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Now hast thou but one bare hour to live

And then thou must be damned perpetually.

Stand still, you ever-moving spheres of Heaven

That time may cease and midnight never come.

—Christopher Marlowe

Doctor Faustus
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LOOK FOR US on starless nights when the moon is new. Look closely, because we’re hard to see. We don’t run in packs like wolves or feral dogs; we fear each other as much as we fear the light. The shadows are our home, and we know them as you know the staircase to your bedroom, the light switch on your bathroom wall. Look for us, but keep your distance. We’re the Midnight Men, and the prey we’re stalking could be you.

It was one of those gummy mornings we get all through July and August, when the warm wet towel on your face is the air you’re breathing, and the headache you wake up with is the same one you took to bed the night before. Milk turns in the refrigerator. Doors swell. Flies clog the screens gasping for oxygen. Everything you touch sticks, including the receiver you pick up just to stop the bell from jangling loose your tender brain.

“Yeah?” If it’s eloquence you seek, don’t call me before breakfast.

The voice on the other end was female and very brisk. “Amos Walker? Please hold for Owen Mullett.” After a muffled click, I was treated to the score of a hit musical I had managed to avoid when it played Detroit.

My eggs were making angry noises in the kitchen. Yawning bitterly, I carried the telephone in from the living room and propped the receiver under my chin while I diced part of a green pepper into pieces the size of pencil shavings and sprinkled them over the yolks and whites in the skillet. Next to cigarettes and whiskey, spices are my only serious addiction, courtesy of some gypsies on my mother’s side. I let the eggs cook a while and then killed the gas. The music was still playing. I turned on the radio over the breakfast nook. It was tuned to the all-oldies station as usual. The telephone cord wouldn’t let me sit down, so I placed the plate with the eggs on the edge of the table and ate standing up.

I was pouring a second cup of coffee when the telephone music stopped. I set down the pot and held the receiver out to the radio speaker Little Richard was screaming “Lucille.” I gave it five bars and then flipped it off and returned the instrument to my ear.

Someone was diddling the plunger. “Hello? Hello?” It was a harsh, impatient voice, the kind that comes with the key to the executive washroom. “Damn it, is anyone on this line?”

“This is Walker,” I said. “I heard yours. What do you think of mine?”

“What are you talking about? I don’t have time for kid games. Oh, to hell with it. This is Owen Mullett. Do you remember me?”

“I should say I do, Mr. Mullett. And even if I didn’t, I’d remember your money.” There was no reason I shouldn’t. So far it had settled two alimony payments, overhauled my Cutlass, put new wallpaper in my office, replaced the venerable magazines in my reception room, and installed fresh lettering on the door.

Owen Mullet agreed. “Five hundred dollars a week just for staying available is hard to forget. Don’t think Transcontinental Transport takes sums like that lightly in today’s economic climate. We have investors to whom the notion of retaining a private detective—”

“What can I do for you, Mr. Mullett?”

He cleared his throat. It sounded like heavy static on the line. “Do you have any objection to going to the University of Michigan?”

“Think they’ll take me?”

“Be serious, Walker. There’s a load of bound newspapers due at the Ann Arbor campus this afternoon for microfilming. They’re all from the last century. Some collectors would pay a bundle to have them, and they wouldn’t ask too many questions about where they came from.”

“All collectors are nuts,” I said. “I tend to have not a lot to do with them, ever since a cop I know arrested one for collecting dead women’s shoes.”

“It’s the driver we’re interested in, not the collector.”

“Talk away, Mr. Mullett.”

Again he cleared his larynx. You can measure a company man’s importance by the amount of presidential shoe polish lodged in his throat.

“As you know, we’ve been plagued by hijackings lately,” he began. “A lot of hijackings. Far more than any of our competitors.”

I ate my eggs and listened. I wish I hadn’t.

Like everything else, tailing a subject requires certain accessories: Water cooler. Dried foods. Portable electric razor. Binoculars. Paperbound books to help while away hours spent outside apartment buildings and motels. Complete change of clothing. Blankets. Gasoline credit cards. Change for parking meters and pay telephones. I had enough stuff jammed under the bucket seats of my little Cutlass to stock a bomb shelter. You never know how long you’ll be out on one of these things. One time I picked up a salesman suspected of larceny from his employer Thursday afternoon and didn’t get home until 3:00 A.M. Monday. Oh, and a large empty coffee can.

I had a full tank of gas and was parked in a loading zone across from a garage on Van Dyke, pretending to read the Free Press through a pair of sunglasses. The garage was a 1950s construction, white gloss enamel over cement block, with old-fashioned pumps out front, soon to be replaced by the kind that registers your purchase in liters, which was the Bureau of Weights and Measures’ way of allowing merchants to charge more for less—as if they needed help. Enough die-cast letters had dropped out of the legend NORM’S SUPER SERVICE over the big doors to make it unintelligible.

A cabover Kenworth with trailer was parked next to the building facing the street, big as Judgment Day and bearing the company’s red double-T logo on the front of the box. Its diesel was idling, belching round black smoke signals out of its chromed stack. The rig was waiting for a party named Dooley Bass, half owner of Norm’s Super Service and sometime driver for Transcontinental Transport. He had been hijacked twice in three months and his employers were beginning to wonder.

I knew he was going to be sobering news when he emerged from the cool, dark interior of the garage, squinting into the sun and dragging a beefy brown forearm across his brow. He was all muscle and thick hard belly under a green work shirt stained dark under the armpits and down the front, and he wore his dirty blond hair in bangs the way Chuck Connors used to in Branded. He had a big, clean-shaven jaw and very pale blue eyes against the bronze of his face. He was younger than I. I hoped we could keep our relationship on a vehicle-to-vehicle basis.

He walked clear around the rig, kicking each of the outside tires with a square-toed cowboy boot that for a change looked as if it might have seen use west of Kalamazoo. His muscles bulged as he gripped the handbar and swung his six-feet-something up into the driver’s seat. The door whammed shut, there was the plaintive awharr of a great transmission grinding reluctantly into grandpappy low, the engine throbbed louder, and when the traffic let up, sixteen tons of steel and rubber trundled, groaning and hissing, onto Van Dyke heading north. I let two cars go by and then pulled out behind. The corrugated steel trailer was easy to overlook, like a brontosaurus on a whole wheat roll.

I followed him up the ramp onto the westbound Edsel Ford Freeway and made myself comfortable, unsnapping the .38 in its police holster from my belt and laying it on the seat next to my hip. The air conditioner worked for two minutes and then quit, but with the vents open and my window down, the cool air coming in from outside felt good against my overheated skin. I got the radio going. Sarah Vaughan sang “It Ain’t No Use.” It was one I liked. If there was an omen in the refrain, it was wasted on me. I fired up a Winston and let the slipstream suck the smoke out the window.

Feeling a responsibility to my client now that I was on retainer, I had purchased fresh batteries for the paging device in my shirt pocket and was wearing it everywhere these days. It hadn’t beeped once since. I hadn’t really expected it to. Aside from the trucking firm, the only customer I’d had in a month was a kid who’d paid me a buck and a half to find his dog. I’m still looking for it, by the way.

There were worse assignments than this one, most of which I’d had. I’d heard rumors that trees and grass grew between here and Ann Arbor, and on a day like this coeds there were not known to wear very much while walking across campus. In Detroit they wore chain mail and carried mace in their handbags.

We hovered around the speed limit until we cleared the city, where Dooley shook the law out of his hair and opened the throttle. The trailer pulled away from me like the roadrunner ditching the coyote. The Italians can brag all they want, but nothing without wings can catch a fully loaded semi when the driver chooses to slip the surly bonds of earth. I tried for a while, then fell back when the born-again Cadillac mill under my hood started shimmying.

I wondered if he’d made me. Just in case, I waited until he got hung up in traffic near Metropolitan Airport and passed him in the fast lane. After half a mile with the truck in my rearview mirror, I allowed myself to get bogged down behind a slow-moving van loaded with kids. By that time he was in the open, and the thunder of his engine drowned out the radio as he swept past on the right. I waited for a hole and crept out into his wake.

The brake lights of the cars that separated us flashed on in ragged order. He had slowed down suddenly. I had to pump my own brakes to avoid a pileup. The other vehicles started pulling around him, and when we dropped to forty-five it was either pass him again or yell my game plan out the window. I moved toward the outside lane. Abruptly he swung left. I yanked the wheel right to keep off his bumper, and drew abreast of his rear wheels.

Something big caught my eye in the rearview mirror; but before I could react, a soot-blackened tanker labeled EXPLOSIVE CHEMICALS rumbled alongside me in the far right lane. I looked up into the driver’s shiny black face leering down at me through his open window. I was sandwiched but good. There was a third truck up ahead, and when I glanced up at Dooley on my left he was leaning as far out the cab window on the passenger’s side as he could without surrendering his grip on the wheel. A long red cylinder spat and fizzled in his corded right hand. A live flare.

I finished cranking up my window just as he let fly. The flare struck the glass and bounced off, loosing orange sparks all over. I touched the brake pedal, but even as I dropped back a skull-rattling bellow drove my spine through my scalp. Behind me, a fourth truck with a grinning silver grille was closing fast, its air horn setting the pavement vibrating. Now I knew how a walnut felt.

I’d been stopped once behind a big Mercury at a red light when an eighteen-wheeler on its left made an illegal right turn, bumping one set of wheels up over the Merc’s hood and damn near cutting it in two. The driver of the semi just kept going. He didn’t know the car existed. I had four of them on me, and my car weighed barely half as much as that wrecked sedan. My nails dug holes in the steering wheel.

And then I was in the clear.

It was as if I’d realized suddenly that I was having a nightmare and consciously willed the situation to change. I was all alone in a stretch of open road. Up ahead, all four trucks were shrinking into distance as if a powerful spring that had been holding them back were suddenly released.

An automobile horn tooted behind me. My attention jerked to the mirror, where the driver of a blue Datsun was flashing his headlamps on and off and yanking his left index finger around in a short arc toward the apron. I couldn’t make out his features.

I’d had enough of being scared for one day. I cruised across the right lane and rolled to a halt, sliding the Smith & Wesson from its holster even before the car stopped rocking. I left the driver’s door open and was waiting on the other side with the revolver clasped in both hands, my arms stretched out across the vinyl roof, when he pulled up behind. A green Chevette slowed as it went past, then accelerated when the driver spotted the gun.

The man behind the wheel of the Japanese compact made no move to get out. I chugged a bullet into the pavement just ahead of the front axle. Pebbles and pieces of asphalt rattled against the underside of the fenders.

“Out, hands high!” I commanded. Some of my best stuff comes from B westerns.

He alighted, holding his hands at shoulder level. All six feet of him in a blue summerweight uniform with sergeant’s stripes on the sleeves. Sunlight glared off his silver badge.

My stomach knotted. “Tell me you’re going to a costume party.”

“You’re fresh out of luck, pal.”

He might have been talking to a guy he’d stopped for busting a light. He was built heavy, not as flamboyantly muscular as Dooley Bass, but not as thick around the middle either. His rumpled black hair was shot with gray.

I said the sort of thing you’d expect me to say in that situation, laid the gun on top of the roof, and stepped back, raising my own hands.

He drew his side arm. “This side.”

I came around the front and assumed the position, spread-eagled with my back to him and my hands braced against the roof. More cars slowed down to watch. I was this morning’s gawkers’ delight.

“Private heat, huh?” He divided his attention between the contents of my wallet and me. He had my .38 in his belt and his hands had been everyplace I might have been hiding another. “I’m on my way home. I hear these truckers yammering away over the CB about a hijacking and flag my ass across the service drive to here. I get on the horn and they’re gone like butter on a hot sidewalk. Maybe you’d care to fill me in on the rest.”

I cared. When I finished he made a disrespectful sound involving his lips and teeth.

“How long you been in practice?”

“Since about two years before I was born.” I turned to face him. He’d holstered his revolver.

“Then you should know you don’t tail one of these rigs unless you’re in tandem. Once they make you you’re meat for the grinder.”

“I work solo.”

“That’s how they bury you.”

“Are you holding me?”

“I could.”

We watched each other. An empty haulaway stormed past along the inside lane, sucking at our clothes and hair. He handed back my wallet and gun.

“Permit’s in order, which means no rap sheet. Anyway, I don’t get the department band on my box and I’m damned if I’ll go back to the station. Your driver’s license expires next month. Happy birthday.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me if I want to press charges?”

“For what, littering? You must be kidding.”

“Yeah. Thanks for mixing, Sergeant. A lot of off-duty cops would have directed their attention elsewhere. I owe you.”

His face was built to grimace—square, much-lined, with tired eyes and a broad, humorous mouth. “Best way you can pay it back is if I don’t see you or this bucket again.”

I fingered out one of my cards. “If you ever need one.”

He glanced at it, then unbuttoned one of his shirt pockets and poked it inside. His parting nod used up about a sixteenth of an inch of perfectly good space.

“What’s your name?” I called out, as he was climbing under the wheel of the Datsun.

He strapped himself in. “Van Sturtevant. Van’s my first name, not part of the last.” He pulled his door shut with a cheesy whang.

I lit a fresh cigarette and lifted a hand as he pulled out into traffic, his engine cooking like grease on a cheap griddle.

POLICE SERGEANT SURVIVES TRIPLE SLAYING, read the headline in the next morning’s Free Press.
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I MISSED MY AIR conditioner that morning. The air swam inside the car and the seat burned my legs through my pants. The brittle brown husks of dead flies lined the dusty dash where it met the windshield. On my way to the office I made a mental note to give the interior a good cleaning, and forgot about it by the time I found a parking space.

My paper never showed up and I tuned in too late to catch the local news on my car radio. I picked up a copy at the stand down the street from my building. The banner caught my eye immediately. These days they only use that size type for notable murders and the odd nuclear holocaust.


	One Detroit police officer was critically injured and two others killed in an apparent ambush on the city’s northwest side early this morning, which also resulted in the death of one of the four suspects.

	Sought in connection with the slayings are Alonzo Smith, 24, Luke David Turkel, 22, and Willie Lee Gross, 19. The three were wanted for questioning in an arson investigation at the time of the shooting. A fourth suspect, Roscoe LaRue, 19, was wounded by return fire and reported dead on arrival at Detroit Receiving Hospital at 3:16 

	Police said Sgt. Edward E Maxson, 38, and Patrolman William Flynn, 22, were emerging from their squad car in front of a house belonging to Gross’s father on Clarita near Mt. Hazel Cemetery when Maxson was killed instantly by fire from an upstairs window. A second shot missed Flynn, who returned fire and radioed for assistance, police said.

	The call was answered by Sgt. Van Sturtevant, 43, who was patrolling without a partner. Police said Sturtevant saw LaRue running from an alley behind the building and called for him to halt, shooting him when he failed to comply. Sturtevant was then wounded in the back and Flynn was slain as two guns opened fire from the cemetery. The sergeant, an 18-year veteran of the department, was reported in critical condition at Detroit Receiving Hospital later this morning.

	One of the most intensive manhunts in the city’s history ...



And so it went, lousy with attributing phrases in a careful ballet around the libel laws, broken into fragments of columns and scattered throughout the first section so that I had to take it up to the office to finish it without being fined for littering. When I was done the place looked like Que Noc after Charlie’s propaganda plane and then ours had passed over, jettisoning leaflets like bird droppings. I was tidying up when the telephone rang. It was the brisk voice from the secretarial pool, asking me to hold for Owen Mullett. I hung up almost gently.

It rang again half a minute later. I finished putting the mess back together poured myself a slug from the office bottle, put it down in a lump, and lifted the instrument.

“Do you realize how much work I could get done in the time it takes to get you back on the line, for chrissake?”

“No,” I said. “How much, Mr. Mullett?”

“How much what?”

“How much work could you get done in the time it takes to get me back on the line, for chrissake?”

“I don’t know,” he said confusedly. “A lot.”

“Figure it out and call me back.” I cut the connection.

I got one out and lit it, shaking the match the way a terrier destroys a rat in its jaws, and flipping it in the general direction of the glass souvenir ashtray on the desk. This time I answered on the third ring.

“What kind of shit are you trying to pull, Walker?”

“Your language is offensive, Mr. Mullett. Good-bye, Mr. Mullett.”

“No! Wait! Don’t hang—”

I nailed it on the first ring the next time. “I don’t like your taste in music, either.”

“Don’t hang up!” he pleaded. “Walker?”

“I’m here.”

“Listen, I can’t figure out what I did that put the bee on you, but don’t you think I’m entitled to the report I paid for?”

I breathed some air. “You’re right, Mr. Mullett. Hang on.” I laid the handset down on the calendar pad and hiked around the desk three times, going faster each turn. I did sixty pushups. I boxed with my shadow and won on a technicality. I walked over to the original Casablanca poster in its imitation wood frame and sneered at Bogart. Flattened out in a forty-year-old, badly painted portrait, he still sneered better than I did. The bitterness out of my system, I went back to the desk and sat down and picked up the receiver and recounted yesterday’s adventure, leaving out Van Sturtevant’s name. He hadn’t paid for that.

“Hm,” he said. “Hm. Do you think Dooley Bass would recognize you again?”

“Only my car.”

“What about the other drivers?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think it really matters. The way I see it, they were just helping out a fellow driver. He reported me as a hijacker. If they were in with him, their all being in the area just when they were needed stacks up to a pretty healthy coincidence. Unless the operation is a lot bigger than you think, in which case I’d call ICC. Not bloody likely, as Benny Hill says.”

He cleared his throat. More shoe polish. “Are you still working for us, Walker?”

“That’s up to you, Mr. Mullett. I was smarting off fairly heavily there. I guess I’m myself today.”

“Don’t give it another thought,” he said expansively. I let him expand. People hear what they want to, and if he’d heard an apology on my end it wasn’t my place to set him straight. “I’ve done business with all the car rental agencies in this area,” he went on. “Give them my name and pick out something appropriate. Meaning inconspicuous.”

That ruled out the red Jaguar with leopard-skin seats I’d had my eye on. “Dooley Bass again?”

“Yes. He’s got a load of machine tools to Monroe Saturday. I’ll call later with the particulars. The newspapers got to Ann Arbor, by the way. We’re going to keep following him until he tries stealing from us again.”

I wondered where Mullett was planning to ride. “He’ll be wary now. Let’s give him some slack.”

“I’m not paying for slack. Trust me. This guy’s got suicidal guts like the guy that killed Kitty Genovese. He’ll tumble.” He hung up on me this time.

I turned on the radio. There was nothing new on the shooting, except that now the 22-year-old cop was the one who nailed LaRue on the fly. They were still milking the wire report they’d received hours ago. A rookie isn’t likely to hit much of anything with all that lead screaming around his ears. It’s hard enough when no one’s shooting back. I turned it off and winched the city directory out of its drawer.

“Detroit Receiving.” A woman’s voice.

“This is Alex Wainwright at the News,” I announced. “I’m checking on Sergeant Sturtevant’s condition.”

“One moment, sir.”

A new voice came on. “Hello? Who is this?”

That was no nurse or doctor. That was Lieutenant John Alderdyce, childhood friend, adult nemesis, and Homicide detective in good standing. I shifted into my Sessue Hayakawa impression.

“Herro? Herro? This Fujiyama’s Fine Libs?”

A pause. “No, it isn’t. Who’s speaking?”

“Ah. So solly. Call lestaurant. Long numbah. Goo-bye.”

“Wait a minute. Who—”

I scowled at the receiver in its cradle. Department procedure would call for a man on duty at the hospital desk. The fact that he was from Homicide didn’t necessarily mean the worst. But I was sorry I’d called.

My shirt was already clinging to my back when I reached the car, and as I pulled into the hospital parking lot the main building shimmered like the lost palace of Atlantis behind rising waves of heat. The pavement was tacky under my feet and the air was thick with the sweet smell of melting tar. I was gasping by the time I stepped from oven heat into the cool, muted atmosphere of the central lobby.

This was my first visit to the facility at its new location. I’d been wheeled into the old structure, nursing a bullet-splintered rib, shortly before the move. At the desk a fortyish nurse with a scrubbed look and the preoccupied air of a company commander in the midst of a bombardment directed me to the emergency room and promptly wiped out all memory of my existence. At least I think she was a nurse. She was wearing a pink pantsuit and nothing on her head. These days the whole world is in mufti.

Hieronymus Bosch might have taken inspiration from that emergency room. An old man in a crushed fedora and a fuzzy coat sweater—despite the heat—was sitting on an upholstered bench rocking back and forth, moaning loudly and cradling an obviously broken wrist in his other arm, while a dumpy, middle-aged woman seated next to him tried to comfort him with her arm around his skinny shoulders. At the other end, what looked like a ten-year-old kid sat sniffling with a bloody handkerchief to his eye, beside a woman whose overly made-up face was pale and contorted as she scolded him. To one side of the wide entrance, a teenaged nurse or something in a yellow shirt and designer jeans had a clipboard in one hand and was asking a young woman shivering on a gurney under a thin blanket if she was with Blue Cross. Men in white coats and women in pants hurried in and out through swinging doors, looking grim and efficient. Restaurants should do such business.

“I was wondering when you’d show up.”

I resisted the impulse to hunch my shoulders at the sound of the voice behind me, and turned around. John Alderdyce—black, balding, and impeccably tailored as usual in a gabardine suit and gray silk sport shirt open at the neck— was entering on silent rubber heels through the door I’d just used. The whites of his eyes glistened malignantly under heavy, blue-black brows. He was mopping his palms with a paper napkin like the kind you get in hospital commissaries.

“Was I that bad?” I started to place a cigarette between my lips, then put it back in the pack when the pubescent nurse or whatever with the clipboard glared at me.

“I’ve heard your Japanese accent before,” John said. “Follow me.” He turned and retraced his steps through the door and down a shallow corridor into a bite-size waiting room with pastel walls and some fruit salad hanging in frames. We had two short sofas and an ugly plant in an artificial wood stand all to ourselves. There were no ashtrays. That’s how they save on NO SMOKING signs today. Neither of us sat down.

“How’s Sturtevant?” I asked.

He looked grave, which meant nothing. He always did. “Still in surgery. The doctors say the bullet’s lying against his spinal cord and they won’t know how much damage it’s done till it’s out.”

“I heard he was critical.”

“You heard right. The best neurosurgeon in the place has been working on him for four hours.” He paused. “There’s about a ninety percent chance he won’t walk again even if the operation’s successful.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Why didn’t you identify yourself over the phone?” he asked.

I moved my shoulders. “I didn’t want you thinking I was mixing in your case. Lectures I don’t need.”

“Aren’t you? I was just thinking of getting in touch with you when you called the hospital.” He slid a pasteboard rectangle from an inside pocket and held it out. It was one of my cards. “This is a modern department, Walker. When someone gets shot and we want answers we send his shirt down to the lab for tests. The pockets get checked first.”

“That was personal,” I said. “It has nothing to do with the shooting.”

“Indulge a detective’s curiosity.”

I gave him a condensed version of the incident on the Edsel Ford. “I’m sure I can count on you to keep that off the books,” I added. “Sturtevant probably didn’t file a report, and a hole in the back is enough without Internal Affairs jumping up and down on it.”

He nodded absently and looked as if he needed a smoke. As usual. I couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t trying to quit. “I’ll ask Sturtevant about it when and if he pulls through. I hope for your sake your stories mesh.”

“So do I. You’re ugly when you’re mad.”

“That’s what my wife says. But we’ve got three kids, so I don’t credit it.”

“What you got on the shooters?”

The lines in his face deepened. “Everything but where they are right now. The usual stuff: Born in the ghetto of alcoholic parents, slashing tires at nine, in and out of juvenile hall at fourteen. Alonzo Smith’s kind of an exception. He was a bad kid like the others, but when he turned eighteen he joined the marines for a three-year hitch. Most of them don’t even bother to register for the draft, when there is one.”

“How was his record?”

“Not as bad as you’d think. Black marks here and there, and once he did a week in the stockade for insubordination, but on the whole he seems to have taken to military discipline. That could be why he was so eager to join this neo-Black Panther group he and the others belonged to.”

“Just them?”

He shook his head. “There are more, sad to say. Assholes all. They’ve been in and out of the slam so much their fingers are stained permanently with ink. We’re rounding them up now. One of them knows something.”

“I’m sure they can’t wait to get to the tape recorder.”

“Smith has a girlfriend. We’ll work on her.” His eyes darted toward the entrance and back to me. They were set deep and very bright. “Smith, Turkel, Gross. I never told this to anyone, but whenever I start an investigation I always write the suspects’ names on a slip of paper and tape it to the bathroom mirror. That way I see them every morning when I’m shaving and I remember not to think about anything else for the rest of the day. But, you know? This is one time I won’t have to do that. Smith, Turkel, Gross. Nope. No chance of me forgetting to think about them.”

“How well did you know Sturtevant and the others?”

“Never met them. They whisked Sturtevant into surgery before I could question him. But I still won’t forget. Maybe it’s the names: Smith, Turkel, Gross. Tinker to Evers to Chance.”

“It’s not the names.”

He shrugged. I got out my battered pack of Winstons and offered him one. He accepted it. I took one for myself and lit them both. To hell with hospital regulations. The match went into the phony wood pot.

Alderdyce drew the smoke in so deep that very little of it came back out. “What’s your interest in this?” His eyes probed me like physician’s fingers.

“Purely personal, like I said.”

“Because he did you a good turn?” He looked skeptical.

“Not just that, although that would be plenty. I’m used to my neck and am apt to be very well disposed to anyone who saves it.” I knocked some nonexistent ash into the pot. “When I was halfway through boot camp I saw a drill sergeant blown to pieces by a percussion grenade some wag had rigged to his footlocker. One second he was there and the next he was a bloody twist of hide in a shredded uniform. I didn’t know him, but I was a while getting over it. When I read about what happened this morning I thought immediately of him. You never met Sturtevant; I only met him once. Does it make any sense?”

He looked at me strangely. “Don’t mix in, Walker.”

“Who, me?”

My guilelessness laid a large goose egg. “We dick around a lot about your work and my work and whether you should or shouldn’t get involved in police business, but this time it’s for real. There are going to be bodies on this one. Make an effort not to be one of them.”

He screwed out his stub in the moist black earth in the pot and looked back at me. I was smoking in silence.

“Say it,” he said.

“I’m just being grateful.”

“For what?”

“For not having my name taped on your bathroom mirror.”

He left. I finished my cigarette and went out a minute later. A small trim blonde was standing in the corridor, sniffling quietly into a sturdy handkerchief. She wore a tight black dress as if she were already in mourning, and her hair looked as if she had done it up in a hurry hours before and hadn’t touched it since.

“Mrs. Sturtevant?” I asked gently.

She lifted a tear-swollen face from the hanky. “Y-yes?” Her eyes focused on a point halfway between us.

I wrote something on the back of the card Alderdyce had given me, placed it in one of her hands, and departed with a whispered inadequacy. At the end of the hall I turned to watch her mouthing the words I’d scribbled: “No charge.”

That was my second mistake.
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AS I ENTERED THE lobby, a tall old bird in a green surgical gown was chewing out a young orderly in a coarse stage whisper in front of a dozen nurses, patients, and visitors. He had a small, round head with a wild shock of snow-white hair mounted high on a skinny wattled neck and emphasized each imprecation with a downward slash of his thin right arm, like Hitler conducting Beethoven. The orderly took it without interrupting. When the older man finished the orderly clamped white-knuckled fingers around the handle of his empty gurney and pushed it and himself out of sight in the direction of the elevators. An embarrassed silence was soon shoved aside by the usual lobby sounds.

“He must have done something pretty terrible to rate all that,” I said, approaching the old man.

He swung his face on me and gave me the once-over with sharp old eyes that weighed, analyzed, tagged, and catalogued all in one motion. Red spots the size of quarters glowed high on his otherwise sallow cheeks, but were already fading. “He’s always hanging around the nurses’ station when he should be working. This is a hospital, not a singles bar. Who are you, sir?” His voice quivered on an iron core.

“My name’s Walker. I’m investigating the Sturtevant case. Are you the surgeon who performed the operation?”

His parchment face shrank in on itself distastefully. “I just spoke with your Lieutenant Alderdyce. If the medical profession were run like your police department, we’d be trying to take out the same appendix three times. Don’t you ever talk to each other?” He started walking, eating up yards of tiled corridor with each lanky stride. I had to sprint to catch up.

“I’m not on Alderdyce’s detail,” I said truthfully. “How’d it go?”

“The operation went fine. The patient will never walk again, that’s all.” He spat the words. “I wish that were the worst of it.”

“What’s the worst?” My voice came from half an inch in back of my tongue.

He shucked the gown, stuffed it into a wheeled hamper under the supervision of a short jowly woman in a pebbled white uniform dress and black hairnet, muttered something pleasant in her direction, and went through a door marked STAFF ONLY with me on his heels. The woman’s eyes followed his high thin back adoringly. He’d be the Robert Redford of the rubber-stocking set.

The doctors’ lounge had more personality than the waiting room and no screwy paintings. A significant glance passed between the surgeon and a bearded youth in a turtleneck and shapeless white coat seated on a vinyl-upholstered sofa, and the beard put down his medical journal and left. The old man poured coffee from a glass pot.

“Off the record?” He offered me some in a paper cone stuck in a plastic doohickey with a handle. I shook my head to the coffee but indicated that off the record was fine. He sipped. His chest and abdomen formed a perfect cylinder beneath his sweat-heavy T-shirt. His eyes nailed me to the wall.

“If you repeat it, I’ll deny I said anything. Between us, the operation should never have taken place. Sturtevant’s blood pressure is so high you’d need a master’s degree in algebra to measure it. The anesthetic alone was enough to cause a stroke.”

“Whose decision was it to operate?”

“Mine.”

“I see,” I said. “I think I will have some of that coffee.”

“Help yourself.”

I splashed steaming yellow liquid into a cone and doohickey. “So why’d you go ahead and cut?”

“I think you refer to it as a judgment call in your work,” he explained, leaning his tailbone against a cafeteria table cluttered with papers and manuscripts in curled manila covers. “The bullet was lodged in the fibrocartilage between the third and fourth lumbar vertebrae, in such a way that a shift of a hundredth of an inch in any direction could cause paralysis, even death. We might have waited and tried to bring down his blood pressure before going in, but the risk was too great. A simple cough could have killed him. I judged his chances of survival to be greater with the operation than without it. Mrs. Sturtevant agreed when I explained the situation to her.”

“Yet he is paralyzed.”

He made a face and set his cup down on a clear space of table. It might have been the coffee. “There was too much nerve and tissue damage. What concerns me is what will happen if he suffers a series of strokes, which at this point is the only if. We can’t administer anticoagulants to prevent them without the danger of starting him bleeding again. He’s lost too much blood already. So he’ll have at least one seizure. If he has more, they’ll leave him either a vegetable or a corpse.”

I listened to the hum of the air conditioner for a moment. “Does his wife know?”

“I watered it down for her. Anything else could result in a suit for malpractice.” He watched me with hard yellow eyes, the color of the coffee. “That’s the main difference between medicine and the law, Mr. Walker. The law is an exact science.”

I drank up and ditched the cup. “You’ve been very candid and helpful. Thanks, Dr.—?”

“Praetorius.” Straightening, he drove his surgeon’s fingers deep into my fist to protect them from a gorilla like me. His palm was steel-belted and as dry as an AMA finding. “Alvin Praetorius.”

I gave him a grin I didn’t feel. “Praetorius? Wasn’t that the name of the evil scientist in The Bride of Frankenstein?”

“I wouldn’t know.” He spoke coldly. “I don’t watch children’s pictures.”

The humidity in the parking lot slapped me in the face like a mugger’s glove, soggy-hot and smelling of air breathed and rejected. Still, I preferred it to the blander atmosphere inside. Out here they strangled you, shot you, slipped poison into your soup du jour, knocked you in the head and sliced you up and mailed your remains all over the map, but at least when you died they didn’t leave you lying there with your eyes and mouth gaping and tubes sticking out everywhere. Or slip you something questionable and cut into you on the assumption that life as a cabbage is better than no life at all. I like horror movies. In them the mad doctor always gets his before he goes too far.

The heat wave dragged on through the next couple of days, not really a wave at all but a motionless mass of breathless nothing squatting over all of southern lower Michigan and part of Ohio. I spent them in my undershirt catching up on my solitaire, waiting for the telephone to ring, and listening to the radio inform me that the dragnet was drawing tight around Smith, Turkel, and Gross. I’d believe that when they stopped telling me. Two days after the ambush, Sergeant Maxson was buried in full barbaric state. I caught the 11:00 P.M. recap and glimpsed John Alderdyce and one or two other cops I recognized among the plainclothes men following the casket down the church steps. The boys from the uniform division looked as alike in their dress blues as hairpins. Flynn’s parents came from out West to take his body back home. No long blue lines or official eulogies for this rookie.

Owen Mullett called on Friday with the dope on Dooley Bass’s trip to Monroe, and on Saturday, when everyone else was cooling off in the Upper Peninsula or boating on Lake St. Clair, I was breathing diesel exhaust on US-24 South with my knees in my chest behind the wheel of an inconspicuous rented AMC Spirit. I crapped out. Bass delivered his machine tools like a loyal trucker and returned to Detroit an hour ahead of schedule. At least this time he didn’t notice me, for which I was grateful. He could have run over me and never felt a bump.

While I was in Monroe, Willie Lee Gross swung a stockless .30-caliber carbine out from under a long coat while being questioned by police on a street in Atlanta, Georgia, and was shot to pieces where he stood. That made one name gone from the mirror of John Alderdyce’s bathroom.

I typed out a report on my Monroe excursion on the pre-Columbian Underwood in my office and delivered it in person to Mullett in his private thinking parlor on West Outer Drive Monday. He read it leaning back in a quilted leather chair behind a glass-topped desk you could have used for a skating rink, said something indelicate around the stem of his dead pipe, and filled me in on a load of Arrow shirts awaiting Dooley’s attention in Flint.

“How long you want to keep this up?” I asked him, for what had to be the dozenth time. “What if Bass turns up clean?”

“Then you’re free to meet with him and strike a deal for his biography. It should sell millions.”

I liked that. I didn’t care for Mullett and the brand of corporate bastard he represented, but somewhere under that two hundred and fifty pounds of executive luncheon there beat the heart of a born pain in the ass.

The next morning I was waiting at the warehouse in Flint when Dooley arrived to pick up the shirts. I ate a breakfast of dried dates washed down with stale cooler water while he was loading, and followed him down 1-75 fifty miles north of where it becomes the Chrysler. This time I was driving a green Citation, a little more roomy than the Spirit but just as gutless. Nowadays you stick out like a bug on a butter knife if you drive anything you can get into without a shoehorn.

Things began to look interesting when Dooley made an unscheduled exit just above Pontiac. I stayed several car lengths behind him for ten miles along a two-lane blacktop until he ran out of pavement, where the traffic thinned out and I got right on his rear bumper to avoid being seen in his side mirrors. When he pulled into a driveway leading to a sagging farmhouse with a weather-battered barn, I kept going until there was a hill between us, parked as far off the roadway as I could get, and sneaked back on foot with my Nikon, screwing on the telephoto lens as I went. Birds squawked in the trees and gravel crunched under my shoes. I switched to the overgrown roadbank.

By the time I got there, my socks clotted with burrs, the barn door was open and three men in work clothes were carrying cartons inside from the big trailer. Dooley was smoking and watching beside a fifth party in faded jeans and a red-and-white-striped tank top over a skinny frame. The party was holding a sawed-off shotgun with the muzzle pointed at the ground. He didn’t appear to be threatening anyone with it, least of all the driver. I clicked away.

I had exposed sixteen frames when one of the workers shouted and pointed to the big Edison pole I was crouching behind. He must have seen the sun glinting off the lens. I snapped one of him pointing for my trophy wall and took off at a gallop. There was shouting behind me, running footsteps, and then a hoarse roar that had no echo because it didn’t need one. Shot rattled down through the trees in front of me at the base of the hill. A door slammed. A mighty engine growled over and over and caught with a racket like balloons exploding in close succession. Brakes let go with a whoosh, followed by the familiar groaning of the gear-change.

I reached the Citation just as the great truck lumbered into the road, jackknifing for the turn and bringing down a shower of leaves and branches from the trees on the other side. I got the little motor started and floored the pedal. The rear wheels spat gravel and grass. I pulled away just as Dooley’s big square grille filled the rearview mirror.

Striped Shirt leaned out the passenger’s window and his shotgun appeared in the mirror on the right side of the car, which had been what sold me on the midget machine in the first place. I threw myself sideways in the seat and the back window disappeared. When I straightened, the seat was covered with pebbles of glass. A couple of dozen black pellets studded the windshield, hairline cracks spreading out from them like strands in a web.

I gained ground on the hills—of which, fortunately, there were more than a few—but on long downward grades and the straightaway they struck sparks off my rear bumper. Then we went into a series of twisting turns that put me well out in front. I finally lost them by pulling around a circular driveway behind a farmer’s house, waiting for them to thunder past, and piling back into the road going in the opposite direction. The last time I saw the rig, it was half obscured behind its own cloud of dust, turning a row of mailboxes into scrap metal and kindling as Dooley tried to swing around in a driveway too short for the purpose. The transmission whined and bellowed, the amplified baby’s cry of an enraged grizzly.

When the man at the rental agency was through bewailing the loss of the rear window I gave him Owen Mullett’s name and number. I smoked a cigarette in the sarcophagus the rental agent used for an office while he listened to music and then spoke with the man himself. After a minute he handed the instrument to me.

“Did you nail him?”

“In living color,” I replied. “That’s so you can see the red on his hands.”

I gave the receiver back to the rental man behind the desk. He listened for thirty seconds and hung up, all smiles.

I took the film to a custom place for developing and slid the eight-by-tens and negatives into a folder with my typewritten report. During my drive to Mullett’s office, police and helicopters cornered Luke David Turkel on the roof of a college dormitory in Raleigh, North Carolina. Half an hour later his broken body was taken to the Wake County Morgue, where pathologists dug out a slug from a Police .38 and another from a .357 magnum said to have been in Turkel’s possession at the time of the attempted arrest. The fatal wound had been self-inflicted. Police said.

There was only one name left on John’s mirror.

Mullett loved the pictures and authorized a thousand-dollar bonus on the spot. I didn’t argue. I obtained his permission to use his firm’s name as a reference and collected my check from his personal secretary, who had a brisk face to go with her voice. After banking the bonus, I ate that evening in a restaurant where, for the first time in a long while, I didn’t have to place my order through an outside microphone. It didn’t change my mood. My mind was miles away in the intensive care ward at Detroit Receiving.

The media had a ball with the continuing manhunt for Alonzo Smith. Network television crews and reporters from as far away as California camped out in front of Detroit Police Headquarters on Beaubien waiting for word that he’d been slain while resisting arrest. It was like the countdown to John Dillinger. Then on Friday, the fugitive spoiled everything by walking into the First Precinct and emptying his pockets before a bewildered desk sergeant, remanding himself into police custody. The out-of-state newspeople packed up and went home. Nothing spoils a good story like anticlimax.

At his arraignment three days later, Smith’s girlfriend and two unidentified black male accomplices strolled into the courtroom on the fourth floor of the Frank Murphy Hall of Justice armed with M-16 assault rifles and strolled out with the defendant. No one saw them leave the building, but a search of the premises uncovered nothing.

That afternoon, Mrs. Van Sturtevant called me at my office.
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