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This book is dedicated to everyone who won’t let jerks
push them around.








Chapter One


Cantor Gold’s apartment, New
York City


Late September 1954


A few minutes before dawn


 


 


There are lots of women in my life, and I like it that
way. I don’t want to fall in love, not again. I was in love once, and she was
perfect. But she’s gone. Gone in a storm of gunfire on a tropical street. My
heart’s as good as dead. I can’t even say her name. If you know my story, you
know her name. And if you don’t know my story, her name doesn’t matter.


And besides, domestic bliss would interfere with my
criminal life. Domestic bliss would distract me from keeping my senses sharp,
senses that protect me against danger: from cops, from gangsters, from rival
thieves and smugglers. So no thank you, lady, you can share my bed but not my
heart. It’s out of business.


I didn’t say any of this to last night’s red-haired,
blue-eyed amusement, only that she was swell but this was it, there’d be no
more. She slapped my face— not the first woman to so honor me— and told me I
give butches a bad name, that we were supposed to be chivalrous. I told her I’m
chivalrous to a fault, one woman at a time, one night at a time. I guess she
didn’t like that explanation because she slapped my face again, got out of my
bed, put her dress on— a nice little form-fitting black satin number with a
flaring skirt— grabbed her coat and scrammed fast, hollering, “They should
arrest creeps like you!” as she slammed the door of my apartment on her way
out.


She doesn’t know the half of it. She doesn’t know how
many times the boys with badges have tried to arrest me, flatten me, run me out
of town. She doesn’t know because I didn’t tell her about my life, how I make
my dough. I didn’t tell her I steal high-priced art and other treasures from
faraway places, smuggle it into New York for clients who pay me fistfuls of
cash but don’t give a damn that I risk my life to satisfy their acquisitive
lusts. I didn’t tell her any of these things. I don’t talk about my outlaw life
with any of the women who share my bed. Except one.


The exception is Rosie Bliss, one of the most skilled
cabbies rolling on New York’s streets, and that’s saying something. What Rosie
does behind the wheel of her big yellow Checker is a performance worthy of a
top-ticket Broadway show. She can make the cab dance, she can make it glide or
make it kick, and best of all she can use those skills to ferry me out of sight
and out of reach of cops and other nosy parties when I’m carrying hot goods.
Rosie Bliss is the best wheel spinner a thief could hope for.


Rosie used to be in love with me, but she gave it up a
couple of years ago after my heart went cold for good. But Rosie and I have
operated on the taboo side of the Law for several years now, and we’re loyal to
each other in our way. We take care of each other’s needs, if you catch my
drift.


We also protect each other, make
sure the cops have no idea what we’re up to. Protecting my business is what’s
on the menu this morning. I need to move a small clay statue, a
forty-five-hundred-year-old wide-eyed Sumerian votive figure I brought into New
York a week ago— smuggled it out of Baghdad right under the noses of the
British military and Hashemite princelings currently running the place. From
there, the eight-inch fellow standing in perpetual prayer with big staring eyes
and long wavy beard sailed with me wrapped in canvas and oilcloth in a damp
cabin of a tramp steamer, then slipped into the Port of New York aboard Red
Drogan’s tugboat, and finally rode with me in the backseat of Rosie’s cab in
the dark of night. The little Sumerian has been residing peacefully ever since
on a shelf in the basement vault beneath my dockside office, cooling off while
the Baghdad authorities scour the ancient smuggling routes of the Near East,
searching everywhere but New York and my underground vault.


But at nine o’clock this morning my praying Sumerian
will have his prayers answered and find a home with a woman who has big money,
big political connections, and a Gramercy Park townhouse. I don’t want to drive
my Buick down there, not with the goods in tow. The cops make it their business
to know my car, even the new one I buy almost every year, and they pull me over
sometimes just for the fun of it. But they can’t pick out Rosie’s cab, one of
countless Checkers working the streets of New York. So I’ll meet Rosie at my
office, a well-hidden spot in an unnoticeable little corner building shadowed
by the elevated West Side Highway and across from the Hudson River docks.
She’ll slip the cab through the alleys behind the building, then drive me
downtown to Gramercy Park.


A hot shower is followed by a cup of coffee. I turn on
the radio, snap my fingers a few times to a current hit number, “Shake, Rattle
and Roll,” before this new music— rock and roll, they call it— gets on my
morning nerves. I turn the dial to something smoother but with just enough pep
to get me going: Ella Fitzgerald crooning a Gershwin tune, “Nice Work if You
Can Get It.” Yeah, my work’s damn nice, and I get enough of it to keep
me in new cars, custom-tailored silk suits, and good scotch. But the nicest
thing about my work is that I get to poke my finger in the eye of the Law that
wants to jail me— or worse— just for my love of women and taking them to my
bed. So I figure if the Law has no respect for the most beautiful part of my
life, I have no reason to respect the Law.


While the velvet-voiced Miss Fitzgerald sways me in
the tune, I more or less comb my always disobedient crop of short brown hair.
Women have called my hair a mop, or an old broom, or a pile of sticks. I work
in a little hair tonic, not too much. I don’t like the oily look. It’s the best
I can do to keep it all down. 


Groomed, I rub a warm cloth over my face, soothe the
scars I’ve collected over the years: the curved scar above my right eye, the
jagged one on my left cheek, the straight line cut into my chin, and Rosie’s
favorite, the one she likes to tickle with her tongue, the small knife-shaped
number above my lip. I think of my scars as the artistry of my outlaw life and
brazen freedom.


I slip into the trousers of my pale gray silk suit,
button up a crisp white shirt, adorn it with a gray and pale green striped tie,
and strap into the shoulder rig holding my .38 Smith & Wesson revolver, the
chambers full. My suit jacket, which I finish off with a pale green pocket
square, is tailored to hide the bulge of my gun. I put my wallet, keys, and
extra rounds of .38 slugs into my trouser pocket, grab my black wool overcoat
and my gray tweed cap, and I’m ready to start another day in my underworld
Shangri-La.


• • •


My street, like the others in my Theater District
neighborhood, is ordinarily pretty quiet at this early hour. Windows in the old
brick or brownstone five-story walk-ups, or in more recent apartment buildings
like mine, are still dark, the blinds closed or the shades pulled. My night owl
neighbors, those troupers who sing and dance on Broadway’s stages or croon in
the nightspots, don’t put a toe on the pavement until noon at the earliest, and
that’s only if they have a two o’clock matinee. But this morning there’s a
drama in front of my building, right outside the door. Uniformed cops keep a
handful of rubberneckers back while a plainclothes cop makes notes as he stands
over the dead body of a woman. I know the body’s dead, not just some sweetie
passed out from too much booze or fainting from hunger. I know it by the way
her legs and feet are splayed at odd angles and by the blood that’s spreading
from her midsection onto the sidewalk. 


And I know the body. She slammed my apartment door
about an hour ago.








Chapter Two


Lieutenant Norm Huber of Homicide, tall and skinny
with a dry, stubbly, hollow-cheeked face, bears an uncanny resemblance to a
dead tree. His brown tweed coat is cop-drab and shapeless. Smoke from the
stubby ten-cent cigar between his teeth clouds under the brim of his beat-up
brown fedora. Seeing me through the cigar smoke as I walk through the lobby, he
pushes his hat back on his head and lets the smoke drift away, the better to show
me the hate in his hooded eyes.


He doesn’t really see me, at least not all of me, and
it’s not because of the cigar smoke. He sees my face and form all right, but he
doesn’t see the shock and misery behind my eyes at the sight of the woman lying
dead on the pavement with a bloody wound in her chest, her face contorted in
terror, the woman who’d lain beneath me in my bed. He doesn’t see that part of
me because I don’t let him. And even if I did, he wouldn’t see it anyway. His
soul went blind years ago, if he even has one, which I doubt.


Maybe homicide cops’ souls always go blind, a survival
tactic protecting them from being crushed by all the savagery they see. But
hate like Huber’s isn’t from a blind soul; it’s from a tight, empty space too
small for a soul.


If you ask Huber why he hates me, he might say it’s
because I got in his way on a murder case a few years ago and I’ve been a thorn
in his side ever since. Or he might say he hates criminals generally, and
people of my romantic persuasion especially. But if you ask me, I’d say hate is
just Huber’s nature, the only emotion with enough heat to warm his cold heart.


Taking the cigar from his mouth, he gives me a toothy,
tobacco-yellowed grin a month too early for Halloween, but its effect is just
as spooky. “When the call came into the precinct,” he says, his phlegmy voice
gurgling through his teeth, which makes that grin even creepier, “I told the
captain this one’s mine. And you know why, Gold?”


“Lemme guess. You recognized my address.”


His grin spreads wider, nastier, his eyes narrow with
sour joy. “And here you are, all spiffed up on a sunny morning, a stiff at your
doorstep. I suppose you’re gonna tell me you’ve got nothing to do with this and
you’ve never laid eyes on this woman?”


“Listen,” I say, keeping it light and easy, burying my
acquaintance with the deceased behind an I’ve got nothing to hide performance
my showbiz neighbors would appreciate. “I can’t be two places at once, can I,
lieutenant? I just came off the elevator, and the woman is already lying here
dead.”


Huber sticks his cigar between his teeth again, keeps
it clamped while he stares at me as if I’m a sewer rat he’d love to drown.
After a second or two of his laughably silent bullying, he pulls the cigar from
his mouth. “How do I know you didn’t knife her and then—”


“Oh, is that how she was killed?”


His hard look warns me not to give him any more back
talk. “Yeah, that’s how she was killed,” he says. “My gut says you did it,
Gold; then you went back upstairs to wash the blood off and change your bloody
clothes for another of your snappy suits.” He says this like he wants to arrest
me just for dressing better than he does. “And when you heard the sirens you
came back down and ambled through your lobby innocent as Sunday.”


“Except today is Tuesday,” I say, “and your story
assumes I’m stupid enough to kill someone on my own doorstep and leave her
here. You hate my guts, Huber. You’ve called me everything from sewer filth to
perverted scum, but you’ve never called me stupid.”


He’s been grinding his teeth all the time I’ve been
talking, and now that I’ve stopped, he spits out his other accusation. “And I
suppose you don’t know who the dame is?”


“And I suppose you do?” It’s easier on my guilty soul
to throw his question back at him than admit I’m a cad who never even asked her
name.


“Her name’s Lorraine Quinn, age thirty, according to
the driver’s license we found in her handbag. With an address on the bleaker
end of Bleecker Street.”


I know more about her now than I did when I’d buried
my face in her lush chestnut hair and held her body against mine while we
danced at the Green Door Club. I still didn’t know any of it while I luxuriated
in her breasts when she was in my bed. I feel pretty crummy that she had to die
for me to find all that out. But feeling crummy could show up in my eyes, come
across as the wrong kind of guilt, give Huber the wrong idea. So I squelch it.


With a tip of my cap, I say, “I’ll be on my way now,
lieutenant. You have a murder to solve, and far be it from me to stand in the
way of the police.” I start to walk away, but Huber grabs my arm.


“You’re not off the hook yet, Gold.”


I give him my best Broadway smile, full of razzamatazz
charm. “Am I the worm or the fish?”


He puts the cigar back in his mouth with a sharp jerk
of his arm, making it clear he’s not impressed with my little joke. “Get out of
my sight,” he says, turning away from me and back to the business of the dead
Lorraine Quinn.


• • •


After the hell of finding cops at my doorstep and the
ache of seeing the woman who shared my bed dead at their feet, I take a little
comfort from the sight of the familiar busted pink neon sign that reads Pe  e’s Luncheonette instead of Pete’s. The wacky sign sets my world
back on its regular axis.


The joint is down the block from my place. Its broken
sign helps dissuade tourists from venturing inside, which is why Pete never had
the sign fixed. Mom and Pop Tourist linger too long and tip too little, making
the counter help cranky.


It’s not quite seven-thirty when I walk in. The scattering
of early morning patrons eating breakfast at the counter or at the few small
tables are agreeably quiet, except for the clink of spoons stirring coffee, the
rustle of newspaper pages being turned, and the occasional shuffle of feet or
scrape of chairs on the scuffed green-and-black checkerboard linoleum floor.
The room has the welcoming aromas of strong coffee and tobacco. Cigarette smoke
curling through the air makes the place look almost pretty.


Behind the counter, Doris, the pink-uniformed, gray-haired,
thin-faced waitress who’s been here since the linoleum was new, is pouring a
cuppa for a guy in a dark blue coat and gray fedora, a neighborhood guy I nod
to. He nods and taps a finger against the brim of his hat, and that’s all the
acknowledgment needed or given. Nosiness is not a feature of my neighborhood.
Not this early in the morning anyway.


On my way to the phone booth in the back, I hang my
coat and cap on the rack and give Doris my order for black coffee and two eggs
sunny-side-up on a warm bialy. Her smile of acknowledgment, with her cherry red
lipstick as usual smudged between her teeth, provides additional assurance that
my world is steadying itself.


After the clink and rattle of my dime dropping down
into Ma Bell’s lap, I dial Judson Zane. Judson’s my right hand, a young guy of
twenty-five with the clicking brain of an Einstein and a talent for secrecy
that makes the government’s spy boys look like a bunch of blabbermouths. He
loves obscure details, loves digging for information, and he’s put together a
network of sources that police departments from here to Shanghai would lust
after. Working a phone, Judson can generally find out just about anything about
anyone. Oh, and he’s popular with girls. Behind his wire-rim glasses, they
think his alert brown eyes and chiseled cheeks are adorable.


I dial his apartment.


He answers on the third ring.


I say, “Judson, it’s me. Listen, I’ll meet you at the
office around eight-thirty. Rosie will get there around the same time to ferry
me and the goods down to Gramercy Park.”


“Yeah, I know,” he says. “So why the call?” The guy
doesn’t miss a trick.


“I want you to get started on something right away.
Start working your contacts and dig into the life of one Lorraine Quinn, age
thirty, lived somewhere on Bleecker Street.”


“Lived?”


“Yeah. Lived. She was knifed to death just outside my
apartment building. Huber caught the case. Or rather, he laid claim to it.”


Judson takes a moment to absorb this news and
calculate its ramifications, then says, “So he wants to pin you for the
killing?”


“That’s the gist. But I want to get ahead of him.
That’s why I need you to find out anything you can about Miss Quinn. Where she
was from. Where she worked and what she did. Who loved her. Who didn’t. Who
might’ve wanted her dead.” I tell him I’ll see him at the office and hang up.


My breakfast is waiting for me when I slide onto a
stool at the counter. Doris is pouring me a cup of coffee. 


“Just brewed a fresh pot,” she says through her
cigarette-ragged voice. She puts down the coffeepot, looks me over through a
smile loaded with street savvy. “You look like you could use a good cry.”


I stop my forkful of egg-soaked bialy halfway to my
mouth. “C’mon, Doris. When have you known me to cry?”


“Never seen it, but I bet you do.”


“Haven’t in a long time, a couple of years.” I take my
bite of breakfast.


Doris says, “Maybe you should. Not healthy not to cry.
Anyways, you look lousy, like someone or something caught you in a hard grip.”
Leaning across the counter, she puts her hand under my chin, says as tenderly
as her savvy smarts allow, “It wouldn’t have anything to do with all that
excitement— cops and everything— going on down the block? That’s your place,
ain’t it?”


Doris doesn’t know how I make my dough, but after
years of sharing coffee together, she’s wise to the general contours of my love
life. She doesn’t judge, and she’s even provided wise counsel and a sympathetic
ear now and then when some cutie has cut me off at the knees. So the best thank
you I can give her for her generous spirit and bottomless cups of the best
coffee in town is to keep her uninformed of my criminal activities. That way,
if the cops ever question her, she can tell them with a straight face and clean
heart that she has no idea what they’re talking about. Works out great for both
of us.


But Doris is no fool. No doubt she already has some of
that part of me figured. She was smart enough to ask about the cops at my door.


I slide her hand from my chin, give her a smile. “Cops
don’t like me, that’s all. They want to arrest me just for doing this,” I say,
and kiss her on the knuckles.


That earns me a sassy laugh and another cup of coffee,
“On the house! Enjoy your breakfast, Cantor. And try not to get arrested.
You’re the best tipper I’ve got.”


• • •


The ancient Sumerians knew a thing or two about
hedging their bets. In their rocky desert world where the nights were very
dark, the silence pierced only by the distant roar of lions or the nearby hiss
of snakes, praying to the gods seemed like a good idea if you hoped to wake up
alive in the morning. But a body’s got to sleep and eat and work and can’t be
praying all the time, which is where my little votive statue earned his place
in the affections of his human tribe. His eyes wide in eternal wakefulness, the
little fella and his similarly carved sisters and brothers stood in constant
prayer on your behalf while you and your family were otherwise engaged in the
business of living.


I wrap him in batting and cloth for his trip downtown,
but linger for a while in the vault in the basement of my office, enjoy some of
the treasures temporarily in my care. I’m rather fond of the little
gold-trimmed alabaster box Howard Carter brought up among the goodies he
discovered in Tutankhamen’s tomb in 1922. The Cairo Museum is still looking for
it. The curators at the Louvre in Paris are still scratching their heads about
the strange disappearance of a pair of silver Rococo candlesticks that once
belonged to a handsome courtier in service to King Louis XVI. The overly fussy
candlesticks, full of flowery vines and animal head gewgaws, aren’t to my
taste, but I have to admit the silverwork is first rate.


The priciest thing on my shelves right now is a
spectacular little French Gothic illuminated manuscript, a prayer book with
illustrations possibly attributed to Master Honoré. To my eye, the
illustrations are certainly skillful enough to be Honoré’s, with their zesty
use of color, confident handling of line, and bold rule-breaking of space and
frame. It’s a book of hours, inscribed with prayers to be recited by the
Christian faithful at appointed hours of the day and evening. The client who
hired me to lift it from the collection of an aristocratic family in France and
smuggle it to New York made a bad bet on Wall Street and couldn’t come up with
the rest of the dough to deliver the book to his Fifth Avenue apartment. He
swears he’s good for the money. I told him, “Sure, just let me know when you’re
ready to fork over.” I’m not holding my breath. I’ve already made arrangements
to offer it to another interested party when she returns from her country place
in time for the holidays.


Look, I run a business, not a cultural charity. I even
make museums pay.


It’s nearly eight-thirty. Time to take my little
Sumerian upstairs.


Judson’s on the phone at his





































Chapter Four


A day that started off with two slaps to my face has
rolled into the horror of two women dead at my feet. My whole world is tilted
at a dizzying angle with nothing to grab onto to right it. And the breath that
usually moves freely in and out of my lungs now stings, as if tainted with
deadly poison. Wherever I breathe, someone dies. I’m afraid that my next exhale
might poison Vivienne.


Until I realize that she’s not beside me. Only Desmond
and I and the corpse of Eve Garraway are in the room. I might figure that the
murder scene is too gruesome for Vivienne to bear, except I know that she’s a
first-rate huntswoman, a crack shot who’s been known to bring down game, skin
it, gut it, and have it served at her table with a savory sauce and fine wine.
I know it because Vivienne’s skill with a rifle saved my life one night a few
years ago after an art deal gone bad. She put a bullet into the forehead of a
guy whose gun was aimed at me, and she did it from across the room, calm and
calculating as a jungle cat. Vivienne Parkhurst Trent may have a society
belle’s poise but she has Malachi Trent’s spine.


My assessment’s right on the mark when she walks back
into the room, cool as a Park Avenue cocktail. “I’ve telephoned the police,”
she says, her voice steady.


My annoyance is matched by
Desmond’s alarm. Though he doesn’t know about the murder of Lorraine Quinn at
my doorstep, he knows all about me. He knows about my criminal life. He knows
that the cops would be only too happy to put me away for whatever they can make
stick. With all that knowledge in his own outlaw mind, he grasps the situation
fast. “Cantor,” he says, his bony frame tense under his butler’s duds, his thin
voice edgy, “you must leave here immediately, before those blue-coated rascals
arrive.”


“Sure,” I say, “but before I go, Desmond: tell me, did
you hear anyone come into the house? The place has a back garden, yes? Did you
see or hear anyone roaming around back there?”


“No, no one,” he says, his voice cracking as if he
might break down and cry.


“What about any strange sounds around the house? Like
someone hiding inside, waiting for Eve to be alone?”


“No, I didn’t hear anything after you left. As far as
I know I was alone in the house. Except for Miss Garraway, that is.”


If I didn’t know any better, I might raise an eyebrow
about Desmond being the only other person in the house besides Eve. But an old
pro like Desmond, an ex-con who knows the ropes, wouldn’t set up a murder that
fingers him as the killer. And besides, the guy’s so loyal to the Garraways
he’d probably walk in front of a truck to save Eve’s life.


He says, “Listen, Cantor, after you left, I went to
the kitchen to organize the lunch order from the Plaza. Miss Garraway has a
standing order for them to supply lunch and dinner each day if she’s not dining
out. After that, I went upstairs to talk to Miss Garraway about other household
business. Like I said, I . . . I heard no one else, saw nobody, just Miss—” The
poor guy can’t even look at Eve on the floor. Fixing a watery, worried eye on
me instead, he says, “Leave here, Cantor. You must leave here now. The young
lady and I will handle the blue devils.”


I start to walk out, but Vivienne grabs my arm. “Just
a minute, Cantor. Why are you worried about the police? You were outside with
me when— oh,” she stops short. “Yes, of course. The police might think you
killed Eve before you left the house. But what motive would you have?”


First Desmond and then Vivienne look at me as if horns
are slowly sprouting from my head. I can guess what’s on their minds, so I take
my cap off to give them a better look. I even smile, a wiseacre smile that lets
them know I’m on to them.


There’s something especially snide in Desmond’s eyes.
He knows to forget all that honor among thieves baloney. In the crime world,
it’s grab what you can, kill if you must, and don’t trust anyone.


I keep my smile, but back it up with a steely stare at
Desmond and Vivienne. “I don’t have any motive. None. But I had thirty thousand
reasons to be very happy with Eve Garraway,” I say, and pat the bulk where the
thirty grand resides in my inside pocket, “and high hopes for an equally
fruitful future. So you two can just ditch your crummy suspicions. And you,
Desmond, you should know better. People like us never kill the golden goose.
Well, almost never.” I put my cap back on.


He snickers at my reference to the suspicion widely
held in the underworld that he’d knocked off a guy who’d paid him to knock over
a telegraph office back in the old days, before his career as a bank thief. 


Vivienne says, “Desmond, you’re sure you heard no one
else in the house?”


A gravelly answer arrives. “Yeah, what about it,
Desmond?” The familiar croak of Lieutenant Huber twists deep in my gut.


Desmond was right. I should’ve scrammed when I had the
chance.


That chance is gone. I’m trapped in this room between
a dead woman on the floor and the narrowing stare of Lieutenant Huber throwing
equal amounts of surprise and cold triumph at me. “Well, look who’s here. How
many women are you gonna kill today, Gold?”


“You tell me, Huber. You’re the one keeping a tally.”


There’s so much accusation all over Huber’s bony face
that I half expect his brown eyes to turn red. Instead, his stare grows even
colder, as brittle as dead leaves in winter. He says, “All I know is this is
the second time today some dame has wound up dead and bloodied, and whaddya
know, you’re inches from the body. And I bet your fingerprints are all over
that knife in her back.”


“You’d lose the bet.”


“So you wiped ’em. You’re a pro, Gold.”


“And maybe so is whoever killed Eve. My bet is you
won’t find any prints at all.”


Vivienne grabs my arm, looks at me with confusion, and
for the first time in all the years I’ve known her, fear. “Cantor? What is he
talking about? What does he mean this is the second dead woman today?”


Before I can even open my mouth to answer, Huber slaps
Vivienne’s questions aside. “And who would you be, missy?”


Vivienne’s newly minted fear of me dissolves into the
haughty annoyance she was bred to feel for those lesser beings on the public
payroll whom her crowd merely considers the help. “My name is Vivienne
Parkhurst Trent, lieutenant. And if you don’t explain yourself and your
reference to dead women in connection with Cantor, I’m sure the police
commissioner will be more than happy to provide the information. He owes me a
drink. Perhaps I’ll take him up on it this evening. I’ll be sure to mention
your name.”


I enjoyed that, and so did Desmond, who’s trying to
hide the tiny smile his outlaw soul is savoring down to his marrow. Getting the
better of cops is always entertaining.


The expression on Huber’s face goes from cold and hard
to pasty. He looks like he’s been force-fed a pill he can’t quite push down his
gullet. He not only recognizes Vivienne’s family name, he’s aware of its
influence. 


But a cop is a cop, and that badge, especially a
lieutenant’s gold shield, gives him plenty of power too. Only a moment ago,
Huber looked like he might gag. Now he looks like he could spit right in
Vivienne’s face. “I don’t care what you say to the commissioner, Miss
Parkhurst Trent.” His smug exaggeration of her name has enough acid behind
it to eat through the walls. “Just make sure you get my name right— Huber,
Lieutenant Norm Huber— when you tell him about one dead woman at the door of
Gold’s apartment building this morning and the other dead woman here on the
floor. Oh, and remember to mention that the woman on the floor is the daughter
of old Boss Garraway. If I recall, Miss Parkhurst Trent, John Garraway was what
you might call a mentor to the commissioner.”


“And my family financed them both,” Vivienne counters
with a smile that could peel the flesh from Huber’s bones. “And now, good
afternoon, lieutenant.” Vivienne takes my arm as if we’re on our way to high
tea at the Plaza.


Huber steps in front of us, blocks us from leaving.
“You’re not going anywhere yet, not until you answer a few questions. And if I
don’t like the answers, the only place you and Gold are going is the lockup.”


Vivienne says, “I don’t like your tone, lieutenant.”


“You don’t have to like it, lady. What you have to do
is tell me what you and Gold are doing here.”


The look on Vivienne’s face is a study in umbrage.
Umbrage at being challenged by someone so beneath her. Umbrage that such a
person would have the nerve. I usually disapprove of snobbishness, but
Vivienne’s wielding it like an elegant weapon, and there’s no one I’d rather
see her use it on than Huber. “What do you think I’m doing here, lieutenant?”
she says. “I’m a curator, and Miss Garraway is a collector. We had an
appointment to discuss acquiring her collection for my museum. Now, if you
don’t mind, Cantor and I will be on our way.”


Huber blocks us again. “I mind plenty,” he says. He
shifts his focus to me, pushes his hat back on his head, gives me the full
weight of his cop stare. “And what about you, Gold? What was your business
here? That broken bric-a-brac on the floor next to Miss Garraway’s corpse have
anything to do with it?”


“I don’t break things, lieutenant. I have too much
respect for—”


“The money those fancy knickknacks deliver to your
handbag?” he says. “Oh, my mistake, you don’t carry a handbag, do you.” His
smile is so slimy it wouldn’t surprise me to see snakes slither through his
teeth.


I’ve had it with this guy. “If you have any more
questions, lieutenant, call my lawyer.” Vivienne’s hand is still on my arm. I
clutch it tight while I maneuver us past Huber.


He says, “Don’t leave town, Gold.”


• • •


I hail a cab, intending to take Vivienne to a cozy
spot I know nearby where we can chat over coffee, which I’ll tell the waiter to
spike with a shot of booze to loosen the knots in my gut. The murder of two
women in one morning is tough for anyone to take. Add my guilty feelings about
my rotten treatment of Lorraine Quinn, plus the relentless Lieutenant Huber
determined to see me fry for the murders of Lorraine and Eve, and it’s fair to
say I’m not in the best of moods. It doesn’t help that as soon as we’re in the
cab, before I can give the cabbie the address of the spot where a boozed-up
coffee is waiting to greet me, Vivienne directs the driver to her museum, that
big joint on Fifth Avenue at the eastern edge of Central Park. All I can do is
lick my lips, disappointed there’s no scotch whiskey to lap up.


Vivienne is silent as the cabbie drives his hack
uptown, weaving through traffic in that terrifying way only a New York cabbie
can do. Kids on roller skates, shoppers with Fifth Avenue hatboxes, and office
types out to grab some lunch skitter out of this guy’s path. He’s not as smooth
as Rosie.


I can’t figure Vivienne’s silence. It’s not exactly
cold, but the set of her face, her beautiful aristocratic face, looking out the
window as if surveying the golden city that her great-grandfather Malachi bent
to his will, makes it clear that conversation is not invited.


Just as well. Vivienne’s silence gives me room to
think about my lousy morning and try to figure out why the hell murder is
following me all over town.


• • •


As a senior curator of European paintings, Vivienne’s
office is a cushy spot with elegant gray-green walls covered in ornately framed
masterpieces: from the late medieval Italian religious dramas of Giotto to the
succulent French Rococo amusements of François Boucher. The furniture is just
as elegantly eclectic. Two nineteenth-century French walnut armchairs
upholstered in needlepoint face Vivienne’s English eighteenth-century George
III mahogany desk. Its green leather top hosts an early twentieth-century
abalone and brass desk set and cigarette box. A sparkling cut-crystal ashtray
with plenty of heft and enough sharp edges to brain someone is next to the
cigarette box. A similar ashtray hoards most of the space on the spindly Rococo
table between the two needlepoint chairs. The whole place, an assemblage of
delicate things and weighty things, is a subtle expression of a connoisseur’s
taste and a not-so-subtle expression of the Parkhurst Trent influence. It’s
that influence which was able to slide me out of Huber’s grip.


Vivienne removes her coat, hangs it on a rack in the
corner, removes her hat, and hangs that on the rack, too. With the nonchalance
of a woman who assumes beauty is hers by right, she runs her fingers through
her dark hair, restoring its style and bounce from the grasp of her hat. Moving
to the window, she angles the Venetian blinds, simultaneously cutting the glare
of the late morning sun on Fifth Avenue and canceling the view of any nosy
neighbors from their windows in the fancy apartment buildings and remaining
Gilded Age mansions across the street. With the sashay that’s natural to her and
that never fails to grab my attention, she moves to the front of her desk and
leans against the edge, her slender charcoal wool skirt hugging her smooth
curves while her ivory silk V-neck blouse catches light where light should be
caught, to my unabashed pleasure. I’ve always had a taste for Vivienne, a taste
she let me indulge one night four years ago. She was delicious, but one taste
is all she gave me. I think our night of passion scared her. Maybe I scared
her. Maybe she scared herself. Whatever it was, she’s retreated into the safety
of male companions at the town’s better restaurants.


She’s all cool and patrician now. With a wave of her
hand, Vivienne directs me to one of the needlepoint chairs. When I’m seated, my
cap in my lap, she folds her arms across her chest in a quick, annoyed fashion,
the gesture a strategy to hold onto her fraying patience. From her perch
against her desk, she looks down at me. I think she wants me to squirm. She
should know better.


Her green eyes on me as if considering whether to
behead me or merely scold, she turns away briefly to take a cigarette from the
box on her desk, tilting her head back to offer one to me.


“I have my own,” I say, and take out my pack of
Chesterfields from my inside coat pocket.


Vivienne lights her smoke with the lighter on her
desk, then bends down to light mine. If she’s aware that I’m enjoying the view,
she doesn’t acknowledge it, doesn’t smile, doesn’t even tease. She just closes
the lighter and leans against the desk again. Saying nothing, she continues to
look down at me, cigarette smoke curling along her face, drifting around her
pampered courtesan’s eyes, creating a lacy veil that can’t quite hide her
displeasure with me.


I have better things to do— like digging for more of
Lorraine Quinn’s story to find out who’d want her dead— than be kept hostage in
Vivienne’s office, pleasant as the company, the view, and these surroundings
may be. “Why did you bring me here, Vivienne?”


One of her hands remains clamped against the edge of
her desk while the other slowly lowers the cigarette from her mouth, her
lipstick leaving a smear of red. She’s still looking at me, but her eyes are
less scolding now. Something else is creeping into those eyes, or rather
creeping back: fear, that unfamiliar fear I saw in Vivienne’s eyes back at Eve
Garraway’s place. It takes Vivienne a minute to be able to speak past it. “What
did Lieutenant Huber mean about two dead women, Cantor? What the hell have you
dragged me into?” There’s an edge to her usually silky voice, an edge of
frustration, an edge of anger. “I can’t afford scandal. I could lose everything
I worked so damn hard for here at the museum. I’m the only female senior
curator in this institution, and I could lose it all in a minute. Why are you
doing this to me, Cantor?”


“Why am I— ?”


“Yes, you. I thought I knew you. I
mean, I know about the things— the things you do. The museum world is highly
competitive, every curator lusting after the best works, and I’m no different.
So while I’m grateful for your help in securing superior acquisitions for me at
the museum, if you committed murder—”


“Do you really think I’m a murderer, Vivienne?” It’s
my turn to look hard at her.


She returns it, stare for stare, her eyes probing me,
but the expression on her face is someone looking for safe haven. I guess she
didn’t find it because she looks away, stamps out her smoke, slowly circling
the cigarette at the bottom of the crystal ashtray. She finally shakes her
head, then looks at me again. “I believe you can kill.”


“And I know you can, Vivienne. But that doesn’t make
you a murderer.”


She can’t escape what I just said, can’t escape our
shared night of violence and the crack shot that saved my life. With a
tight-lipped swallow followed by a slow breath, she says, “No, no I don’t believe
you’re a murderer, Cantor. But your world is, well, criminal. I can’t be seen
by the police to be associated with it.”


“Then get your masterpieces legitimately if you want
to skirt around scandal, and don’t do business with the likes of me.”


I know that stung her. I see it in the slight but
quickly controlled tightness around her eyes and mouth.


How many times today am I going to be a cad? I gave
Lorraine the brush-off this morning, and I barked at Vivienne just now. Less
than an hour ago Vivienne was at my side, and together we faced down the Law.
She deserves a better Cantor Gold than the lout sitting in the fancy
needlepoint chair.


I’d better smooth out my attitude. “Listen, Vivienne,
you were simply at the wrong place at the wrong time, just like me. Only it’s
happened to me twice today, and now Huber is out for my hide. If I don’t figure
things out fast, he just might skin me. And by the way, thanks for helping me
get past Huber’s handcuffs at the Garraway place. I mean it. I’m grateful.”


“You’re welcome, but you owe me, Cantor Gold. You can
start by explaining the deaths of two women and why the lieutenant thinks
they’re connected to you.”


“Maybe you’re better off not knowing, Vivienne. You’re
better off not getting dragged into something ugly and dangerous.”


“It’s too late for that. I was in a room with a corpse
with a knife in her back when the police arrived. I’m already dragged into it.
And I need to be prepared in case that lieutenant decides to drag me in
deeper.”


“I wouldn’t worry about it. Being in the room isn’t
enough for Huber to arrest you, Vivienne.”


“I’m not worried about getting arrested,” she says,
waving away the ridiculous idea of someone of her social standing seeing the
inside of a jail cell. “But I bet he resents me after I rubbed his nose in the
police commissioner’s name today, so I have no doubt Huber would enjoy burying
me in mud. There are some gentlemen here at the museum who might even help him.
They think the only job for a woman at the museum is a secretary, or better yet,
one of the after-hours cleaning ladies. Those gentlemen would be only too happy
to use a scandal to ruin my professional reputation, which would give them the
excuse to show me the door. If I hope to survive this, I need to know what’s
going on. So let’s hear it, Cantor.”


The fear’s creeping back in her eyes, but there’s
determination, too, and the determination is winning. The iron-willed bloodline
of Malachi Trent is making itself felt in Vivienne’s veins. She’s no longer
grasping the edge of the desk for support. She’s leaning against it as if it’s
a perch from which to command the obedience of the mere hireling seated before
her.


It looks good on her. I get a charge from strong
women. So okay, I’ll play along. She’s earned an explanation, anyway.


I kill my smoke in the crystal brain basher on the
spindly table next to me. “I don’t know what’s going on,” I say, “but I’ll fill
you in on what little I do know.”


I lay it out, tell her about
Lorraine Quinn, one minute in my bed, the next minute dead on my doorstep. I
tell her about bringing the little Sumerian to Eve Garraway, and Eve’s plans
for her family’s legacy.


Through a cool smile with plenty of disdain behind it,
Vivienne says, “Yes, she’d hoped a museum wing with the Garraway name on it
would be her ticket into—”


“Your crowd?”


Her smile’s still cool, but the disdain’s gone.
There’s a bit of amusement in it, accompanied by a shrug acknowledging her own
snobbishness.


An idea occurs to me. “How bad did she want in,
Vivienne?”


“Well, let’s just say she pressed a little harder than
was seemly. She never married, but she did all she could to chummy up to the
more important families in New York, especially the wives. Eve knew it’s the
wives who hold the social power.”


“And you know these wives?”


“Many of them. What are you getting at, Cantor?”


“I bet those wives know a thing or two about Eve
Garraway. Things I’d like to know, things that might send Huber looking in a
direction other than mine.” If I could send Huber chasing in one direction
about the Garraway killing, and another direction for the Quinn murder, with
any luck he’ll trip over his own feet, fall flat on his face, and get out of my
way. “Would you do something for me, Vivienne?”
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