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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The story you are about to read is not true. I made it up. It’s not based on actual happenings or actual people. It’s not meant to be a portrait of the 42nd Street Library – The New York Public Library Stephen A. Schwarzman Building that houses the library’s humanities and social science collections. For one thing, you’ll look in vain for a crime fiction collection reading room, or a crime fiction collection for that matter. The story is not meant to be an accurate portrayal of the New York City Police Department or of New York City police officers. The police department and the police officers in this book are fictitious; their only job is to carry out the plot I made up.

Women’s Action Against Misogyny, as far as I know, doesn’t exist. Nor does The Library Tavern or its bartender. The Wittliff Southwestern Writers Collection at the Albert B. Alkek Library at Texas State University in San Marcos does exist and has a remarkable collection that includes the papers of James Crumely and Rick DeMarinis, to name only two of its authors. But it does not contain the papers of Will Ford because Will Ford does not exist.

A few settings – the Oyster Bar in Grand Central Terminal, Bellevue Hospital, Corlears Hook Park, and others – are actual places in New York City but they’re used fictitiously. New York City, of course, exists. But I’ve rearranged it at will to suit the purposes of the story. That’s what this is … a story. I hope you enjoy it.


‘I have always imagined that Paradise will be a kind of Library.’

Jorge Luis Borges 



PROLOGUE

The man on the other end of the phone spoke with a Southwestern drawl. He wouldn’t tell Raymond Ambler his name, instead he asked hypothetical questions about the 42nd Street Library’s interest in purchasing the papers of an unnamed crime fiction writer who’d published a half-dozen or so hard-boiled, private-eye books set mostly in the Southwest and the Mountain States – but also a series of three books set in New York. The author had never been a bestseller, the man on the phone said, but his books had won critical acclaim and had influenced a generation of crime fiction writers.

Ambler caught on pretty quickly that he was speaking to the writer himself. As the man bounced between an obsequious friendliness and a truculent argumentativeness, Ambler got the impression he’d been drinking – quite a bit, three sheets to the wind, you might say.

‘You guys paid a pretty penny for that hack Nelson Yates; didn’t you? You ought to pay more for someone who can actually write.’

Ambler didn’t take the bait.

‘If you think Yates is a good writer, you don’t know who the good writers are.’

‘Try me.’

‘You tell me.’

Ambler rattled off a couple of names, including Nelson Yates, and paused for a moment. ‘Will Ford is another, one of the best hard-boiled writers of his time.’

A long silence at the other end of the phone. ‘He’s that and more, son … but you got pretty good tastes for a Yankee.’

‘I guess—’

‘Let’s talk money.’

‘It’s not as simple as that—’

Ambler was cut off again. ‘Son, it’s always simple and it’s always the money.’

The smug response was irritating but Ambler was intrigued so he let it go. ‘To get anywhere I need to know who we’re talking about.’

‘I want a hundred grand.’

‘I’d like to know to whom I’m speaking.’

‘So a hundred grand isn’t out of the question?’ His eagerness was that of a boy waiting to open a birthday present. ‘You know who I am.’

‘Not out of the question, Mr Ford, if we had the money.’ Ambler wasn’t sure he could get approval for the collection if Ford gifted his papers to the library’s crime fiction collection, but he didn’t say this. Instead, he said the library was interested. He’d need Ford to send a general description of the collection. Once he had that he’d look for funding.

‘I thought the library had money.’ His tone was petulant. ‘You paid for Yates.’

‘A donor provided the funding. We don’t have an endowment for crime fiction.’

Ford struck Ambler as someone who took counsel only with himself, so it was a waste of time explaining how the library acquired collections. Funding was always difficult. Convincing Special Collections that Ford was worth collecting would be difficult also. He wasn’t well known outside of the mystery world and too much of what was known about him was scandalous.

The 42nd Library’s directors already looked on the crime fiction collection in the way a prosperous family looks down on its poor relatives. Ford’s sordid reputation would make things worse. He’d been married four or five times, fired from more than one university post for lewd behavior; he’d fought his way through notorious barroom brawls, and had been ‘thrown into the slammer’ more times than he could remember. The project might be more trouble than it was worth. But Will Ford was an important mystery writer; Ambler knew that for sure.

After the phone call, he went to find his friend Adele Morgan at the information desk in the main reading room. He didn’t want to talk to Harry, his boss, until he had a convincing argument for acquiring the papers of a disgraced writer who hadn’t published anything in a decade.

‘Why would you want to?’ Adele asked when he told her what he wanted to do. ‘A drunk, a drug-abuser, a womanizer, a misogynist, a deadbeat. Who knows what else? Good Lord, Raymond.’ She gave him a look you might give to someone kicking a dog and went back to the information desk.

Ford sent the materials Ambler had asked for sooner than he expected, so over the next couple of weeks as the New York City winter worked its way slowly and soggily into spring, he put together a portfolio of Ford’s reviews and awards, including testimonials from a half-dozen well-known writers who considered Ford an important influence.

The collection Ford offered were his papers from the mid-1980s through the early 1990s when he lived in New York and published three books and some short stories set in the city featuring a ne’er-do-well private eye named Francisco ‘Cisco’ Garcia. Garcia had left Texas a disgraced cop and set up shop in the city, working the shady side of the law. The first novel in the series won an Edgar Award from the Mystery Writers of America.

With an assist from an unlikely ally – Lisa Young, a member of the library’s board of trustees and his grandson’s maternal grandmother – he raised enough funding to satisfy Ford and, despite the misgivings of the Manuscript and Archives director Harry Larkin, the 42nd Street Library’s crime fiction collection acquired the Will Ford papers (1986–1991, five boxes). The rest of his papers Ford had donated to Texas State University.



ONE

Ambler finished reading the short story ‘The Unrepentant Killer’ for the second time, more troubled than he’d been the first time he’d read it. It was vintage Ford – sadistic cruelty, graphic violence, borderline depravity, ending with a bloodbath, the victims a street thug who ran a gaming room in the basement apartment of a brownstone and his mistress who ran a brothel upstairs – the kind of folks the city forgets a couple of days after their deaths.

The killer, a corrupt plainclothes cop, walked away from the murders – after a standoff with Cisco Garcia – in the company of a beautiful young prostitute Cisco was in love with.

A note at the bottom of the last page of the manuscript, written in the same cramped handwriting as Ford’s editorial notes in the margins, read, ‘Dear Reader: The story you just read is based on an actual incident. I’ve changed a few names and details to protect the innocent … and the guilty … but the story you read is no more fictional than the newspaper accounts of the actual murders.’

The story had never been published. Ambler found that curious, more so when he came across a letter from Ford to the publisher of a small avant-garde press that was publishing a collection of his stories. The tone of the letter was apologetic. Ford asked that ‘The Unrepentant Killer’ be pulled before publication. ‘The story, which I like very much, is too close to the truth despite the changes I made,’ he wrote, ‘and because of this might cause irreparable harm – like getting me killed. I think it best I tuck it away for a while until the coast is clear.’

Intrigued by the author’s note and the letter to the publisher, Ambler spent a couple of hours in the library’s periodicals reading room going through back issues of the city’s papers. Ford’s short story took place in the winter of 1990 in what was then a crime-ridden and drug-infested neighborhood on the city’s Upper West Side. He’d thought it would be easy to find the murders Ford’s story was based on. But 1990 was the middle of the crack-cocaine era when the city averaged six murders a day. It was also a banner year for corrupt cops, as the city found out a few years later from the Mollen Commission.

Ambler had stayed away from murder investigations for going on two years and wasn’t interested in a new one. But when he found the news stories on the killing of a hero undercover cop in a shoot-out on Manhattan Avenue in the winter of 1990, he was pretty sure he’d found the incident Ford’s story was based on. He printed out copies of the stories and called his friend Mike Cosgrove, a veteran NYPD homicide detective, and invited him for a drink at the Oyster Bar after work that evening.

A couple of hours later, they shared a platter of oysters and a bottle of Sancerre while the detective read Will Ford’s story. Ambler could tell by Mike’s expression as he read that he didn’t think much of it.

‘So?’ Mike dropped the manuscript on the small table in front of them. ‘Sex and drugs, blood and guts, dishonor and betrayal, murder and mayhem, life in Fun City in the good old days. Back then, they had a poster on the bulletin board in the seven-five that said, “Give us twenty-two minutes and we’ll give you a homicide.” He contemplated an oyster for a moment before meeting Ambler’s gaze. ‘I don’t even try to tell new guys what it was like … Why bring this shit up now? Bad enough to go through it the first time.’

Ambler handed him the news stories he’d made copies of. The actual events differed from Ford’s fictional portrayal in significant ways. But two of the victims, a brothel madam and a street thug who ran a craps table and a blackjack game, were the same as in Ford’s story. What was different was the cop and the prostitute left standing in Ford’s story were killed in the actual incident and the cop in the news stories was a hero not a crook.

‘Did you read the author’s note at the bottom of the last page of the story?’

‘It’s a story. Writers find something in a newspaper and use it as a starting point. They make up the rest. You told me that.’

‘Not with a note that the story is true.’

Mike’s eyebrows spiked and stayed spiked. ‘You’re fucking with me, right? The story in the newspaper is fiction?’ He snorted.

Ambler took a breath. Mike might have a thousand gripes about the police department and once in a while might complain to Ambler. But any criticism from the outside, he circled the wagons. Ambler treaded softly. ‘Did everyone die at the scene? Was anyone charged with any of those murders?’

Mike stiffened. He threw a shell onto the tray. His face reddened. His cheeks bulged. Whatever he said next would bounce off the Oyster Bar’s terracotta-tiled walls and probably crack a couple of the tiny light bulbs in the ceiling. Like most cops, Mike believed his job was misunderstood by citizens and maligned by the press. ‘This guy’s story says a dirty cop killed a couple of people – in cold blood. The newspapers say the cop died a hero in a shoot-out. If we believe the writer’s note, neither is the truth. Writers like him make cops look bad; it sells books.’

‘Take it easy,’ Ambler said. ‘I’m asking; that’s all.’

Mike wasn’t going to take it easy. ‘We got hundreds, maybe thousands, of homicides from those days still open. I can look up the case. But why should I? No matter what I find, it won’t tell you anything. Ask the writer to tell you about any murderers he thinks we missed.’

‘We’ll get a chance,’ Ambler said. ‘He’ll be in town in a couple of weeks when we open his collection to the public.’

Mike’s glare at the few remaining oysters probably cooked them. He grabbed his wineglass with both hands like he would choke it instead of choking Ambler. ‘You ruined a nice after-work snack; fresh oysters … a good wine. Now I got indigestion. You wanna talk about some wild-assed story, next time do it over a cup of coffee at a greasy spoon.’ He glowered for a moment longer.

The next morning, Harry Larkin knocked on the doorframe of the crime fiction reading room. The door was open, and Ambler warily watched him walk in. A visit from Harry never boded well. And trouble it was. A reporter from The Herald had asked the library president for a comment about the women’s groups who were up in arms about the library honoring Will Ford.

‘They’re going to picket the opening ceremony,’ Harry said. ‘Arthur was apoplectic. He’s never heard of Will Ford and didn’t know we’d acquired his papers. He doesn’t know why the hell we ever created a crime fiction collection to begin with and wanted to know if you still worked here. He said the newspaper stories about you and that other murder gave the library a black eye.’

‘I didn’t ask them to do the story.’ Ambler didn’t like that he sounded defensive. ‘The reporter asked me questions, so I answered them. She didn’t tell me the story would be about me.’

‘I think she’s the one who called the president.’

Ambler knew what was coming. ‘Don’t even ask. We’re not going to drop the Ford collection or cancel the event. We can’t let protestors bully the library.’

Harry spoke softly. ‘Mistreatment of women is on everybody’s minds these days.’ He hated controversy. He wanted everything about the library and especially everything about Manuscripts and Archives to be beyond reproach. He devoted himself to smoothing feathers.

For his part, Ambler didn’t like crowd-think and had no problem with controversy. ‘So now we’re only going to take collections from writers on the approved list?’

‘The library has a reputation, Ray. There’s the board of trustees. The donors.’

‘If we give into bullying, we might as well appoint a library censor.’

‘All well and good.’ Harry’s voice rose. ‘Tell Arthur and the board of trustees we don’t care about the library’s reputation.’ His voice softened. ‘Before you do that, you can call Doris Wellington. Arthur gave me her number.’

‘Who?’

‘She’s the president of Women’s Action Against Misogyny.’


Adele sat in the corner of Ambler’s couch, her legs folded beneath her, a glass of white wine on the end table beside her, the manuscript she’d finished reading in her lap. ‘It does stop you in your tracks, doesn’t it? You’d rather not know people do such depraved and cruel things. But they do. So, OK, it’s a powerful story, although I could have done without the grisly details. Not a lot of people want to read about folks who’re rotten to the core. I’m not surprised it wasn’t published.’

Ambler, sitting in his armchair in the corner of his small living room, sipping a glass of wine, had watched her face while she read the story. She was so sensitive and her face so expressive, he could tell which part of the story she was reading by the way her face changed. ‘He didn’t want it published; he pulled the story from a collection.’

Adele unfolded her legs and repositioned herself on the couch. When he glanced up from watching her cross her pretty legs, she smiled, so he realized she’d watched him watching her. ‘I don’t like censorship any more than you do. And I’ll admit Will Ford’s work is not “without redeeming social value”. Still, only a sick mind could come up with that sleazy character who’s supposed to be the hero and how he treats women.’ She eyed Ambler. He didn’t know if it was a rebuke or a warning. ‘You’re going to have a tough time convincing that women’s group his work has any value.’

Ambler liked to look at Adele – sometimes he’d watch her from the next room when she was in her kitchen making a sandwich for his grandson, or from a distance at the library when she was helping a patron at the information desk. Or like now, he watched her and wondered if she knew what he was thinking. She did sometimes read his mind.

They’d known each other since she first came to work at the library not so many years before. Young women, even young pretty women as Adele was, had come and gone over the years he’d been at the library without him paying any of them much mind. Adele was different. She fascinated him – and this was the unfathomable part – she’d latched on to him from almost the first moment they met, as if she’d been sent by destiny to be part of his life.

From the beginning, even as a probationary employee, she risked her own good standing with the library management to defend him against the not infrequent fallout from his proclivity to take on quixotic battles for truth and justice that most other folks were willing to let slide.

Later, when Johnny came into his life, Adele took his grandson under her wing, too. The boy quickly grew to love her … and Ambler came to understand that he loved her, too – was in love with her, couldn’t stop thinking of her in ways you didn’t think about just a friend.

He’d fought against the attraction that in her mercurial way Adele both encouraged and fought against, too. There were the times she did come into his arms; there were the very few times they’d kissed – passionately – and came within a breath of going beyond but had stopped and the moments had passed. They were like young lovers, filled with passion, but afraid to let go, not sure – except that she was young and he was not.

Having once more read his mind – he hoped not all of it – she interrupted his reverie. ‘You want me to go with you when you talk to Doris Wellington,’ she said. ‘I doubt it will do any good, but OK. I’ll read up on the group – WAAM – and perhaps wear my combat boots.’

He looked at her curiously. ‘You’re joking?’

She laughed. ‘I’m joking.’

They met Ms Wellington in the basement apartment of a brownstone on 94th Street a half-block east of Broadway that had been made into an office. She sat at an old-fashioned wooden desk in the front room. The place was austere, as was she. A dozen or more posters from women’s marches over the years bedecked the walls – some of them from back in the ’70s – along with photographs of groups of women demanding equal pay or equal rights or for the government to keep its hands off their bodies.

Adele hadn’t worn combat boots but she did dress in jeans and a parka and wore running shoes, which was along the lines of the attire of the few other women in the office including Ms Wellington, whose feet remained under her desk, so there was no telling if she wore boots.

They exchanged introductions, the air around them crackling with tension as if the cramped office knew they would disagree. Which was what they did. Ambler told Ms Wellington that the crime fiction collection was an insignificant part of the library’s overall collection. He could rarely acquire bestselling or popular authors because other libraries with large endowments would outbid him. ‘Not every author sees the advantage in being included in a collection dedicated exclusively to crime fiction writing.’

‘You managed to find quite a collection of he-man writers,’ Ms Wellington – call me Doris – said in a tone that left little room for disagreement. Otherwise, when she spoke, she came across as more bemused than severe, as he’d expected her to be. She wore her long brown hair, going grey in places, in a tightly wound braid that pulled her face taut and her eyelids back from her eyes which gave her the severe look.

‘That’s who wrote most crime fiction for a long time,’ Adele said. ‘Raymond has an advisory panel to help him increase writers from underrepresented groups in the collection—’

Doris interrupted her. She had a point – that she was prepared to drive home with a hammer. In truth even to Ambler, Adele sounded like an apologist for him. ‘Who was the last woman author you added to your collection?’

Ambler named a couple of recent acquisitions, including one that had led to a murder investigation and the newspaper article the library president had complained about.

Ms Wellington wasn’t impressed and moved on to Will Ford. ‘Did you know his reputation when you decided to honor him?’

Ambler fought back the urge to tell her she was wrong and being unfair; he tried to be placating instead. ‘We’re not honoring him. We thought his work was important enough that scholars would want access to his papers … It might be a scholar who would write a critique of his work that told the truth about him – including his horrible treatment of women in his work and in his life.’

Placating Doris Wellington was like trying to calm a junkyard dog. They went round and round for another half-hour. In the end, she was less hostile to Ambler and downright friendly with Adele. But she hadn’t changed her mind about Will Ford.

‘We’re asking women whom he’s abused to speak publicly. If they do, we’ll publicize the allegations. I believe in free speech. I admire that the library stands up for the right of those they disagree with to be heard. I also think too much crime fiction by men makes light of violence against women.’

Doris Wellington had done her homework in tracking down women who’d accused Ford of abusing them. She showed Ambler and Adele a clipping from the Daily News from around the time of the murders Ford’s short story was based on.

The News story was about a domestic dispute that spilled over into the halls of ivy, specifically a hallway in a classroom building at Columbia University, where Will Ford was spending a semester as a visiting professor in the creative writing program. A woman – a spurned lover, according to the News – attacked Ford and stabbed him as he was leaving his nighttime fiction-writing workshop.

The wound was superficial. Ford was treated at a nearby hospital and released. The woman was arrested – but not prosecuted because Ford didn’t press charges. Despite his magnanimity, the woman, Tiffany Belle Smith, told the News he was a two-timing, abusive weasel and she wished she’d cut his heart out.

No doubt if Ms Smith was the type to hold a grudge – which indications were she was – she’d be a prime candidate to pillory Ford at the rally WAAM was planning. For Ford’s sake – and somewhat for his own sake – Ambler hoped Doris Wellington wouldn’t find the woman.

Three days later, imaginary hat in hand, Ambler met with the library president, Arthur Ledyard, Lisa Young, the chairman of the library’s board of trustees, and Harry. True to her word, Doris Wellington and WAAM held a press conference on the library steps at which two haggard, middle-aged women, both of whom gave the impression they suffered from depression, read prepared statements in which they charged Will Ford with sexual assault.

Ambler had been moved as he listened to the women speak. Their anger came through clearly enough, but with it an undertone of bewilderment as well, as if they’d been swindled; someone supposed to be on their side hadn’t been. They weren’t only angry; they were disappointed; they’d been taken advantage of. Ambler understood their feeling of betrayal better than he’d thought he would, so it was fine with him if they dragged Ford’s name through the mud. He deserved that and more.

‘Has anybody read anything this man has written?’ Arthur Ledyard looked at Ambler.

Ambler of course had read Ford and he’d given Lisa Young two of his books which she had read. Harry admitted he’d read one book by Ford and found it well written and surprisingly compassionate, despite its graphic violence.

Ambler began naming the critics who’d praised Ford’s work and the writers who’d been influenced by him, but Ledyard lost interest after about thirty seconds. Bent over his desk, he watched everyone in the room from under his eyebrows, which were thick enough to brush the floor with. He cut Ambler off. ‘He’s pretty awful, isn’t he … an embarrassment to have him associated with the library?’

No one responded. The trustees’ chairman acted as though he were there as a spectator. He deferred to Lisa Young, as did Ledyard. Descended from generations of New York high society, married to a partner in one of Wall Street’s powerful law firms, she was highly confident of her own judgment and accustomed to deference.

Ambler hadn’t always deferred to her – they’d had a number of battles over custody of Johnny, their grandson – but on this he was happy to defer. She was, at least for the moment, on his side.

‘No one came here to vouch for Mr Ford’s character,’ she said. ‘We’re not building a statue to him. No one objected when we acquired the Nelson Yates papers. Yates’s past is at least as sordid as Ford’s. I imagine we’d find a lot more mistreatment of women if we looked into the private lives of many of the literary luminaries we have housed here.’

Ledyard’s expression was pained. His eyebrows drooped lower toward his eyes. ‘The allegations are serious, Lisa. Criticism is mounting—’

‘I don’t expect you to hide under the bed every time there’s criticism, Arthur. I’m not swayed by it. I’m sure the board isn’t.’ She glanced at the board chairman, whose eyes popped open like he’d been called on in class when he was daydreaming.

‘Absolutely,’ he said.

The tide was turning. With Lisa Young and the board chairman on his side, he was going to win hands down. But Harry wouldn’t leave well enough alone. He proposed a compromise to save face for Ledyard. The library would keep the Will Ford collection and open it to researchers without fanfare the following Saturday. The public event commemorating the opening would be cancelled. Ambler could hold a small private reception at the library for a limited number of invited guests with no publicity.


TWO

When Mike Cosgrove left his pal Ray Ambler at the Oyster Bar, he was out of sorts for a bunch of reasons, not the least of which was that he knew more about the 1990 Manhattan Avenue murders Ford’s short story was based on than he’d revealed to Ray. A memory was rattling around in his head. He’d had a rotten feeling more than once in his career about homicide cases that weren’t handled right.

He called a friend who’d worked at the two-seven precinct. Chris Jackson, now a lieutenant in the nine-nine, had been his partner and protégé in the early ’90s when Jackson first made detective. He didn’t think his former partner had ever been a dirty cop, yet Chris, who’d moved to the two-seven and a street crimes unit after his time with Cosgrove, landed in one of the dirtiest precincts in the city. He’d been called in by the Mollen Commission and testified. But he came out clean. And that was that, as he worked his way up the ladder in the department.

Chris didn’t want to hear about the Manhattan Avenue murders. ‘Forget it,’ he said when Cosgrove asked. ‘I don’t know what went down. I doubt I ever knew, and if I did, I’ve forgotten.’

They talked for a few minutes more about their families. Both were divorced, Jackson married again, with two sets of kids, two from his first marriage, two from the second. Cosgrove had one daughter, who was more than he could handle through her teen years.

‘You trying to repopulate the city with Jacksons?’ he asked.

Chris laughed and Cosgrove remembered how much he’d liked his partner’s hearty laugh. It cheered you up in spite of yourself. ‘My second wife Claudine took all the kids under her wing. She’s a woman of faith and got them toeing the line. Me, too.’

As he was about to hang up, Cosgrove realized something. Chris most likely remembered the case and didn’t want to talk about it on the phone. ‘I’m gonna be on the Upper West Side tomorrow. How about I buy you lunch. It’s my turn.’

Chris bellowed his hearty laugh again. ‘How do you know that? The last time we had lunch was nearly thirty years ago.’

‘I remember all my lunches.’

Chris roared again. ‘Your ass … That diner by the river. 125th Street, across from the market. 1:30.’

The next morning, before lunch with Jackson, Cosgrove visited another former partner, Sal Ippolito, now a detective in the Manhattan cold-case squad. This time he went in person, so he talked to Sal at his desk in the cold-case office in the bowels of One Police Plaza. He hadn’t seen Sal in years either.

‘Still at it,’ Ippolito said. ‘I put in my papers a couple of times. Every time, I took them back. What am I gonna do if I retire? Security for some big company? Who needs it? Let ’em pay their fucking taxes like they’re supposed to, so we could have a real police department and they wouldn’t need their own security.’ Ippolito went on about corporations not paying taxes, cuts to the city budget, and lousy cops’ salaries. He was on to cops’ pensions when Cosgrove steered him toward the reason he was there.

‘Jeez, Mike. We got thousands of cases from back in them days. I mean thousands. You remember what it was like? We’d go out sometimes on one homicide and find the victim you were standing over wasn’t the one you went out for. The one you wanted was across the street.

‘I don’t remember the case you’re asking about … and you think I would when it was a cop who bought it.’ Ippolito got started again, this time on the crack epidemic. Cosgrove remembered that he was like that when they worked together. He’d start yacking the moment he got in the patrol car, stop when they got to a crime scene or went to interview a suspect, start right back up again when he was back in the car, never lost his place.

Sal did finally haul himself out of his chair to go look for the file on the Manhattan Avenue case. He was bulkier than Cosgrove remembered, moving like it was something he didn’t do much of any more, spending too much time at a desk, too many deli sandwiches, too many donuts. Newer cops tried to stay in shape, worked out, ate healthier. Sal was like him, stuck with bad habits they picked up when they were young.

He’d brought along the newspaper clipping Ray gave him so he had the date and location of the murder for Sal. The guy was gone for some time, longer than Cosgrove would expect even for an understaffed and underfunded office. When he came back, he was shaking his head.

‘Can’t find it,’ he said. ‘You sure it wasn’t closed back in the day? It coulda been weeks later and everyone forgot about it. I mean it could have been closed a year later or two. Still, when a cop was killed you’d think they wouldn’t of forgot about it. Still, it coulda been the perp bought it himself.’ Sal lowered his voice. ‘Or they hung it on some creep that was goin’ away for ever for somethin’ else.’ He glanced at Cosgrove out of the corner of his eye.

Cosgrove knew it had been done. They’d get a guy who wasn’t playing with a full deck and use him to clear up some cases for them. The dummy wasn’t getting out anyway. What difference did it make?

‘We never got the case here,’ Sal said. ‘That’s why I don’t remember it.’

Cosgrove left One PP shaking his head. It wasn’t the first head-shaker he’d had in his career, but this one was a doozy. You’d think Ray’d know enough to look for a follow-up story when he found the first newspaper story, a friggin’ librarian no less. He tried to call him on his way uptown to meet Chris Jackson but didn’t get an answer. Actually, Chris could tell him if the case was cleared.

His former partner hadn’t put on weight, as slim and straight as when Cosgrove first knew him, straighter and stiffer now that he was a lieutenant. He wore an expensive pressed suit – not the baggy sack of mismatched sport jacket and slacks or off-the-rack suit that Cosgrove and most detectives wore. He hadn’t lost his intimidating manner either. Back in the day Cosgrove compared him to Robert Parish, the guy who played center for the Celtics; ‘the Chief’ they called him. He was known for his game face, unsmiling, a hard stare that dared you to mess with him.

Cosgrove understood Parish’s game face and he understood Chris Jackson’s game face, too. Chris knew what the guys who smiled to his face said behind his back. If you were Black, you needed a steel spine and ice water in your veins to make it up the ranks in the NYPD. Every promotion you got, a thousand white guys told each other you made detective, or you made sergeant or lieutenant because you were Black. Affirmative action pushed you along and left them behind.

He and Chris got along; they made a good team. Cosgrove never doubted his partner deserved his promotions. They’d gone through tense moments together when Chris could have hung Cosgrove, the only white guy in the room, out to dry. But he made clear he and Cosgrove would go down together if it came to that.

Out of habit, Cosgrove cased the diner before he sat down. Despite both he and Chris being in plain clothes, everyone in the joint knew they were cops. Back in the day, the place would’ve emptied out by the time they got their menus.

‘So, what’s with the I-never-heard-of-the-case?’ he said before he looked at the menu. ‘You were working in the two-seven when it happened. How would you not know?’

Chris held his menu in front of his face for a moment before he spoke. ‘You wearing a wire?’

Cosgrove was so dumbfounded he didn’t answer, just stared at the menu in front of Chris’s face until he lowered it. Finally, he asked, ‘Are you being investigated?’ When he didn’t get an answer, he said, ‘Do you remember who I am? We can go to the men’s room if you want.’

Chris shook his head. ‘You caught me by surprise. I had a flashback.’ The menu shook in his hands. ‘I didn’t sleep without nightmares for years after my time in the two-seven. It was a rats’ nest. You remember Serpico? I expected that to happen to me, even though I didn’t do what he did.’

‘You testified before the Mollen Commission.’

‘That was later. I was out of there by then and the whole thing had blown wide open anyway.’

‘The two-seven was bad.’

‘Damn right, it was. You’re gonna bring back my nightmares.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Worse than anyone knew. How many homicide cases did you work at a time?’

Cosgrove didn’t like the memories either. ‘Getting back to the case I asked about …’

Chris put down the menu. ‘I didn’t know why you were asking. We haven’t talked in years and you drop that on me out of nowhere.’

‘Was there a collar?’

He took a long moment before he answered. ‘A couple of weeks later a creep they got on a different homicide copped to that one and the Manhattan Avenue case.’

‘A cop got killed. What kind of investigation was it? Who handled the case?’

Chris didn’t say anything for a long moment. When they worked together, he’d do that to make a suspect he was talking to nervous. Use his silence to control the situation. You didn’t know if you said something wrong and he was going to explode or if he knew something you didn’t know that was going to make you look like a fool. It was part of how he intimidated people. This time was different. He was the uneasy one. He licked his lips, his expression pained, his gaze unsteady.

‘I don’t remember. It was a long time ago. I wasn’t in homicide. I was working street crimes.’ He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘What’s going on, Mike? Why are you coming to me with a murder from almost thirty years ago?’

Cosgrove didn’t get why his old partner thought he was out to get him, but he let it go and told him about Ray finding Will Ford’s short story. ‘He asked me about it. So I’m asking you. I didn’t expect I’d kicked over a hornets’ nest.’

Chris looked stunned and then let out his raucous laugh. ‘This is about some book?’

‘Not a book. Something Ray found in some papers in the library.’

‘What the hell does that have to do with anything?’ Chris stopped. ‘Your friend the librarian … Atkins?’

‘Ambler. Ray Ambler.’

‘He was part of that run-in you had with the Intelligence Bureau a couple of years ago.
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