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Chapter 1

I started a reading program back then. I made
a list of the Great Books. I read one of the Great Books and then I
read something I enjoyed, something trashy, with lots of sex and
violence, corruption and evil. Histories of the Roman Empire fill
the bill; also anything about Richard Nixon. I like history. My
ex-wife says I live in the past. I say, "But, Eunice, you're part
of the past." She no longer thinks I'm funny.

I sometimes enjoy a Great Book. I liked
Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes. It's scary.

Some are a real chore to get through. Take
The Decline of the West by Oswald Spengler (abridged). Wade
through it some time and let me know how you make out. What I had
gotten from it so far was that Spengler thinks civilizations reach
a peak and then everything goes to pot. Swell. I think I knew that.
I'd had a look around. Other than that, the son of a bitch had me
stymied. Pages and pages floated past my eyes, and I read every
word, while I thought about my ex-wife, the unpaid bills, and
Ronald Wilson Reagan starring as the President of the United
States. I lay in bed at night, flat on my back, trying to ease the
pain in my spine and let the words drop into my head one by one.
Who knows? Maybe someday all the words rolling around in there will
collide and form a thought.

I wasn't eager to cross the sucker off my
list, however. Pride and Prejudice was next. I'd been
avoiding that one since high school.

I had a pigeon coop of an office in Chelsea
then, just off Seventh Avenue in New York City. One room and a
closet with (don't ask me why) a sink in it. It was an old prewar
behemoth of a building. The office had a nice big dirty window with
a view of West Seventeenth Street. The pebble-glass window in the
door had the words G. A. NOONAN, private investigations painted on
it. Just like in the movies. It was lowly and foul, but it was all
mine. If I could raise the rent.

When I got out of the service, I served a
two-year hitch with the NYPD. I saw something bad a few times too
many and gave up police work. Then I served a term with an outfit
specializing in divorce cases. In these days of no-fault divorce
the only people who need private investigators are those who stand
to lose a packet getting rid of their better halves. They need
photos of the nasty to protect their bank accounts. I had gotten a
bellyful of surprising people in their underwear and snapping
portraits while they screamed dirty names at me.

After that I did a long boring stretch with
Pinkerton's, trying to be a corporate heavy. The image didn't fit,
so I chucked it. Not long after that my wife chucked me. Nobody's
fault, very modern and civilized. Those darn irreconcilable
differences again. We're still friends, when the child support is
on time.

I wasn't worried: I had my own business. I'd
work on the cases I chose. I'd restore my self-respect and help my
fellow man at the same time.

It sounded like a good plan.

I got a listing in the yellow pages (AAAAA
Private Investigations) and this swell office. It was the same old
shit, only a lot less of it. I used to bring The Decline of the
West to the office that summer. It takes undisturbed
concentration and quiet to read such a book. There's not a sound in
a good prewar building.

It was the second of August, a Tuesday, three
days before my thirty-fifth birthday. There was a heat wave
roasting New York. My little fan oscillated my way every six
seconds and puffed stale humid air in my face. My phone rang for
the first time in a week. After three days in the nineties, the
crime rate was going up. Maybe this was my share.

"G. A. Noonan, Private Investigations."

"Hi, hon, this is Karen at your answering
service. I'm sorry, but I'm supposed to call and remind you about
your bill."

"Yes, Karen."

"It's three months overdue, hon. If you don't
pay up they're going to stop your service, and you and I will have
to part. I don't want that. Do you?" I heard a rustling and a lot
of giggling in the background on Karen's end of the line. Tele-
Service finds me a million laughs. I brushed a fly off The
Decline of the West and fed her a line.

"The check's in the mail, Karen, don't
worry." Silence. Noonan, you have a glib tongue.

Karen snorted. "Hon, send them something,
okay. Then they'll get off my back and I can get off yours. I know
how things are."

"How are they?"

"Rough."

"Karen, I'll see what I can do, okay?"

"Okay," she said, and I started to hang up.
"Oh, hon? You got a message from your wife."

"Oh yeah? What's she want?"

"She said, 'Tell the bastard to call.'"

"Is that a quote? You know, Karen, you can be
replaced by a machine. " She laughed her nice loud laugh and said,
"She said it just that way, hon. She sounds pissed. Any sharp,
witty retort?"

I sighed into the phone. "No." Sweat trickled
down my cheek from the earpiece. "Just tell her it's ninety-eight
degrees for everybody else in town and I'll call."

"Bye, hon. " Click. Hon. Karen likes me a
lot. Still—hon? A deadbeat gets no respect from his
creditors.

I stood up and felt my trousers peel away
from the tacky varnish of my chair. I took one step over to my
window and looked down on Seventeenth Street. Some black guys were
unloading a truck down below. They had taken their shirts off and
sweat glistened on various shades of skin. One big dude with
popping muscles was ambitious. He was working at a killing pace,
heaving packing crates at his co-workers, urging them on with a
running stream of jive and jokes. I guess they were jokes. The
others smiled weakly at him from time to time. Just one of those
guys that loves hard work. Never understood them myself. I wanted
to holler down, "Use your brain, sucker. You, too, can be replaced
by a machine," but I didn't. Look where it got me, being a wise
guy. Maybe I should have gone to computer school.

I loosened my belt and opened my pants and
let some air inside to my private parts. I waved the ends of the
waistband back and forth and saw an old woman looking at me from
across the street. I turned my back to the window and saw Angela
Sonderling for the first time.

Rather, I saw a wraithlike shape through the
pebble-glass window, twisting back and forth, coming closer to the
glass and then receding; the form clearer, clear for a moment, and
then fractured, breaking apart as it backed away from my door.

So I didn't really see her in that moment,
not her face, not the real shape of her, but that's her entrance
into my movie. The key image of her, the one that sticks in my
mind: a ghost outside my door.

She tapped at the door so timidly, I was
uncertain for a moment whether or not she had decided to take the
plunge. "Just a second," I said and stuffed my shirttail and
buckled up.

I fumbled with the doorknob and yanked the
door open so violently that the wispy golden hairs at the sides of
her head were sucked in towards me and she froze like a startled
deer.

It's few times in your life you meet a person
that draws all your sympathy out of you so quickly and with such
magnetic force that you are swamped by the urge to put your life
aside until you find a way to help them with their trouble. Angela
Sonderling was like that: so helpless you experienced it as a
physical sensation. Probably everyone reacted to her in that way.
Some, like me, would respond by caring for her. Others would want
to crush the life out of her—Bambi makes some people sick. She
looked like one of those had gotten to her.

At that time, I was not prepared to drop my
life and give it to her. I wasn't about to go over the edge for
some girl-child at the door with golden hair and big green eyes and
a frame so frail she looked as if she would snap. So I said
something clever.

Like, "Yes, miss?"

"Is this quintuple A Private
Investigations?"

"Sure is. Come in."

She stepped hesitantly into the office,
placing her feet carefully, as if the floor were moving. I pulled
back my other chair for her and plucked my coat out of the closet
on my way around to the other side of the desk. I decided to take
it even if it was a divorce job. Please, I thought, let her have
some money on her. I glanced at her shoes and my heart sank. They
were little shabby black flats. My grandfather—the Irish one, not
the Italian—taught me to judge people by their shoes, and I can't
get out of the habit. It's certainly accurate in my case.

I sat down and looked across the desk at her.
I smiled the most reassuring smile I had in stock. She was dressed
in a thin white shift sort of thing that looked like thrift store
clothing to me, and my dream of the big bucks vanished forever. A
large leather shoulder bag hung from her like a millstone. The
enormous green eyes and wide mouth made her look like one of those
sentimental illustrations of children they sell at
Woolworth's. In her face these features conveyed something
altogether different. It's the last-go-round face, the look you
get when you've played out your string and you can see the end but
you slog on through anyway, praying for a miracle. Crap, I thought,
maybe she's just nervous.

"I was confused by your sign. I looked and
looked for quintuple A on the board downstairs, until the man
helped me." She had a nice alto, and the surprise of that voice
trembling out of her skinny frame was attractive.

"Black fellow with overalls?" I said. She
nodded, and I noticed a small scar under her left eye, like a flaw
in a Greek statue. I liked her a lot already. "That's Samson. He's
a great guy."

"Yes." She nodded. Silence. She looked about
ready to take flight.

"Five A's is what I use to be first in the
yellow pages. I'm G. A. Noonan. You should call me Joe." I held out
my hand, and she touched it with her fingers avoiding the contact
as much as possible.

"H-how do you do, Mr. Noonan—um, Joe. I
thought your initials were G.A."

"They stand for Giovanni Alberto. My mother
was a serious Italian. "

"I think Giovanni is a lovely name."

"Yeah. That's why I use Joe." I smiled at
her.

She made an effort and came up with one of
her own. "Oh, I'm sorry—my name is Angela Sonderling." As nicely as
that, just like a little girl. She seemed to put a little curtsy
into the way she said it. I didn't like it much. It was a nice
performance, just the way Momma had taught back in ... I couldn't
place the accent any closer than south of the Mason-Dixon.

"Hello, Miss Sonderling. Nice to know you."
Attaboy Noonan. Let her know you're just folks.

Silence. I was charming her, all right.

"Well, Miss Sonderling, how can I be of
assistance?"

The enormous green eyes welled up with tears,
and for an instant something deep inside of them was moving,
thrashing about in the dark. She made a great business of
unhitching herself from the bag and arranging it by her chair.

"Well, Mr. Noonan, it's not . . . it's—not
very easy to . . She began pinching a patch of discolored skin on
her left wrist. "It's not easy to explain. You see . . . you see—my
father disappeared long ago."

She prodded the last sentence out of her
mouth with great effort and let it lay on my desk. She began
breathing in shallow little gasps; sweat broke out on her forehead
and she looked flushed and beat. I wanted to help her out. I popped
into the closet and drew some nice lukewarm water into my only
glass and shoved it in front of her nose. She took it from my hand
and drank a little.

I guess it was a hundred degrees in the
office. I was feeling a little less than Sta-Prest
myself and since I had donned my jacket I felt ready for the
vapors.

"Listen, Miss Sonderling. I was about to go
out and get a little something to eat. There's a place around the
corner. It ain't much, but it's air-conditioned and the food's
great. Come on. We can draw up a booth and have our talk there." I
had the feeling she was about to call it off. I was right.

"Mr. Noonan, I'm sorry to have taken up
your—"

"No, now look, let's go around the corner,
cool off, and at least see if I can't help you. Okay?" I smiled my
nicest smile, and I guess it wasn't hard. I liked her.

"Okay," she said, and a little sunshine broke
through that cloudy troubled face.


Chapter 2

Samson let us down with a bang and as he
opened the old accordion gate of the elevator, he told Miss
Sonderling what a great private eye I was and how the big movie
stars were always coming to me to find the Hope Diamond and all and
she could stop worrying because if anyone could solve her problem
it was me . . . etc.

I was grateful to him. He really is a great
guy and he made her laugh right out loud. She was a beautiful kid
when she did, and it made me laugh too. Right out loud.

Samson is one of those rarities nowadays: a
genuinely good man and a gentleman. He really likes other people
and he shows it. They feel it and open right up to him. He's just
got the way with people. I don't, which, come to think of it, is a
hell of a handicap in my business.

Castro's is a nice little Cuban place in my
neighborhood. Castro Garcia is there from six in the morning until
nine at night, six days a week, and he's a nice guy too. He shouted
hello when we entered and made Angela flinch. Castro apologized
profusely in his own personal blend of Spanish and English as he
escorted us to a booth like he was the Maitre d' at The Four
Seasons. I waved at his wife, Lupe, at the cash register. I
call Castro's wife Lupe because I can't pronounce her real name.
She reminds me of Lupe Velez in the old movies, and she was
flattered when I told her so. Now I call her Lupe and she flashes
dark eyes at me. It's the core of our relationship, and it's more
fun than calling her "Castro's wife."

The air conditioning shocked my sinuses, but
the rest of my body rejoiced, so I lit a cigarette to teach it a
lesson. Angela Sonderling sat across from me looking down at the
menu. There was gooseflesh on her thin arms.

"Have you ever tasted Cuban food, Miss
Sonderling?"

"No," she said. Her eyes never left the menu.
I was undoing all of Samson's good work, so I waved at Castro. He
came over, flashing teeth and snapping a napkin at imaginary crumbs
on the tables.

"Si, Joe?" Sometimes I practice what little
Spanish I have with Castro, but I didn't want to leave Angela
out.

"What's special today?"

"My frien', today I make the best arroz
con pollo you ever get at these prices. Fresh chicken, you
understan', Joe. Fresh from my brother's little farm. No yellow
giant corporation chickens, Miss. We don't use. Who knows where
these chickens have been in their plastic wrappers? Castro know
each chicken personally that's in my arroz. I pick them out
myself. Also, Joe, shredded beef Cubano with black beans and
rice, four ninety- five. Miss, my reputation stands on this
dish."

She looked up at Castro and smiled. Castro
was softening her up again. It's good to have colorful friends. By
the time he took her order the sunshine was coming through again. I
tried to keep the ball rolling.

"That's the best thing about New York, I
think. People like Samson and Castro. What other city would have
characters like those two within a three block radius?"

She gave me a little frown. "I don't think
they're 'characters,' Mr. Noonan. I think they're both wonderful
and sweet." Great.

"Oh, so do I, uh, I just meant, ah, I never
met people as interesting as they are until I came to New
York."

She nodded at that as if she wasn't sure if
she should believe me. "You're not from New York," she said.

"No," I said. "I was born in Maryland." When
I said that she came to attention as if somebody had called her
name.

"So was I," she said. "Where?"

"Near Annapolis. Do you know it?"

"No."

Silence. Communication on any kind of ongoing
basis with this girl was damn near impossible for me. I was
beginning to feel downright un-convivial.

"Well, Miss Sonderling, that gives us
something in common then. I thought I recognized something in your
speech, but I wasn't sure."

"Oh, well, that." Her eyes returned to
studying her lap, but just before they flicked out of sight I
caught that something behind them begin to stir again. A small wild
animal in a cage.

"See, I came from the Eastern Shore," she
mumbled, "and my accent was awful—you know, 'guvmint' and
'twenty-five cints' and all—so I tried to lose as much of it as I
could." She hesitated and then said, "It comes back on me at times,
though."

She was backing into that weird reverie state
again, so I pressed on.

"I know the Eastern Shore well. We used to go
there in the summer when I was a kid. I loved it down there.
Fishing, crabbing—God, the crab feasts we used to have."

Next I was going to sing her the National
Bohemian beer song. I was making a cock-up of the whole thing,
so I decided to skip the charm and press the main issue.

"Miss Sonderling, why don't you tell me your
problem. I'll do the best I can to help." Simple enough, I thought,
and it seemed she was about to spill it. She looked up at me and
the fear was gone. There was only pain in the green eyes. She took
a deep breath.

Just as she did, one of Castro's kitchen
helpers, an old Chinese from Hong Kong who spoke no English, came
through the swinging doors from the kitchen with a pot of water.
When the door swung back on him, it struck his elbow, and he lost
his grip on the pot and down it all went, water, pot, and some
cookware and dishes on a shelf nearby.

I looked over at the source of the ruckus.
When I looked back, Angela was standing bolt upright in the booth,
her eyes like burning lamps. She gasped in deep ragged breaths like
a fish on the dock, and then out of her mouth came the most awful
keening.

The short hairs at the back of my neck raised
and tingled and the gooseflesh was now on my arms.

"Angela." The keening went on, and in the
background I heard the Chinese cursing the evil demon that had
caused the accident. "Angela, what is it? What's wrong?" And I
reached out and touched her on the wrist, touched her on that pinto
patch of discolored skin on her wrist. She howled like the spirit
of a murdered child and wrenched her hand away, knocking over a
glass of water. The contents streamed across the table at me. I
built a little dam with paper napkins and went on babbling "What's
wrong? What's wrong?" like a cranky parent whose child had
misbehaved.

Well, I was irritated. The whole interview
had gone completely wrong, and now she was spooking me.

While I was mopping at the water, she grabbed
up her bag and stumbled out of the booth. I took her by the wrist
again, stood, and pulled her to me. Her face was twisted into an
ivory mask. Her voice rasped, "No, Mama. No, Mama." She tore at my
hand with her nails. They were ragged and opened the back of my
hand.

I let her go and she ran from the restaurant;
out the door and down Seventh Avenue. I dropped a sodden napkin on
the table and sat down in a puddle of water that had dripped onto
the seat. I didn't bother to move.

Castro asked me what had happened. I shrugged
and said, "Client. Nuts, I guess." I tried to sound like Clint
Eastwood, but the quaver in my voice ruined the effect.

He patted me on the back and said I had a
tough job and I agreed with him and felt sorry for myself. Castro
went back to yell at the Chinese.

I stared at where Angela Sonderling had been
sitting, smiling up at Castro, and I saw something on the table,
something behind the sugar canister. It was a tiny Panda bear, no
more than an inch or so high. A novelty store item with a clip
inside the body so that the paws could be made to grip things. I'd
seen a conga line of them crawling up a Marlboros sign in a store
in Times Square. Maybe she had been holding it in her hand for luck
or comfort when the crash came. I hadn't noticed.

When I paid up, Lupe told me in no uncertain
terms that if that was the way I treated women then it was small
wonder I had no regular girl. No real woman would stand for that
sort of thing. I nodded my head like a fool and went out to Seventh
Avenue with a little bear clipped to my suit and hearing the voice
of a little girl from the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay.

I closed the office early that day.


Chapter 3

I walked into the Henry Hudson Hotel
around two thirty and took the stairs to the basement. The
Hudson Health Club is one of the few surviving pieces of Damon
Runyon's New York. It survives in a "now" industry of spas and
Nautilus machines. It's a ratty old place, but I like the crowd.
Actors and lawyers, musicians and old Jewish businessmen go there.
Midtown types, mostly. The equipment is old and the place smells of
sweat, liniment, and mildew, but I like it. It reminds me of
home.

At the front desk Dolly shoved a small card
at me. Dolly and I never speak. It's the heart of our relationship.
The card reminded me that my membership was due to expire in a
month. New membership rates were to be increased by a hundred
dollars, because of a rent hike. The new rates wouldn't affect me.
I didn't have enough money for the old price. I smiled at Dolly and
headed for the cloud of steam coming from the locker room.

I waved at Smitty, who was perched on a high
stool in his cubbyhole, examining the latest issue of his favorite
skin magazine. Smitty turned the foldout toward me. Miss August was
in a sauna bath, streaming sweat and touching her private parts
with a spoon. In her left hand she held a banana split. It's what
passes for art these days.

I didn't feel much like exercise, but I'd
loafed for a week and a half and my spine was starting to raise a
ruckus about it. The army medics in Tokyo told me if I didn't
follow the regimen they prescribed I'd be in a wheelchair at forty
and never mind about that Olympic medal in ski jump. I'd fallen off
the diet long ago but I tried to stick with the exercise as much as
I could.

When I changed into my sweats, I took a
couple of quarters to the pay phone and called my service. Maybe
Angela Sonderling had called to explain what the hell her
performance at Castro's had been about. My service put me on hold
with Mantovani until Karen picked up.

"Hello, Karen, this is Noonan."

"Hi, hon," she said. She seemed glad to hear
from me. "You have two calls. Your wife called, again. And Mr.
Everly from Guardian Security Service called. Meet him at
Sardi's at six thirty. Are you in show business or are you a
rent-a-cop, Mr. Noonan?"

I liked the way she said "Mr. Noonan." She
made it sound like "you silly goose."

"Yes, Karen." I yawned. "I'm in show
business. Maybe I can find a part for you in my next film if you
yield to my unholy demands. You are an actress, right?"

"I'm sorry, Mr. Noonan, but we are not
allowed to give out personal information."

"Come on, darling, tell me what you do when
you're not watching my phone." I tried to sound suave. I let my
eyelids droop.

"What do you think, hon," she brayed in my
ear. "I take drugs and fuck rock stars. Bye, hon." Her guffaws were
cut off as she disconnected me.

It's a brave new world.

I dialed my ex-wife's number at the
hospital.

She sounded irritated to hear from me. "Joe,
call me tonight. I'm busy right now. I've got new nurses I'm
breaking in, and I haven't got time to yell at you."

It was true that the background noises at
Roosevelt Hospital were a bit more chaotic than usual. How
do people ever get well with all that racket?

"Eunice, you don't sound happy to hear from
me. I thought you were anxious to talk?"

"I'm anxious about the child support."

She covered the mouthpiece but I could hear
her barking orders like a DI. When she came back on the line, she
barked at me.

"Where is it?"

"What?"

"The money, Joe, the money. For your
children's support. Remember your children?"

"Well, I haven't had a good month—"

"Joe, you haven't had a good life," she
hissed. I think she felt poorly for having said that. She sighed
and softened a bit. "Haven't you had any clients at all?"

"I had one this morning."

"And . . . ?"

"What?"

"What happened to this one, Joe?" She had no
faith in me. That was always our problem.

"She ran out screaming," I said. Of course, I
let her down a lot.

"Joey, when are you going to take hold of
your life?—no, Mary, just the IV. Wait—don't touch anything, Mary!
I'll be right there. Look, Joe, I've got to go. You know what I
always say—"

"They are your children, too," I finished for
her.

"Yes, they are. So help out. Children need
things."

"Okay, Eunice, okay. I'm a shitty
father."

"You used to be a good father. You were a
shitty husband but you used to be a good father. Don't start
screwing up the one thing you could be proud of."

"Eunice, I'll see you tomorrow and—"

"No, you can't, Joe. Dwight's coming over for
dinner tomorrow night."

"Oh, Dr. Dwight. You thinking of marrying
this guy, Eunice?" I was starting to whine.

"If it's any of your business, yes. He's a
nice guy." I waited to hear a few buts. I didn't.

"Look, Eunice, have I ever missed
payments?"

"Yes," she said.

"I mean missed, not late."

"Joe, please try to do something with
yourself before it's too late."

"I'm seeing Richie tonight. Maybe he'll have
an idea."

"Swell," she snapped. "You and Richie go get
drunk and figure it out. He'll be of enormous assistance, I'm
sure."

"I know you don't like Richie, but—"

"God, Joey, why didn't you stay with the
police force. What!" she yelled at some poor nurse at her end. "Not
glucose. No glucose for Mrs. Grimmaldi! Joe, I have to hang up.
Good-bye. Send money."

Click.

I love my ex-wife. We just have
irreconcilable differences. It's too bad John and Ally are caught
up in them. Nice kids. I was just broke.

Eunice doesn't understand why I didn't stay
with the cops.

My old man doesn't understand why I didn't
stay with the army.

I plodded off to the weight room.

I left Hudson Health Club at four
o'clock and walked to a revival house on Eighth Avenue to catch
part of a double bill. Double Indemnity and The Big
Sleep. I put it down to career research.

I left the movie as Fred MacMurray staggered
for the door and Mexico, holding his guts in with his hands. I
slouched over to Sardi's holding my guts in with a phony
smile. I found Richie at the upstairs bar talking to a brunette
with great shoulders. He introduced me and I shook her hand. It was
a nice, cool hand. I wanted to place it on my forehead.

She was also a knockout.

Sonny, the bartender, built me a gin and
tonic in a glass you could hold without sticking out your pinky. I
saluted the brunette and took a long drink. I like
Sardi's.

The drink and the place were doing a lot for
my self-confidence, so I made goo-goo eyes at the girl over the rim
of my glass. I ignored Richie.

She winked at me. She had eyes the color of
pale violets. Just as I thought things were beginning to hum, she
picked up her bag and a fox fur wrap that she'd thrown on the
barstool, waved at Richie, and was gone.

A fox wrap in August. She must be from L.A.,
I thought.

I turned to Richie Everly. His face was
stretched tight over his cheekbones in a grin. "Some girl, huh?" he
said, waving at the bartender. "Sonny, I'll have another."

"Yeah, some girl. What was her name
again?"

"What? You weren't paying attention?"

"Nah."

"Her name's Nicole."

"Nicole what?" I said leaning back against
the bar and surveying the cocktail-hour crush. My back didn't feel
that much better for the exercise but the gin was starting to
help.

"Nicole I-don't-know-what. French chick. I
seen her around a lot. New York nighttime chick. She's a
model."

I lifted my eyebrow. "Oh, yeah?"

"No, not like that. Strictly legitimate—what,
are you kidding? With a face like that, I'd pay four bills an hour
to take pictures. And you know, paisan, I don't pay for
nothing I don't have to."

I patted him on the shoulder.

"Why should you, Rich? Guy that's as
good-looking as you. Hell, you probably have to drive 'em away with
Mace."

Richie shrugged in the Italian way. "What can
I tell you, buddy?" Richie is nothing if not self-confident.
Richie's Scotch arrived, and we observed a moment of silence.

"Yeah," I said, when I took my face out of
the gin, "you are a regular goddamn movie star. That's what you
are."

He turned and said earnestly, "Fuckin' A.
What's De Niro got that I ain't got."

I shook my head. "I don't know Rich. I don't
know."

I turned back to search the crowd. I tried to
pick out a star in there among the tourists. I couldn't find a one.
De Niro must hang out someplace else.

"'Where does she go in the nighttime," I
said.

"Oh, you know. Elaine's, Mudd
Club, that new place, Davis's. Whatever's in." He snapped a
look at me. "Oh, wait a minute, paisan! Get that thought out
of your head. She's way out of your league. Strictly
folding-money-set, capeesh? Richie's real name is Tortellini
or something.

I shrugged. "Just interested," I said.

"Yeah, right. In your dreams, man." He took a
pull at his Scotch. "So. How is it? Making a go of it?" Richie said
it as if he already knew the answer.

"I'm doing fine," I told my drink.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." I drank the rest of the gin and
tonic. My theory is supposed to work like this: You drink more
tonic than gin. Right? You don't get drunk. Right? The problem lies
in the way they make drinks in the places I like to go. In
Sardi's it's a glass of gin with a splash of tonic. I was
drunk already. I set the empty back on the bar. Sonny replaced it
with a fresh one.

"I'm not doing well enough to drink this fast
at Sardi's," I said. I smirked at Richie to let him know I
was kidding.

I had ten bucks in my pocket. I was in debt
to Sardi's for eight dollars.

"Forget it. I'm buying," Richie said, and
hitched his stool closer. He turned on his nicest tone of
voice.

"Joey, come in with me, why don't you? I got
ten times what I can handle. I'm hiring people left and right. You
know what? They're all punk kids that don't know shit."

"Richie, we had this conversation before, you
know."

"So what? It's a law we can't have it again?
I need you with me, kiddo. You'll get a great salary. Hell, be my
partner. You pick what you want to do. You and me, just like old
times."

"Yeah. We went to a lot of Park Avenue
parties in the old days, remember?"

Richie slowly extended his right finger.
"Fuck that shit, man," he said quietly. "Don't piss me off. This
has got nothing to do with that."

I nodded and took a drink. "Sorry."

"Besides, there were parties. If you ain't
lost your memory completely, you seemed to be having a good
time."

"I said I was sorry, Richie."

"All right. Just don't be such a fucking
saint about it, will you? Now, let's drop it."

We drank in silence for a while and the bad
air we'd generated dissipated by itself. It was a technique we had
developed together through long and trying years of association. If
something was bothering you, drink and ignore it; it will grow
smaller in the mind.

"I mean, man, I need help," he said later,
after I started my third drink in little over an hour.

"Look, get this. I had a contract with an
importer of electric components. He's losing money on pilferage. A
case of bleepers here, a case of bloopers there. Nothing much, but
it's adding up to more than he can cover by stealing from the IRS."
He dug a handful of nuts out of the dish on the bar and started
popping them. "Anyway, it's a little job, so I send some of the
college kids down to straighten it out. I forget it, right? So, to
make a long story short, they go down raise hell with everybody,
chase their tails around the block, and come up with nothing.
Christ, they even called Japan. Japan, for Christ's sake! They come
to me and what do they say? They throw up their hands and say
'Holmes, we can't figure out how they did it. The door ..."

"Was locked from the inside.'" We said it
together and shared an old laugh.

"Right," Richie said. "So I went down myself,
just to show 'em how it's done." He took a sip of Scotch and said,
"So, Watson, what's the solution?"

Richie has never read any of the Sherlock
Holmes stories, but he has seen all the movies.

"You haven't given me anything to go on," I
said.

"Don't need it."

"Well, in that case, Rich, they're throwing
the stuff into the garbage, putting it outside, and they collect it
after work."

"See, Joe
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