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Author’s Preface to a New Edition

Shortly after Cried the Piper was sold—in outline, as was common at the time—the original editor, Star Helmer, relocated, and her successor, whose name I have forgot, expressed reluctance if not revulsion concerning sexual trafficking, the salient basis of the central story. In consequence I repaid the publisher’s advance, which as any author can tell you, including myself, was wholly insane. Indeed, it was a long while before a new publisher could be found. Cried the Piper was at last completed against a drastic inflexible deadline in the summer of 1983, drafted and redrafted over a daft course of six sweltering weeks. Time constraints and the editor’s parturition (the child, incidentally, grew up to be a fine novelist) insured a total lack of editorial direction or intervention on any level. That much is evident in the novel’s emphasis upon concrete concision at the expense of silken sentiment. Nothing of which prevented me from falling in love with the two principal victims as they fled or were spirited from Times Square to the Florida piney woods, from Boca Raton to Coney Island, only to land, just before dawn, at last, on Delancey Street in front of the Williamsburg Bridge. They live with me today.

 


PART ONE




ONE



Although it is ungainly, the Williamsburg Bridge rises from Lower Manhattan and crosses the East River with a forceful presence. It lacks the rhythmic beauty of the Brooklyn Bridge and the charming mystical disorder of the Manhattan Bridge. It is grey and rusting. But when Leffert Lefferts Buck designed it, early in this century, at sixteen hundred feet it was the longest suspension bridge in the world.

The women who work Delancey Street cross the Williamsburg Bridge often, because their clients pick them up a few blocks from the approaches and don’t have much time to spare. The ride takes eight minutes and costs from ten to twenty dollars.

When Sunshine called Lucas Jameson on the night of the last cold Sunday in March, she was at a booth outside a Delancey Street diner and gazing up at the Williamsburg Bridge. The lights on the tower blinked beneath the fog as she listened to the telephone ring. She was surprised when there was an answer, and so she said:

“You’re back.”

Lucas Jameson brought the pillow over his head and it muffled his response. But yes, he was back. Had been for three hours. Was feeling fine, except for a mild form of dysentery, jet lag, and mosquito bites. He felt excellent. He lay in his own bed, between sheets of muslin, and if he needed to throw up, it would be in his own bathroom.

“Where were you?”

“Nigeria.” Lucas felt the cramps flare.

“What for?”

“National Geographic wanted me to report on head-hunting among the Ibusa.”

“You’re lying.”

“Yes.” He turned on his side and picked up the clock. Ten minutes to one. “I needed a vacation.”

Sunshine gave a sarcastic, nasal laugh.

“I had a wonderful time.”

“You should’ve gone Club Med,” said Sunshine. “I did, and came back with thousands of beads. It does—”

“Beads?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Sunshine was suddenly impatient. “I’m outside Moisha’s.”

Yes—and in his mind’s eye Lucas could see her on the street, dressed in her demure red leather bomber’s jacket, with glitter high heels and lips of vermouth.

“I found something on the bridge.”

“Let me guess,” said Lucas. “Animal, mineral, or latex?”

“You son of a bitch.”

“Let me sleep.”

“No. Come over.”

So Lucas now knew he was really back in New York. He hadn’t felt sure before—with Manhattan dreamlike on the misty approach to Kennedy, and the pacific taxi ride, and the fantasy all the while of iron intestines.

“What did you find?”

“A little trouble. And you owe me a favor.”

Lucas tried to think what it could be. “I do?”

“Yes.” Her voice was tremulous now, and an insistent octave high. “Come over and you’ll see.”

Lucas returned the telephone to its cradle, and for a moment argued with it silently. Then, rubbing open his eyes and still mumbling to himself, he began to dress in the dark. He slipped into slacks and found a sweatshirt and gym shoes. From a bottle of two hundred on the nightstand he poured four aspirin and went into the kitchen. The refrigerator was empty. He ran the tap until the water was cold and no longer brown, then took the pills with a glass of water. He discovered he was thirsty and had another. “I prefer two glasses of water,” he said to himself. He drank.

Idly, Lucas wondered if there was any more heroin in the apartment. There was not. This was a good thing, he decided—although not even three glasses of water and a dozen aspirin would make you feel that particular way. Water did not make you high, nor aspirin. Heroin … But there wasn’t any.

No heroin in Nigeria, either, which had been a good reason for going there. Nigeria was a long way from Westchester County, which was where Lucas had first encountered H, as those women liked to call it. Lucas had got far from H and very far from Westchester. Oshogbo, Nigeria, was five thousand miles from New York.

Lucas Jameson had almost ruined his career, not to mention his health, when he had found a nest of women, bored and middle-aged, who did not play contract bridge. They lived in Scarsdale, White Plains, Vahalia. They were the addicts of Westchester County, and there was a mansion on Wellsfleet Drive that made the shooting galleries on Avenue C look like penny arcades. For Lucas it was supposed to have been a diversion from more serious reporting. It had been. He had become an addict himself. His friend, Roscoe Gatling, had told him, “That’s what I call real involvement.”

And now Lucas remembered the favor he owed Sunshine.

She had been the first to peer into his eyes, to run a practiced hand up his sleeve. And after emptying his pockets of Life Savers, Tootsie Rolls, and Hershey bars, she told him:

“Good Christ, you’re a junkie.”

So even at one in the morning, even if he was half-dead and consumed by internal parasites, he supposed he owed a visit to Sunshine at her workplace. She had a little trouble; he wondered what it was. He donned a wool jacket and patted it for keys, took his cigarettes and lighter from the nightstand, and left his apartment. When he missed a lonesome cab heading south, he decided to walk. He crossed Lafayette Street and turned downtown.

His face, ashen from illness, would change color with the night air that was chasing the mist. His eyes would widen. Lucas Jameson had boyish features—big dark eyes, pouting lips—and nothing in them belied a naivete which he did not in fact possess. His hair was black. With his hands in pockets and head down, he looked like a walking stick out for a stroll on its own.

It was a cold, windy night on the bleak, empty streets that led to Delancey. A feeling stole over him—familiar and unnerving—of elemental disorder. It was how the primitive astronomer must have felt, Lucas thought, the one who, gazing at the sky on a cloudy night, asked: Where have the stars gone? Who am I? Where am I going?

As he turned onto Delancey, the Williamsburg Bridge lay before him like a steel tongue.

Moisha’s Diner was awash in hot pants and the lingering smell of brandy. The women inside shuddered over lemon cake and their last tricks. When Lucas entered, they looked after him with eyes glazed. He nodded to those several he had somehow come to know and smiled innocently at others. Sunshine was in a corner in the back.

At twenty-five Sunshine was younger than many. Lucas had known her a couple of years. They drank together occasionally in a Canal Street bar, where Christian Brothers was poured into bottles of Hennessy. Sunshine told him stories with a flair for bitter detail; then after hours she beat him at pool. Neither generous nor pleasant, she needed this better company, and sometimes so did Lucas.

She stood and smiled when she saw him, or twisted her thin lips into uneasy shapes. She wore leather pants with the jacket, and beneath it was a pink sweater. Her blond hair fell awry.

“You look awful,” she said.

“Thanks. Is that your little girl?”

“Don’t be funny.”

A girl not older than nine or ten was sitting at the table with Sunshine, dressed in a yellow rain slicker with the top down. Her brown hair was matted into a disheveled frame for a round cherubic face which was streaked with grime and into which dark eyes disappeared. Her hands were curled into fists in her lap.

“You found her on the bridge?”

Sunshine shrugged. “She was climbing onto the walkway. I followed her.”

“Maybe she was going home.”

“She huddled in a corner.”

“Does she talk?”

“No. She can say that—no.” Sunshine ran a bony hand through the girl’s hair. “Her name’s Vera.”

Lucas warmed his tingling fingers with his breath. “If she won’t talk, how do you know?”

Sunshine reached into the girl’s lap and brought up a recalcitrant hand. She turned it over; on the wrist was the name, in blue and crudely drawn.

“It’s a tattoo.”

“And not a very good one.”

“She drank some coffee,” said Sunshine. “I gave her some eggs, but she threw up.”

“There’s a bug going around,” said Lucas.

“She ran away from somebody,” said Sunshine. “She’s not lost.”

“Ran away from who?”

“Who knows?”

“And you call me?”

“For a favor.”

Lucas drank from Sunshine’s coffee cup. “Why don’t you tell the cops?”

“I don’t like cops. I got a—what did you say once?”

“Abiding mistrust,” said Lucas, replacing the green-rimmed cup in its saucer. “The Women’s Shelter?”

“For bag ladies.”

“Hospital, then. Bellevue.”

Sunshine nodded, relieved. “Say it’s child abuse. You take her.”

Lucas reached over and laid two fingers against the child’s forehead. It was cool.

“I’ve got to work,” said Sunshine. “Take her with you now and tomorrow morning—”

“I should take her?”

“Please, Lucas?”

He felt a chill and looked around. Had he raised his voice? The counterman, the waitress, and the women were watching. They were unsmiling, but he smiled in haste. In the meantime Vera slipped quietly under the table.

“Get her, Lucas—”

“For God’s sake.” He reached for her below and fumbled with her hands, which were sticky and damp.

He pulled her out. She strained against him in her rubber coat. “You want to go with me?”

Vera said nothing. Then she said, “No.”

“She doesn’t mean it,” said Sunshine. “Do you, honey?”

Vera thought for a moment, and said, “No.”

Lucas Jameson was living in the Colonnades, a row of four once-fashionable townhouses near Astor Place. Washington Irving had lived in them once. A long time ago. He’d been dead for quite a while.

Lucas explained all this to Vera, who was silent. She asked no questions. She followed him obediently into the taxi on Delancey, and later followed him out. When she realized which door they were going in, she ran ahead and waited.

Lucas didn’t know much about children. He was thirty-four years old, an only child, and had never been married. He lacked cousins. Occasionally he noticed children playing in the streets or walking with their mothers. They all seemed quite young. None seemed as quiet as Lucas remembered himself as a child. Except perhaps Vera, who waited silently while he unlocked the door to his apartment.

A dark form bounded through the hallway and out of sight as he swung open the door. Vera screamed.

“That was the cat,” Lucas explained. “Don’t scream. If you can find him, you can keep him. I haven’t seen him in months.”

Vera was guarded but looked after the cat curiously, the memory of a smile playing on her lips.

Lucas gestured to the apartment. “Say how nice it is. Someday I’m going to get some furniture.”

She followed him down the long, broad hallway, which led from the living room, or parlor, past the bedrooms and study. He had too much space. He wasn’t responsible for the marble floor. “I don’t know who was. John Jacob Astor. He went down with the Titanic.”

In the bathroom Lucas ran water in the old surefooted tub, and Vera knew exactly what to do. She took off all her clothes. She unzipped her rain slicker and pulled off a filthy purple dress. She took off her little shoes. That was all she wore.

Lucas got a towel and a wash cloth. “I don’t have any bubble bath. Do you mind?”

“No.” She climbed into the bath with the water still running and offered Lucas the bar of soap from the dish. “Wash me.”

“That’s good,” said Lucas. “‘Wash me.’”

He hadn’t given anybody a bath in a long time. He remembered when his mother used to give him baths, however. “She used to tell me about Joe McCarthy,” he told Vera conversationally. “How he was beaming radio waves from the Empire State Building.”

The girl was filthy. On her back were some welts, and together with dark bruises on her arms and legs, Vera’s body was a study in black and blue.

“You’ve been knocked around, huh?”

“My name’s Vera.” She spread her lips to a little smile.

He tapped her temple with a finger. “Somebody’s home.”

“Wash my hair.”

He did, and rinsed it, and rubbed it damp. Vera accepted these ministrations compliantly. In fact, the way she turned so easily under his hands and accommodated him with half-smiles hinted at intimacy. It was peculiar; it was feigned. Lucas lifted her out of the bath.

“Time for bed,” she said.

She raised her arms so that he could draw the towel around her and, as he dried her back, moved toward him. Her arms snaked around his neck; she preened for him and teased him with a cheesecake smile.

“Time for bed,” she repeated. Her eyes had become vacant.

Lucas let the towel drop and disentangled himself. He felt suddenly uncomfortable. He closed his eyes to pinch the bridge of his nose.

“No?”

“Enough,” said Lucas. He shook his head. “First, you take the cushions off the couch. Throw them in the corner, then find the handle, and pull. It’s a Castro Convertible.”

She stepped back and stood ready to pirouette.

“Even a child can do it.” He smiled. “Can you dance?”

She nodded and put on airs.

“Well, dance into the living room.”

Vera put a finger to her lips.

“Thataway,” pointed Lucas. He picked her dress off the floor. “I’ll put you to bed in a minute.”

Vera bowed and went spinning.

Lucas ran some water in the sink and started to soak the dress. It was only good manners. At Bellevue they wouldn’t care if he brought in a lost kid in a mud pie of a dress. It was not that sort of hospital. But he poured in half a bottle of Woolite. In a few minutes he would take it out, hang it up to dry, and iron it in the morning. If he could find the iron. Better damp than dirty.

Suddenly the cat came flying into the bathroom in a rage, scrambling insanely onto the bathtub with its back up. Crying.

“It’s just a little girl,” said Lucas.

Hudson was not a likable cat. It was an angry, disenchanted cat with worn stripes, yet still a good mouser. It stood on the bathtub vibrating.

“She’s just your age,” said Lucas. He dragged the dress out of the water. He knew he wasn’t supposed to wring it out. “About ten and she’s—”

He stepped quickly to the doorway.

Little girl Vera was running and slipping, her bare feet arrhythmic on the cold marble. Her face was contorted. She was naked and awkward, her arms spread wide, and she was screaming.

When he saw the shotgun, Lucas dropped hard to his knees. Into the hallway stepped a man in a khaki coat, an amorphous face atop his shoulders. It was a Halloween mask.

Scrambling in panic, Vera was about to be assassinated. Lucas lunged for her. Her last screams echoed in the cavernous hallway and were drowned out by the single, shattering blast.


TWO



Word of what had happened to the little girl named Vera went out on the lips of baby pros. It whistled along Eighth Avenue, turned on 42nd Street and headed for Lex, spread through the Lower East Side and uptown as far as Harlem east and central. Lucas Jameson stared at the ceiling in St. Vincent’s Hospital.

“It was the Piper.”

Roscoe Gatling smiled. “That’s chipmunk talk.”

Sunshine had brought Lucas that news, with flowers, and the daisies lay dying at his bedside. He remembered only that she said, “On the street they say that’s the Piper.”

“Chipmunks,” said Gatling.

Young prostitutes seemed to think—though no special consensus was taken—that Vera had been killed at the behest of a mythic slaver. The Piper was part of the lore of the street. He was vicious. He snatched little match girls, and not for their matches. The duds he eliminated.

“Are they right?” asked Lucas.

“Chipmunks are smart.”

Roscoe Gatling found the button that raised the head of the hospital bed. He was now, had always been, the most thoughtful homicide detective Lucas had ever met. He was a small, wiry man with prematurely white hair and sideburns bending past his ears. His wife had had a nervous breakdown a while back, and since then he spent Saturdays feeding pigeons in Union Square, humming ’Round Midnight and doing all the solos himself. Lucas had known him ever since they met at the scene of an icepick murder in Hell’s Kitchen. They had become friends despite The New York Times, for which Lucas had worked a brief while.

“Who sent that?” On the way up Lucas saw the basket of apples, tangerines, chestnuts, and fruitcake.

“Westchester florist,” said Gatling. “No card.”

“Somebody’s still grateful …” That he’d been too high to remember her name when he wrote the article titled “Flying to Scarsdale.”

The bed reached a forty-degree angle and Gatling stopped it. “Ever hear Coltrane play Ascension?”

“Never.”

“Well, you almost did. The shell was packed with pellets and broken glass.”

Lucas felt the tightening of bandages across his upper chest as he raised white adhesive arms. Gauze covered one side of his neck and chin.

Vera had been killed. Lucas only remembered diving for her, and missing.

Gatling pulled up a plastic chair. “She was actually eleven years old. Ivory Phipps had bought her. Ivory is a pimp.”

“Bought her?” Lucas accepted the cigarette that Gatling inserted in his mouth.

“Ivory beat his traffic tickets for this,” nodded Gatling. “She was delivered to him for $25,000 and was supposed to be patient with older men.”

“She wasn’t.”

“Ivory chalked it up to quality control. She ran away.”

“He didn’t kill her?”

Gatling recoiled in mock astonishment. “He wears a flea collar, but that’s about all.”

“How did Ivory get her?”

“He called up.” Gatling reached into the fruit basket and picked out a tangerine. He bit off the top and peeled it.

“Called who?”

Gatling shrugged. He put the half-peeled tangerine to his ear. “I want a little girl. Blonde, if you have it. Not too chatty, no chest and no heartaches. This is Ivory Phipps and I have more money than Ritz got crackers. My Master Charge number is—”

“Where’s the phone?”

“A bar in Pittsburgh, gas station in Providence, dry cleaner’s in Rochester.” Gatling pulled the tangerine apart and ate it in sections with loud sucking noises. “Vera Doe—age eleven—bought by professional procurer and pimp named Phipps from an unknown vendor.”

“Child prostitution—”

“White slavery, they used to call it when I was a boy.”

“I didn’t think they had that any more.” Lucas gazed along his arms and down his nose at the bandages. He might be wrong.’

“You’re out of step with the times, Lucas.” Gatling rose and kicked the plastic chair into the corner. “It’s coming back.”

“It must be against the law,” said Lucas. Buying and selling children. Shooting them. It could not be legal and therefore must have run directly into the investigative arms of—

“The FBI isn’t interested,” said Gatling. “It’s not the Mafia. Good Italian families are into straight—do you mind if I say blowjob?”

“No.”

“Into straight blowjobs, not this. Child porn, yes; peep shows, yes. But not this.”

“This is too sick,” declared Lucas, off-key.

“Sick? Who said anything about sick?” Gatling went to stare out the window. It was a sunny day. “Slavery is a great American tradition. It’s just not a growth industry.”

“And this girl’s murder—I suppose that’s out of your zone.”

“Third Homicide Zone is interested in any murder between 14th and 58th Street. The kid was shot in the first zone. But no, they’re not too interested either. It’s a good thing—”

“I just got back from Nigeria,” announced Lucas. The cigarette, still in his mouth, was extinguished at the filter. He spit it out. “I’m on assignment for the National Geogr—”

“I was just telling them down at the morgue how lucky it’s got to be for that little dead girl that somebody like you—”

“Head-hunting among the Ibusa.”

Gatling turned from the window as one of the Catholic sisters rolled in the needle cart. She prepared a syringe.

“They don’t dress them the way they used to, do they?”

“No,” agreed Lucas.

“New habits but the same old crap.”

The nun ignored that. She said sweetly, “I’m going to take some of your blood, Mr. Jameson.”

“You don’t have a choice, Lucas.” Gatling picked up a shiny green apple.

“This arm. For Christ’s sake.” Lucas winced. “What do you mean—no choice?”

“You’re next,” said Gatling.

The cloistered nurse withdrew the needle from the engauzed arm and pressed it with a swab. She held up the syringe to the light. “That’s a good healthy color,” she said.

Gatling bit into his apple. “They’ll be coming after you now.”


THREE



Jonathan Barnes returned to Palm Beach on the last night coach from New York. He was tired and hungry, and an outlaw headache strapped his skull. It had taken four days rather than two. His single white shirt had not been enough and was plastered to his back. His suit was wrinkled. And when he saw the glimmer of airport lights, they didn’t bid him welcome but seemed to jeer: “So you’re back.”

Sylvia was waiting for him. For two hours she had been sitting in the Cadillac running down the battery, reading the Enquirer and eating peanut brittle. They began to bicker at once over nothing and ended the night by not speaking. At home, Jonathan undressed and went to sleep. He waked to the radio at seven the next morning, and lay listening to it for an hour.

His headache was gone, but he treated himself gingerly lest it return. He showered for a long time, soaping his slender body twice over, and when he patted the flesh dry, it was pink and warm. Then he shaved with a new blue blade. Two days’ growth of beard came off like so much grime.

At thirty-six, age was beginning to soften his features, a fact which Jonathan noticed every morning with detached concern. Fatty tissue was gathering around his bony chin and bags were filling below his eyes. His light brown hair was thinner and streaked with grey.

Sylvia had laid out his clothes, a pair of sky-blue Bermuda shorts and a red and white checked shirt. Jonathan put them on, slipped into sandals, and padded downstairs. In the kitchen Sylvia was prattling about making bacon and eggs. Her red hair was in curlers, the black roots showing. Her face was smeared with cream. Jonathan sat down and, when she served him, began to eat methodically. He read the newspaper and ignored the steady stream of small talk.

“I said—” She laid the last strip of bacon on his plate to get his attention. “I went to the dog races yesterday.”

He nodded. “Did you win?”

“I lost twenty.” She sat down before toast. “Did you get to Kiehl’s?”

“Not this time.”

“I wanted some more of that lotion.” She scraped the burnt part of the toast with her knife.

“You certainly need it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

While Jonathan examined critically the last piece of bacon, the doorbell rang.

“Who’s that?” asked Sylvia.

“Why don’t you answer it and find out?”

She got up, tightening her robe and glaring. She felt her curlers and damned herself as she went through the hallway to the front door. Soon Jonathan heard her gushing and knew it was Barrezia. He rifled the newspaper for the comics.

“Now doesn’t this man look pretty today, Jonathan?” Sylvia adopted her antebellum accent.

Luis Barrezia nodded hello and Jonathan inclined his head. The Cuban’s olive complexion was relaxed and he smiled with mild forebearance. His broad
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