her the knife. Her eyes widen, and something goes out of them. And a cloud moves to cover the sun.


Thats how I imagine it, and I dont suppose my imagination comes very close to actual circumstances. How could it? Even eyewitness testimony is notoriously unreliable, and Im the furthest thing from an eyewitness. Ive never seen the farm. I dont even know if theres a stream on the property.


I never saw her, either, except in photographs. Im looking at one of those photos now, and it seems to me that I can almost see the play of expressions on her face, and her eyes widening. But of course I can see no such thing. As with all photographs, all I can see is a moment frozen in time. Its not a magic picture. You cant read the past in it, or the future. If you turn it over you can read my name and telephone number, but when you turn it over again its the same pose every time, the lips slightly parted, the eyes looking into the camera, the expression enigmatic. You can stare at it all you want and its not going to tell you any secrets.


I know. Ive looked at it long enough.
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There are three prominent fraternal organizations for actors in New York, and years ago an actor named Maurice Jenkins-Lloyd had summed them up to anyone whod listen. The Players are gentlemen, hed intoned, pretending to be actors. The Lambs are actors, pretending to be gentlemen. And the Friarsthe Friars are neither, pretending to be both.


I dont know which category Jenkins-Lloyd belonged in. When I knew him he was mostly drunk, pretending to be sober. He used to drink at Armstrongs, which used to be on Ninth Avenue between Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth. His drink was Dewars and soda, and he could drink it all day and all night without showing it much. He never raised his voice, never turned ugly, never fell off his chair. Toward the end of an evening he might slur his words some, but that was about it. Player, Lamb, or Friar, he drank like a gentleman.


And died of it. I was still drinking myself when he died of a ruptured esophagus. Its not the first cause of death you think of for alcoholics, but it doesnt seem to happen to other people. I dont know exactly what causes it, whether its the cumulative effect of pouring booze down a gullet for all those years or the strain of vomiting a couple of times every morning.


I hadnt thought of Maurice Jenkins-Lloyd in a long time. I thought of him now because I was going to an AA meeting on the second floor of what used to be the Lambs Club. The elegant white building on West Forty-fourth had some years ago become a luxury the Lambs could no longer afford, and they had sold the property and shared space with another club somewhere else in midtown. A church of some sort had bought the property, and it now housed an experimental theater along with facilities for other church activities. On Thursday nights, the Fresh Start group of Alcoholics Anonymous paid a nominal fee for the use of a meeting room.


The meeting ran from eight-thirty to nine-thirty. I got there about ten minutes early and introduced myself to the program chairman. I helped myself to coffee and sat where he indicated. There were eight or ten six-foot tables arranged in an open rectangle, and my seat was at the far end from the door, next to the chairmans.


By eight-thirty there were about thirty-five people sitting around the tables and drinking coffee out of Styrofoam cups. The chairman opened the meeting and read the preamble, then called on someone to read a portion of the fifth chapter of the Big Book. There were a few announcementsa dance that weekend on the Upper West Side, a group anniversary in Murray Hill, a new meeting added to the schedule at Alanon House. A group that met regularly at a Ninth Avenue synagogue was canceling its next two meetings because of the Jewish holidays.


Then the chairman said, Our speaker tonight is Matt, from Keep It Simple.


I was nervous, of course. Id been nervous from the minute I walked into the place. Im always like that before I lead a meeting, but it passes. When hed introduced me there was a round of polite applause, and when it died down I said, Thanks. My name is Matt, and Im an alcoholic. Then the nervousness was gone, and I sat there and told my story.


I talked for about twenty minutes. I dont remember what I said. Essentially what you do is tell what it used to be like, what happened, and what its like now, and thats what I did, but it comes out different every time you tell it.


Some peoples stories are inspirational enough for cable television. Theyll tell you how they were down and out in East St. Louis and now theyre president of IBM with rising expectations. I dont have that kind of story to tell. I still live in the same place and do the same thing for a living. The difference is I used to drink and now I dont, and thats about as inspirational as I get.


When I finished there was another round of polite applause, and then they passed a basket and everyone put in a dollar or a quarter or nothing at all toward the rent and the coffee. There was a five-minute break, and then the meeting resumed. The format varies at different meetings; here they went around the room, and everybody had his turn to say something.


There were maybe ten people in the room I recognized and another half-dozen or so who looked familiar. One woman with a strong jawline and a lot of red hair took off from the fact that Id been a cop.


You coulda come to my house, she said. We had the cops there once a week. My husband and I would drink and fight, and some neighbord call the cops, and theyd come. The same cop showed up three times running, and the next thing you knew I was having an affair with him, and before you knew it him and I had a fight, and somebody called the cops. People were always calling the cops on me, even when I was with a cop to start with.


At nine-thirty we said the Lords Prayer and closed the meeting. A few people came over to shake hands and thank me for leading the meeting. Most of the others hurried out of the building so they could light their cigarettes.


Outside, the night was crisp with early autumn. Summer had been brutal, and the cool nights now were a relief. I walked half a block west, and a man stepped out of a doorway and asked me if I could spare any change. He was wearing mismatched pants and suit jacket and he had wornout tennis sneakers on his feet, and no socks. He looked thirty-five but he was probably younger than that. The street ages you.


He needed a bath and a shave and a haircut. He needed a whole lot more than I could give him. What I did give him was a dollar, fishing a single out of my pants pocket and pressing it into his palm. He thanked me and asked God to bless me. I started walking, and I was almost at the corner of Broadway when I heard someone call my name.


I turned and recognized a fellow named Eddie. Hed been at the meeting, and Id seen him around now and then at other meetings. Now he was hurrying to catch up with me.


Hey, Matt, he said. You want to get some coffee?


I had three cups at the meeting. I think Ill just head for home.


You going uptown? Ill walk you.


We took Broadway to Forty-seventh, walked over to Eighth Avenue, turned right and continued uptown. Of the five people who asked us for money en route, I shook off two of them and gave the others a dollar each and was thanked and blessed in return. After the third one took her dollar and extended her blessing, Eddie said, Jesus, you gotta be the softest touch on the whole West Side. What are you, Matt, just a boy who cant say no?


Sometimes I turn them down.


But mostly you dont.


Mostly I dont.


I saw the mayor on TV the other day. He says we shouldnt give money to people on the street. He says half the time theyre addicts, theyre just gonna spend the money on crack.


Right, and the other halfll squander it on food and shelter.


He says theres beds and hot meals available free of charge to anybody in the city who needs it.


I know. It makes you wonder why so many people sleep in the streets and eat out of garbage cans.


He wants to crack down on the window washers, too. You know, guys wipe your windshield whether it needs it or not, then hit you for a handout? He says he doesnt like the way it looks, guys working the street like that.


Hes right, I said. Theyre able-bodied guys, too. They ought to be out mugging people or knocking over liquor stores, something thats out of the public eye.


I guess youre not a big fan of the mayors.


I suppose hes all right, I said. I think hes got a heart the size of a raisin, but maybe thats a requirement, part of the job description. I try not to pay too much attention to who the mayor is or what he says. I give away a few bucks every day, thats all. It doesnt hurt me and it doesnt help anybody very much. Its just what I do these days.


Theres enough of them out there asking for it.


And indeed there were. You saw them all over the city, sleeping in the parks, in the subway tunnels, in the bus- and train-station lobbies. Some of them were mental cases and some were crack addicts, and some of them were just people who had lost a step in the great race and had no place to live. Its hard to get a job when you dont have a residence, hard to keep yourself presentable enough to get hired. But some of them had jobs. Apartments are hard to find in New York, and harder to afford; with rent and security and brokers commission to pay, you might need upwards of two thousand dollars to get in the door of an apartment. Even if you could hold a job, how could you save up that kind of money?


Thank God I got a place, Eddie said. Its the apartment I grew up in, if you can believe it. A block up and two blocks over, near Tenth. Not the first place I lived in. Thats gone now, the building came down, its where they built the new high school. We moved out of there when I was, I dont know, nine years old? Musta been, because I was in the third grade. You know I done time?


Not in the third grade.


He laughed. No, it was a little later than that. Thing is, the old man died while I was up in Green Haven, and when I got out I didnt have a place to stay, so I moved in with my ma. I wasnt home much, it was just a place to keep my clothes and stuff, but then when she got sick I started staying there with her, and after she died I kept the place. Three little rooms up on the fourth floor, but, you know, its rent-controlled, Matt. $122.75 a month. A hotel youd be willing to step into, in this town, shit, youd pay that for one night.


And, amazingly enough, the neighborhood itself was on its way up. Hells Kitchen had been a tough, hard-bitten neighborhood for a hundred years, and now the realtors had people calling it Clinton and turning tenement flats into condos and getting six-figure prices for them. I could never figure out where the poor people went, or where the rich people came from.


He said, Beautiful night, isnt it? Of course before we know it well be griping that its too cold. One day youre dying of the heat and the next minute youre wondering where the summer went. Always the way, huh?


Thats what they say.


He was in his late thirties, five-eight or -nine and slender, with pale skin and washed-out blue eyes. His hair was light brown and he was losing it, and the receding hairline combined with an overbite to give him a slightly rabbity appearance.


If I hadnt known hed done time I would probably have guessed as much, although I couldnt tell you why beyond saying that he looked like a crook. A combination, perhaps, of bravado and furtiveness, an attitude that manifested physically in the set of the shoulders and the shiftiness of the eyes. I wouldnt say that it stood out all over him, but the first time I noticed him at a meeting I had the thought that here was a guy whod been dirty, a guy who had most likely gone away for it.


He took out a pack of cigarettes and offered me one. I shook my head. He selected one for himself and scratched a match to light it, cupping his hands against the wind. He blew out smoke, then held the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger and looked at it. I ought to quit these little fuckers, he said. Sober up and die of cancer, wheres the percentage in that?


How long are you sober now, Eddie?


Coming up on seven months.


Thats great.


I been coming around the program for close to a year, but it took me a while to put down the drink.


I didnt catch on right away, either.


No? Well, I slipped around for a month or two. And then I thought I could still smoke dope, because what the hell, marijuana wasnt my problem, alcohol was my problem. But I guess what I heard at the meetings finally soaked in, and I put down the grass, too, and now Ive been completely clean and dry for close to seven months.


Thats terrific.


I guess.


As far as the cigarettes are concerned, they say its not a good idea to try to do too many things at once.


I know it. I figure when I make my year is time enough to quit these things. He sucked hard on the cigarette and the end glowed red. This is where I get off. You sure you dont want to get some coffee?


No, but Ill walk over to Ninth with you.


We walked the long block crosstown and then stood on the corner talking for a few minutes. I dont remember much of what we talked about. On the corner he said, When he introduced you he said your home group was Keep It Simple. Thats the group meets over at St. Paul the Apostle?


I nodded. The official name is Keep It Simple, but everybody just calls it St. Pauls.


You go there pretty regular?


More often than not.


Maybe Ill see you there. Uh, you got a phone or something, Matt?


Sure. Im at a hotel, the Northwestern. You just call the desk and theyll put you through to me.


Who do I ask for?


I looked at him for a second, then laughed. I had a small stack of wallet-size photos in my breast pocket, each stamped on the back with my name and phone number. I took one out and handed it to him. He said,  Matthew Scudder. Thats you, huh? He turned the card over. Thats not you, though.


You recognize her?


He shook his head. Who is she?


A girl Im trying to find.


I dont blame you. Find two while youre at it, Ill take one of em off your hands. What is it, a job youre working?


Thats right.


Pretty girl. Young, or at least she was when this was taken. What is she, about twenty-one?


Twenty-four now. The pictures a year or two old.


Twenty-fours pretty young, he said. He turned the card again. Matthew Scudder. Its funny how youll know the most personal things about somebody but you wont know their name. Their last name, I mean. Mines Dunphy, but maybe you already knew that.


No.


Id give you my phone if I had one. They cut it off for nonpayment a year and a half ago. One of these days Ill have to get it straightened out. Its been good talking to you, Matt. Maybe Ill see you tomorrow night at St. Pauls.


Ill most likely be there.


Ill make a point of getting there. You take care now.


You too, Eddie.


He waited for the light, trotted across the avenue. Halfway across he turned and gave me a smile. I hope you find that girl, he said.


I didnt find her that night, or any other girl, either. I walked the rest of the way to Fifty-seventh Street and stopped at the desk. There were no messages but Jacob volunteered that Id had three calls spaced half an hour apart. Could be it was the same person each time, he said. He didnt leave no message.


I went up to my room, sat down and opened a book. I read a few pages and the phone rang.


I picked it up and a man said, This Scudder? I said it was. He said, How much is the reward?


What reward?


Arent you the man looking to find that girl?


I could have hung up, but instead I said, What girl?


Her pictures on one side and your names on the other. Dont you be looking for her?


Do you know where she is?


Answer my question first, he said. Whats the reward?


There might be a small reward.


How small is small?


Not enough to get rich on.


Say a number.


Maybe a couple of hundred dollars.


Five hundred dollars?


The price didnt really matter. He didnt have anything to sell me. All right, I agreed. Five hundred.


Shit. Thats not much.


I know.


There was a pause. Then he said, briskly, All right. Heres what you do. You know the corner of Broadway and Fifty-third Street, the uptown corner on the side towards Eighth Avenue. Meet me there in a half hour. And have the money with you. If you dont bring the bread, dont bother coming.


I cant get the money at this hour.


Aint you got one of those all-night bank cards? Shit. All right, how much you got on you? You can give me some now and the rest tomorrow, but you dont want to stand around, man, because the chick might not be in the same place tomorrow, you dig what Im saying?


More than you know.


Say what?


Whats her name?


Hows that?


Whats the chicks name?


You the one looking for her. Dont you know her damn name?


You dont, do you?


He thought about it. I know the name she using now, he said. Its the stupidest ones that turn crafty. Thats probably not the name you know.


What names she using?


Uh-huh. Thats part of what you be buying with your five hundred dollars.


What Id be buying would be a forearm across the windpipe, possibly a knife between the ribs. The ones who have something for you never start out asking about a reward, and they dont want to meet you on streetcorners. I felt tired enough to hang up on him, but hed just call back again.


I said, Shut up for a minute. My clients not authorizing any reward until the girls recovered. You havent got anything to sell and theres no way youre going to hustle a buck out of me. I dont want to meet you on a streetcorner, but if I did I wouldnt bring money with me. Id bring a gun and a set of cuffs and a backup, and then Id take you somewhere and work on you until I was sure you didnt know anything. Then Id work on you some more because Id be pissed at you for wasting my time. Is that what you want? You want to meet me on the corner?


Motherfucker


No, I said, you got that wrong. Youre the motherfucker.


I hung up on him. Asshole, I said aloud, to him or to myself, Im not sure which. Then I took a shower and went to bed.
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The girls name was Paula Hoeldtke and I didnt really expect to find her. Id tried to tell her father as much but its hard to tell people what they arent prepared to hear.


Warren Hoeldtke had a big square jaw and an open face and a lot of wiry carrot-colored hair that was going gray. He had a Subaru dealership in Muncie, Indiana, and I could picture him starring in his own television commercials, pointing at the cars, facing into the camera, telling people theyll get the best possible deal at Hoeldtke Subaru.


Paula was the fourth of the Hoeldtkes six children. Shed gone to college at Ball State, right in Muncie. David Letterman went there, Hoeldtke told me. You probably knew that. Of course that was before Paulas time.


She had majored in theater arts, and immediately after graduation she had come to New York. You cant make a career in the theater in Muncie, he told me. Or anywhere in the state, for that matter. You have to go to New York or California. But I dont know, even if it wasnt that she had the bug to be an actress, I think she would have left. She had that urge to get off on her own. Her two older sisters, they both of them married boys from out of town, and in both cases the husbands decided to move to Muncie. And her older brother, my son Gordon, hes in the car business with me. And theres a boy and a girl still in school, so who knows for sure what theyre going to do, but my guess is theyll stay close. But Paula, she had that wanderlust. I was just glad she stuck around long enough to finish college.


In New York she took acting classes, waited tables, lived in the West Fifties, and went on auditions. She had been in a showcase presentation of Another Part of Town at a storefront theater on Second Avenue and had taken part in a staged reading of Very Good Friends in the West Village. He had copies of the playbills and showed them to me, pointing out her name and the little capsule biographies that ran under the heading of Whos Who in the Cast.


She didnt get paid for this, he said. You dont, you know, when youre starting out. Its so you can perform and people can see youagents, casting people, directors. You hear all these salaries, this one getting five million dollars for a picture, but for most of them its little or nothing for years.


I know.


We wanted to come for the play, her mother and I. Not the reading, that was just actors standing on the stage and reading lines from a script, it didnt sound very appealing, although we would have come if Paula had wanted it. But she didnt even want us to come to the play. She said it wasnt a very good play and her part was small anyway. She said we should wait until she was in something decent.


They had last heard from her in late June. She had sounded fine. Shed said something about possibly getting out of the city for the summer, but she hadnt gone into detail. When a couple of weeks passed without word from her, they called her and kept getting her answering machine.


She was hardly ever home. She said her room was tiny and dark and depressing, so she didnt spend much time in it. When I saw it the other day I could understand why. I didnt actually see her room, I just saw the building and the front hall, but I could understand. People pay high prices in New York to live in places that anywhere else would be torn down.


Because she was rarely in, they did not ordinarily call her. Instead, they had a system. She would call every second or third Sunday, placing a person-to-person call for herself. They would tell the operator that Paula Hoeldtke was not at home, and then they would call her back station-to-station.


It wasnt really cheating them, he said, because it cost the same as if she called us station-to-station, but this way it was on our phone bill instead of hers. And as a result she wasnt in a hurry to get off the phone, so actually the telephone company came out ahead, too.


But she didnt call, nor did she respond to the messages on her machine. Toward the end of July, Hoeldtke and his wife and the youngest daughter gassed up one of the Subarus and took a trip, driving up into the Dakotas to spend a week riding horses at a ranch and seeing the Badlands and Mount Rushmore. It was mid-August when they got back, and when they tried Paula they didnt get her machine. Instead they got a recording informing them that her phone had been temporarily disconnected.


If she went away for the summer, he said, she might have had the phone turned off to save money. But would she go away without letting anybody know? It wasnt like her. She might do something on the spur of the moment, but she would get in touch with you and let you know about it. She was responsible.


But not too responsible. You couldnt set your watch by her. Sometimes, during the three years since shed graduated from Ball State, shed gone more than two or three weeks between phone calls. So it was possible shed gone somewhere during the summer and had been too preoccupied to get in touch. It was possible shed tried to call while her parents were mounted on horses, or hiking along trails in Wind Cave National Park.


Ten days ago was her mothers birthday, Warren Hoeldtke said. And she didnt call.


And that was something she wouldnt have missed?


Never. She wouldnt have forgotten and she wouldnt have missed calling. And if she did miss she would have called the next day.


He hadnt known what to do. He called the police in New York and got nowhere, predictably enough. He went to the Muncie office of a national detective agency. An investigator from their New York office visited her last known residence and established that she was no longer living there. If he cared to give them a substantial retainer, they would be glad to pursue the matter.


I thought, what did they do for my money? Go to the place where she lived and find out she wasnt there? I could do that myself. So I got on a plane and came here.


Hed gone to the rooming house where Paula had lived. She had moved out sometime in early July, leaving no forwarding address. The telephone company had refused to tell him anything beyond what he already knew, that the telephone in question had been disconnected. Hed gone to the restaurant where shed worked and found out that shed left that job back in April.


She may even had told us that, he said. She must have worked six or seven places since she got to New York, and I dont know if she mentioned every time she changed jobs. She would leave because the tips werent good, or she didnt get along with somebody, or because they wouldnt let her take off when she had an audition. So she could have left the last job and gone to work somewhere else without telling us, or she could have told us and it didnt register.


He couldnt think what else to do on his own, so hed gone to the police. There he was told that in the first place it wasnt really a police matter, that she had evidently moved without informing her parents and that, as an adult, she had every legal right to do so. They told him, too, that he had waited too long, that she had disappeared almost three months ago and whatever trail shed left was a cold one by now.


If he wanted to pursue the matter further, the police officer told him, hed be well advised to engage a private investigator. Department regulations prohibited his recommending a particular investigator. However, the officer said, it was probably all right for him to say what he himself would do if he happened to find himself in Mr. Hoeldtkes circumstances. There was a fellow named Scudder, an ex-cop as a matter of fact, and one who happened to reside in the very neighborhood where Mr. Hoeldtkes daughter had been living, and


Who was the cop?


His names Durkin.


Joe Durkin, I said. That was very decent of him.


I liked him.


Yes, hes all right, I said. We were in a coffee shop on Fifty-seventh, a few doors down from my hotel. The lunch hour had ended before we got there, so they were letting us sit over coffee. Id had a refill. Hoeldtke still had his first cup in front of him.


Mr. Hoeldtke, I said, Im not sure Im the man you want.


Durkin said


I know what he said. The thing is, you can probably get better coverage from the people you used earlier, the ones with the Muncie office. They can put several operatives on the case and they can canvass a good deal more comprehensively than I can.


Are you saying they can do a better job?


I thought about it. No, I said, but they may be able to give the appearance. For one thing, theyll furnish you with detailed reports telling you exactly what they did and who they talked to and what they found out. Theyll itemize their expenses and bill you very precisely for the hours they spend on the case. I took a sip of coffee, set the cup down in its saucer. I leaned forward and said, Mr. Hoeldtke, Im a pretty decent detective, but Im completely unofficial. You need a license to operate as a private investigator in this state and I dont have one. Ive never felt like going through the hassle of applying for one. I dont itemize expenses or keep track of my hours, and I dont provide detailed reports. I dont have an office, either, which is why were meeting here over coffee. All Ive really got is whatever instincts and abilities Ive developed over the years, and Im not sure thats
what you want to employ.


Durkin didnt tell me you were unlicensed.


Well, he could have. Its not a secret.


Why do you suppose he recommended you?


I must have been having an attack of scruples. Or maybe I didnt much want the job. Partly because he expects me to give him a referral fee, I said.


Hoeldtkes face clouded. He didnt mention that either, he said.


Im not surprised.


Thats not ethical, he said. Is it?


No, but it wasnt really ethical for him to recommend anyone in the first place. And, to give him his due, he wouldnt have steered you to me unless he thought I was the right person for you to hire. He probably thinks Ill give you good value and a straight deal.


And will you?


I nodded. And part of a straight deal is to tell you in front that youre very likely wasting your money.


Because


Because shell probably either turn up on her own or she wont turn up at all.


He was silent for a moment, considering the implications of what Id just said. Neither of us had yet mentioned the possibility that his daughter was dead, and it looked as though it was going to go unmentioned, but that didnt mean it was all that easy to avoid thinking about it.


He said, How much money would I be wasting?


Suppose you let me have a thousand dollars.


Would that be an advance or a retainer or what?


I dont know what youd want to call it, I said. I dont have a day rate and I dont keep track of my hours. I just go out there and do what seems to make sense. There are a batch of basic steps to take for openers, and Ill go through them first, although I dont really expect them to lead anywhere. Then there are a few other things I can do, and well see if they get us anyplace or not. When it seems to me that your thousand bucks is used up Ill ask you for more money, and you can decide whether or not you want to pay it.


He had to laugh. Not a very businesslike approach, he said.


I know it. Im afraid Im not a very businesslike person.


In a curious way, that inspires confidence. The thousand dollarsI assume your expenses would be additional.


I shook my head. I dont anticipate a lot in the way of expenses, and Id rather pay them myself than have to account for them.


Would you want to run some newspaper ads? Id thought of doing that myself, either a listing in the personals or an ad with her photo and the offer of a reward. Of course that wouldnt come out of your thousand dollars. It would probably cost that much or more by itself, to do any kind of extensive advertising.


I advised against it. Shes too old to get her picture on a milk carton, I said, and Im not sure ads in the papers are a good idea. You just draw the hustlers and the reward-hunters that way, and theyre more trouble than theyre worth.


I keep thinking that she might have amnesia. If she saw her photograph in the newspaper, or if someone else saw it


Well, its a possibility, I said. But lets hold it in reserve for the time being.


***


In the end, he gave me a check for a thousand dollars and a couple of pictures and what information he hadher last address, the names of several restaurants where shed worked. He let me keep the two playbills, assuring me that they had plenty of copies of both. I copied down his address in Muncie and his phone numbers at home and at the auto showroom. Call anytime at all, he said.


I told him I probably wouldnt call until I had something concrete to report. When I did, hed hear from me.


He paid for our coffees and left a dollar for the waitress. At the door he said, I feel good about this. I think Ive taken the right step. You come across as honest and straightforward, and I appreciate that.


Outside, a three-card-monte dealer was working to a small crowd, telling the people to keep their eyes on the red card, keeping his own eye out for cops.


Ive read about that game, Hoeldtke said.


Its not a game, I told him. Its a short con, a swindle. The player never wins.


Thats what Ive read. Yet people keep playing.


I know, I said. Its hard to figure.


After he left I took one of the photos to a copy shop and had them run off a hundred wallet-size prints. I went back to my hotel room, where I had a rubber stamp with my name and number. I stamped each of the photos on the back.


Paula Hoeldtkes last known address was a dingy red brick rooming house on Fifty-fourth Street a few doors east of Ninth Avenue. It was a little after five when I headed over there, and the streets were full of office workers on their way home. There was a bank of doorbells in the entrance hall, over fifty of them, and a single bell marked manager off to the side. Before I rang it I checked the tags on the other bells. Paula Hoeldtkes name wasnt listed.


The manager was a tall woman, rail thin, with a face that tapered from a broad forehead to a narrow chin. She was wearing a floral print housedress and carrying a lit cigarette. She took a moment to look me over. Then she said, Sorry, I got nothing vacant at the moment. You might want to check back with me in a few weeks if you dont find anything.


How much are your rooms when you do have something?


One-twenty a week, but some of the nicer ones run a little higher. That includes your electric. Theres supposed to be no cooking
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