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  ONE


  The tailor shop was nearly as obscure as the country town it was in.


  Inverness was hidden for no discernible reason in the middle of New Jersey’s northwestern corner, surrounded by wooded hills, dairy farms, and breeders of horses; it was also totally ignored by county and state highways on their way to the lakes and state forests that beckoned the tourists. It was on a low hill itself, the largest homes atop, the open-sided white steeple of the First Presbyterian Church visible for miles if you bothered to look. It had a town square and a Revolutionary War monument, shops and four-story office buildings as new as a decade and as old as two centuries; it had little to offer to keep its young after high school, not much more to offer professionals and blue collars beyond practices already existing, a family-owned tannery, a Venetian blind factory, and an old quarry that specialized in gravel and sand.


  But it thrived nevertheless.


  It was quiet, and the Victorians and Federals, Colonials and occasional Capes were pridefully well kept, more solid than anything a developer could muster. It lured young couples (and often lured back its young) because of its safety, because of its schools, because it gave them all a chance to breathe clean air for a change.


  And after the world had had its licks on psyches and body, it was refreshing to be able to sit on the benches in the square for gossip or just looking when spring had finally bloomed; to walk from a front porch to the movie theater in five minutes or take the car to the drive-in for a triple horror feature and homemade popcorn. For some it was unsettling that the shopkeepers were so friendly, that word of their arrival went through town like Kansas brushfire; but for others it was comforting, like the heavy beams in the cellar or the sound of nesting birds in the chimney, and the way the town didn’t advertise for industry or plazas. They were there, of course, well outside town on the highways where it seemed the right place for all that plastic, but more often than not it didn’t seem to make a difference.


  Inverness grew as it always had, by pure word of mouth from inhabitants to friends, though never in its history did it hold more than six thousand.


  The local businesses were concentrated in a three-block section of Creek Road, downtown, with brick sidewalks and curbside trees and passage so narrow that parking was permitted on only one side.


  The tailor shop was in the middle, and newcomers seldom saw it until they had been there a month or so. On its right was the aluminum-sided and garishly red-lettered druggist, with more shampoo than the A&P and more paperbacks than the bookstore; on its left was Ginny’s Olde Time Tavern & Restaurant, fronted in brown cedar shakes and neon Miller signs. Behind it, down a sharp slope that ended at the next street, was a parking lot used by those heading for the bank, or the corner theater, or Howard’s Department Store. It was, in fact, the only establishment that didn’t have a back sign announcing the building’s occupant.


  The front was narrow, scarcely wider than a blink. A single somewhat dusty display window with two mannequins on an unevenly round shelf—a man in a dark blue pinstripe three-piece, and a woman in a flowery white summer dress—and at the end of a short indentation a door whose shade was always pulled down. In front was a green iron bench provided for shoppers who wanted a brief respite, or for men engaged in girl-watching, or oldsters in nostalgia, or on Friday night for serious drinkers getting relief from the band that blasted eardrums in Ginny’s.


  Or for Lincoln Bartholomew Blackthorne.


  It was two in the afternoon, a dry and scorching July, deep blue sky and smoke-puff clouds drifting on a breeze that nobody felt. Creek Road was virtually empty despite the high crowns and rich foliage of the maples and oak that lined it. The tailor shop bench was in comfortable shade from the maple that rose as high as the building, and two men and a woman, all well past their fifties and wearing light sweaters, wide-brimmed hats, with shopping bags resting on the brick between their feet, waited for the sun to sweep behind them before they moved again, to Ginny’s.


  “Hot,” Macon Crowley said, nodding as he scratched his white beard furiously with one hand, idly dusting the sharp crease of his white trousers with the other.


  “Yeah,” said his brother Palmer, clean-shaven, twice as broad, red-faced, and double-chinned.


  “Soft. You’re soft,” Old Alice said peevishly from the other end of the bench, and adjusted her mauve sweater with plucks and impatient brushes of a chicken-claw hand. “The old days was hotter.”


  “There weren’t any old days,” Macon said sternly, with a white-toothed grin. “There was yesterday, and there’s today. The old days are on the TV.”


  “Yeah,” Palmer said.


  Old Alice shrugged; it was too hot to argue when Macon was being pompous. She reached up to be sure her straw skimmer was still in place, the clutch of plastic cherries and pears at the band not melting from the heat.


  They watched the traffic, and the few pedestrians out at the shops, and shortly after three saw a long black hearse park at the curb, a few doors down on their left, on the wrong side of the street. It had managed to find the only spot on the block not protected by the shade. No one got out. The windshield was blinded by the glare of the white sun.


  “Gonna get a ticket,” Old Alice said. Then she reached into her red-spangled purse and pulled out a pack of cigarettes—long, thin, tan-filtered, and pink. She lit one with a wooden match, igniting the head by scratching it with a thumbnail. She wore baggy designer jeans and Greek leather sandals.


  “Yeah,” Palmer said.


  “Nope,” Macon said, lifting his head to peer out from under his green Tyrolean hat. “Funeral.”


  “No cars,” Old Alice told him. “Ain’t from the parlor, either. If somebody died, I would’ve known it.”


  “Hippies,” Macon judged then. “They got the back carpeted with a bunch of pillows and water beds and they drink and screw all day.”


  Old Alice sighed.


  Palmer fell asleep.


  Five minutes passed, and the hearse didn’t move and no one got out.


  “Suppose we oughta tell Blackie?” Macon asked.


  “Why? Is he dead?” And Old Alice laughed, slapped her knees, and dropped her cigarette. She lit another, and pursed her lips. “Maybe we should.”


  Macon considered the problem for several more minutes, while a clutch of high school girls in halter tops and cutoffs passed the bench and smiled at him, smiled at Alice, stared at the closed shop door and started to giggle nervously. When they were gone, he put his hands on his knees and pushed himself to his feet, smoothed his sweater over his chest, and walked stiffly to the door. He knocked—once, twice, once—turned around and sat down.


  “You tell him?”


  “If he’s in there, he heard.”


  Alice leaned over and looked to her right, down where the street ended at the square’s western edge; then she stared at the stores opposite, blinking at the sparkling glare that flared off the windows, looked to her left at the hearse at the curb.


  “Air conditioned,” she said, leaning back, puffing, blowing smoke rings at a blue jay in the maple’s lowest branch.


  “Have t’be.”


  “Motor’s off. Can’t work without having the motor on, right? Right. They’re gonna fry their little brains sittin there like that. Fry their little brains.”


  “Maybe they’re eccentric.”


  “Maybe they’re dead.” And she cackled.


  Macon blew his nose on a starched handkerchief.


  “You sure you did it right?”


  Macon puffed his chest. “I do not make mistakes.”


  Palmer snored.


  The door opened loudly, and Old Alice straightened her hat.


  Lincoln Blackthorne wasn’t tall, wasn’t broad-shouldered, didn’t have a massive chest. He was average and slender, and the handsomest man Old Alice had ever seen. His thick brown hair was just barely combed, his eyes were so dark they saw through the soul; when he smiled his eyes squinted, and when he laughed they disappeared. He was in rolled-up shirtsleeves and faded jeans, black boots scuffed and needing a polish. Over one shoulder was a tape measure, in one hand a pair of trousers. He leaned against the corner of the window and didn’t bother to cover a yawn.


  “Hearse,” Macon said without looking behind him.


  “Air conditioned,” Old Alice added. Then, “Hippies,” with a snort.


  Lincoln pulled a straight pin from his mouth and frowned, the frown vanishing when the high school girls passed the shop again. This time they didn’t look, but their backs were straighter, their midriffs barer. He grinned when one turned to him and winked, her hand briefly touching the curve of her breast.


  “Jail bait,” Macon warned him.


  “San Quentin quail,” Old Alice added.


  Palmer stirred, snored, crossed his legs at the ankles.


  “How long has it been there?” Lincoln asked, still watching the girls as they passed by the hearse.


  “Fifteen minutes.”


  “Ten,” Old Alice corrected, with a sharp nail stabbing at the Cartier on her wrist


  “Give or take,” Macon compromised.


  “He’s going to fry in there, whoever he is,” Lincoln said. “Damn, it’s hot.”


  Directly across the street the door to the Inverness Record and Tape Shop opened, and a woman stepped out.


  “Oh … hell,” Lincoln said.


  “Too late,” Old Alice giggled.


  “Only for some of us, my dear,” Macon said with a sigh.


  The woman waved and started across the street broke into a brief trot when a painted van almost clipped her.


  “Alice,” she greeted brightly, “Macon. Tell Palmer I said hi when he wakes up.”


  Carmel Estanza was a head shorter than Lincoln, her hair long and raven-black to match the dark of her eyes; her skin was tan-deep, her lips red, her figure noticeable but slight. She wore a red plaid shirt, and jeans so snug Macon could see the outline of her panties. She looked straight at Lincoln with her hands on her hips.


  “You haven’t forgotten about tonight, Linc?”


  He shook his head. “How could I?”


  “You could,” she said, pouting playfully. “You’ve done it twice this week already.”


  He lifted the hand with the trousers. “I’ve been busy.”


  “Momma says she’ll cry if you don’t make it for supper again. She’s wicked when she cries, Linc. Her mascara runs and she looks like a corpse.”


  “I’ll be there,” he told her, just short of angry.


  “Poppa says you should many me and make an honest woman of me.”


  He frowned, less at the not-quite-mock threat than at the fact he knew she enjoyed his discomfort. He shifted, glanced at the waiting hearse again, and looked back to her boldly. “You really want to marry a tailor and live in this town for the rest of your life?”


  “I didn’t say that, Poppa did.” She grinned.


  Her family lived in a vast, two-story apartment over the store—mother, father, a sister, and an aunt who had posters of Fernando Lamas covering the walls of her bedroom. They were fourth-generation Spanish, but the adults managed to sound as if they’d just come off the boat.


  “But now that you mention it—”


  “I didn’t, you did,” he said hastily, scowling at Old Alice laughing so hard she couldn’t light her match.


  “Listen, Poppa is taking everyone to the drive-in tonight, so we can make out on the sofa when they’re gone, okay?”


  The hearse pulled away from the curb.


  Lincoln nodded absently, and moved slightly back into the entrance, into the shadows.


  “Macon, for god’s sake tell him he’s not a monk.”


  “If he is, I’m not,” Macon said, tipping his hat.


  “You’re sweet, but I’m not into mature this year.”


  Old Alice choked when Macon’s face went red.


  Lincoln watched the hearse slip by the store, speed up and round the square and head out of town.


  Carmel suddenly strode to his side, grabbed his chin, and kissed him hard. Then she stepped back and examined him, shook her head and ran back across the street.


  “Jesus,” Alice said, poking at the flat between her breasts, “her shirt was open to here!”


  “I know,” Macon said. “God, how I know.”


  Lincoln hadn’t noticed, nor had he felt the kiss. He was wondering why the hearse’s license plates had been painted over in black.


  TWO


  The inside of the small shop was air conditioned and dark. In the front room a center aisle was created by two long display counters of ties and custom shirts, the walls hidden by shelves and pigeonholes holding bolts of cloth and hats, a wooden counter by the door that supported a cash register Lum and Abner would have loved. At the back was an open space centered with a low platform, the platform facing an array of mirrors arranged so a customer could see himself front, top, and back with only a slight turn of his head. A door in the back wall, covered by a faded green curtain.


  There were no racks of jackets, or suits, or trousers; there were no cardboard cutouts touting manufacturers’ top lines or specials; everything that came out of here came out handmade.


  As soon as the door closed and the tiny bell overhead stopped ringing, Linc forgot the hearse and headed for the black, foot-pedal sewing machine off to one side in the back, a machine decorated with hand-painted sprays of daisies and violets twice as old as he was. He shook his head as he sat on his stool, set the trousers into position, and started working again. The hearse was a curious thing indeed, but he’d seen stranger; right now he was wondering what to do about Carmel.


  He squirmed then, feeling oddly guilty, more than a little discomfited. She was a lovely woman, no question about it, and were he inclined to get married she would easily be his first choice. Unfortunately, aside from her obvious attributes both physical and idiosyncratic, Carmel also had ideas. She wanted him to stock Brooks Brothers, Bill Blass, St. Laurent, and all the rest, open an exclusive branch in the county seat to get all the lawyers, and one not so exclusive but just as expensive at the huge mall twenty miles east to get all the commuters; she wanted a house up on the Knob, she wanted two kids—one of each—and she wanted more than anything to quit teaching school and get away from her parents and her domineering aunt.


  Linc didn’t blame her, but he wasn’t about to help.


  The ideas she had would only make him more visible. But that’s the whole point, she would tell him in exasperation, and he wouldn’t be able to explain why that whole point could get him killed.


  Carmel, he thought sadly, why don’t you meet a nice boy and settle down.


  Then he worked on the trousers until the door opened, the bell rang, and he looked up from his worktable, knowing he was hidden by the shadows in the back.


  He waited until the door closed again.


  It was only Old Alice.


  He grinned and rose, smoothing the trousers and dusting his hands. “Palmer’s still asleep,” she said, with a nod toward the window.


  “He’s tired.”


  “He’s always tired, the old fart.”


  She set her shopping bag on the counter and peered down at the ties. “Men really wear these things?”


  “Some. Not much anymore.”


  “You sell enough to make a living?”


  He walked behind the counter and leaned his elbows on the glass top. Old Alice, despite her age, had the softest, pinkest skin this side of a nursery. She took off her skimmer to scratch her wiry grey-black hair. “Had no license plates.”


  “So I saw.”


  She pulled her wallet from the shopping bag, opened it, and pulled out five one-hundred-dollar bills. “For Macon’s winter coat. Cashmere, tan, I don’t care if it ain’t the fashion, I want it long enough to cover his knees. Skinniest legs I ever saw on a man.”


  He took the bills, folded them, slipped them in his pocket. “He’ll need a session.”


  She frowned. “It’s supposed to be a surprise.”


  “Now, Alice, how can I make a coat for the man if I don’t have his measurements?”


  “In the movies they just look at you.”


  “In the movies I’m Cary Grant.”


  She looked up at him without raising her head. “You really make this stuff, huh?”


  He nodded. “That’s what the sign in the window says.”


  “You don’t hire out or nothing?”


  “Nope.”


  “I see.”


  “I’ll bet.”


  “I just wondered.”


  “Then stop.”


  She grabbed the shopping-bag handles and swung it to her side. “I’ll get him drunk at Ginny’s and bring him after.”


  “You do that, love.”


  “Don’t think I won’t.”


  When she left he barely had time to take a step toward the back before Macon came in, sweeping off his hat and breathing deeply the cool air. He nodded to Linc and began a slow examination of the cloth on display, grunting, stroking his beard, finally spinning around and slapping his alligator wallet decisively on the counter.


  “The old fool needs a new coat for winter, Blackie.” With a single deft hand he extracted five hundred dollars and laid it on the glass. “I don’t care what color, long as it isn’t black. God, she looks ghastly in black. Like my mother when she died back in ’41. Jesus.”


  Linc folded his arms across his chest. “Macon, why don’t you just marry her and be done with it?”


  “What?” Macon stepped back, his eyes wide, one hand over his heart. “What?”


  “Marry her.”


  “That’s what I thought you said.”


  “So what’s wrong?”


  “So if I married her, my boy, then she’d be my wife.”


  He nodded. “Yes, that’s the way it usually works in this country.”


  “And if she were my wife, I’d have to give up all my other women.”


  “Oh.”


  “I’m too old, Blackie, to give up all my other women.”


  “I see.”


  Macon jabbed at the bills with a manicured hand. “Anything but black.”


  “I’ll need her measurements.”


  “I’ll get them. It’s supposed to be a surprise.”


  “No,” he said, grinning. “I have to do it. Remember who’s the tailor here.”


  With the brim gripped front and back, Macon replaced his hat “All right. I’ll think of something.”


  “I’m betting on it.”


  Macon stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “No license plates, Blackie.”


  “I saw.”


  “Two men in back.”


  Linc’s eyebrows rose.


  “Or a man and a woman.”


  The door opened.


  “Or two women.”


  He stepped over the threshold.


  “My eyes are better’n Alice’s. The old fart won’t wear her glasses.” The door closed and the telephone rang. He watched Macon take his seat on the bench, then hurried to the worktable and snatched up the receiver. Palmer stirred, and Macon laid a hand on his shoulder until he settled again. Old Alice offered him a cigarette and Macon batted the hand away.


  “I love you.”


  He looked to the ceiling. “Hello, Carmel.”


  “You still picking me up tonight?”


  “Yes, Carmel.”


  “You don’t sound happy about it. I could always stay home and knit, or go to the drive-in with Momma and Poppa.”


  “I’ll be there, Carmel.”


  “If you get me drunk, I’ll take off my clothes.”


  “Carmel, for god’s sake.”


  “Maybe I’ll take them off anyway.”


  “Jesus, Carmel, your mother—”


  She laughed. “I’m upstairs, stupid. Want to bet I’m naked?”


  “I’ll see you tonight, Carmel.”


  “Chicken.”


  He grinned. “Yep.”


  “I’ll bet you’re a virgin, too. Thirty years old, and you’re still a virgin. Don’t ever go to Mexico, Linc. They sacrifice virgins down there.”


  “That’s virgin women, Carmel.”


  “Women, men, what’s the difference if you’ve never been laid?”


  He hung up, frowning as he felt the warmth crawling across his cheeks. Blushing, for god’s sake, he thought as he sat again; goddamn woman’s got me blushing, for god’s sake.


  Two hours later he was finished with the trousers, had them creased on the presser and hanging next to the suit jacket he’d completed the week before. He rubbed his eyes and stretched, looked out to the street and saw the shadows climbing the walls across the way, like wide black shades being drawn up from the bottom. He yawned. The air conditioner over the door clanked and spat. He pushed aside the green curtain and stepped into the back room.


  It was small, just large enough for a chipped and dusty round table, two sagging armchairs, and a half-sized refrigerator; the back door had been bricked over long before he’d taken possession and he’d never wondered what was on the other side; there was faded rose wallpaper, and a few crooked movie poster prints he’d never bothered to remove. The thin carpeting had once been floral-patterned, but the flowers and their stems had been worn to near extinction, and the fringe around the edges had been worn to the nubs. A green-shaded bulb hung from the low ceiling. There were magazines in awkward piles on the floor, a cot in the far corner, and a faint scent of must the round floor fan couldn’t dispel.


  Gotta clean up one of these days, he thought, shaking his head and knowing he didn’t mean it; I also have to tell those three to stop calling me Blackie.


  He hated being called Blackie. It made him think of private detectives in trench coats, and sheep dogs on the moors with freckle-faced kids making them fetch sticks, not to mention cartoon villains being chased by stupid mice wearing huge yellow shoes.


  His stomach growled, and he looked at the refrigerator with a start, suddenly remembering he hadn’t bothered to eat lunch.


  Way to go, pal; starve yourself into the grave.


  There was a sportsman’s calendar on the wall by the door frame, and he stared at it, at the tiny printing in each day’s space, then took a pencil from his shirt pocket and crossed off the third. The fourth was blank, on the fifth a notation to start Poppa Estanza’s sport jacket Carmel had ordered; there was also the mayor’s tuxedo, the mayor’s son’s tuxedo, and three suits for Farren Upshire, a breeder of Arabian horses just south of town.


  He sighed and dropped into the nearest chair, stared without seeing the faded rose-petal wallpaper on the back wall. What he needed was a disgustingly long vacation; what he really needed was the chance to stay in Inverness long enough not to have to work like a fool demon just to fill his orders. In spite of the fact that he was very expensive, and selective, it seemed that he was never able to turn down a request, especially from someone who could barely afford it. Soft heart, soft head, he told himself with a wry smile; charity begins at home, and you’ll never make a good Scrooge.


  And he didn’t realize he had fallen asleep until he woke up and the room was dark, didn’t realize until he stood with a silent groan that he wasn’t alone.


  The air was different.


  As if summer had died during his nap and had been replaced by a dry and frigid December.


  As he stood there in the dark he could feel the tension build around him like subtle electricity, and he immediately bent over in a half crouch and cautiously put his hand out to the curtain. Listening, not thinking, until he pulled the cloth slowly to one side, just enough for him to see into the front room.


  The hearse was parked in front of the shop. The glow of the streetlamps was caught by the windows and the high gloss of the vehicle’s polish.


  He could see the car because the shop door was open.


  The shop door was open because he’d forgotten again to make sure it was locked.


  The bench was deserted—the Palmer brothers and Old Alice long gone into Ginny’s.


  And then he saw the shadows.


  There were three of them, moving stealthily along the aisle between the display cases. Their size was distorted by the backlighting, but they were big, and he definitely didn’t care for the odds they gave him. One of them stumbled into the edge of the platform and swore softly, another harshly jabbing him silent with an elbow.


  And in that movement he could see the weapons they carried. They were all the same—old but undoubtedly efficient Thompson submachine guns, primed and ready to fire.


  His eyes narrowed and perspiration trickled down the back of his neck. He looked from side to side but could see nothing he might use against them. His right hand was braced against the doorframe, and he could feel the pounding of the band playing next door at Ginny’s. It figures, he thought; loud band, clanking air conditioner—they could hold World War Three in here and no one would hear a thing.


  The telephone rang, and the shadows froze.


  Linc cursed silently. That was probably Carmel wondering where the hell he was. And if he didn’t answer, and she couldn’t get him at home, she’d be over. She’d look out the window, see the hearse, and she’d come over to see what excuse he was giving her this time.


  He cursed again, and the hand holding the curtain shook before he could stop it, the brass loops holding the cloth to its rod rattling like tin.


  The shadows turned toward him.


  “Good evening, Mr. Blackthorne.”


  And the submachine guns opened fire, filling the room with strobic blue light, tearing the curtain to shreds in less than five seconds.


  THREE


  There was little time to think, and less time to act. The moment Linc heard his name he flung himself across the room. The curtain snapped at him as it was shredded, gouts and chunks of wounded plaster showering like hail over his back as he grabbed the refrigerator’s sides and pulled it effortlessly away from the wall. His ears rang from the detonations, and he could barely hear his own curses as he dove through the exposed gap and pulled the appliance back, snapped a thick brace across to lock it in place, and slumped against the narrow tunnel’s wall.


  His eyebrows rose and his cheeks puffed, and he ran a hand down over his chest to calm his lungs, settle the acid boiling in his stomach.


  Good lord, he thought, that was a pip.


  Then he heard footsteps, muffled and cautious, and he pulled himself upright with a stifled grunt and reached through the dark to a thin metal shield he slid noiselessly to one side. He was looking through James Stewart’s eye on the Glenn Miller Story poster, but all he could see were dark ungainly shapes moving gingerly through the room’s debris. The overhead light had been shattered, however, and he scowled at not being able to see a recognizable face.


  A match flared, and he blinked, but the flame was doused before he had a chance to adjust.


  The table was kicked viciously aside, his chair slammed to the wall; magazines and plaster shards were swept contemptuously aside. But they were still no more than shadows, and he was about ready to leave when he saw one of them pass in front of the refrigerator, pause, and reach out. He held his breath. The door opened, and a wash of pale light spilled into the room. The man was standing upright, shadows from his chin and out-thrust gun hollowing his long, cadaverous face. He stared without expression until a companion spoke.


  “He ain’t in here.”


  “I can see that,” the lean man said, slamming shut the door and obliterating the light.


  “Maybe there’s another door.”


  “Do you see one, Cashim?”


  “No.”


  “Then he wasn’t here, was he.”


  “But the curtain—”


  “A breeze, nothing more. It moved, and we reacted. Hazards of the trade.”


  Cashim muttered something Linc couldn’t hear, and the lean man whirled around almost too fast to follow, a broad open palm catching his cheek with a rifle’s retort. The third man, who had stayed by the curtain, ducked out of Linc’s sight.


  “Let’s go,” the lean man ordered in disgust.


  “You didn’t have to do that, Reddick,” Cashim whined. “I just wanted to know how he did it, that’s all.”


  Reddick stood in the doorway and scanned the room, his expression hidden, his voice filled with hate. “You had better learn now, my friend, that he is Blackthorne. It makes no difference who you’ve hunted before—this one
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