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Richard Wright locked the door of the union office behind him. The office was in a loft building on 37th Street between Seventh and Eighth Avenues in the Garment District. Preoccupied, he felt, more than saw, the rough texture of the wooden flooring, the industrial-sized, no-frills elevator. The rattle and tapping of sewing machines from seven in the morning until three thirty in the afternoon from the stitching shop three floors below was silenced now.

Not long before, his job had been backing a truck into the loading dock next to the building’s doorway. He thought it important when he was elected president of the local that the office be in the area where the members work. This way, they could feel the union belonged to them, and, if they wanted to, come in and look around, keep an eye on things. Not like the way it had been.

A car waited for him in in the loading dock. He thought it pompous and unnecessary that he be treated like some kind of royalty. That was the old way. He’d promised transparency and access to the members who elected him. After the second attempt on his life since the election, the executive board demanded he have a driver and quasi-bodyguard. The kid they picked was useless, scared of his own shadow, sullen, high on coke when he wasn’t stoned on weed, but he was a member, so Wright wouldn’t blow the whistle and get him fired. If the kid didn’t straighten out and was sent back to driving truck he would get himself fired anyway. Too many of the truckers were driving high, another problem the union needed to work on—a drug program, getting guys clean and back to work, rather than firing them, losing them to the street.

The kid didn’t turn around when Wright opened the back door; listening to music on his Walkman, he was in his usual fog. Wright was heading out to meet with a group of truckers at a nonunion textile jobbing house in Brooklyn. It was after rush hour so the trip didn’t take as long as it might. The meet was at a warehouse on the waterfront in Red Hook. The drivers interested in the union were scared, as they should be. A few workers by themselves were no match for the gangster overlords of the trucking companies.

It was already dark, the streets deserted, most of the docks and warehouses in Red Hook long abandoned since the arrival of containerized shipping in the seventies. Wright was a courageous man but not a fool. The drivers chose the meeting place, not a place he would have chosen. They wanted to meet on the down low, and he understood this. His driver was armed and he carried a weapon himself, though, a pacifist at heart, he’d hesitate to use it.

“Where you going?” Wright asked, as the car turned into an alley. No answer, and the car speeded up. He reached into his pocket for his gun, a relic from his days in the South, a present from the Deacons for Defense in Mississippi. It was too late. The car skidded to stop. The door beside him opened. He saw the midsection of a well-dressed man—white shirt, blue tie with a pattern in gold, the front panel and arm of a dark blue suit jacket. At the end of the man’s arm was a snub-nosed revolver that spat fire and bullets a half-dozen times.





 

Chapter 1

The day had gone badly for Raymond Ambler, a bitterly cold, gray, January day not long after New Year’s, the wind like a knife, slicing into the cavern cut by 42nd Street between the skyscrapers on either side. The wind stung his face and whipped under his trench coat as he walked the couple of blocks to the library from Grand Central, where he’d gotten off the subway from the courthouse downtown. Banks of piled-up snow, stained and filthy as only snow on a city street can get, hanging on from the storm the day after Christmas, lined the curb, the gutters at each street corner a half-foot deep in slush and muddy water.

Fuming after four hours of haranguing by a trio of five-hundred-dollar-an-hour attorneys against him and his representative, an Orthodox Jewish family lawyer from Borough Park, the ink on her Brooklyn Law School diploma barely dry. The custody battle was over a grandson he never knew he had until they’d come together under tragic circumstances when the boy was eight.

He’d had to take the morning off from work, so his coworker and friend, Adele Morgan, was helping as best she could assemble an exhibit Ambler was curating at the 42nd Street Library. The exhibit, celebrating the library’s collection of American mystery novels, had taken two years of planning. A Century-and-a-Half of Murder and Mystery in New York City was scheduled to open in a few weeks. The preparation was behind schedule because of the Christmas blizzard and now more delays because of family court dates, meetings with attorneys, and mediation sessions. His grandson Johnny’s grandmother, a wealthy socialite, was trying to undermine Ambler’s relationship with the boy so she could alter the terms of the custody agreement. So far, because Johnny wanted to live with Ambler, she’d been unsuccessful. But she was relentless.

As he climbed the steps between the two marble lions standing guard in front of the library, he saw a man in front of him at the top of the steps and recognized the broad shoulders, the bulky shape, the close-cropped gray hair. He hadn’t seen Mike Cosgrove, a NYPD homicide detective, since Mike had persuaded a young—everyone was young these days—Manhattan assistant district attorney not to bring murder charges against him over a year ago.

Despite the frigid weather, groups of tourists, bound up in colorful and fashionable down jackets and coats, many of them young, slim, dark-haired, and Asian, took photos on the library steps, or passed one another in a steady, if disheveled, parade up and down the steps. He caught up with Mike inside the cavernous, ornate foyer, Astor Hall. When Cosgrove turned around, Ambler realized someone was with him.

“Ray. I was just coming to see you.…” Cosgrove put his hand on the shoulder of the man beside him. “Paul Higgins.” He reached for Ambler’s shoulder with his other hand. “Paul, this is the man you want, Ray Ambler.” Seeming pleased with himself, he stood between them with a hand on each man’s shoulder like a referee between two welterweights.

Ambler shook the man’s hand and met his gaze. It was steady and probing, at the same time ingratiating, eager; you’d have to say genuine. A thatch of red hair rusting to gray, a scar on his forehead, his nose broken more than once, shoulders slightly stooped, he moved stiffly, as if in chronic pain from long-ago injuries, a guy you might think of as an old warhorse, or a former athlete, football more than tennis.

“Paul,” the man said, “Paul Higgins,” pumping Ambler’s arm vigorously. “I’ve been anxious to meet you.”

“Oh?” Ambler took a mental step back from Higgins’s enthusiasm.

“Paul’s a writer,” Cosgrove said.

“You probably haven’t heard of me.” Higgins said, “I’m kind of an amateur.” The admission didn’t dampen his enthusiasm.

Given a minute to sort through the zillion book titles and authors in his memory, Ambler did recognize the name. A retired cop, maybe FBI, Higgins had written a couple of all-American-vigilante-hero versus evil-to-the-core criminal thrillers that made an initial splash and quickly faded. He was being modest, not as obscure as he implied, not far off on the “amateur” appraisal.

“Of course,” Ambler said. “Dark Night of Terror, right?”

“Night of Black Terror,” Higgins said. “I’m amazed you know of it.” He knew better, it seemed, than to ask if he’d read it.

The point of meeting Ambler, Higgins got to quickly enough, was he wanted to donate his papers to the New York Public Library’s crime fiction collection. Because he had some concerns, Cosgrove suggested he meet Ambler.

Ambler wasn’t interested—he didn’t think Higgins as a writer had much in the way of lasting value—until something Cosgrove said rang a bell.

“Paul worked NYPD intelligence for over thirty years, Ray. He’s got stuff no one would believe.”

“Oh?” said Ambler.

*   *   *

What struck him was a coincidence. A week before, his son John had called him from the upstate prison where he was serving time. A lifer there told John he was a friend of his father and wanted to talk to him. The prisoner, Devon Thomas, in fact had been Ambler’s friend—a very good friend—from sixth grade until Devon dropped out of high school at sixteen to run with the Black Peoples Party, the last time Ambler had seen him, except in a Daily News photo wearing handcuffs.

On his monthly visit to his son the previous Saturday, he looked up his friend. Devon told him he was in prison for a murder he didn’t commit.

“My kid brother did the murder.” His hard stare faltered. “Trey was a snitch. I took the rap because I knew someone would kill him in here.”

“And now?”

“He died a couple of weeks ago.”

A skeptical person might doubt Devon’s story—that he’d spent his adult life in prison for a crime he didn’t commit out of loyalty to his brother. Ambler believed him. He’d met Devon in sixth grade at a new school for Ambler. The first day, he was surrounded in a hallway by a half-dozen would-be hoodlums taunting him for some imagined or fabricated slight, when he felt an arm around his shoulder. It was Devon, who amiably brushed aside the thugs and walked him into the classroom.

Ambler knew some of the history behind Devon’s arrest and conviction because it was major news in the tabloids at the time. In the early eighties, a group of truck drivers took on a corrupt union in the garment trucking industry. One of the leaders of the insurgents, Richard Wright, was murdered shortly after he was elected president of the local union in a government monitored election. Devon Thomas killed him, the newspapers said, in a feud between rival gangs over drug territory.

“No way I’d kill him,” Devon said. “I loved him like a father. Trey was a rat, a snitch. I didn’t know. Never thought it. Never suspected, until he got scared and told me. Told me his handler told him to off Richard.

“When he told me, I wanted to kill Trey myself. You became a snitch because you were paid or you did it to keep yourself out of prison. His handler from the NYPD told Trey he’d get off. Then, something went wrong and the handler told Trey he’d have to plead to manslaughter. They’d get him out in three years.

“Trey told me he whacked Richard and was going up for it. I couldn’t let him do it. I took the rap. I thought I’d get the same deal they told Trey, manslaughter, a three-year bid. Hah! I got life.”

Devon’s hair, still kinky, had turned gray, tight curls now, where years before it was a giant Afro; his eyes were clear, still hard, still something friendly in them, too, a flash of kindness behind the hard; his skin darker than Ambler remembered, his features as much European as African, a slender nose, thin lips. He’d developed a prison body, muscular, athletic. As he talked, he’d reach out now and again, putting his hand on Ambler’s forearm to make sure he had his attention, to reinforce the connection. He did this now.

“Trey got the AIDS. I got compassion leave to visit him in the hospice. He was out of his head a lot. Right before he died, he told me he didn’t kill Richard. They killed him.”

“Who’s they?”

Devon shook his head. “I don’t know. I got some ideas. I been going back over what happened back then. I’m using the prison library. But it’s slow. I thought you might see what you can find in that library of yours about what happened back then. I read about you. That’s what you do, right? You find out what really happened when someone was killed.”

“Not exactly. You can tell the truth now, right? Your brother’s dead. You didn’t commit the murder.”

Devon’s eyes locked on Ambler’s. “Who’d believe me?”

Ambler nodded.

“I know you, Ray. We were bros.” Devon laughed. It began as a kind of giggle, catching on like an uncertain motor until it became a chuckle, and then a full-out laugh. The sound of it rolled back the years to the endless summers he and Devon, baseball gloves and bats over their shoulders, rambled through Flatbush seeking out pick-up games in school yards and vacant lots, the nights they played stickball under the streetlights between the parked cars on East 19th Street off Beverley Road.

*   *   *

It was a long shot that Higgins knew anything about the murder Devon was in prison for. Still, it was worth asking. “Tell me about the collection,” Ambler said. “What’s in the papers? Is it about your undercover work?”

“I kept a lot of things.” Higgins’s tight-lipped expression made clear he’d play his cards close to the vest. “Newspaper clippings, photos, tapes of conversations, transcripts, interviews I did with assets I handled, copies of reports I filed—”

“Why would you do that, keep your own files?”

“At first, it was for protection, to have my own record in case something came up.” He sized up Ambler. “Later, I saw it as material for stories I might write.” As he said this, he dropped his gaze, looking at the marble floor as he spoke, suddenly shy. “I have this idea that what I have here is history no one knows about, and won’t know about unless they find it here.”

Ambler paid closer attention.

“The thing is I’m not going to get anyone in trouble. I can’t do that. Some of what went on, people wouldn’t understand; maybe they will later, years from now. Those weren’t church picnics we infiltrated.”

Ambler raised his eyebrows. “I imagine you infiltrated those, too.”

Cosgrove chuckled. Higgins glanced sharply at Ambler. Menacing without making an effort at it, he was a hard, tough guy who didn’t need to prove it.

“You might restrict parts of the collection until the statute of limitations runs out or—”

“There’s no statute of limitations on murder.” Higgins’s tone was matter-of-fact.

Ambler snuck a glance at Cosgrove, who seemed to take the revelation in stride. Higgins’s wide-eyed expression was a burlesque of a boy trying to look angelic.

Ambler nodded in the direction of the stairway. “Let’s go up to my office.”

Halfway up the massive staircase, they ran into Adele Morgan and her friend Leila Stone, a research assistant in Manuscripts and Archives Division, on the way down. Adele stopped to say hello to Mike Cosgrove. Leila stopped for a second, glanced at them, and hurried on, so Adele, with an exasperated shrug, followed. The three men watched the two women descend the stairs.

“Looks like we scared them off,” Cosgrove said.

Ambler led Cosgrove and Higgins to the small reading room on the second floor that housed the library’s crime fiction collection. Bookcases lined the walls on one level; a narrow stairway like a fire escape led to a mezzanine level with wrought iron railings and more bookcase-lined walls.

Higgins took in his surroundings with a kind of awe, as if he might take off his hat, if he wore one, and tiptoe to his seat; his reverence for the collection softened Ambler’s attitude toward him. They sat at an oak library table in the middle of the room.

“Where is everyone?” Cosgrove asked, a good-natured needle.

Ambler rose to the bait. “Today’s quiet. Lately, it’s been busy.” He caught Mike’s little grin and felt foolish for being defensive, yet how could he not be with so much of the library, especially what might be thought an underused collection, on the chopping block?

“All of this is crime fiction?” Higgins waved his arm to take in the bookshelves.

Amber smiled in spite of himself. “Where are your files now?”

Higgins lowered his eyebrows. “Somewhere safe.”

Ambler told him the library didn’t like to restrict access to collections. “We like to think we’re here so people can find things, not build collections people can’t get at.”

“Some of my notes and reports on my undercover work, real-life operations my books are based on, I’d have to know for sure no one would see them. Or I’d have to get rid of them.”

If the collection was valuable, Ambler told him, the library could restrict a limited part of it for a period of time. He’d have to look into it and get permission. They talked for a while longer, with Higgins describing what was in the collection and telling Ambler about some of his undercover work.

After a while, when Higgins seemed to have gotten comfortable talking about the past, Ambler asked, “Do you remember in the mid-eighties a truckers union leader, Richard Wright, was murdered?”

Higgins knitted his brow and then shook his head.

Ambler told Higgins and Cosgrove the story Devon had told him.

“Sounds like bullshit to me,” Higgins said. “His brother’s dead. Why not hang the murder on him?”

“Maybe you’re right. But it could have happened the way he said, couldn’t it? You used bad guys to set up other bad guys. Nothing ever got out of hand? Suppose he’s telling the truth—”

“He’s not.” The change in Higgins’s expression was remarkable, as if someone yanked a cable tightening everything in his face. He turned to Cosgrove. “What’s with this guy? You said we could trust him.”

“I trust him,” Cosgrove said mildly.

Higgins turned sullen. “What’s in my papers might help if someone wants to write my biography someday, if a scholar wants to analyze my books, if someone studying crime fiction wants to know the history behind the books. That’s why I’m donating the papers. Nothin’ in there’s gonna help some gangbanger who thinks he got a raw deal. All them fucking lowlifes think everything they did is someone else’s fault.” He drilled Ambler with a rock-hard stare. “I gotta think about this.” Higgins then turned an accusatory glare on Cosgrove.

Ambler watched them leave. It was unlikely Higgins would drop a collection of incriminating documents into his arms. If he did donate his papers, he’d most likely purge the collection of anything incriminating, preserving documents that reflected his unique view of the history of his times. “History is written by the victors.”





 

Chapter 2

The main exhibition room on the first floor was closed to the public while the library staff assembled the exhibit Ambler was curating. He’d chosen a dozen crime-fiction writers who either lived in the city or whose stories were set in the city, beginning with Edgar Allan Poe.

He found the Edgar Allan Poe Cottage records in the Manuscripts and Archives Division’s holdings. The other holdings included a facsimile of “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” as well as a lock of Poe’s hair, an original calling card of E. A. Poe, and a few original letters to Poe, including one written by Washington Irving. There were also prints from the library’s collection, including one entitled Mary Rogers, The Cigar Girl, Murdered at Hoboken, July 25, 1841, the real-life murder case that inspired Poe’s “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt.”

Late that afternoon, Adele closed a display case containing book covers from the library’s Dime Novel collection and looked up at Ambler. “Sorry about what happened on the stairs. I hope Detective Cosgrove didn’t think I was avoiding him.”

“No. It was Leila avoiding us. She needs to practice if she hopes to do well in the Miss Congeniality contest.”

“She’s really not so bad, Raymond. She’s abrupt. That’s her manner. I don’t know why you’re so hard on her.”

Ambler rolled his eyes.

Adele began shuffling through Ambler’s notes. “Georges Simenon? He’s a stretch. Paris? The Riviera?”

“Two books set in New York. He lived here for a time.”

“And he’s one of your favorite writers. I’ll let it go. Dashiell Hammett? San Francisco.” She put her hands on her hips.

“The Thin Man, New York.”

“Vera Caspary? I never heard of her.”

“Laura. You’ve heard of Laura, right?”

“I saw the movie.”

“She wrote the book here. She was a Communist and a bohemian.”

“My kind of girl,” said Adele. “Chester Himes?”

“The Gravedigger Jones and Coffin Ed Johnson books are set in Harlem—an imaginary Harlem, but isn’t everything in fiction imaginary?”

She winked. Her habit was to wink at odd moments, sometimes after a wisecrack, sometimes to make a point. He wondered if she knew how cute she was when she did it. She laughed, too, after the wink, and her face lit up. He felt it, too, her happiness in the moment. Often, she was engrossed in her work or deep in her thoughts. At those times, she was pretty, but remote, lost in herself in a way that seemed to exclude anyone else, including him. At those times, he felt sad for her; she seemed so alone. She had some darkness in her, deep unhappiness. He didn’t know what it was or what caused it. That part of her she kept to herself. So when she laughed like she did now and her brown eyes danced, he grew happy right along with her. He had some dark places himself that, without knowing she did, she yanked him out of when she was cheerful.

Talking about books, doing his work, absorbed Ambler, too. Engrossed in preparing finding aids for the collections, browsing in auction catalogs, digging through piles of long-ago correspondence or hand-written spiral notebooks of once-famous mystery writers, he could spend an entire afternoon without noticing the time passing, never looking at a clock, bent over his work long enough for his bones and joints to practically freeze in place.

A Century-and-a-Half of Murder and Mystery in New York City would come together, despite the difficulties. He’d been able to put the custody battle out of his mind for a few hours and spent part of the afternoon with Adele. It was a good day. Later, when he’d look back, he’d remember this afternoon among manuscripts, diaries, letters, and notebooks as a last moment of serenity—a prelude to the turmoil and tragedy to come.





 

Chapter 3

When the library closed at 6:00, Ambler walked with Adele to the Library Tavern on Madison Avenue where they often stopped for a beer after work. On the walk over, he told her about the custody mediation session that morning.

She walked close to him, her hip every few steps bumping his, close enough so that every few steps he caught a wisp of a scent like roses from her hair. She wore black slacks of a loose, thin material that drifted against her slim legs, a long, pale green cardigan sweater over a loose-fitting white blouse, her hair tied in a ponytail. Most of the time she was casual and relaxed in dress and manner but striking all the same.

“Those lawyers arguing over Johnny like a pack of wild dogs fighting over a carcass, they only care about winning and making money, not him—and his grandmother doesn’t even show up. What kind of grandmother is that?” Her reaction was because she was protective of him and especially of Johnny. He smiled.

After they’d seated themselves at the bar and said hello to McNulty the bartender, who set them up with their mugs of beer, Ambler told her about Paul Higgins.

Only the slightest hesitation in McNulty’s movements tipped off Ambler that the bartender was listening. Ambler caught this because of something McNulty told him one night. “Like the book,” he’d said then. “The guy sweeping up, sometimes the cab driver, the bartender, the secretary—when there used to be secretaries—people talking, especially about something intense, they forget you’re there. They don’t notice you, especially bartenders, unless we want to be noticed, the ‘invisible man.’”

“You can listen,” Ambler said.

McNulty raised his eyebrows, not allowing he’d been caught. Ambler had known him a long time. It was as if McNulty worked at the library. He knew everything that went on there, especially anything to do with Ambler’s crime fiction collection.

“This one might interest you. The FBI spied on your father, right?”

“They probably still do,” McNulty said. “They spied on me. They might be spying on you. Lots of dangerous stuff in libraries—books, ideas, stuff like that.”

“McNulty, you’re paranoid,” Adele said.

“Like Yossarian was paranoid.” McNulty wasn’t a big guy; his gruffness made him seem big. The gruffness was an illusion, too. He’d been a bartender a long time and looked it, a paunch a bit more formidable than middle-aged spread, wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, a kind of florid complexion, and a keenness in the expression in his eyes that suggested you wouldn’t put much over on him.

Adele turned to Ambler. “So what happened?” She put one hand on her hip and pressed the index finger of her other hand against her lip, an unconscious pose she struck when she was thinking. He looked into her eyes, feeling more than thinking he was happy she was beside him.

He told her about Paul Higgins’s proposal.

“So you think his books aren’t so good but what’s in his papers might be interesting, if not incriminating, but you scared him off.”

“Yes.”

“You think you’ll find anything?” asked McNulty, who’d hovered nearby. “A lawyer I know did a Freedom of Information request for my files from the FBI. I got about fifty pages; most of them had black lines drawn through them, blotting out anything that would give away who the stool pigeons were.”

“The what!?” Adele laughed. “You sound like James Cagney.”

“I doubt—” Ambler paused because Adele was gathering herself to leave. He looked at her questioningly.

“I’m meeting Leila for dinner.”

*   *   *

“Why didn’t you tell her you didn’t want her to go?” McNulty said.

“What’re you talking about?” Ambler took a drink of his beer.

“You should see your face. You don’t play poker, right? If you do, stop. You’ll go broke.”

Ambler grimaced.

“If you were a man of conviction, you’d run after her.”

Ambler knew what McNulty was doing, and he’d still fall for it. “What? What?”

McNulty’s eyes sprang open. “What’s the poor woman got to do? After what you’ve been through together? Her taking care of that kid like he’s her own. Her taking care of you, too—” McNulty shook his head. “She’ll find another guy. She’ll find another guy whenever she wants.” He glanced behind him and then drew a draught of beer into a coffee cup and took a drink. “Maybe she’s the one needs her head examined. Who’s this Leila you don’t like so much?”

Ambler started to say one thing and changed his mind. “I wouldn’t say I don’t like her. It’s that there’s something blank about her. She’s guarded, too careful. Almost always, librarians have interests: art history; Jane Austen; the lives of ants; opera; the costumes French royalty wore. For me, it’s crime; for someone else, it’s homing pigeons on rooftops in the Bronx or collecting tea sets. I don’t say librarians have to be interested in things; they just are. She isn’t. It would be as if someone came to work behind the bar who didn’t bet on horses or argue about the Yankees or yell at the servers. It would be weird, right?”

“Such things happen.” McNulty said. “You told Adele about that undercover cop who wants to donate his papers. That’s who you find behind the bar who don’t belong: management plants. Snitches.”

Because the FBI had spied on his Communist father for a half century, McNulty had an abiding hatred of informers and made sure everyone who stayed at the bar long enough for more than one drink knew it.

*   *   *

“Hey, sorry I’m late.”

Leila looked up from the folded New York Times. She had a pencil and had been working on the crossword puzzle. Lost in thought when she glanced up, her expression unguarded, she seemed fearful—fear and irritation. She didn’t like being taken by surprise. “No problem.” She forced a feeble smile and folded the paper again, placing it in a cloth bag at her feet. “Working late?”

“I stopped to have a beer with Raymond.”

A flash of irritation crossed Leila’s face. Her expression always severe, irritated if not angry, fit her sharp features, thin lips, the muddy, lifeless, brown eyes. She wasn’t attractive, didn’t try to be; her hair a dull color somewhere between blonde and brown, neither long nor short, her clothes shapeless, she dressed like someone with no imagination would expect a librarian to dress.

Leila didn’t like Raymond. She never said why and Adele didn’t ask. Raymond hadn’t warmed to Leila either, not when she began working in Manuscripts and Archives a couple of months ago, not after she and Adele became friends. Leila wasn’t outgoing, certainly not flirty; but that wouldn’t bother Raymond. You wouldn’t mistake him for a charmer either, nor was he easily beguiled by flirty women. Whatever it was they didn’t like about each other, the air crackled with it when they were in the same room.

She wasn’t sure why she’d become friends with Leila. Taking the new kid under her wing had been her lot in life since elementary school. Growing up, she’d been reasonably popular and hadn’t worried when she wasn’t. Pretty enough to have a boyfriend of sorts—if not a Prince Charming—most of the time through high school and college; when she didn’t, she had her poetry and her books, and volunteer work with younger kids, which she began in third grade. Now she had her work in the library, her poetry still her secret passion, a boyfriend-of-sorts in Raymond—if he’d ever get his ass in gear—and Johnny, his grandson, who filled her life in ways no one ever had before.

Leila’s cell phone rang. She took it from her purse, looked at the number. “I’ve got to take this.” She walked toward the restaurant door. When she returned, her face was frozen into the kind of numb stare you might expect when someone received terrible news. Adele feared the call had been to tell her someone died.

“No,” said Leila. “It’s not that. It’s personal, a not-so-good memory. Not something I want to talk about.”

They each ordered a salad and an appetizer. Adele drank a glass of Pinot Grigio, Leila a Diet Coke. For most of the meal, Adele answered questions, though she tried to turn the conversation around.

“You’re from Dallas?” Adele asked.

“A small town farther south. I went to college in Dallas and stayed for a few years afterward.”

“Doing what?”

“Not much. Dead-end jobs, sales, telephone solicitation, stuff like that.”

“Then you went to library school? Is that why you came to New York?”

“Something like that. A friend wanted to move here, so I came along.” She sipped from her Coke. Her eyes narrowed and she lowered her voice. “I want to ask you something. It’s about that reader who’s using the Islamic manuscript collection.”

“What about him?”

“What’s he working on?”

Adele shrugged. “I don’t have the slightest idea. The manuscripts are in Arabic.” She was surprised by another look of irritation that crossed Leila’s face, as if she, Adele, was an underling who’d screwed something up.

“Not translations?”

“Arabic.”

Leila’s expression didn’t change.

Adele smiled mischievously. “He is kind of good looking and mysterious.” She really wasn’t one for girl talk. It came out when she talked with Leila—so much in need of a friend yet so hard to connect with.

“You seriously don’t know what he’s working on?”

“He’s a doctoral student at Columbia. He speaks English. You can ask him. He’s translating something; I guess for his dissertation.”

“Is there a record of the documents he’s using—what he calls up?”

“The call slips are there.”

“Can you give me a list of books he’s taken out?”

“No. You know we don’t do that.”

“Okay. Okay.” She bent to her salad and ate in silence. Leila was difficult to figure out. She pouted, as if Adele failed her in some way.

By the end of dinner, Leila’s mood improved; a look of vague worry replaced the irritation. She told Adele about a Korean nail salon near the library that did leg massages. It sounded creepy but Adele feigned interest, agreeing half-heartedly she’d give it a try. Leila decided they’d go on Saturday; she’d make appointments for both of them. Adele really wasn’t interested, yet it was touching Leila tried so hard to be friends. When Leila’s phone rang again as they walked toward Fifth Avenue, she let it ring. When it rang again, she did look, withdrawing into herself, putting up a shield, as she lifted the phone to her ear. “Yes? What?” She walked away, her back to Adele.

Adele took a step or two in her direction. She wasn’t exactly trying to listen, but she wasn’t averse to overhearing. What she heard were snippets, words disjointedly floating on the wind between long pauses and garbled sounds. “You’re not supposed to know … pretend … don’t … I won’t … don’t … my assignment.”

*   *   *

That night, after being chastised by McNulty, as Ambler put the key into the outside door lock of his building, he felt that something was wrong, something off. He’d lived in the city long enough for it to be second nature to be aware of what was around him on the street at night. He hadn’t noticed anything unusual, or what he’d noticed didn’t register as unusual, until he felt uneasy as he opened the door. As soon as he felt the uneasiness, he remembered a battered, white, Chevy van parked in front of a fire hydrant near Third Avenue, realizing now it shouldn’t have been there, the motor shut off, no lights, apparently no one inside.

Before he could turn, he felt someone beside him. Sinking into a crouch, he prepared to turn. A voice stopped him. “Stay cool. It’s Paul Higgins, Mike Cosgrove’s—”

“I know who you are.” Ambler kept his tai-chi crouch, turning slowly.

Higgins wore a windbreaker with the collar up and a Yankee cap with the brim pulled low on his forehead. More than once, he glanced over his shoulder checking the street and sidewalk in both directions. He gestured with his hand, which was in his jacket pocket. “I need you take a ride with me.” He nodded in the direction Ambler had come from—toward the white van.

Ambler hesitated. He met Higgins’s gaze. “Why would I do that?”

Higgins half smiled and glanced at the pocket of his jacket.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I don’t have time to explain.” It was easy to believe him because he kept glancing over his shoulder. Though he was on edge, he was cocky. His body tense, he was on alert; but the expression in his eyes stayed calm; he seemed slightly amused. “At the risk of sounding trite, if you do what I tell you, you won’t get hurt.”

Ambler shrugged and walked in front of Higgins to the van. Thoughts, possibilities ran through his mind: What if he ran? Would Higgins shoot? Would he miss? Why was he doing this? He had no reason to do what he was doing. Ambler considered explaining this to him. But of course that would be useless.

Higgins opened the door on the passenger side and gestured for Ambler to get in. He had a moment while Higgins walked around to the driver’s side. But he’d already dismissed the idea of making a break for it, and he didn’t have any confidence that he could win a wrestling match over a gun with Higgins, so he watched him walk past the front of the van. Higgins kept an eye on Ambler, as well as the street and sidewalks around him, not jittery, quite at ease actually. He climbed into the driver’s seat, put a small pistol in his lap, and turned the ignition. With much creaking and groaning the truck pulled away from the curb, Higgins dividing his attention between the side mirrors, the street in front of him, and Ambler. He took Third Avenue uptown, went east on 42nd to First Avenue, north again to 57th Street, where he turned left and headed cross town, shifting his gaze between the mirrors, the traffic in front of him, and Ambler. When he reached Ninth Avenue, he headed downtown. At one intersection, Ambler looked out the side window, judging the time the truck was stopped at a traffic light and the distance from his seat to the street below.

“Don’t unbuckle your seatbelt,” Higgins said calmly.

Ambler took a deep breath and watched his captor.

After a moment, Higgins said, “As you might guess, I’m making sure no one’s following me.… Probably a waste of time. They could have a GPS stuck to the bottom of the truck or follow signals from my cell phone.”

Ambler noticed the dozen or so file boxes in the back of the van and began to put together a version of what might be taking place in Higgins’s, and now his, world.

Higgins saw him looking at the boxes. “I’ll explain. For the moment, I need to concentrate.” Despite paying so much attention to what was behind, he moved through the city traffic with ease, switching lanes, speeding up, slowing down, keeping abreast of the cabs, making the timed lights.

“Am I your prisoner?”

Higgins gave him a sidelong glance that he couldn’t decipher.

“Are those the papers you told me about?”

Higgins glanced at the boxes. “I told someone I shouldn’t have I was donating them to the library.”

“You’re giving us the collection?”

“I talked with Mike.” He glanced at Ambler. “Mike and I were in Nam. People like us, our generation, we’re dying off.” Higgins talked on, weaving through traffic, turning corners, inching through waves of pedestrians crossing the street, heading uptown, crosstown, downtown again. What he took a long time to say, what Ambler understood him to say, was that he’d come to believe that history—if not the present—deserved the truth. “Everything’s there. I’m asking that until I’m dead, or enough almost dead for it not to make a difference, you won’t let anyone get at certain parts of it. That’s what you told me. That’s part of the deal, right?”

“It might have been before you abducted me.”

The van was a bare-boned contraption, standard shift, a gear box in the middle of the floor between them, an unadorned dashboard, levers to roll the windows up and down, sturdy seats that handled bumps and potholes like a wooden bench.

“You’ll be okay.”

“Restrict part of the collection? It can be part of a deal, unless your spy-on-your-fellow-citizens friends get a court order. There’s a lot of that going around.”

Higgins shook his head. “They wouldn’t. It’d be opening a can of worms.”

“Aren’t we trying to lose whoever’s following us because they want those documents?”

Higgins shook his head. “Nothing official. This chase is someone’s freelance project.”

“Who?”

Higgins turned to Ambler. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” Ambler froze. Higgins laughed. “Trust me, you don’t want to know. Is there somewhere we can drop this stuff tonight?”

“Tonight? I don’t know.” On one of their passes across 42nd Street, Ambler noticed the library lit up like New Year’s Eve, as it was often in the evening for one society function or another. As long as all the systems were running, security and maintenance were on hand. The guards might let them drop off some files. It was worth a try. He told Higgins his thinking.

“With luck, security is a retired cop.” Higgins said.

They were both right. A library police supervisor, retired from New York’s finest, was at the 40th Street service entrance shooting the bull with the guard on duty. After some ex-cop reminiscing with Higgins, he gestured to the guard to open the garage door and Higgins backed the van up to the loading dock. The guard called maintenance to help deliver the boxes to the crime fiction reading room on the second floor.

Higgins left after that, not offering Ambler a ride home, which Ambler didn’t want anyway. It may have crossed his mind that he might not see Higgins again, but if the thought was there, it never became fully formed.
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