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Chapter 1


That woman was back again. Raymond Ambler delivered the file boxes to her as she sat waiting at the library table in the crime fiction reading room of the 42nd Street Library. She stood out for him for a couple of reasons, one of them because she’d broken his glasses a few nights earlier in the Library Tavern under somewhat peculiar circumstances. He took a moment to take off the glasses and look at them. They were reading glasses, prescribed for him for the first time the day before she broke them, the circular lenses in dark red frames, the two broken halves fused together now with black electrician’s tape.

Ambler had stopped at the Library Tavern—the after-work watering hole for the staff at the 42nd Street Library presided over by everyone’s favorite bartender Brian McNulty—as he often did, although a bit later than usual on this Wednesday evening, and found his friend Adele Morgan sitting at the bar sipping a beer and watching intently a small drama unfold a few barstools away.

A woman who looked to be of Adele’s age—a late thirtysomething—was surrounded by a half-dozen men, resembling nothing so much as a pack of wolves circling in on its prey. The woman apparently had a good deal to drink, as she spoke too loudly and appeared to be losing ground in an argument with the man sitting beside her. The men standing around them appeared to wait impatiently their turn to harangue her. Ambler settled onto his barstool and took out his new glasses to show Adele.

At that moment, a voice rang out loud enough to be heard across the bar, “That’s an absurd thing to say.”

“That poor woman,” Adele said to Ambler. “Look at how they’re treating her.”

Ambler glanced over to see that the woman in question was besieged, the half-dozen men sniping at her at once. She sat back, a look of confusion bordering on panic replacing the intent expression she’d worn a minute before.

Adele grasped Ambler’s arm. Her touch surprised him; it had been such a long time. He turned to her questioningly and saw such emotion in her face, as if she herself was besieged by those men, that he reached toward her with his free hand. “She was in the library today,” Adele said. The expression in her eyes said something else. She was afraid for the woman under attack, and she wanted Ambler to help her.

Ambler stood. As he prepared to walk over to the woman hoping to rescue her, he caught McNulty’s eye to tip off the bartender, who missed nothing that happened in his bar, as to what he intended to do. McNulty made a small gesture with his head—a nod by McNulty worth a thousand words—that told Ambler to not worry; McNulty would handle the situation.

Ambler sat back down and watched McNulty saunter over to that section of the bar. The bartender leaned toward the woman and said something. As soon as he did, she turned her full attention on him, and the men around her quieted. A moment later, when Ambler saw McNulty pick up the woman’s drink and nod toward him and Adele, he moved over, leaving an empty seat between him and Adele. The woman, a bit tipsy, tottered toward them, squinting slightly, wearing a crooked smile.

She remembered Adele from the library and was inordinately happy to see her. Speaking to Adele, and glancing disdainfully toward the group of men behind her, she put one hand onto the bar to hoist herself onto the barstool. As she made her little jump onto the stool, Ambler heard an unmistakable crackling and saw his glasses flatten beneath her hand.

Perched on the barstool after all that, she watched the broken glasses curiously.

“Where did those come from?” Adele asked no one in particular.

Ambler picked up the glasses, now split into two sections at the nose bridge. “They’re mine.” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand to stop any further questions.

McNulty, who’d caught the mishap, handed Ambler a roll of electrician’s tape from a drawer behind the bar, so Ambler taped his reading glasses back together. As this took place, the woman who introduced herself as Shannon Darling, talked animatedly with Adele, not ignoring Ambler so much as being so pleased to see Adele that she wasn’t aware he was there.

This state of things changed slightly when Adele told Shannon who Ambler was, and told Ambler that Shannon would be the latest reader to make use of the crime fiction collection. Adele had done the screening interview that afternoon while Ambler was away from the library.

A few minutes later, Adele and Shannon headed to the ladies’ room—something women did in pairs quite often. Ambler didn’t recall ever asking another man to accompany him to the men’s room. He was about to ask McNulty, who was now standing in front of him on the other side of the bar, about this phenomenon, when McNulty’s expression as he watched Shannon Darling walk away stopped him. For a moment unguarded, it was almost reverent.

“I’d like another drink,” Shannon said to McNulty when she and Adele returned.

“You have one on the bar,” McNulty said. Their eyes met and held for a moment. “You probably don’t want any more after this one.”

“I can go somewhere else.” Her tone was petulant.

“You could.” McNulty spoke softly. “You asked me to tell you.”

“I’m not arguing anymore. Those guys are jerks. One of them propositioned me.”

“You say things…” He shook his head.

She turned from McNulty to look Ambler in the eye. “My husband doesn’t have sex with me. I think it’s been—” She paused, perhaps counting off some period of time—weeks, months, years? Was she asking him for an explanation? In a few minutes again, she’d forgotten about Ambler and Adele and was whispering with McNulty. But she was fading. When she wasn’t speaking, she bowed, her chin drifting toward the bar like a junkie nod.

McNulty called to one of the servers. When the server came behind the bar, he told Ambler, “Gail here will watch the bar. I’m taking Shannon to her hotel. I won’t be long.” He left, walking beside Shannon, his arm under her elbow. She leaned against him, talking. Ambler imagined that the three or four men from the earlier group who remained at the bar watching the bartender and the tipsy woman leave didn’t expect to see the bartender back for a good while.

Less than twenty minutes later, McNulty was back, contemptuous of the smirks and knowing glances of the men who’d watched him leave, coming behind the bar to stand in front of Ambler and Adele. “This one may do me in,” he said. “I told her she had to save me from myself … to stay the fuck out of here.”



Ambler had paid particular attention to Shannon Darling for a couple of days now since that evening. She’d told Adele in the Special Collections screening interview that she was writing a book on women mystery writers and would be in the city for a few days. Adele had approved her application but had misgivings about her because a few of the things she said in the interview seemed odd. “It was as if she made up her answers on the spot. When I asked about her academic affiliation, she didn’t know what I meant. I asked if she was a freelance writer. She didn’t know. I said independent scholar, and she jumped at the answer like she wished she’d thought of it.”

Her appearance was curious also, Adele said. “She doesn’t dress like a researcher. The suit she wore was straight out of Neiman Marcus or Saks Fifth Avenue. Not what most readers wear to the library.”

After observing her, Ambler saw that Shannon Darling was indeed amateurish, not aware of the protocols of research, not knowing for instance the procedure for calling up research materials. You’d think this was her first time using a library special collection. Still, she had an appealing way about her. On the young side of middle age, with blonde hair, large brown eyes, little makeup, and a pretty mouth, she was attractive and pleasant to be around. Her direct gaze and an air of expectancy in the way she looked at him when he spoke to her surprised him. He found it difficult to look away from her. That openness lasted only a moment each time, until she registered that he had nothing interesting to tell her so turned back to her work.

The file boxes he’d delivered on this morning were from the collection of Jayne Galloway, a mystery writer who’d recently donated her papers to the 42nd Street Library’s crime fiction collection. Ambler stood for a moment more or less looking over the woman’s shoulder as she opened the file box. “She’s a much underappreciated writer,” he said.

The reader glanced up at him with that air of expectation and then quickly back to her work as if she realized he might not be talking to her.

He’d tried before to engage Ms. Darling and gotten the same result. He thought of his comment as exchanging pleasantries, or would have except for the lack of pleasantries in return. Ambler had liked Jayne Galloway’s mysteries and was pleased to have acquired the collection and now to see a reader interested in her work. Shannon Darling’s brusque manner wasn’t unusual; readers were often so engrossed in their work they weren’t much for small talk.

Yet she intrigued him, so when she took a break to check her cell phone, he spoke to her again. “As you can see, I’m not busy,” he said, getting up from his desk and walking over to where she sat at the long library table in the center of the room. “If you’d like, you can fill out the call slip for your next series of file boxes. I’ll call them up, so you won’t have to wait when you’re ready to use them.”

Her expression was startled, as if she didn’t understand what he meant. She held his gaze and didn’t say anything. He didn’t say anything either. They looked at each other without speaking for longer than seemed normal, yet she didn’t show any sign she was bothered by the silence or by the intensity of the exchange of glances.

“That would be nice,” she said simply enough without looking away this time. “I’m not used to how things are done here.”

He nodded. “I see. Is this your first book?”

She eyed him curiously, and again there was a long and what might be uncomfortable silence but wasn’t. “Yes, my first book.” Her expression softened, and he saw something gentle in her eyes, an unusual sensitivity. “I’m new at this. I guess you can see that.”

“I’m glad you’re interested in Jayne Galloway. You’re the first person to use her collection. It’s new to the library.” He sounded to himself like a kid proud of a new toy.

Shannon shifted her gaze to the file in front of her, dismissive, not bothering to answer his question if she even heard it. Her action was abrupt if not rude, yet nothing suggested she was aware of that. One thing finished, she moved on to the next.



“Poor McNulty,” Ambler said to Adele, a couple of mornings after their adventure in the Library Tavern. “He was smitten with Shannon Darling. She’s such a different person when she’s in the library, efficient, almost too business-like. I wonder if she even remembers him.” They drank coffee while sitting on the terrace overlooking Bryant Park behind the library.

“He might be better off if she didn’t,” Adele said.

Ambler understood McNulty’s plight, having himself been smitten, in his case by Adele some time back. Bewitched might be a better description. Yet because Adele was so much younger than he was, he felt too awkward to follow his romantic inclination, despite suspecting at times she might want him to. He watched her now as she daintily nibbled on a croissant and balanced a container of cappuccino on her pretty knee.

There was enough of a breeze to flutter her hair, which was blonde and light and feathery. She sat erectly with her face tilted slightly forward taking in the morning air as if she were on the prow of a ship instead of a terrace overlooking Bryant Park. The way she embraced life like that was one of the things that had gotten him smitten in the first place. She had her dark moments but mostly she had a brightness about her, an embrace of life that made him happy to be with her or even to watch her from across a room, or across a rickety wrought-iron bistro table as he did now.

She and Ambler had worked together in Special Collections, where Ambler was the curator of the crime fiction collection, for a couple of years now. In recent years, they’d become close, even closer since he’d taken over raising his grandson Johnny. She’d become a special person in his life and in his grandson’s life, as unclear as he was as to what that specialness entailed.

“Something about Shannon disturbs me,” Adele said. “It’s the way she is with men when she’s drinking. She has no defenses. Men see that and see her as someone to take advantage of. The other night in the bar, she was arguing one minute, crying the next, talking recklessly about anything that came into her head. She confided in total strangers, saying things about herself that you’d think she’d be embarrassed to say.

“To one man who wore a wedding ring, who I guess hit on her, she said, ‘You’re married. I’m not going to go to bed with you.’” Adele turned to watch one of their fellow New Yorkers crossing the terrace, coffee container in one hand, large red leather bag over one shoulder, smaller straw bag in her other hand.

Ambler followed Adele’s gaze. “Why do women carry so much more than men?”

Adele ignored him. “I’m embarrassed to repeat some of the things she said.”

“I didn’t know you’d seen her in the bar again.” Ambler continued watching the young woman who crossed in front of them. Dressed in business attire, except for running shoes, she walked quickly, though she didn’t seem harried or even in a hurry, more like determined, a no-nonsense, get-things-done pace—the attitude you saw in the city nowadays more often than not. New York had always moved faster than a small town in Kansas. This ruthless, go-get-’em, don’t-stand-in-my-way attitude was different; it slipped into the city in the eighties with the hedge funds, corporate real estate developers, and foreign investors and had spread like the flu since then.

“God, Raymond! You’re off in your own head again.” Adele glared at him. “You’re not listening.” She made a face. “Out of nowhere, Shannon—I’d bet Shannon Darling is a made-up name; it’s like a stage name for a stripper. Out of nowhere, she said to the man next to her, ‘I don’t have sex anymore.’”

“She said something like that to me.”

Adele’s eyebrows spiked. “Oh? Did you help her out?”

Ambler blinked a couple of times. Adele moved on.

“When the man she was talking to left…” Adele lowered her voice. “At one point, I thought she would go with him. Anyway, when he left, she latched onto McNulty.”

“As I said, he seems quite taken with her.”

“She’s pretty and charming and beguiling with that faint southern accent, little-girl, eyelash-batting appeal. What do you expect?”

He didn’t have an answer.

Adele observed this, pursed her lips, and nodded. “Men.”

That evening, for the first time in a long while, Ambler and Adele stopped off at the Library Tavern together. She’d come and gotten him when the library was closing, so while Ambler was cautiously excited, he didn’t know what it meant. He sometimes unwittingly offended Adele. And he had done it again not so long ago. When she was hurt, she went into a shell; she didn’t fight back. When she was in her shell, as much as he cared about her, he couldn’t reach her. A wall of formality went up between them. Thankfully, her coldness toward Ambler didn’t apply to Johnny.

By the time they got to the Library Tavern, McNulty had subdued the cocktail hour crowd buzzing around the bar, so he had time to stop and chat. McNulty did pretty much as he pleased behind the bar. The tavern owners long before had given up trying to rein him in, since, as curmudgeonly as he was, almost all of the bar patrons, including Ambler and Adele, came to the Library Tavern specifically because he was behind the bar. He earned the loyalty of the after-work imbibers by his craftsmanship and by his sincere interest in those things folks who frequented the bar wanted to tell him.

“What’s up with your grandson?” McNulty asked. “I haven’t seen him since I took him to the track. That must be a month ago.”

“Johnny’s fine,” Ambler said. “School is busier now. He has more homework.” Ambler’s grandson, whom he cared for because the boy’s mother was dead and his father in prison, was devoted to McNulty, as he was devoted to Adele who—despite her awkward relationship with Ambler—was like a mother to him. “He keeps asking when you’ll take him to the track again,” Ambler said. “I don’t understand how he wins every time he goes with you.”

McNulty took a reconnaissance glance around the bar before sticking his coffee cup under the tap and drawing himself a beer. “What he does is he has me bet for him on a horse I’m not betting on.”

Adele’s expression was playful as she leaned toward the bartender. “Where’s your new friend tonight?”

Ambler cringed. He should have known Adele was gearing up for the question since she suggested having a beer.

McNulty stepped back from her. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

“Yes you do.” Adele’s smile was impish. “Shannon, the pretty blonde with the big brown eyes.”

“She’s not a new friend.” McNulty’s tone was chilly. “I don’t keep track of her, so I don’t know where she is.”

“She seemed fond of you.” Adele’s tone was sympathetic because she realized McNulty was offended.

“I don’t do any better with women than I do with horses.” McNulty made his point and walked to the other end of the bar to make drinks for one of the servers who was icing glasses and placing them on the service bar.

“I hurt his feelings.” Adele turned to Ambler looking for help. “I didn’t mean to.”

Ambler might have told her she was making a mistake. McNulty was the kind of bartender you found yourself confiding in. It didn’t work the other way. Ambler had known McNulty for a few years but knew little about his life beyond the bar. He had a son whom he loved and an ex-wife, whom he didn’t so much dislike as was disliked by. Ambler knew also that most of McNulty’s pay went to support his son who was now in college.

Beyond that, most of what Ambler knew of McNulty, he knew from stories the bartender told. It would be, “I knew this girl once, a dancer with the Rockettes…” or “You know that guy who got shot in the East Village last night, he used to come into my bar when I worked…” “My ex-wife’s newest boyfriend is a cop so she says she’s gonna have me arrested if I’m late on my child support…” and so on. McNulty didn’t tell you if he was lonely or his heart had been broken or he worried he drank too much or he hadn’t been sleeping well or feared he would die alone. He kept that sort of thing to himself.

“I’d let it go for now.” Ambler watched the bartender pour or stir or shake drinks for the servers, how deftly his hands moved, how quickly he did things, no wasted effort, pouring with both hands; for one drink, pouring from two bottles in one hand, one bottle in the other at the same time. “McNulty doesn’t admit to feelings.”

When Ambler and Adele left the bar, they stood together for a moment. A chill rode on the breeze but it was a pleasant early autumn evening, autumn the best time of year in the city. By the first of September in most years, the summer heat was gone taking along with it the stench from the black and green plastic garbage bags piled up by the curbs in front of the city’s restaurants and apartment buildings. This evening as he stood with Adele for a moment in front of the Library Tavern before they went their separate ways, Ambler felt a strange longing for something he couldn’t place and for that reason didn’t want to part with her just yet.

“Did you apply for the assistant director position in Special Collections?” he asked. Adele was both a curator and a librarian with an MLS degree, all of the credentials she needed to apply for the job, but she was reluctant to apply for reasons he didn’t understand. “You’d be Harry’s assistant.”

Harry Larkin, the director of Special Collections, was both their boss and a friend. A medieval historian, a former Jesuit, and the library’s version of an absentminded professor, he’d retained enough of his priestliness to watch over his staff like a shepherd his flock, protecting Ambler in particular—a somewhat notorious amateur detective—from the wrath of the powers-that-be in the library’s upper echelons.

“The only reason I’d want the job is so I could boss you around.” Adele smiled. Sometimes her smile was perfunctory. Other times, like this, it melted his heart.

“You already do,” he said.

“Seriously, I like my job as it is. Harry lets me do pretty much what I want. I don’t like being told what to do, and I don’t want to have to tell anyone else what to do.”

“What if Harry hires a micromanager who does tell us what to do? You could protect us from that by taking the assistant job. The library needs you.”

Adele put her hand on her hip and assumed her schoolmarm pose. “Do I detect an ulterior motive?”

Ambler began his denial but they both knew what Adele was getting at. The 42nd Street Library housed the New York Public Library’s humanities and social sciences collections. A number of the collections, including the Manuscript and Archives Division, the Carl H. Pforzheimer Collection of Shelley and His Circle, the Berg Collection of English and American Literature, the Arents Tobacco Collection, and others, were world-renowned collections.

Ambler’s crime fiction collection with its own reading room on the second floor, while not world-renowned, was one of a very few collections of its kind in the nation. Nonetheless, Ambler worried about its survival. The library continually dealt with financial pressure and in the not-too-distant past had closed reading rooms, such as the Slavic and Baltic division reading room, that to the library Board of Trustees’ way of thinking, were underutilized. The axe could fall on the crime fiction reading room at any moment.

“Well, I’d trust you more than anyone to protect the crime fiction reading room—”

“Aren’t you the flatterer?” Adele laughed. “Don’t look so hurt. I’m teasing. You need all the help you can get with Mrs. Young out for your scalp.”

Lisa Young, New York City society matron and member of the library’s Board of Trustees, was Johnny’s grandmother on his mother’s side. Adele knew about the custody battles Mrs. Young and Ambler had had already. Despite Adele’s teasing, she would protect him; he’d already seen how ferociously she’d fight for him and especially for Johnny.

He watched her face now and saw beyond the cheerfulness something else in her expression that reminded him of the longing he’d felt earlier that he didn’t understand. “You’d be better at the job than anyone else. That’s all I mean. You don’t appreciate how wonderful you are.” Something changed in her expression, surprise, confusion. “I mean at work,” he said, correcting himself because he’d said more than he meant to … let on more than he’d meant to.

“You’re quite persuasive.” Adele had been watching the traffic that like a herd of cattle jostled its way uptown. “We’re lucky, aren’t we, to work with books that we love? And we have Johnny in our lives…” She looked into Ambler’s eyes, the expression in hers sad, belying her words. She blinked rapidly a few times, searched for something in his gaze and turned back to the traffic. “And yet…” she glanced back at him quickly, possibly angrily. “I’m just foolish … a foolish woman.” She sounded angry. “Don’t pay any attention to me. I don’t want to be a supervisor.” She glared at him. “I want to be left alone.” Turning from him, she started walking, if not stomping, up Madison Avenue.

Ambler stood in front of the Library Tavern watching her walk away. Once more, he didn’t understand. Despite her anger, she moved gracefully as she always did, her hips swaying gently as she walked. He watched her until she blended into the other walkers on the sidewalk and the gathering darkness.








 

Chapter 2


The next afternoon as Adele was cutting through Bryant Park on her way back to the library from lunch, she saw Shannon Darling sitting in one of the park’s bistro chairs next to the steps to the terrace at the back of the library. She was smoking a cigarette, so Adele walked over to her.

“Hi,” Adele said. “Do you remember me?”

“I remember you.” Shannon looked up at her, reminding her of how she’d described Shannon’s eyes to McNulty. They were big and brown with something gentle and appealing, yet intense, in them.

Adele smiled. “I don’t want to sound like the park police. It’s against the law to smoke in the park. I don’t want you to get a fine.”

“Oh my goodness,” Shannon quickly stubbed out her cigarette on the gravel in front of her. “I didn’t know.”

“It’s not something you’d expect.” Adele gestured at the park surrounding them. “First, you couldn’t smoke inside. Now, you can’t smoke outside. I don’t know where you’re supposed to go. I guess stand on the street corner.”

Shannon continued to look at her intently, the scrutiny strangely not uncomfortable. “It’s nice that you’re not judgmental.” Shannon said.

They talked easily, surprising Adele. Shannon said she started smoking when she was a teen to be cool and now it was difficult to stop because she’d been doing it so long. When Adele told her about the Arents Tobacco Collection in the library, Shannon was intrigued, so Adele took her in and showed her some of the collection. Afterward, Shannon wanted to buy Adele a cup of coffee, so they sat for a few more minutes in the small coffee area on the main floor across from the Library Shop.

“I know you saw me in that cocktail lounge the other night. I almost said hello, but I got distracted, talking with that man. I want you to know that wasn’t me that night. When I drink I lose my internal filters and … say things.” She looked away and then back at Adele who saw a great deal of sadness in her eyes. “Sometimes I freak people out. I say things.” Shannon bowed her head before meeting Adele’s gaze again. Her expression was that of a child who’d been hurt by someone whom she didn’t expect to hurt her, so part of the hurt was bewilderment and disappointment. “I’m not used to socializing. I suppose I shouldn’t do it.… I’ve been taken advantage of.”

Late that afternoon, when Adele saw Shannon leave the crime fiction reading room for the evening, she popped in to tell Raymond what she’d discovered about Shannon. “She was entirely different than I thought of her, charming, intelligent, engaging, so different from the woman she was in the bar, a real Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”

“She’s a bit of an enchantress,” Raymond said.

Adele began to tell him more about her talk with Shannon that afternoon but changed her mind. The conversation was a woman-to-woman thing, a sharing of confidence. Raymond might understand, but he might understand what Shannon said in a man-way. What Adele realized was that Shannon was honest about herself in a way most people weren’t and because of that was vulnerable in a way most people weren’t. Adele understood without Shannon coming right out and saying it that men sensed her vulnerability, her openness, and maybe neediness, and took advantage of her because of it.

“She’s very intense, Raymond, and not always aware of how she appears to people, so she can seem rude. And maybe she’s embarrassed because you saw her in the bar with McNulty and those men.” Adele paused. “Still, there’s something mysterious about her. When I asked where she lived, she changed the subject to ask where I lived and where I grew up. She didn’t want to tell me about her life.” Adele took a deep breath and narrowed her eyes to engage Raymond’s gaze. “She’s hiding something.”








 

Chapter 3


Two days later, a week to the day after Ambler first met Shannon Darling in the Library Tavern, Adele interrupted him at work in the crime fiction reading room. Her expression as she banged through the reading room door was a cry of alarm, so he sprang from his chair ready to throw himself into action with no idea what that action would be.

“McNulty’s missing.”

“What?” Ambler collapsed back into his chair.

“He didn’t show up for work. He was supposed to work lunch today and didn’t show up. The manager had to work the bar and was furious … as well as clumsy and slow.”

“Well, that—”

“McNulty called while I was there and told the manager he wouldn’t be back.”

Ambler’s mind raced, thoughts tumbling over one another. McNulty was a steady presence in his life, as solidly dependable behind the bar of the Library Tavern as the marble lions standing guard in front of the library. “Maybe he got a better job. He’s been waiting for years for one of the bartenders at the Algonquin to die. If that job opened—”

Adele peered at him like a physician who discovered a worrisome symptom. “The manager said he’d make sure no bar in New York would hire him.”

Ambler was about to say people didn’t just drop everything and disappear. But sometimes people did disappear, up and leave like Flitcraft. “Maybe a beam fell,” he said.

“A beam fell? What are you talking about? Did a beam fall on your head?”

He didn’t want to bring up Flitcraft. “McNulty has not disappeared. He has responsibilities, his son, his dad. He wouldn’t do that.”

“I bet it has to do with that woman.”

“Who?”

“Shannon.”

Ambler’s faith in McNulty was not rewarded. When he got home, his grandson Johnny handed him an envelope. “I found this under the door. It’s from Uncle McNulty.”

The note was succinct. “I need to disappear for a while. I gave Pop and Kevin your phone number and email. Theirs are below. I told them they can count on you if something comes up. I got a cat needs feeding, too. I don’t know what you’re going to do about that, probably Pop.” In the envelope with the note was the key to McNulty’s apartment.

“What’s going on?”

Ambler looked up from the note to Johnny’s troubled expression. The boy unfailingly knew when something happened or was about to happen that Ambler wanted to keep from him. “Nothing much.” He tried to sound offhand.

“Can I read the note?”

“No.” Ambler folded the piece of paper and put it in his pocket.

“What’s wrong that you won’t tell me?”

“McNulty asked me for a favor. You don’t have to know everything.”

Johnny was quiet for a moment. “You only get like this when something bad happens. You think I don’t know when you worry; you think you can worry by yourself, and I don’t know.” He turned his cobalt blue, searing eyes on Ambler. “Well, I know when something’s wrong and I worry anyway. I just don’t know what I’m worried about.”

The phone rang, so Johnny went back to his homework.

“Ray? Mike Cosgrove.”

Ambler sighed. “One woe doth tread upon another’s heel.”

His friend Mike Cosgrove was a homicide detective with the NYPD. “I’m not sure what that means, but I have a feeling you’re right.”

“I’m afraid to ask what you want.”

“You don’t have to ask. I’m going to tell you…”

Ambler waited.

“I’m looking for your friend, the elusive bartender.”

“McNulty? Why?”

“I get paid to ask questions not answer them. When’d you see him last?” Cosgrove’s tone grew more cynical, if that were possible. “Take your time answering. You don’t have a spotless record letting go of what you know about folks who’ve gone missing.”

“You’re not so forthcoming yourself. I don’t know where he is. I’m told his employer said he’s missing.”

“Have you heard from him?”

Ambler hesitated. Cosgrove wouldn’t be looking for McNulty when he was on the clock unless McNulty had some knowledge about a homicide. Such a thing wasn’t out of the question given the bartender’s lifestyle and some of his acquaintances. Ambler didn’t see how telling Mike what he knew would hurt McNulty. It wouldn’t much help Cosgrove either.

“He left me a note asking me to look in on his elderly father and his son … and his cat.”

“Why?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Do you know where I can find his father and son?”

He gave Cosgrove McNulty’s father’s phone number.

Cosgrove, expecting less cooperation, was gruffly appreciative.

“I can give you the address for the cat.” Ambler glanced at the floppy eared mutt in the corner who was beginning to grow into his galoshes-sized feet. “We have a dog here. I don’t think a cat would fit in.”

“Cat?… Oh, yeah.… No.” Mike forced a laugh. “The bartender’s name came up. I remembered he was a friend of yours. I wanted to ask him a few questions; I didn’t expect he’d disappear.” Cosgrove cleared his throat.

“Do you want to tell me what it’s about?”

“I don’t. But I will. As you might expect given what I do for a living—though God knows why I do it—there’s been a murder. This one took place last night in a five-star hotel not far from your library. It being a five-star hotel there’s more than the usual interest from One Police Plaza. The victim’s body was found in a female guest’s room. He was shot. She’s gone. We don’t know much more than that. What we do know, from a bartender in the hotel’s lobby bar, is that at one point in the evening she had a drink with a well-known bartender-about-town named Brian McNulty.”

“He’s a witness?”

“I don’t know.”

“Any other witnesses?”

“Not so far. This is New York City, where someone can put a bullet in someone else in a hotel room and no one sees anything.”

“They must have heard the shot.”

“That’s not the same as seeing the shooter.”

“Was it her?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was McNulty in the hotel room? Is he a suspect?”

“I told you what I’m going to tell you, Ray. I want to talk to him.”



“Oh my God, Raymond! I’m sure the woman was Shannon,” Adele said when he called to tell her about his call from Cosgrove. “Did he describe the woman?”

“I was afraid to ask.”

“So you think it’s Shannon, too.”

Ambler didn’t answer.

“Are you going to try to find McNulty?”

“If he wants to see me, he’ll let me know.”

“And Shannon?”

“We don’t know who the woman in the hotel is.”

“You think it’s Shannon and you think she’s with McNulty.” It wasn’t a question. “I’m worried, Raymond.” She didn’t have to tell him; the worry was in her voice. “Shannon scared me.… Not that I was afraid of her; I was afraid for her. I felt like she was doomed, that something terrible might happen to her, like you feel when someone is ill and you’re afraid they’ll die.”








 

Chapter 4


The next afternoon, Mike Cosgrove showed up at Ambler’s crime fiction reading room with a still photo of the woman who’d been with the murder victim. The photo was copied from the hotel security video so it was blurry.

“What happened to your hand?” Mike nodded toward the raw, angry scratches on the top of Ambler’s left hand.

“McNulty’s cat. I had a rough time rounding him up this morning to take to him to McNulty’s father’s apartment. He’s an alley cat who crashes at McNulty’s place. The cat comes in and out the window whenever he wants, so I had to wait for him to get home, and then it was hell to catch him, and worse when I did and tried to get him into the carrier.”

Mike nodded somewhat uncertainly. “Sounds like quite a cat.”

Ambler looked at the photo the detective handed to him. Despite it being grainy and blurred, it was clear enough. “It’s Shannon,” he said.

Mike waited.

“How’d you know to ask me?”

“You know the bartender she was with.”

“She was doing research in the crime fiction reading room.”

Mike’s jaw dropped. “Again?… That’s it. One more murder connected to your crime fiction collection, I’m going to have the city close it down as a public nuisance.”

Ambler hesitated; Mike might be serious. “She’d only been in the library a couple of times.”

“I wouldn’t think she’d be back anytime soon.” Mike followed his own line of thinking. “Did she sign any forms? She might have used her real name.” He looked into Ambler’s questioning expression and caught himself. “You’re not going to tell me, right?… Privacy. Confidentiality. I’ll need a warrant to find out what she was doing?”

“I’m afraid so, Mike.” Ambler and the library took privacy rights and confidentiality seriously. This created a conflict with Mike who didn’t want anything obstructing him when he was on the trail of a murderer. If you murdered someone, to Mike’s way of thinking, you gave up your rights. He and Mike didn’t always agree, yet they got along because they argued without rancor. Mike talked tough—he was tough—but he treated people, including criminals he hounded and brought in, with respect.

“She’s been in the Library Tavern a couple of times,” Ambler said, hoping to send Mike off on another scent.

“A couple of times?”

“Maybe a few times. I’m not sure.” He watched Mike put the photo back in an envelope and the envelope in his inside jacket pocket. “Do you have an extra copy of the photo?”

Mike opened his eyes wider, silently asking why Ambler wanted the photo. Ambler ignored him. Mike let it go and handed him the envelope he’d put in his pocket. “She there to see the bartender?”

“They talked to each other. I don’t know that she came to see him.” He remembered the expression on McNulty’s face when he looked at her and wasn’t so sure.

“Did she leave the bar with him?”

“He took her to her hotel in a cab one night when she’d had a lot to drink but he was back a few minutes later. McNulty does things like that. He’s a tarnished knight.” Ambler hesitated. “She mentioned a husband, if that helps.”

“Not unless he comes looking for her.”

“What do you know about the victim?”

“He wasn’t registered in the hotel. His name was Ted Doyle; he worked for a security agency in Long Island. He’d been married forty years. His widow, not surprising, was shocked he was murdered and shocked he’d been with another woman. She said he wasn’t that kind of guy.” Mike raised his eyebrows. “Nothing like this happened before. She meant the other woman thing.”

“Could someone have followed him? Someone from a case he was working on? Something that had nothing to do with Shannon or McNulty?”

“Lots of things are possible. Nothing points to that. His agency said he didn’t have a case that would bring him to the city. You’d have to wonder why someone from a case he’s working on kills him in this woman’s hotel room.”

“Fingerprints?”

“They got some. Too soon to tell whose they are.”

“You’ve had Jane Does before.”

Mike squared his shoulders. “Some of them we still don’t know who they are years later.”

“Nothing on the surveillance camera in the lobby?”

“That’s where the photo I gave you comes from. The victim got on the elevator around ten by himself.”

“Someone might have followed him.”

Cosgrove shrugged. “No forced entry into her hotel room. But she might have let someone in to help her.”

“Help her do what?”

“Kill him.”

“Not McNulty.”

Cosgrove didn’t say anything.

Ambler sat for some time after Mike left, disturbed more than he’d let on by Mike’s suggestion that the 42nd Street Library’s crime fiction collection somehow begat murders, not only on the pages of its mystery novels but off the page as well. Ambler’s sensibility was such that he wanted murder confined to the realm of entertainment, more so since the arrival of his grandson in his life.

Ambler became a sleuth, a solver of crimes, a pursuer of killers, almost on a whim years before when he’d discovered an incongruity between a news story about an apparent accidental death, an accompanying news photo, and the existence of a double-indemnity life insurance policy. He’d met homicide detective Mike Cosgrove during this time; they were both intrigued by inferences they drew from what they saw that no one else drew. Since then, they’d been friends despite the differences in the worlds they worked in and their consequent worldviews.

Ambler had since made use of his talent for observation and deduction because he realized he had such talent and in using it might prevent a murder, keep someone alive who might otherwise be dead. In more than one of those cases, as Mike had just pointed out, there had been a connection to his crime fiction collection.

A good deal of time had passed since he’d allowed himself to think his crime fiction collection might have anything to do with a murder. A year ago, two years, perhaps longer ago now, someone was murdered in the library. Ambler joined that investigation because he saw connections that no one else saw or made. Hundreds of poor souls had died at the hands of others in the city since then, none of them connected to the 42nd Street Library or its crime fiction collection, none of the murders such that he felt he could help solve the crime. At the moment, he was troubled that this state of affairs might have changed.

He didn’t buy the idea that Shannon and McNulty killed the man in Shannon’s hotel room, although he did suspect McNulty was with Shannon and they were in hiding, possibly hiding from the killer. For one of the few times he could remember, Ambler didn’t know what to do next. He wasn’t sure he should do anything. McNulty had asked him to take care of the cat; he hadn’t asked for help beyond that. Why not wait until McNulty asked him to do something else?

Of course Ambler wouldn’t do that. McNulty was in trouble; he needed help so Ambler wasn’t going to let it go. Yet McNulty had called in to work, had left a note for Ambler, so most likely he did what he did of his own volition. This might be okay if the bartender hadn’t dropped everything and disappeared with this woman he was smitten by on the heels of a murder.

The more Ambler thought about it, the more skeptical he became that Shannon Darling was a scholar writing on women mystery writers or that Shannon Darling was her real name. Yet why would she pretend to be someone she wasn’t in order to do research on an obscure mystery writer? Too many questions hung in the air that he didn’t have answers for. At least with this one, he knew where to start looking for an answer.

He checked the form Shannon had filled out for access to the collection. She’d used the name Shannon Darling and an address in Somerset, New Jersey, the same address she gave at the hotel, that Mike told him didn’t exist. The file boxes she used were on the shelf behind his desk. When there were only two or three readers, Ambler often stored their materials in the reading room overnight so they didn’t have to wait to call up the files when they arrived each morning.

Shannon had separated a stash of letters a man named Dillard Wainwright had written to Jayne Galloway. Wainwright, he learned from the letters, was a scholar, as well as a “literary” writer, Wainwright’s term for himself, published by a small “literary” press, The Black and White Wheelbarrow. Ambler had to look it up, but sure enough it existed, based at a small liberal arts college in New England. Ambler had never heard of the press, and couldn’t remember ever seeing a black and white wheelbarrow either.

There were maybe a dozen letters from Wainwright, mostly a correspondence about books and literature and the failings of contemporary American writers and critics, the latter who, Ambler gathered, didn’t think much of Wainwright’s writing. There was a subtext to the letters, too, hints they were faintly disguised love letters. Jayne Galloway was locked into an unsatisfying marriage. Wainwright was separated from his wife, aloof, and despairing of finding happiness in love or in life, a tragic Romantic hero. Appropriate enough because Wainwright’s field of study was early American dark romanticism, a school of literature Ambler knew something about because of his own interest in Edgar Allan Poe. Poe, besides being one of the progenitors of crime fiction, was the darkest of the dark romantics.

Shannon had pulled letters from various files and stacked them separately, though she left markers in the files she’d taken the letters from. You could guess she was trying to follow a story told through the letters. There were gaps, some letters undoubtedly had been lost or damaged or even purged from the files by Galloway. Shannon’s frustration with this was clear from her notes.

It struck Ambler as peculiar that the correspondence she concentrated on wasn’t about Jayne Galloway’s work. If he were to describe Shannon’s research interest based on what he’d seen so far, he’d say she was researching the relationship between Jayne Galloway and Dillard Wainwright, whom—according to the letters—Galloway later left her husband for. What ultimately piqued Ambler’s interest was an address Shannon had written and underlined—an address for Jayne Galloway in Great Neck, New York. After some thought and a brief conversation with Adele, he decided he’d rent a car and take a quick trip to Great Neck the following day.




OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright Notice



		Dedication



		Acknowledgments



		Epigraph



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4

























































































Guide





		Cover





		Start of Content



		Acknowledgments











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		iii



		v



		vii



		viii



		ix



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/9781250317933.jpg
42ND STREET LIBRARY

MYSTERY

AUTHOR OF MURDER IN THE MANUSCRIPT ROOM





OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/iii.jpg
MURDER 2
PAGE. =

A 42ND STREET LIBRARY MYSTERY

CON LEHANE

iﬁ
pAV
oSy
MINOTAUR BOOKS

NEW YORK
s






OEBPS/images/asterisks.jpg





