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Praise for the 42nd Street Library mysteries

‘Draws us in and keeps us firmly glued to the page’

Booklist on Murder by Definition

‘Intriguing’

Publishers Weekly on Murder by Definition

‘A treat’

Booklist on Murder by Definition

‘An apt choice for bibliophiles’

Booklist on Murder off the Page

‘Atmospheric setting … Those who love New York City and libraries will be rewarded’

Publishers Weekly on Murder off the Page

‘Intense, thought-provoking’

Library Journal on Murder in the Manuscript Room

‘Plot twists and multiple points of view add to a gritty, complex tale that weaves details of library work and references to crime novels throughout the story’

Booklist on Murder in the Manuscript Room

‘A fun read for mystery buffs and librarians alike’

Library Journal on Murder at the 42nd Street Library
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Con Lehane is a mystery writer, living in Washington, DC. He is the author of the 42nd Street Library mysteries, featuring Raymond Ambler, curator of the library’s (fictional) crime fiction collection. He’s also the author of three mysteries featuring New York City bartender Brian McNulty and has published short stories in Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine and Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine.

Over the years, he has been a college professor, union organizer and labor journalist, and has tended bar at two-dozen or so drinking establishments. He holds a Master of Fine Arts degree in fiction writing from Columbia University School of the Arts and teaches writing at The Writer’s Center in Bethesda, Maryland.
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To the American Library Association 

for its unwavering commitment to protecting the right of all readers to read the books they want to read, and their right to freedom from unreasonable intrusion into or surveillance of their lawful library use.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Raymond Ambler, the main character in my 42nd Street Library mysteries, is of course fictional as is his crime fiction collection and the crime fiction reading room at the renowned 42nd Street Library. Trinity College of the Bronx and its college library, which provide a setting for the events that take place in this story are—as you would expect—fictional also, as is the The New York Mystery Writers collection and its curator.

However, there exists at least one crime fiction collection and its curator that are not fictional. I owe a special thanks this time around to Randal Brandt, Head of Cataloging at The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. Mr. Brandt in addition to his cataloging duties is Curator of the California Detective Fiction Collection at The Bancroft Library. His impressive collection served as an inspiration for Murder at the College Library. 

You can read about the California Detective Fiction Collection here: https://www.lib.berkeley.edu/about/newsmystery-murder-mayhem-meet-man-behind-librarys-detective-fiction-collection, as well as a conversation I had with the real-life curator here: https://crimereads.com/randal-brandt-crime-archives/.


ONE

The Woodlawn section of the Bronx, tucked away between Van Cortland Park and the city of Yonkers, is the home to a small, not especially well-known, liberal arts institution, Trinity College of the Bronx. Ray Ambler, curator of the New York Public Library’s crime fiction collection, housed at the 42nd Street Library, had never been to Woodlawn or Trinity College of the Bronx until he was invited one early spring afternoon to evaluate the college library’s collection of mystery novels.

An assistant something-or-other in the college president’s office had called to tell him the collection was for sale and the college president wanted the 42nd Street Library to buy it. Setting out for the far reaches of the northern Bronx on that chilly spring afternoon, Ambler had no idea that awaiting him within the ivy-covered, hallowed halls of academe would be greed, betrayal, fierce rivalry, intrigue, and what might well turn out to be an unsolvable murder.

He knew the Trinity College mystery collection existed because he’d met its curator a half-decade ago at an exhibit Ambler had put on at the 42nd Street Library – A Century-and-a-Half of Murder and Mystery in New York.

Since that first meeting, they’d run into one another a number of times at book conferences, auctions and such events, and they’d become friends of a sort – book-world friends-enjoying one another’s company at whatever conference or meeting they were attending but not much in touch otherwise. Sam Abernathy was proud of the college’s collection of New York Mystery Writers, a project he’d been assembling for decades. Ambler had meant to take him up on his offers to visit the collection but had never gotten around to it.

Now it looked like the collection was headed for the auction block. Small and not especially well-endowed liberal arts colleges had been suffering financially for a decade or longer, many of them forced to shut down programs and not infrequently eliminate entire departments, as well as replace full-time tenure-line faculty with poorly paid adjuncts.

The fact was that there was little chance the 42nd Street Library would purchase the Trinity College collection anyway. With the usual financial crunch for the New York Public Library system, Ambler wasn’t sure the Manuscript and Archives Division would come up with the crime fiction collection’s operating budget for the coming year, much less provide funds to expand the collection.

The Trinity campus could as easily have been in a small town in Iowa or Indiana instead of the North Bronx, with its well-tended lawns, stately trees, shrubs, and flower beds with budding daffodils and tulips in front of the low-rise classroom buildings. A pattern of sidewalks crisscrossed a central quadrangle of manicured lawns, beneath a canopy of budding trees, traversed by backpack-wearing, hurrying students, one of whom – a tall, thin, black-bearded young man with a rainbow flag on his backpack – Ambler flagged down and asked for directions to the library. The boy pointed to a stone structure, much like a chapel, attached to a more modern brick-and-glass building that was probably more functional than the stone building but had as much character as a strip mall.

When he tried to enter the stone building, he found the thick ornate wooden door locked, so he followed a sign pointing to an entrance in the newer brick building. He gave the young woman at the information desk in the modern, brightly lit, antiseptic main-floor reference room the name of the person he was to meet, and she directed him to a conference room behind the reference desk.

A small group awaited him, all of them stone-faced, as if they awaited the bearer of bad news. He expected someone to welcome him. Since no one said a word, he introduced himself and added, ‘Am I in the right place? I was invited to look at a collection of mystery novels. I was hoping to see Professor Abernathy.’

For a moment no one responded, until a sharp-featured woman, her grey hair pulled back in a tight bun, said in a voice cultivated by years of admonishing young scholars to shush, ‘The college is not selling the collection. Professor Abernathy is in class at the moment. He would tell you what I just told you.’

The rest of the assemblage – two tweedy, salt-and-pepper-bearded men, and a young, blonde-haired woman, whose delicately sculpted face, with porcelain skin, ruby lips, and wide, deeply blue eyes, wouldn’t be out of place on the cover of a fashion magazine – made clear their agreement with nods and a slight hardening of their expressions.

Ambler was surprised by the hostility of the group facing him. At least they weren’t carrying torches and pitchforks. He told them about the call he’d received from the president’s office and said he was sorry if he’d misunderstood what he’d been told.

‘You’re not mistaken,’ the spokeswoman said. ‘Dr Barnes thinks he can rule by fiat, forgetting the faculty has a meaningful say about what happens at the college. We haven’t been consulted on this proposal because he knows we would vote it down, which we plan to do at an emergency meeting of the faculty senate executive committee later this afternoon.’

‘I see,’ Ambler said. He didn’t like that he’d been dropped into the middle of a dispute between the faculty and the college president. Neither did he like being confronted by a self-appointed vigilante group acting as if he’d created the problem. He wasn’t going to argue with them. He was invited by the president, so he’d talk to him. And he wanted to see Sam Abernathy. ‘I’m an innocent outsider here,’ he told the group. ‘I thought I was meeting Edward Barnes, and I hoped to see Sam. I’ve known him for years.’

After another moment of heavy silence, during which Ambler and his interlocutors glared at one another, a well-dressed, well-groomed man banged through the conference room door.

‘Mr Ambler, I presume.’ He held out his hand and gripped Ambler’s with a firm businessman’s grip, looking him steadily in the eye. ‘Edward Barnes … I see you’ve met some of our faculty … very proud of them. Professor Randolph, I hope you’ve made Mr Ambler welcome. His crime collection at the 42nd Street Library, I’ve been told, is among the most well-regarded collection of its kind.’

Actually, it was probably one of the only ones of its kind. But Ambler let the president pontificate because that was what college presidents were supposed to do.

Professor Randolph’s visage, if anything, became more stone-like. ‘I told Mr Ambler the faculty senate hadn’t yet acted on your proposal and that we were unlikely to approve an action that would diminish the library’s collections.’

Barnes addressed Ambler. ‘Professor Randolph is mistaken.’

He turned to Randolph, whose face had reddened and whose eyes were bulging. ‘I’ve discussed this with Dr Stuart. You might want to speak with him. My understanding is the faculty senate supports the effort.’

He turned back to Ambler. ‘Dr Stuart is the president of the faculty senate. Professor Randolph and some of the older faculty are the not-always-loyal opposition, naysayers who provide the foot-dragging opposition to changes needed to bring the college into the twenty-first century.’

His modulated tone and condescending expression conveyed disdain better than if he’d spat out a barrage of vulgar curse words. Dressed in a tailored business suit, his hair styled, eyewear with designer frames, he looked like a hotshot private equity investor on the rise, not at all Ambler’s image of a college president.

‘College faculty can’t stop themselves from engaging in prolonged debate before taking any action. The more insignificant the action, the more ruthless and brutal the debate.’ He addressed Ambler with a smug smile. ‘We’ll get it sorted out.’

He turned to Professor Randolph again. ‘I hope you’ll have the courtesy to show Mr Ambler the detective novel collection.’ He smirked as he said, ‘I asked Professor Abernathy to dust it off since I don’t think anyone’s looked at it in years.’

Randolph stared daggers at Barnes and said, ‘Professor Hastings will,’ before stomping out of the office.

Hastings made an effort to keep up her hostility and aloofness, but after a frosty moment or two her naturally open and friendly manner and her love of books and the library overcame her borrowed ill will, and she became quite enthusiastic and utterly charming as she escorted Ambler to the New York Mystery Writers reading room and introduced him to the collection.

By the time Ambler did a quick browse through the shelves, Professor Hastings, who asked to be called Sarah, had warmed considerably to him. ‘The collection is Sam Abernathy’s passion,’ she said, as they sat together later at a small table in the relatively subdued student union drinking coffee. She slipped quite easily into sharing faculty gossip, though without any malice, as if she’d judged Ambler to be one of them, an attitude Ambler found appealing.

The president who preceded Barnes had been at the college nearly forty years, and got along wonderfully with the faculty, she said. He believed in shared governance and supported faculty members in their scholarly work, whatever it was.

Barnes came in to shake things up, changing the emphasis from liberal arts to a new business model, catering to students. She waved at her surroundings – refurbishing the student union, for example, and emphasizing readying students for the corporate world and the more practical fields, de-emphasizing the humanities.

‘Whatever scholarship a faculty member might be doing was irrelevant if it wasn’t important to the business world or likely to draw grant money. That’s where the trouble comes from. You wouldn’t think disagreements among scholars would be as nasty as these are. There’s so much rancor, you’d almost think the sides would take up arms.’

Ambler, too, was surprised by the hostility he’d been met with. The collection was interesting, though its aim was fairly modest, or at least contained. Sam had collected what he could find – and afford – of mysteries either set or written in New York.

He focused on first editions and later on acquired the papers of some contemporary mystery writers. Since he’d been doing this for thirty years or so, he’d put together more significant holdings than one might expect to find in a small library at a relatively undistinguished college.

He didn’t have a Poeana collection nearly as impressive as the one at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas, or even on a par with the Poe collection in Manuscripts and Archives at the 42nd Street Library. But Sam’s collection did include letters and copies of magazine articles by Poe, written during his time in New York, some of which might be originals.

He’d also found a first edition of Life and Letters of Edgar Allan Poe, two volumes, by James Harrison, as well as both the Mabbott and Pollin Collected Works of Edgar Allan Poe, as well as the James Albert Harrison, seventeen-volume The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe, which – though not one-of-a-kind, occasionally inaccurate, and hardly complete – would catch the eye of a Poe collector.

Overall, the value of the collection wasn’t its depth so much as its breadth, including a few writers Ambler wasn’t familiar with, which meant Trinity College of the Bronx might be in possession of unique copies of some materials. He’d need to go through the collection more carefully to see if there were any gems; that was the fun part of evaluating a more-or-less obscure collection.

He and Sarah Hastings were waiting for Professor Abernathy’s class to finish. She looked at the clock for the fourth or fifth time. ‘He should be in his office by now. His class finished up a few minutes ago and he always goes to his office directly afterward.

‘That’s why he wasn’t at the library to meet you.’ She frowned, as if to apologize for her earlier behavior. ‘He wouldn’t miss a class.’

They walked across the campus, at ease and comfortable together, as if they’d become friends.

‘I know it’s against your interest. Yet I feel you’re an understanding man.’ Her tone was earnest. In the short time they’d been together, he’d come to feel kindly toward her, and toward the college as well. The campus was what he’d always imagined a liberal arts college would look like, the kind of place where he’d once hoped to spend his working life, a college devoted to the search for knowledge for no purpose other than the intrinsic value of the search itself. Adrift in his own thoughts, he only caught up with what she was saying as she was finishing.

‘… if you could see your way to recommend the collection stay with the college, you’d do us a great favor. It would break Sam’s heart to lose it.’

He of course understood what a collection meant to its curator. ‘I’ll have to give Dr Barnes an honest assessment of the collection’s value. But you should know I don’t have the funding to purchase Professor Abernathy’s collection, and I’m not likely to come up with it.’

She began to thank him but he stopped her.

‘That doesn’t mean that if the collection is valuable, or has valuable pieces, another institution with better funding wouldn’t buy it.’

Her smile faded. ‘The bastard.’ Presumably she was referring to Dr Barnes. ‘He should be running a supermarket. He doesn’t care a thing about the academy.’


TWO

With his mane of white hair, quick movements, lively expression, and slight Eastern European accent, Sam Abernathy could play the role of a shoemaker in a Hans Christian Andersen tale. Taking in his surroundings, Ambler wasn’t at all surprised when Sam said he’d been in his office for four decades. You could bet some of the books and paraphernalia on his shelves had been there since the day he moved in.

Abernathy greeted him like an old friend. ‘You finally made it up here to the outpost of civilization.’ He chuckled. ‘What’d you think? Not the New York Public Library, but not too bad a collection for a small college and no endowment.’

They talked comfortably about what Ambler had noticed in the collection and what Sam told him was there that he hadn’t noticed. Sam spoke modestly, but without hiding that he knew what he was doing as a collector.

He’d gathered a good deal of Chester Himes’s detective fiction. Besides the French and US first editions of the Coffin Ed Johnson and Grave Digger Jones Harlem series, he had original copies of Abbott’s Monthly magazine from 1932 and 1933, in which Himes published his first crime fiction stories, written while he was in prison, one of which featured a pair of detectives who were the forerunners of Coffin Ed and Grave Digger.

After a student stopped in to drop off a research paper and chat for a few moments (Sam was teaching a seminar on Poe and the origins of detective fiction that semester), he folded his hands on his desk and directed a mournful, searching gaze at Ambler, the expression he might have when telling an unfortunate student he’d received an F on his paper.

‘I understand from Dr Barnes you might buy my humble enterprise for the 42nd Street Library.’ He paused for a long moment before continuing in measured words. ‘I’m flattered that you’re interested in my life’s work. Yet your acquisition feels akin to the big corporate powers gobbling up the mom-and-pop store – CVS wiping out the local drug store, Home Depot burying the local hardware store, Amazon driving independent bookstores out of business.’

His voice rose dramatically. ‘So, nothing personal in this, but I plan to fight you tooth and nail to hold on to my assemblage of mystery novels.’

Ambler hadn’t thought of his tiny piece of the 42nd Street Library’s Manuscripts and Archives Division as a colossus gobbling up anything. It was more likely his collection could get gobbled up by the likes of Beinecke Library at Yale or the Ransom Center at the University of Texas. Still, he supposed, everything was relative.

‘I didn’t know there was a controversy,’ Ambler said. ‘When the college president’s office called, I thought I’d come take a look and have a friendly chat with you. Instead, I come up here and I’m treated like I’m the repo man.

‘I’ve run into enough controversy in my life; I’m not looking for more. From the little I’ve seen and from what you’ve told me about the collection, I’d expect the college to be supportive of the work you’re doing. I don’t know why they’d want to get rid of it.’

As Sam started to respond, he was interrupted by a pounding on the still-open office door. Ambler watched Sam’s eyes widen and turned to see a scholarly type middle-aged man, slight of build, with an unruly head of black hair and a bushy mustache, standing in the doorway, breathing like a smoke-spewing dragon. The man ignored Ambler and directed his wrath at Abernathy.

‘Who the hell are you to think you should be senate president? If Doug wanted to step aside, I’m next in line. And let me tell you, Doug won’t be stepping aside. Why would you try to take him on? Only the oddballs and malcontents would vote against him. What the hell is the matter with you, Sam?’

Abernathy was unruffled by the barrage directed against him. ‘Nice to see you, too, George.’ His tone was mild, if not chummy. ‘Meet my friend Ray Ambler from the New York Public Library. Pull up a chair if you’d like. We’re discussing the underhanded plan to wreck the special collection at the library, which Barnes came up with and Doug agreed to. Your partner’s gotten too big for his britches. He’s forgotten he serves at the pleasure of the faculty.’

Sam’s words and his gentle manner had a calming effect on the intruder, who walked in and held out his hand to shake Ambler’s, his handshake not nearly as firm nor his gaze as direct as the college president’s. He pulled up a chair, and now spoke as calmly as Sam had, as if he were an actor who’d joined them offstage after playing a part. ‘Doug was fit to be tied when he found out. I said I’d have a word with you before he came after you.’

‘Doesn’t like having his boat rocked,’ Sam said matter-of-factly. He addressed Ambler. ‘Doug Stuart has been the self-appointed – and self-deluded – leader of the faculty for years. The faculty senate is his fiefdom. Most of the time, he’s been a benevolent dictator – and no one else really wanted the job.

‘He’s been in bed with the administration for years, never stands up for us when things get tough, but lords it over the faculty, who are either afraid of him because he controls the promotion and tenure committee or beholden to him for travel and research grants and other perks. Everyone else, like me, is too engrossed in their own scholarly work to give a good damn about the senate.’

‘You’re being unfair, Sam,’ said the intruder, whom Sam introduced formally as Professor George Olson, chair of the biology department and vice-president of the faculty senate. George turned to Ambler. ‘Sam is justly proud of his collection of detective fiction, though many in the faculty agree with Dr Barnes that it’s not of the same level of scholarship as other collections … such as the early utilitarians.’

Sam laughed. ‘That’s Stuart’s line,’ he said to Ambler. ‘George wouldn’t know an early utilitarian from mid-twentieth-century beatnik. It’s Doug’s argument to justify Barnes’s money-grubbing approach to college leadership. No one would pay a nickel for the other collections in the library. Barnes found out from his cronies that a few of the mystery first editions, as well as some original copies of pulp magazines and early paperbacks I’ve picked up along the way, might be worth a pretty penny to collectors.’

The two old friends argued over the merits of the college selling the mystery novel collection and then the wisdom of Sam’s challenge to Doug Stuart. They argued without enmity; the kind of reasoned and civil debate you’d hope for from colleagues on a college campus.

‘If you run against Doug, you should know you’ll be running against me too. He asked me to be his running mate again. I hope you weren’t thinking you could turn me against him.’

Sam chuckled. ‘I intend to do just that.’

George made ready to leave. ‘Think it over, Sam. Dividing the campus, turning colleagues against one another, it will be perceived you’re doing it for your own self-serving purposes.’

Sam spoke sharply for the first time. ‘You know that’s not true. My purpose is to rescue the faculty from years of unaccountable, autocratic dictatorship. Doug thinks he rules by divine right.’

Ambler thought George looked somewhat sheepish. He and Sam sounded like children who knew they were really friends but had had a fight and didn’t know how to make up afterward.

‘I’m sorry you’ve decided to run,’ George said. ‘I have my reasons for sticking with Doug. You know I owe him a large debt … You should know also he sees what you’re doing as a betrayal. He doesn’t like to be challenged, so he’ll do what he has to do to win.’

Sam spoke softly again, but the expression in his eyes was rock hard; what you might expect in the gaze of a Marine drill instructor. ‘Don’t underestimate me, George. I grew up here in the Bronx. I won’t run from a fight.’

‘Jesus,’ Ambler said, a minute after George Olson had left. ‘You two were doing so well, a calm, reasoned discussion of a disagreement. Then, poof; it all fell apart. And I was watching two street-gang leaders fighting over turf. What happened to two professors at an ivy-covered campus discussing an upcoming faculty senate election?’

Sam chuckled but mirthlessly. ‘George isn’t a street fighter. Stuart is. George is actually saintly – a hut by the side of the road and be a friend to man, that’s George.

‘But his sticking with Stuart is a problem. George isn’t a wheeler and dealer like Stuart. Everyone trusts him. I hadn’t talked to him, but I thought he’d support me. We’ve been friends a long time. More important, I need him on my side. I don’t think I can win without him.’

Sam was preoccupied for a moment, as if he’d forgotten Ambler was there and what they’d been talking about before Olson stopped by.

‘I’ll lean on him,’ he said, as if the faculty senate election were Ambler’s primary concern also. ‘George is an ethical person. It’s difficult for him not to do the right thing … And he knows as well as I do, Doug Stuart is the wrong thing, not the moral person he pretends to be.

‘The problem is – I probably shouldn’t tell you this but it’s not like you would or even could do anything about it – he’s beholden to Stuart. When George went up for tenure years ago, his promotion portfolio wasn’t strong. The dean let him know informally he was going to deny his tenure application, despite the promotion and tenure committee recommendation, so George went to Stuart.

‘Doug had an “in” with the president and undoubtedly had some dirt on the dean. He pulled strings. The biology department was lukewarm about George, but he was a good teacher, everyone liked him, and he did the scut work in the department no one else wanted to do, so the department approved his promotion.

‘The senate promotion and tenure committee was under Stuart’s thumb and rubber-stamped the application. That left the dean. Doug did something with the senate travel and conference fund that made it look like the dean allocated funding from the college budget that the senate never received.

‘The dean was ambitious. He was in the running for a provost position at a research university and couldn’t afford scandal. He knew what Doug wanted, so George’s tenure application sailed through to the president’s office. George got tenure, and Doug found the dean’s misplaced funds after all.’

Ambler found the tale astonishing. Intrigue, blackmail and chicanery at an idyllic monument to liberal learning? ‘How do you know all this?’

Sam chuckled, this time mirthfully. ‘I’m not the curator of a detective fiction collection for nothing.’

Before Ambler left, he told Sam the 42nd Street Library didn’t have the funding to make a bid on the Trinity College collection, which he and Sam together estimated could be worth $200,000 if the first editions were in fine condition and some of them had author signatures.

He might have come up with the funding if he put his mind to it. He kept a list of a few donors he could call on in a pinch, who believed – as he did – that crime fiction deserved a place on library shelves alongside the rest of humankind’s literary endeavors.

‘If another institution makes a bid, we might reconsider,’ he told Sam.

The Trinity College mystery collection would make a fine addition to the 42nd Street Library’s holdings, but he didn’t think it right to take the collection away from his friend who had so painstakingly put it together.


THREE

A week later, Ambler had all but forgotten about Trinity College and Sam Abernathy’s collection of New York Mystery Writers when he was reminded of it by his supervisor, Harry Larkin, the director of the Manuscript and Archives Division, who called him into his office, a rare occurrence, to talk about the crime fiction collection, an even rarer occurrence. Even more remarkable was what Harry told him.

‘We may be getting an unexpected supplement to our acquisitions budget.’ Harry, as guileless as a baby, watched from under his eyebrows for Ambler’s reaction.

Ambler had no reaction. Good for them. Harry husbanded the division’s funds like an elderly woman keeping watch over her change purse. So the surplus wasn’t that big a surprise, and there was little chance it would have anything to do with the crime fiction collection. Except he was wrong.

‘What?’ he asked, though he’d heard perfectly what Harry had said; he couldn’t believe what he heard. Harry didn’t repeat himself, instead watched Ambler like he were about to do a dance step or a magic trick.

‘Two hundred thousand dollars for the crime fiction collection?’ Ambler was incredulous. ‘Did I hear you right? … That’s not possible. Did you rob a bank?’ He was slowly getting his mind around what he’d heard and running through about a dozen acquisitions that kind of windfall would make possible when Harry dropped the other shoe.

Harry, a one-time Jesuit, lacked the ability to speak anything but the truth. He tried his best to keep to the administration line, which at times meant he had to try to sell a plan he didn’t believe in, an undertaking that required the skill of a snake-oil salesman, a skill Harry didn’t have. This time he hemmed and hawed before he blurted out. ‘It doesn’t come without strings.’

Ambler swallowed his dreams. He should have known.

‘An anonymous donor is promising a donation for the express purpose of enhancing the crime fiction holdings in New York writers. I’m told you’re familiar with a collection housed at the Trinity College of the Bronx library now on the market that would do just that.’

‘Jesus,’ Ambler moaned. ‘How did this happen?’ He told Harry about Sam Abernathy’s collection, the internecine struggle over the collection and the faculty senate. ‘You can see why I thought better of bidding on the collection. Having to part with it would crush Abernathy. Why doesn’t the benefactor make the donation to Trinity College instead so they don’t have to sell their mystery holdings?’

Harry’s expression was pained. ‘First, I’m surprised you wouldn’t jump at the chance. On the other hand, I understand why you’d be hesitant to deprive the poor man of his life’s work.’ Confronted with an ethical dilemma or a moral choice, Harry became mournful.

This happened now; he took on the gloomy aspect of Eeyore. ‘I don’t think it’s unethical for the college to take possession of something a faculty member created at the college.’ He paused for a long moment – the moral philosophy of Thomas Aquinas weighing in, no doubt. ‘I’m afraid your suggestion that the library forgo a sizable bequest and bestow it instead on Trinity College wouldn’t go over well with President Ledyard or the Board of Trustees.’

Ambler fumed. Harry was right. Ledyard would give away his eye teeth before he’d let another institution have money earmarked for his library; asking him to give up a donation was like asking a dog not to sniff.

‘I’ll need to appraise the collection before I agree. I made a wild guess as to its value. It may only be worth half that. Sam Abernathy didn’t build the collection based on market value. His purpose was academic. A lot of the writers he collected no one has ever heard of. They don’t have monetary value. They have value to scholars.’

‘It’s not your money.’ Harry, as much as he was capable of, had geared up for battle. ‘If this is how the donor wants to spend their money, who are you to say they can’t?’

‘I’m the curator of the collection.’ Ambler was already furious about the monetization of books and the arts. ‘The collection has value other than what it’s worth in dollars. Ask your pals Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas about intrinsic good.’

Harry was trying his best to bring Ambler around. ‘Think of how much more the president and the Board will value the crime fiction collection if it receives this donation. They’ll think of it on the level of some of the true literary collect …’ Harry froze; his eyes widened; watching Ambler’s reaction, he realized he’d stepped in it this time.

‘That isn’t what I mean. Not to say your crime fiction isn’t on the same level of literary value as other holdings,’ he said lamely. ‘It’s a valuable collection that will be more valuable with the new addition.’

Ambler arrived home that evening to a lively apartment; perhaps ‘jumpin’ would better describe it, given the hip-hop blaring from speakers his son John had somehow hooked up to his new iPhone. The kitchen table and counters were crowded with plates and bowls, utensils and kitchen equipment, enough paraphernalia to prepare a banquet rather than a simple supper.

‘Adele is coming for dinner,’ his grandson Johnny announced.

It was hard to tell who was in charge of the dinner preparations. Neither his son, who’d recently gotten out of prison, nor his nine-year-old grandson were what anyone would think of as accomplished cooks, though Johnny – under the tutelage of his maternal grandmother’s live-in cook – was learning the trade and considered himself a budding chef.

Johnny’s father had been living with Ambler and Johnny since his release. The boy had been living with Ambler since his mother’s tragic death a few years before. He hadn’t known his father, who’d been in jail almost as long as Johnny had been alive, until after his mother’s death. Now, they were making up for lost time, getting to know each other.

Two men and a boy in a one-bedroom apartment made for tight quarters. For Ambler, who’d lived a good part of his life alone until Johnny came along, the living conditions were unsettling, but he was happy to put up with the crowding and the inconvenience to have his son home. John, after his years in prison, hardly noticed the crowding; to him, the crowded apartment was the lap of luxury. Johnny with his dad home was in heaven; he’d live in a telephone booth if it was with his dad.

Adele arrived a few minutes after Ambler. Bustling into the apartment with her arms full – a box of fruit tarts from a neighborhood bakery, a bottle of wine, a baguette and who-knew-what else – Adele kissed Ambler and Johnny and awkwardly shook hands with John.

John tried to hide that he was uncomfortable around her, as he was uncomfortable around everyone except Ambler and Johnny. He hated telling anyone he was recently out of prison. The outside world was foreign to him, as if – like Rip Van Winkle – he’d awakened from a long sleep. Nothing around him was familiar, nothing as he remembered it. So he carried himself – though he was polite and quiet – with a chip on his shoulder, on guard against the world, expecting to be challenged by everyone he met.

Acutely aware of his unease around her, Adele wasn’t sure how to act around him, worried about him accepting her as much as he worried about her accepting him. Because she was closer to John in age than she was to Ambler, she thought John wouldn’t approve of her relationship with his father. They hadn’t told John yet that she was pregnant with Ambler’s child.

To avoid the hubbub in the kitchen, Ambler parked himself in an easy chair in his smallish living room with Lola, the dog – who’d grown to be the size of a small horse – nuzzling him until he patted her; she then lay down at his feet. From where he sat, he could watch the kitchen and, not for the first time, wonder about the changes the last few years had brought to his life.

What he realized at that moment was that despite the mammoth changes, especially over the last year or so, he was happier than he’d ever been; contented – his world at peace and everything in its place – in a way he hadn’t been since he was a child.

Up until a few years ago, he’d lived alone after his divorce from John’s mother when John was a boy. He forever regretted that he’d left John to grow up with his alcoholic and unstable mother. Never more so than when John – because of an unintentional shooting in which he’d killed a man – was sentenced to prison. Ambler did stay in touch with his son then, visiting him religiously in prison and working for years to get him a new trial and a reduced sentence, which finally happened a short time ago.

He was delighted his son and his grandson had taken so easily to each other; it was as if they’d never been apart. John, who was wary of everyone and uncomfortable everywhere, became totally at ease when he was with his son.

During the time John was in prison, Adele Morgan came to work at the library and, for reasons Ambler never understood, took Ambler under her wing, became his best friend, and later … more than a friend. This development came about under the strangest circumstances of all, when Adele found a little shoeshine boy haunting the gentrified bars on Ninth Avenue. The tragic circumstances that followed her meeting the boy led to Ambler discovering that the boy, by then essentially an orphan, was his grandson.

Now here they were, gathered in his cramped, rent-stabilized apartment, Ambler’s son reunited with his own son, and Ambler expecting in a few months to become a father again, thirty-some years after he first became a father. He was having a difficult time adjusting to the idea that he’d soon have a child younger than his own grandson – something he thought should be mathematically impossible. Yet he had come to believe he and Adele were in love.

The cloud hanging over these tranquil and happy times, what worried Ambler, was the effect prison had had on John. Despite the unthinkable reality that he’d killed another man, John had been a gentle boy, never a fighter, nothing close to a gangbanger. He devoted himself to poetry and music. He taught himself how to play the guitar, later took lessons, and became enough of a musician that he made his living playing with a traveling band and as a studio musician when he was home in the city.

This was what John hoped to do again … but he’d been out of circulation for almost a decade and was having a tough time finding a gig. Ambler had bought him a guitar after he was sentenced and he kept up his practice in the prison, so he played as good as ever if not better, and he’d kept up with changes in music, adding country and jazz and even classical to his repertoire. The problem – the unspoken difficulty – was being an ex-con. No one spoke the words. But everyone knew, certainly John.

So with this resentment and the chip on his shoulder, his son was too easily provoked. Ambler had already witnessed a couple of almost-confrontations, when John had reacted more defensively and potentially more violently to encounters that most people would let pass: one with a cab driver, who stopped just short of running into him as he was crossing the street, who fortunately for him saw the fury rising in John and backed off. There could have been other encounters that Ambler hadn’t witnessed. He knew how easily an ex-felon could run afoul of the law and find himself back in prison.

He’d shaken these scary thoughts out of his head and was heading to the dinner table when the phone rang. He hesitated, thinking he wouldn’t answer, when he recognized the 917 area code. Many of the faculty at Trinity College, including Sam Abernathy, lived in the Bronx, so he answered. It was Sam. Ambler was sure he’d called because he’d gotten wind of the donation that would enable Ambler to buy the Trinity College crime fiction holdings. But he was wrong.

‘What’s up?’ He braced himself for an uncomfortable conversation.

‘Well,’ said Sam. ‘I don’t know how to say this. I’m still in shock. Despite my obsession with murder mysteries, I never thought I’d find myself talking about the real thing.’

Ambler was slow to catch on. Or perhaps he did catch on, but was slow to admit to himself what he’d caught on to. ‘I beg your pardon …’

‘I hesitate to say … You see, there’s been a murder.’

Ambler, in spite of himself, knew before Sam uttered the words that this was what he would say. There’d been something in the tone of the speaker’s voice that – if you’ve encountered as many murders in your life as Ambler had – tips you off. ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said, hoping without hope that the murder would prove to have nothing to do with him.

‘Yes … It’s terrible. You’d want to think something like that would never have anything to do with you.’

Ambler’s ears pricked.
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