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for my father, Davis Ahearn


Chapter One

 


New York

It turned out he had been hit three times in
the back of the head with a hammer. The killer had then doused the
body and the interior of the car with gasoline and tossed a match
through the window.

I found that out later. All I knew that
morning was that Evan Mattingly was dead.

That morning I had called his office and a
voice told me that Evan Mattingly had been killed. It’s easy to
care about it when you used to know the guy. If the guy also
happened to be a client—I think there’s a rule somewhere—you’re
supposed to do something about it.

I had an appointment to see Alex Cutler.

Springtime in New York. It was chilly and
damp. I stepped in something sticky on my way down into the subway
at Astor Place. I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t want to know. I
had to pull to get my foot loose with every step.

I hadn’t had a lot of sleep. Nelson had
scared up a mouse and I had to stay up with him. My cat was getting
older and only had one eye. When the mouse ran through Nelson’s
blind spot, I had to shout instructions. This went on until about
four in the morning, when the mouse finally escaped behind the
refrigerator.

I fed my token into the turnstile and pushed
my way onto the platform. The morning rush was over and a kid with
a guitar case and I had the place to ourselves. One of the joys of
not working at a conventional job in New York City is elbow room. I
picked up the Washington Post and a Daily News at the
stand from a blind man with tattoos. I’d never seen that before.
Why would a blind man have tattoos? He couldn’t see them. Maybe he
had gone blind after he had been tattooed. Could he still remember
what that dragon wrapped around his forearm looked like? He took
the bill from me and squeezed it between his fingers.

"This isn’t a one, is it?" he said.

"It’s a five," I said. "Swear to God."

"I guess I’ll have to trust you," he
said.

I said thanks and he counted out my change. I
put my hand under his, touching him lightly to let him know I was
there. His hand was red and swollen and his skin was as rough as an
old shoe soaked in brine. The article about Evan was buried on page
five:

 


BURN VICTIM IDENTIFIED

Washington, D.C.—The body recovered in the
early hours of Sunday morning from a burning car in Rock Creek Park
has been identified by police as Evan Mattingly. Mr. Mattingly, an
attorney, was a District resident and was employed with a Capitol
Hill consumer rights organization. The police have made no comment
on the nature of the fire except to say that it was caused by "some
type of incendiary device." The car, a late-model Honda Civic, was
discovered . . .

 


I tore it out and tossed the rest of the
paper in the ashcan. I read the article twice before I put it in my
pocket, and it came out the same both times. Evan was dead.

I flipped the Daily News over to the
back page. The Mets had taken one from the Astros. They were five
games out of first.

The Number 6 came clattering out of the
tunnel trailing smoke from a track fire. I positioned myself in
front of a door that turned out to be busted and didn’t open. I
trotted to the next one and made it inside just before it
closed.

I got off the train at Fifty-first and walked
along the platform toward the turnstiles. My shoe was still
sticking to the concrete. Every step, it pulled loose with a nasty
little rip.

Brrp. Brrp. Brrrrp.

It wasn’t gum. This was something new. I
didn’t look. It would wear itself out. If it didn’t, I’d take my
shoe over to 3M and make a million bucks. Miracle adhesive.

I took my time, strolling toward Sixth
Avenue. I was early for my appointment. It was always a good idea
to get a jump on Alex Cutler.

Alex’s secretary gave me the high sign after
fifteen minutes and I followed her directions back to the
office.

A brass plate on the big oak door bore the
words Alex R. Cutler, President, Tek-Art Records. The door
was open and I could see Alex behind a desk the size of a whale’s
kidney. I’ve never seen a whale’s kidney, but you get the idea.

Alex was doing pretty well for an ex-radical.
He’d been a charter member of SDS at college. The last time I saw
Alex he was screaming through a bullhorn at the impassive students
hurrying to class. He had hair that reached his shoulders and he
wore denims and moccasins. He was slight and dark and almost
homely.

But Alex had charisma. He exercised a power
over people. He would pin you with his eyes and make you listen
while he told you about destiny.

His own moment of destiny had been the 1968
Chicago Democratic Convention. Alex got his head cracked in that
one and brought home a nice scar that certified him a heavy
dude.

Alex was on the phone. The size of the office
made him seem even smaller than I remembered, but the energy he
radiated filled the room with a kind of heat. His dark hair was
styled, and he was wearing aviators with invisible rims and fifteen
hundred dollar’s worth of suit, but he still had that sharp Gallic
nose stuck like a wedge in the planes of his face and the piercing
eyes. And he still had the scar, a dark crease of skin at his
hairline.

He saw me and lifted his eyebrows in greeting
while he scrawled numbers on a yellow legal pad.

"No," he was saying, "I can’t take less than
a hundred. The distribution setup is worth that alone." He listened
and said uh-huh twice and then he hung up without saying good-bye.
He looked at me for a second without expression and then he gave me
that old SDS-corporate grin.

"Selling all this." he said, waving a hand at
the offices, and paused, giving me the once-over. "So. Joe
Noonan."

"Hi, Alex."

"How long has it been, huh? How long, goddamn
it!"

"Long time," I said.

"Sit down!"

I sat.

"You know, Joe, I have to confess I'd nearly
forgotten about you. You went into the army—why did you do that, by
the way?—and . . . well, anyway. A few months back I ran into Harv
Stack. Remember him?"

"Sure."

"He raved about you, man! Said you did a
super job getting his daughter to come back home. Said no one else
could find her."

"No one else had been paid to look," I said.
There was no ashtray on the desk. I lit a cigarette anyway. By the
time I had snapped my lighter closed, Alex had produced a heavy
cut-glass bowl from a drawer and slid it across the teak at me.

"Same old cynical Noonan, huh?"

"You seem to have gone through some changes,
Alex," I said, looking around at the corner office and the
wraparound view of Manhattan. One wall of the place was hung with
photos and plaques: five gold records, one platinum.

Alex chuckled and waved his arms at the room.
"What’s this? The surfaces, the outward trappings. But inside"—he
tapped his heart—"the man doesn’t change."

"Is that right?" I said.

"You’d be surprised, Noonan. Really. Look at
yourself. You haven’t changed. That expression on your face right
now, for example. I remember it well, Joe. Wry. Yeah, very wry, I’d
call it. Ironic. Or is it sardonic?"

"I’m just bitter."

"Maybe," he said. He leaned back and put on
his reminiscence face.

"I remember when you used to come over to the
commune. Animal Farm. Remember?"

"Some commune," I said. "I remember it was an
old house that could have used a good cleaning before it was
condemned."

"No college kids had ever done what we did
there, man."

I had to laugh. "No. That’s true."

"Share and share alike. Everything equal,
everything free."

"I was thinking of the more outrageous
undergraduate high jinks that went on, Alex. You know, the
overdoses, the bad acid, the occasional bust by the
authorities."

Alex stretched and put his hands behind his
head. "It was an excessive time, Noonan. You’re just a
puritan."

"Maybe."

"You know, Noonan, I was sure we were gonna
catch you. Get you to smoke some dope, grow your hair, set your
chickens free, man. But you never did. You just sat there on the
couch drinking beer and listening with that cynical grin. We almost
had you, though, didn’t we? Come on, man, admit it."

"I was only interested in the hippie
sex."

"I couldn’t figure you out, Noonan. At first
I thought you were just another agriculture major passing through.
Shit on your boots and that Elvis Presley greaser haircut. I never
had you pegged."

I didn’t respond and, in the silence, the
trouble between us back in those days began to take shape. "What
about your politics?" I said, looking at the gold records and the
photographs of Alex and the stars. "Whatever happened to 'all power
to the people?'"

"Come on, man, where have you been? Eldridge
Cleaver’s a Republican now, for Christ’s sake."

"You sound like a Republican yourself,
Alex."

He laughed. "Not yet, thank God. But you know
what they say, if you’re forty and not a Republican, you have no
money. Give me a few years."

"Looks like you’re doing okay to me," I said.
I was looking at a picture of Alex hugging a woman I recognized
from the papers.

He nodded and turned back to the window.
"Sometimes I wonder whether I’ve let myself down. You know, lost my
ideals. What do you think?"

I looked at the picture of Alex and Cyndi,
the picture of Alex and Mick. "You’re not an idealist, Alex. You’re
power mad. You want to be a leader of men. Leaders of men have to
tell the men what they want to hear. That’s the price of getting to
be the leader."

He turned. "You do sound bitter, Noonan."

"Yeah. You become a big shot and I have to
bust my ass to make the rent. Where’s the justice in that? Looking
at it from my point of view, of course."

Alex put his hands in his pockets and studied
me. Then he walked to his desk and sat down. "What’s it all about,
Noonan?"

I pulled out the article and shoved it across
the desk.

Alex read the article slowly. He moved his
lips a little from time to time. His hand began to shake. The light
from the window was at his back, so I couldn’t see his color. He
grunted and groaned. Then he said, "Oh, no. Oh, my God, no. My God,
when did you hear this? You didn’t just stumble on it in the paper,
did you?"

"I found out this morning when I called
Evan’s office in D.C. for some information related to a job I was
doing for him."

"What job?"

"That’s why I wanted to see you in the first
place. Evan hired me to look for Lenny Byrd. He called me last
Friday, asked me to do it. He was killed Sunday morning."

"Lenny? Why did he want Lenny? Did he
say?"

"All he told me was that he wanted to talk to
him. They were good friends once. I assumed he wanted to get in
touch."

Alex said "Jesus" and wiped away the sweat
that had formed on his upper lip. He rose from the chair and
wobbled back to his executive view of the city. The Alex I knew had
only been interested in the people with a capital "P." I hadn’t
ever known Alex to care very deeply about people as individuals.
But from the way he walked, you would have thought that the market
had crashed. Maybe in a way it had. We all think we’re going to
live forever until life reminds us otherwise.

"Anyway," I said, "do you know where I can
find Lenny?"

He turned and looked at me. "You’re not still
going to look for him, are you?"

"Sure," I said.

"But Evan is dead. Why... I mean what’s the
point?"

"He hired me to do the job. I ought to follow
through, don’t you think?"

"What? Did he pay you or something?"

I smiled at Alex and picked the article up
and put it back in my pocket. "Alex. You really have become a
money-grubbing capitalist, haven’t you? Yeah. Money has changed
hands. I got the check in the mail today, as a matter of fact. But
I think of this more in terms of the man’s last request. Besides,
I’m interested now. I think I’ll go down to D.C. and poke
around."

Alex shrugged and shook his head. "Why? It
was an accident, wasn’t it?"

'I don’t think so. The police mention 'an
incendiary device.’ Usually they don’t figure in accidents.
Unless Evan was a terrorist when he wasn’t lobbying against General
Motors, of course, and a firebomb went off in his Honda. I’m
assuming that he wasn’t doing anything like that."

Alex rubbed his cheek and now he was nodding
very thoughtfully.

"Yeah, of course . . ." he said. "You’re
right. Well. Let me know how it’s going. Okay? Maybe I can
help."

"You can help now. Do you know where Lenny
Byrd is?"

"No, I ... no. I haven’t seen Lenny in—oh,
must be ten years now."

"Any of the other gang from the commune?"

"No. I haven’t seen them in years and years."
He did his sheep imitation. "I guess we don’t travel in the same
crowd anymore."

"Not even Carol?" I said.

He gave my face a quick read, looking for
trouble behind the question. "Well, yeah," he said. "But I don’t
see her much. She’s in California. LA. Working in the movies. Her
old man set her up." He laughed. "I talk to her on the phone,
though. Carol’s not the kind of woman you ever completely lose
touch with. You know what I mean."

"No, I don’t," I said. "I haven’t heard from
Carol since I went in the army."

"Sometimes I envy you, Noonan."

"Tell you what, Alex," I said. "You want to
lose Carol, all you have to do is drive a stake through her
heart."

Alex smiled and, in spite of myself, so did
I. "Yeah." He sighed. "Carol. She’s something. She’s fun, though,
you have to admit that. Crazy, but fun. I was worried for a while,
man. I don’t mind telling you now, I was afraid I was going to lose
her, back then. She had a thing for you."

"You didn’t have to worry, Alex. The only
reason Carol took up with me was to drive you nuts."

"You’re not still upset about that, Noonan?
Not after all this time."

I shrugged. "It’s my favorite memory. That
and a root canal I had six years ago. It never bothers me now. At
the time, though, I wanted to cut both your hearts out. I was kind
of stuck on her."

"Yeah," he said, and shrugged. "But so was I,
man. Fair enough?" He held on to the shrug and waited for an
answer. When he didn’t get it, he said, "What the fuck! We were
kids."

"Yeah," I said. "Now we’re all grown up. I
love getting old. How ’bout you?"

An ugly expression passed across Alex’s
face.

"I think it sucks," he said. He looked up at
me and smiled quickly. "Anyway. That was then, this is now, right?
Besides, Carol was a politically committed woman. You weren’t ready
for that, believe me. She was too serious even for me. She joined
the party a few years later. Did you know that?"

"Not the Democrats, I take it."

"No. The Communist Party."

"Carol was a joiner," I said.

He went on as if he hadn’t heard. That was
one of Alex’s favorite techniques for controlling the situation. It
made you feel a little silly to be ignored.

"The Revolutionary Communist Party," he said,
wrinkling his forehead in wonder. "Maoists and shit, man. Very
heavy kind of scene. She couldn’t deal with an apolitical character
like you. Carol was looking for revolution. It wouldn’t have worked
out between you. It didn’t, anyway." He smiled and folded his hands
on the desk.

"Where’s Cecelia Mettany these days?" I
asked. "Is she still with Lenny Byrd?"

Alex shrugged. "No idea."

Celia, as she was called, had been a
good-looking kid with long blond hair in 1968. She was the one that
brought me into the crazy scene in the first place. She used to go
with a guy named Ed Henits, then at some point she paired off with
Lenny. Ed hadn’t seemed to notice she was gone. Ed had a Chevy
Malibu convertible, which I thought at the time was a mighty
capitalistic ride for a commune member. But then Ed wasn’t a
hippie. He was strictly Beach Boys. He was just looking for fun and
to avoid the draft. I once thought he and I had something in
common.

"How about Ed?" I asked. "Know where I could
find him? He might be able to put me onto Celia."

"No. Can’t help you. Anyway, Ed didn’t give a
shit about Celia. She was just laughs as far as he was
concerned."

Alex lay back in his leather chair and put
his hands on top of his head. He looked like a prisoner
surrendering to the cops.

"We were the first," he said. "Carol and I,
Ed, Tommy, and Lenny. I guess you could say we were the core group.
The ruling collective. We were there from beginning to end." Alex
moved his hands behind his head. "Ed and I rented the house. He had
to be there, because he had a credit card his old man had given
him. It made him seem substantial. And he looked clean-cut.
Actually, Celia was there, too. She and Ed were together at the
time. And ... of course, Carol was with me then."

He made such a show of being just a little
hurt by that sweet memory, it made me want to laugh. Back in '68
when we were just kids, he went out of his way to demonstrate to
everyone within shouting distance that it didn’t bother him a bit
that Carol and I were sleeping together under his roof, in his own
personal kingdom. But it threatened his power just the same. That
was the point of the exercise, and Carol had it rigged just right.
She used her relationship with me to wallop Alex back into line.
Back then we were supposed to be beyond sexual jealousy. So he took
it out on me in political criticism, Mao Tse-tung style. He’d
corner me and make fun of my nineteenth-century attitudes in front
of the rest of the gang. They would laugh and disapprove. I would
sit and listen. I wanted to stick two fingers up his nose and pull
him around the block until he saw my point of view. I never
did.

Carol was amused. She asked me once what we
thought we were doing. I asked her to move out of that madhouse and
live with me. She smiled and said, "I belong here." It never
occurred to me to ask what Carol was up to. But I was a tender soul
in those days.

I pulled a notebook from my pocket and turned
to the page where I had listed the names of the residents of Animal
Farm commune that might lead me to Lenny Byrd.

"I have you, Ed, Carol Murdoch, Tommy Baxter,
Celia Mettany. I can’t remember the others. What was the black
guy’s name?"

"Bobby Jackson."

"What happened to him? He and Lenny were
friends, weren’t they?"

"Bobby left the commune in 1970," Alex said.
"I don’t know what became of him. His family lived in Washington,
D.C."

"Anybody else that might know where Lenny
is?"

"Chili Bean."

"Who?"

"Maureen Ford. She’s out west somewhere.
Celia is your best bet, I guess. She and Lenny were tight until a
few years ago. May still be, for all I know." He was quiet for a
while and I watched his face. He seemed to be daydreaming. Then he
smiled and said, "There must have been a thousand places like it
around the country in those days. Farms, old houses. Communes. It
was a beautiful notion. Flower Power, right? I know, I know. It
wasn’t for you. You said it wouldn’t last and it didn’t. You were
right, okay?"

I shrugged and said, "If I’m so smart, how
come nobody I ever vote for gets elected president?"

But Alex wasn’t listening. "Man, it was
beautiful while it lasted. It was great times, you have to admit. I
understand that part of D.C. is a big hit with the renovating crowd
now. It sure had the architecture. We could’ve made a killing
buying that stuff up."

Alex nodded his head and searched the far
corners of his office. Finally, he stood up and walked around the
desk toward me.

"I can’t spare any more time now, Joe. Let me
think for a while, and if I come up with anything I’ll call.""

I stood up and took another look at the view
of the city.

Alex was up and at the door, eager for me to
be gone. I was slow about moving on. I stuffed the clipping in my
jacket and went through the business of checking my pockets.

I gave him a card. "If you remember
anything," I said, "let me know."

He opened the door and stood to one side.

"Like I said, I’ll think about it. Okay?"

He smiled once more for the cameras and
ushered me out.


Chapter Two

 


I spent the rest of the day at the New York
Public Library on Fifth Avenue browsing through the telephone
books. I started with Manhattan and eventually made my way to Los
Angeles, where I found Carol Murdoch’s number right away.

I had supper alfresco that evening. Ray’s
Pizza on Sixth Avenue was packed. The day had warmed up and it was
the first decent evening we’d had that spring. Everybody was
hitting the streets. I took two slices out to the corner and ate
leaning on the fender of a car. Then I went into a deli and bought
a Manhattan Special Coffee Soda and washed it all down as I headed
east.

An afternoon spent slouched over phone books
hadn’t done my bad back any good at all. I was limping by the time
I made it to Tenth Street and First Avenue. After the five flights
up to my flat I was ready for traction. I settled for a hot tub and
a cold beer.

Lord Nelson was in the corner by the
refrigerator tormenting our mouse when I opened the door. I went
over and opened the fridge and took out a Foster’s.

"No prisoners, Nelson," I said. "Kill him
yourself this time." Nelson has a habit of granting mercy to
rodents once they stop trying to run. He was having way too much
fun to notice me, so I headed straight for the tub. My bathtub is
in the kitchen, so while I soaked I watched Nelson knock the mouse
around. He finally got bored and he and the poor mouse lay there
together on the floor, Nelson pretending to clean his paws, the
mouse in shock and waiting obediently like a pet. I closed my eyes
and sank into the water until it reached my upper lip.

When I got out of the tub, they hadn’t moved.
I opened a paper bag and set it on the floor in front of the mouse.
He made a break for it and rushed into the bag. I went and put on
some shorts. When I returned, Nelson was crouched behind the bag
waiting for the mouse to think the coast was clear. I picked up the
bag and folded over the top.

"You’ve lost the killer instinct, or what?" I
said.

Nelson made plaintive little noises. He was
going to miss his little pal. I took the bag out into the hall and
opened the door to the incinerator chute. I could feel the mouse
rustling in the bag. I pictured the mouse perishing in flames and
ended up taking the bag downstairs to the street. I didn’t exactly
let him go but I gave him a fair shot to fight his way out of the
bag. I guess I’d lost the killer instinct myself. I hauled myself
back up five flights.

I lay down on the couch and started to read
Huckleberry Finn. I identified with Huck. That might be a character
flaw in a grown man. Maybe not. Hemingway had called Huckleberry
Finn the Great American Novel.

It was awfully quiet, and in the silence I
heard a voice from the past, a voice that had been whispering to me
all day ever since Alex had mentioned her name that afternoon. Get
lonely enough, and you start to think about being young again.

I picked up the slip of paper with Carol’s
phone number written on it, the number I had found in the Los
Angeles phone book, and started to dial. I listened to two rings
and then there was a click and a hum and I heard her voice.

"Hello. This is Carol. Leave a message, okay?
Appreciate it." The phone answering machine went beep and I licked
my lips and cleared my throat.

I left my message and felt a little silly. I
had intended to make a joke out of it. I ended up sounding like a
man speaking to Interned Revenue.

I sighed and felt my ears burning.

I wanted another drink but I didn’t want to
have it alone.

There was a place on First Avenue called
Beirut, which had a cage of white mice in the window. Most places
in the old East Side kept their mice in the kitchen, so this was a
nice change. Misunderstood kids in leather with safety pins in
their noses used to hang out and commiserate. It was good to see
the kids making the effort to rebel instead of trying to get rich
selling toxic waste. Lately though, the conversations seemed to run
more to agents and co-ops, so I passed it by.

When I first moved to the Lower East Side, my
favorite bar was a shabby nameless place on St. Marks Place run by
an old bantam weight with a permanent case of hoarse vocal pipes.
It came, he said, from "gettin’ hit in da troat" too much. It was a
neighborhood place, a home for the marginal types who lived on St.
Marks Place in the wake of the sixties boom time. In the early
eighties it was replaced with a gay bar, and now they had turned
the place into Gilligan’s Island: lots of bananas thrown around and
a fake thatch roof that looked like old hula skirts left over from
the last Elk's Club picnic in Staten Island.

They carried a Jamaican beer called Red
Stripe. I wasn’t sure if I liked it that much, but the name was
terrific. The bartender was making purple, pink, and orange drinks
in the blender. He poured them into large crockery mugs carved with
fiercely grinning tiki gods, added an umbrella or a tiny sail, some
fruit on a skewer, and away we go: instant Club Med. At least he
was going to the trouble of crushing the ice himself. A lot of
places use a machine that mixes up a gallon or two of slush at a
time. They extrude the goop into a glass and call it a
cocktail.

I sipped on the beer. It was so cold it gave
me an ice-cream headache. I watched the stockbrokers come
straggling in. The men opened their collars, the women removed the
jackets of their tailored suits. Some of the women even removed
their running shoes and switched to something less comfortable but
more stylish that they kept stashed in their briefcases. They drank
and screamed to make themselves heard over the blaring sounds of
Bob Marley and the Wailers.

There were still some punk rockers and New
Wave types around but they all seemed to pay their tabs with
American Express.

I nursed the beer along until it was warm. I
had half a bottle left and didn’t want it. I sensed a depression
rolling into my head like an offshore storm system. I imagined it
as a big whirling capital "L," just like the weather diagrams in
the Times. It was headed for the prefrontal lobe. If it settled in,
I wouldn’t get out of bed for a week.

The drink wouldn’t help.

The only thing to do when I felt this way was
to go work, break out of the rut. Start rolling the dice and
something would turn up.

A friend was dead, I still held his retainer,
and D.C. was only a short hop on the shuttle. If I didn’t go, I
might as well
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