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He was a thin young man in a blue pinstripe suit. His shirt was white with a
button-down collar. His glasses had oval lenses in brown tortoiseshell frames. His
hair was a dark brown, short but not severely so, neatly combed, parted on the
right. I saw him come in and watched him ask a question at the bar. Billie was
working afternoons that week. I watched as he nodded at the young man, then
swung his sleepy eyes over in my direction. I lowered my own eyes and looked at a
cup of coffee laced with bourbon while the fellow walked over to my table.
  “Matthew Scudder?” I looked up at him, nodded. “I’m Aaron Creighton. I looked
for you at your hotel. The fellow on the desk told me I might find you here.”



  Here was Armstrong’s, a Ninth Avenue saloon around the corner from my Fifty-
seventh Street hotel. The lunch crowd was gone except for a couple of stragglers in
front whose voices were starting to thicken with alcohol. The streets outside were
full of May sunshine. The winter had been cold and deep and long. I couldn’t recall
a more welcome spring.
  “I called you a couple times last week, Mr. Scudder. I guess you didn’t get my
messages.”
  I’d gotten two of them and ignored them, not knowing who he was or what he
wanted and unwilling to spend a dime for the answer. But I went along with the
fiction. “It’s a cheap hotel,” I said. “They’re not always too good about messages.”
  “I can imagine. Uh. Is there someplace we can talk?”
  “How about right here?”
  He looked around. I don’t suppose he was used to conducting his business in
bars but he evidently decided it would be all right to make an exception. He set his
briefcase on the floor and seated himself across the table from me. Angela, the new
day-shift waitress, hurried over to get his order. He glanced at my cup and said
he’d have coffee, too.
  “I’m an attorney,” he said. My first thought was that he didn’t look like a
lawyer, but then I realized he probably dealt with civil cases. My experience as a
cop had given me a lot of experience with criminal lawyers. The breed ran to
several types, none of them his.
  I waited for him to tell me why he wanted to hire me. But he crossed me up.
  “I’m handling an estate,” he said, and paused, and gave what seemed a
calculated if well-intentioned smile. “It’s my pleasant duty to tell you you’ve come
into a small legacy, Mr. Scudder.”
  “Someone’s left me money?”
  “Twelve hundred dollars.”
  Who could have died? I’d lost touch long since with any of my relatives. My
parents went years ago and we’d never been close with the rest of the family.
  I said, “Who—?”
  “Mary Alice Redfield.”
  I repeated the name aloud. It was not entirely unfamiliar but I had no idea who
Mary Alice Redfield might be. I looked at Aaron Creighton. I couldn’t make out his
eyes behind the glasses but there was a smile’s ghost on his thin lips, as if my
reaction was not unexpected.
  “She’s dead?”
  “Almost three months ago.”
  “I didn’t know her.”
  “She knew you. You probably knew her, Mr. Scudder. Perhaps you didn’t know
her by name.” His smile deepened. Angela had brought his coffee. He stirred milk
and sugar into it, took a careful sip, nodded his approval. “Miss Redfield was
murdered.” He said this as if he’d had practice uttering a phrase which did not
come naturally to him. “She was killed quite brutally in late February for no
apparent reason, another innocent victim of street crime.”
  “She lived in New York?”
  “Oh, yes. In this neighborhood.”
  “And she was killed around here?”



  “On West Fifty-fifth Street between Ninth and Tenth avenues. Her body was
found in an alleyway. She’d been stabbed repeatedly and strangled with the scarf
she had been wearing.”
  Late February. Mary Alice Redfield. West Fifty-fifth between Ninth and Tenth.
Murder most foul. Stabbed and strangled, a dead woman in an alleyway. I usually
kept track of murders, perhaps out of a vestige of professionalism, perhaps
because I couldn’t cease to be fascinated by man’s inhumanity to man. Mary Alice
Redfield had willed me twelve hundred dollars. And someone had knifed and
strangled her, and—
  “Oh, Jesus,” I said. “The shopping bag lady.”
  Aaron Creighton nodded.

New York is full of them. East Side, West Side, each neighborhood has its
own supply of bag women. Some of them are alcoholic but most of them have gone
mad without any help from drink. They walk the streets, huddle on stoops or in
doorways. They find sermons in stones and treasures in trash cans. They talk to
themselves, to passersby, to God. Sometimes they mumble. Now and then they
shriek.
  They carry things around with them, the bag women. The shopping bags
supply their generic name and their chief common denominator. Most of them
seem to be paranoid, and their madness convinces them that their possessions are
very valuable, that their enemies covet them. So their shopping bags are never out
of their sight.
  There used to be a colony of these ladies who lived in Grand Central Station.
They would sit up all night in the waiting room, taking turns waddling off to the
lavatory from time to time. They rarely talked to each other but some herd instinct
made them comfortable with one another. But they were not comfortable enough
to trust their precious bags to one another’s safekeeping, and each sad crazy lady
always toted her shopping bags to and from the ladies’ room.
  Mary Alice Redfield had been a shopping bag lady. I don’t know when she set
up shop in the neighborhood. I’d been living in the same hotel ever since I resigned
from the NYPD and separated from my wife and sons, and that was getting to be
quite a few years now. Had Miss Redfield been on the scene that long ago? I
couldn’t remember her first appearance. Like so many of the neighborhood
fixtures, she had been part of the scenery. Had her death not been violent and
abrupt I might never have noticed she was gone.
  I’d never known her name. But she had evidently known mine, and had felt
something for me that prompted her to leave money to me. How had she come to
have money to leave?
  She’d had a business of sorts. She would sit on a wooden soft drink case,
surrounded by three or four shopping bags, and she would sell newspapers.
There’s an all-night newsstand at the corner of Fifty-seventh and Eighth, and she
would buy a few dozen papers there, carry them a block west to the corner of
Ninth, and set up shop in a doorway. She sold the papers at retail, though I
suppose some people tipped her a few cents. I could remember a few occasions
when I’d bought a paper and waved away change from a dollar bill. Bread upon
the waters, perhaps, if that was what had moved her to leave me the money.



  I closed my eyes, brought her image into focus. A thick-set woman, stocky
rather than fat. Five-three or -four. Dressed usually in shapeless clothing,
colorless gray and black garments, layers of clothing that varied with the season. I
remembered that she would sometimes wear a hat, an old straw affair with paper
and plastic flowers poked into it. And I remembered her eyes, large guileless blue
eyes that were many years younger than the rest of her.
  Mary Alice Redfield.

“Family money,” Aaron Creighton was saying. “She wasn’t wealthy but she
had come from a family that was comfortably fixed. A bank in Baltimore handled
her funds. That’s where she was from originally, Baltimore, though she’d lived in
New York for as long as anyone can remember. The bank sent her a check every
month. Not very much, a couple of hundred dollars, but she hardly spent
anything. She paid her rent—”
  “I thought she lived on the street.”
  “No, she had a furnished room a few doors down the street from where she was
killed. She lived in another rooming house on Tenth Avenue before that but moved
when the building was sold. That was six or seven years ago and she lived on
Fifty-fifth Street from then until her death. Her room cost her eighty dollars a
month. She spent a few dollars on food. I don’t know what she did with the rest.
The only money in her room was a coffee can full of pennies. I’ve been checking
the banks and there’s no record of a savings account. I suppose she may have
spent it or lost it or given it away. She wasn’t very firmly grounded in reality.”
  “No, I don’t suppose she was.”
  He sipped at his coffee. “She probably belonged in an institution,” he said. “At
least that’s what people would say, but she got along in the outside world, she
functioned well enough. I don’t know if she kept herself clean and I don’t know
anything about how her mind worked but I think she must have been happier
than she would have been in an institution. Don’t you think?”
  “Probably.”
  “Of course she wasn’t safe, not as it turned out, but anybody can get killed on
the streets of New York.” He frowned briefly, caught up in a private thought. Then
he said, “She came to our office ten years ago. That was before my time.” He told
me the name of his firm, a string of Anglo-Saxon surnames. “She wanted to draw a
will. The original will was a very simple document leaving everything to her sister.
Then over the years she would come in from time to time to add codicils leaving
specific sums to various persons. She had made a total of thirty-two bequests by
the time she died. One was for twenty dollars—that was to a man named John
Johnson whom we haven’t been able to locate. The remainder all ranged from five
hundred to two thousand dollars.” He smiled. “I’ve been given the task of running
down the heirs.”
  “When did she put me into her will?”
  “Two years ago in April.”
  I tried to think what I might have done for her then, how I might have brushed
her life with mine. Nothing.
  “Of course the will could be contested, Mr. Scudder. It would be easy to
challenge Miss Redfield’s competence and any relative could almost certainly get it



set aside. But no one wishes to challenge it. The total amount involved is slightly
in excess of a quarter of a million dollars—”
  “That much.”
  “Yes. Miss Redfield received substantially less than the income which her
holdings drew over the years, so the principal kept growing during her lifetime.
Now the specific bequests she made total thirty-eight thousand dollars, give or
take a few hundred, and the residue goes to Miss Redfield’s sister. The sister—her
name is Mrs. Palmer—is a widow with grown children. She’s hospitalized with
cancer and heart trouble and I believe diabetic complications and she hasn’t long
to live. Her children would like to see the estate settled before their mother dies,
and they have enough local prominence to hurry the will through probate. So I’m
authorized to tender checks for the full amount of the specific bequests on the
condition that the legatees sign quit-claims acknowledging that this payment
discharges in full the estate’s indebtedness to them.”
  There was more legalese of less importance. Then he gave me papers to sign
and the whole procedure ended with a check on the table. It was payable to me
and in the amount of twelve hundred dollars and no cents.
  I told Creighton I’d pay for his coffee.

I had time to buy myself another drink and still get to my bank before the
windows closed. I put a little of Mary Alice Redfield’s legacy in my savings account,
took some in cash, and sent a money order to Anita and my sons. I stopped at my
hotel to check for messages. There weren’t any. I had a drink at McGovern’s and
crossed the street to have another at Polly’s Cage. It wasn’t five o’clock yet but the
bar was doing good business already.
  It turned into a funny night. I had dinner at the Greek place and read the Post,
spent a little time at Joey Farrell’s on Fifty-eighth Street, then wound up getting to
Armstrong’s around ten-thirty or thereabouts. I spent part of the evening alone at
my usual table and part of it in conversation at the bar. I made a point of
stretching my drinks, mixing my bourbon with coffee, making a cup last a while,
taking a glass of plain water from time to time.
  But that never really works. If you’re going to get drunk you’ll manage it
somehow. The obstacles I placed in my path just kept me up later. By two-thirty
I’d done what I had set out to do. I’d made my load and I could go home and sleep
it off.
  I woke around ten with less of a hangover than I’d earned and no memory of
anything after I’d left Armstrong’s. I was in my own bed in my own hotel room.
And my clothes were hung neatly in the closet, always a good sign on a morning
after. So I must have been in fairly good shape. But a certain amount of time was
lost to memory, blacked out, gone.
  When that first started happening I tended to worry about it. But it’s the sort of
thing you can get used to.

It was the money, the twelve hundred bucks. I couldn’t understand the
money. I had done nothing to deserve it. It had been left to me by a poor little rich
woman whose name I’d not even known.



  It had never occurred to me to refuse the dough. Very early in my career as a
cop I’d learned an important precept. When someone put money in your hand you
closed your fingers around it and put it in your pocket. I learned that lesson well
and never had cause to regret its application. I didn’t walk around with my hand
out and I never took drug or homicide money but I certainly grabbed all the clean
graft that came my way and a certain amount that wouldn’t have stood a white
glove inspection. If Mary Alice thought I merited twelve hundred dollars, who was I
to argue?
  Ah, but it didn’t quite work that way. Because somehow the money gnawed at
me.
  After breakfast I went to St. Paul’s but there was a service going on, a priest
saying Mass, so I didn’t stay. I walked down to St. Benedict the Moor’s on Fifty-
third Street and sat for a few minutes in a pew at the rear. I go to churches to try
to think, and I gave it a shot but my mind didn’t know where to go.
  I slipped six twenties into the poor box. I tithe. It’s a habit I got into after I left
the department and I still don’t know why I do it. God knows. Or maybe He’s as
mystified as I am. This time, though, there was a certain balance in the act. Mary
Alice Redfield had given me twelve hundred dollars for no reason I could
comprehend. I was passing on a ten percent commission to the church for no
better reason.
  I stopped on the way out and lit a couple of candles for various people who
weren’t alive anymore. One of them was for the bag lady. I didn’t see how it could
do her any good, but I couldn’t imagine how it could harm her, either.

I had read some press coverage of the killing when it happened. I generally
keep up with crime stories. Part of me evidently never stopped being a policeman.
Now I went down to the Forty-second Street library to refresh my memory.
  The Times had run a pair of brief back-page items, the first a report of the
killing of an unidentified female derelict, the second a follow-up giving her name
and age. She’d been forty-seven, I learned. This surprised me, and then I realized
that any specific number would have come as a surprise. Bums and bag ladies are
ageless. Mary Alice Redfield could have been thirty or sixty or anywhere in
between.
  The News had run a more extended article than the Times, enumerating the
stab wounds—twenty-six of them—and described the scarf wound about her
throat—blue and white, a designer print, but tattered at its edges and evidently
somebody’s castoff. It was this article that I remembered having read.
  But the Post had really played the story. It had appeared shortly after the new
owner took over the paper and the editors were going all out for human interest,
which always translates out as sex and violence. The brutal killing of a woman
touches both of those bases, and this had the added kick that she was a
character. If they’d ever learned she was an heiress it would have been page three
material, but even without that knowledge they did all right by her.
  The first story they ran was straight news reporting, albeit embellished with
reports on the blood, the clothes she was wearing, the litter in the alley where she
was found, and all that sort of thing. The next day a reporter pushed the pathos
button and tapped out a story featuring capsule interviews with people in the



neighborhood. Only a few of them were identified by name and I came away with
the feeling that he’d made up some peachy quotes and attributed them to
unnamed nonexistent hangers-on. As a sidebar to that story, another reporter
speculated on the possibility of a whole string of bag lady murders, a speculation
which happily had turned out to be off the mark. The clown had presumably gone
around the West Side asking shopping bag ladies if they were afraid of being the
killer’s next victim. I hope he faked the piece and let the ladies alone.
  And that was about it. When the killer failed to strike again the newspapers
hung up on the story. Good news is no news.

I walked back from the library. It was fine weather. The winds had blown all
the crap out of the sky and there was nothing but blue overhead. The air actually
had some air in it for a change. I walked west on Forty-second Street and north on
Broadway, and I started noticing the number of street people, the drunks and the
crazies and the unclassifiable derelicts. By the time I got within a few blocks of
Fifty-seventh Street I was recognizing a large percentage of them. Each mini-
neighborhood has its own human flotsam and jetsam and they’re a lot more
noticeable come springtime. Winter sends some of them south and others to
shelter, and there’s a certain percentage who die of exposure, but when the sun
warms the pavement it brings most of them out again.
  When I stopped for a paper at the corner of Eighth Avenue I got the bag lady
into the conversation. The newsie clucked his tongue and shook his head. “The
damnedest thing. Just the damnedest thing.”
  “Murder never makes much sense.”
  “The hell with murder. You know what she did? You know Eddie, works for me
midnight to eight? Guy with the one droopy eyelid? Now he wasn’t the guy used to
sell her the stack of papers. Matter of fact that was usually me. She’d come by
during the late morning or early afternoon and she’d take fifteen or twenty papers
and pay me for ’em, and then she’d sit on her crate down the next corner and
she’d sell as many as she could, and then she’d bring ’em back and I’d give her a
refund on what she didn’t sell.”
  “What did she pay for them?”
  “Full price. And that’s what she sold ’em for. The hell, I can’t discount on
papers. You know the margin we got. I’m not even supposed to take ’em back, but
what difference does it make? It gave the poor woman something to do is my
theory. She was important, she was a businesswoman. Sits there charging a
quarter for something she just paid a quarter for, it’s no way to get rich, but you
know something? She had money. Lived like a pig but she had money.”
  “So I understand.”
  “She left Eddie seven-twenty. You believe that? Seven hundred and twenty
dollars, she willed it to him, there was this lawyer come around two, three weeks
ago with a check. Eddie Halloran. Pay to the order of. You believe that? She never
had dealings with him. I sold her the papers, I bought ’em back from her. Not that
I’m complaining, not that I want the woman’s money, but I ask you this: Why
Eddie? He don’t know her. He can’t believe she knows his name, Eddie Halloran.
Why’d she leave it to him? He tells this lawyer, he says maybe she’s got some other
Eddie Halloran in mind. It’s a common Irish name and the neighborhood’s full of



the Irish. I’m thinking to myself, Eddie, schmuck, take the money and shut up,
but it’s him all right because it says in the will. Eddie Halloran the newsdealer is
what it says. So that’s him, right? But why Eddie?”
  Why me? “Maybe she liked the way he smiled.”
  “Yeah, maybe. Or the way he combed his hair. Listen, it’s money in his pocket.
I worried he’d go on a toot, drink it up, but he says money’s no temptation. He
says he’s always got the price of a drink in his jeans and there’s a bar on every
block but he can walk right past ’em, so why worry about a few hundred dollars?
You know something? That crazy woman, I’ll tell you something, I miss her. She’d
come, crazy hat on her head, spacy look in her eyes, she’d buy her stack of papers
and waddle off all businesslike, then she’d bring the leftovers and cash ’em in, and
I’d make a joke about her when she was out of earshot, but I miss her.”
  “I know what you mean.”
  “She never hurt nobody,” he said. “She never hurt a soul.”

“Mary Alice Redfield. Yeah, the multiple stabbing and strangulation.” He
shifted a cud-sized wad of gum from one side of his mouth to the other, pushed a
lock of hair off his forehead, and yawned. “What have you got, some new
information?”
  “Nothing. I wanted to find out what you had.”
  “Yeah, right.”
  He worked on the chewing gum. He was a patrolman named Andersen who
worked out of the Eighteenth. Another cop, a detective named Guzik, had learned
that Andersen had caught the Redfield case and had taken the trouble to
introduce the two of us. I hadn’t known Andersen when I was on the force. He was
younger than I, but then most people are nowadays.
  He said, “Thing is, Scudder, we more or less put that one out of the way. It’s in
an open file. You know how it works. If we get new information, fine, but in the
meantime I don’t sit up nights thinking about it.”
  “I just wanted to see what you had.”
  “Well, I’m kind of tight for time, if you know what I mean. My own personal
time, I set a certain store by my own time.”
  “I can understand that.”
  “You probably got some relative of the deceased for a client. Wants to find out
who’d do such a terrible thing to poor old Cousin Mary. Naturally you’re interested
because it’s a chance to make a buck and a man’s gotta make a living. Whether a
man’s a cop or a civilian he’s gotta make a buck, right?”
  Uh-huh. I seem to remember that we were subtler in my day, but perhaps
that’s just age talking. I thought of telling him that I didn’t have a client but why
should he believe me? He didn’t know me. If there was nothing in it for him, why
should he bother?
  So I said, “You know, we’re just a couple weeks away from Memorial Day.”
  “Yeah, I’ll buy a poppy from a Legionnaire. So what else is new?”
  “Memorial Day’s when women start wearing white shoes and men put straw
hats on their heads. You got a new hat for the summer season, Andersen?
Because you could use one.”
  “A man can always use a new hat,” he said.



  A hat is cop talk for twenty-five dollars. By the time I left the precinct house
Andersen had two tens and a five of Mary Alice Redfield’s bequest to me and I had
all the data that had turned up to date.
  I think Andersen won that one. I now knew that the murder weapon had been a
kitchen knife with a blade approximately seven and a half inches long. That one of
the stab wounds had found the heart and had probably caused death
instantaneously. That it was impossible to determine whether strangulation had
taken place before or after death. That should have been possible to determine—
maybe the medical examiner hadn’t wasted too much time checking her out, or
maybe he had been reluctant to commit himself. She’d been dead a few hours
when they found her—the estimate was that she’d died around midnight and the
body wasn’t reported until half-past five. That wouldn’t have ripened her all that
much, not in winter weather, but most likely her personal hygiene was nothing to
boast about, and she was just a shopping bag lady and you couldn’t bring her
back to life, so why knock yourself out running tests on her malodorous corpse?
  I learned a few other things. The landlady’s name. The name of the off-duty
bartender, heading home after a nightcap at the neighborhood after-hours joint,
who’d happened on the body and who had been drunk enough or sober enough to
take the trouble to report it. And I learned the sort of negative facts that turn up in
a police report when the case is headed for an open file—the handful of nonleads
that led nowhere, the witnesses who had nothing to contribute, the routine
matters routinely handled. They hadn’t knocked themselves out, Andersen and his
partner, but would I have handled it any differently? Why knock yourself out
chasing a murderer you didn’t stand much chance of catching?

In the theater, SRO is good news. It means a sellout performance, standing
room only. But once you get out of the theater district it means single room
occupancy, and the designation is invariably applied to a hotel or apartment
house which has seen better days.
  Mary Alice Redfield’s home for the last six or seven years of her life had started
out as an old Rent Law tenement, built around the turn of the century, six stories
tall, faced in red-brown brick, with four apartments to the floor. Now all of those
little apartments had been carved into single rooms as if they were election
districts gerrymandered by a maniac. There was a communal bathroom on each
floor and you didn’t need a map to find it.
  The manager was a Mrs. Larkin. Her blue eyes had lost most of their color and
half her hair had gone from black to gray but she was still pert. If she’s
reincarnated as a bird she’ll be a house wren.
  She said, “Oh, poor Mary. We’re none of us safe, are we, with the streets full of
monsters? I was born in this neighborhood and I’ll die in it, but please God that’ll
be of natural causes. Poor Mary. There’s some said she should have been locked
up, but Jesus, she got along. She lived her life. And she had her check coming in
every month and paid her rent on time. She had her own money, you know. She
wasn’t living off the public like some I could name but won’t.”
  “I know.”
  “Do you want to see her room? I rented it twice since then. The first one was a
young man and he didn’t stay. He looked all right but when he left me I was just



as glad. He said he was a sailor off a ship and when he left he said he’d got on
with another ship and was on his way to Hong Kong or some such place, but I’ve
had no end of sailors and he didn’t walk like a sailor so I don’t know what he was
after doing. Then I could have rented it twelve times but didn’t because I won’t
rent to colored or Spanish. I’ve nothing against them but I won’t have them in the
house. The owner says to me, Mrs. Larkin he says, my instructions are to rent to
anybody regardless of race or creed or color, but if you was to use your own
judgment I wouldn’t have to know about it. In other words he don’t want them
either but he’s after covering himself.”
  “I suppose he has to.”
  “Oh, with all the laws, but I’ve had no trouble.” She laid a forefinger alongside
her nose. It’s a gesture you don’t see too much these days. “Then I rented poor
Mary’s room two weeks ago to a very nice woman, a widow. She likes her beer, she
does, but why shouldn’t she have it? I keep my eye on her and she’s making no
trouble, and if she wants an old jar now and then whose business is it but her
own?” She fixed her blue-gray eyes on me. “You like your drink,” she said.
  “Is it on my breath?”
  “No, but I can see it in your face. Larkin liked his drink and there’s some say it
killed him but he liked it and a man has a right to live what life he wants. And he
was never a hard man when he drank, never cursed or fought or beat a woman as
some I could name but won’t. Mrs. Shepard’s out now. That’s the one took poor
Mary’s room, and I’ll show it to you if you want.”
  So I saw the room. It was kept neat.
  “She keeps it tidier than poor Mary,” Mrs. Larkin said. “Now Mary wasn’t dirty,
you understand, but she had all her belongings. Her shopping bags and other
things that she kept in her room. She made a mare’s nest of the place, and all the
years she lived here, you see, it wasn’t tidy. I would keep her bed made but she
didn’t want me touching her things and so I let it be cluttered as she wanted it.
She paid her rent on time and made no trouble otherwise. She had money, you
know.”
  “Yes, I know.”
  “She left some to a woman on the fourth floor. A much younger woman, she’d
only moved here three months before Mary was killed, and if she exchanged a
word with Mary I couldn’t swear to it, but Mary left her almost a thousand dollars.
Now Mrs. Klein across the hall lived here since before Mary ever moved in and the
two old things always had a good word for each other, and all Mrs. Klein has is the
welfare and she could have made good use of a couple of dollars, but Mary left her
money instead to Miss Strom.” She raised her eyebrows to show bewilderment.
“Now Mrs. Klein said nothing, and I don’t even know if she’s had the thought that
Mary might have mentioned her in her will, but Miss Strom said she didn’t know
what to make of it. She just couldn’t understand it at all, and what I told her was
you can’t figure out a woman like poor Mary who never had both her feet on the
pavement. Troubled as she was, daft as she was, who’s to say what she might
have had on her mind?”
  “Could I see Miss Strom?”
  “That would be for her to say, but she’s not home from work yet. She works
part-time in the afternoons. She’s a close one, not that she hasn’t the right to be,



and she’s never said what it is that she does. But she’s a decent sort. This is a
decent house.”
  “I’m sure it is.”
  “It’s single rooms and they don’t cost much so you know you’re not at the Ritz
Hotel, but there’s decent people here and I keep it as clean as a person can. When
there’s not but one toilet on the floor it’s a struggle. But it’s decent.”
  “Yes.”
  “Poor Mary. Why’d anyone kill her? Was it sex, do you know? Not that you
could imagine anyone wanting her, the old thing, but try to figure out a madman
and you’ll go mad your own self. Was she molested?”
  “No.”
  “Just killed, then. Oh, God save us all. I gave her a home for almost seven
years. Which it was no more than my job to do, not making it out to be charity on
my part. But I had her here all that time and of course I never knew her, you
couldn’t get to know a poor old soul like that, but I got used to her. Do you know
what I mean?”
  “I think so.”
  “I got used to having her about. I might say Hello and Good morning and Isn’t it
a nice day and not get a look in reply, but even on those days she was someone
familiar to say something to. And she’s gone now and we’re all of us older, aren’t
we?”
  “We are.”
  “The poor old thing. How could anyone do it, will you tell me that? How could
anyone murder her?”
  I don’t think she expected an answer. Just as well. I didn’t have one.

After dinner I returned for a few minutes of conversation with Genevieve
Strom. She had no idea why Miss Redfield had left her the money. She’d received
$880 and she was glad to get it because she could use it, but the whole thing
puzzled her. “I hardly knew her,” she said more than once. “I keep thinking I ought
to do something special with the money, but what?”
  I made the bars that night but drinking didn’t have the urgency it had
possessed the night before. I was able to keep it in proportion and to know that I’d
wake up the next morning with my memory intact. In the course of things I
dropped over to the newsstand a little past midnight and talked with Eddie
Halloran. He was looking good and I said as much. I remembered him when he’d
gone to work for Sid three years ago. He’d been drawn then, and shaky, and his
eyes always moved off to the side of whatever he was looking at. Now there was
confidence in his stance and he looked years younger. It hadn’t all come back to
him and maybe some of it was lost forever. I guess the booze had him pretty good
before he kicked it once and for all.
  We talked about the bag lady. He said, “Know what I think it is? Somebody’s
sweeping the streets.”
  “I don’t follow you.”
  “A cleanup campaign. Few years back, Matt, there was this gang of kids found
a new way to amuse theirselves. Pick up a can of gasoline, find some bum down



on the Bowery, pour the gas on him, and throw a lit match at him. You
remember?”
  “Yeah, I remember.”
  “Those kids thought they were patriots. Thought they deserved a medal. They
were cleaning up the neighborhood, getting drunken bums off the streets. You
know, Matt, people don’t like to look at a derelict. That building up the block, the
Towers? There’s this grating there where the heating system’s vented. You
remember how the guys would sleep there in the winter. It was warm, it was
comfortable, it was free, and two or three guys would be there every night catching
some Z’s and getting warm. Remember?”
  “Uh-huh. Then they fenced it.”
  “Right. Because the tenants complained. It didn’t hurt them any, it was just the
local bums sleeping it off, but the tenants pay a lot of rent and they don’t like to
look at bums on their way in or out of their building. The bums were outside and
not bothering anybody but it was the sight of them, you know, so the owners went
to the expense of putting up cyclone fencing around where they used to sleep. It
looks ugly as hell and all it does is keep the bums out but that’s all it’s supposed
to do.”
  “That’s human beings for you.”
  He nodded, then turned aside to sell somebody a Daily News and a Racing
Form. Then he said, “I don’t know what it is exactly. I was a bum, Matt. I got pretty
far down. You probably don’t know how far. I got as far as the Bowery. I
panhandled, I slept in my clothes on a bench or in a doorway. You look at men
like that and you think they’re just waiting to die, and they are, but some of them
come back. And you can’t tell for sure who’s gonna come back and who’s not.
Somebody coulda poured gas on me, set me on fire. Sweet Jesus.”
  “The shopping bag lady—”
  “You’ll look at a bum and you’ll say to yourself, ‘Maybe I could get like that and
I don’t wanta think about it.’ Or you’ll look at somebody like the shopping bag lady
and say, ‘I could go nutsy like her so get her out of my sight.’ And you get people
who think like Nazis. You know, take all the cripples and the lunatics and the
retarded kids and all and give ’em an injection and Good-bye, Charlie.”
  “You think that’s what happened to her?”
  “What else?”
  “But whoever did it stopped at one, Eddie.”
  He frowned. “Don’t make sense,” he said. “Unless he did the one job and the
next day he got run down by a Ninth Avenue bus, and it couldn’t happen to a
nicer guy. Or he got scared. All that blood and it was more than he figured on. Or
he left town. Could be anything like that.”
  “Could be.”
  “There’s no other reason, is there? She musta been killed because she was a
bag lady, right?”
  “I don’t know.”
  “Well, Jesus Christ, Matt. What other reason would anybody have for killing
her?”
  The law firm where Aaron Creighton worked had offices on the seventh floor of
the Flatiron Building. In addition to the four partners, eleven other lawyers had



their names painted on the frosted glass door. Aaron Creighton’s came second
from the bottom. Well, he was young.
  He was also surprised to see me, and when I told him what I wanted he said it
was irregular.
  “Matter of public record, isn’t it?”
  “Well, yes,” he said. “That means you can find the information. It doesn’t mean
we’re obliged to furnish it to you.”
  For an instant I thought I was back at the Eighteenth Precinct and a cop was
trying to hustle me for the price of a new hat. But Creighton’s reservations were
ethical. I wanted a list of Mary Alice Redfield’s beneficiaries, including the
amounts they’d received and the dates they’d been added to her will. He wasn’t
sure where his duty lay.
  “I’d like to be helpful,” he said. “Perhaps you could tell me just what your
interest is.”
  “I’m not sure.”
  “I beg your pardon?”
  “I don’t know why I’m playing with this one. I used to be a cop, Mr. Creighton.
Now I’m a sort of unofficial detective. I don’t carry a license but I do things for
people and I wind up making enough that way to keep a roof overhead.”
  His eyes were wary. I guess he was trying to guess how I intended to earn
myself a fee out of this.
  “I got twelve hundred dollars out of the blue. It was left to me by a woman I
didn’t really know and who didn’t really know me. I can’t seem to slough off the
feeling that I got the money for a reason. That I’ve been paid in advance.”
  “Paid for what?”
  “To try and find out who killed her.”
  “Oh,” he said. “Oh.”
  “I don’t want to get the heirs together to challenge the will, if that was what was
bothering you. And I can’t quite make myself suspect that one of her beneficiaries
killed her for the money she was leaving him. For one thing, she doesn’t seem to
have told people they were named in her will. She never said anything to me or to
the two people I’ve spoken with thus far. For another, it wasn’t the sort of murder
that gets committed for gain. It was deliberately brutal.”
  “Then why do you want to know who the other beneficiaries are?”
  “I don’t know. Part of it’s cop training. When you’ve got any specific leads, any
hard facts, you run them down before you cast a wider net. That’s only part of it. I
suppose I want to get more of a sense of the woman. That’s probably all I can
realistically hope to get, anyway. I don’t stand much chance of tracking her killer.”
  “The police don’t seem to have gotten very far.”
  I nodded. “I don’t think they tried too hard. And I don’t think they knew she
had an estate. I talked to one of the cops on the case and if he had known that
he’d have mentioned it to me. There was nothing in her file. My guess is they
waited for her killer to run a string of murders so they’d have something more
concrete to work with. It’s the kind of senseless crime that usually gets repeated.”
I closed my eyes for a moment, reaching for an errant thought. “But he didn’t
repeat,” I said. “So they put it on a back burner and then they took it off the stove
altogether.”



  “I don’t know much about police work. I’m involved largely with estates and
trusts.” He tried a smile. “Most of my clients die of natural causes. Murder’s an
exception.”
  “It generally is. I’ll probably never find him. I certainly don’t expect to find him.
Just killing her and moving on, hell, and it was all those months ago. He could
have been a sailor off a ship, got tanked up and went nuts and he’s in Macao or
Port-au-Prince by now. No witnesses and no clues and no suspects and the trail’s
three months cold by now, and it’s a fair bet the killer doesn’t remember what he
did. So many murders take place in blackout, you know.”
  “Blackout?” He frowned. “You don’t mean in the dark?”
  “Alcoholic blackout. The prisons are full of men who got drunk and shot their
wives or their best friends. Now they’re serving twenty-to-life for something they
don’t remember. No recollection at all.”
  The idea unsettled him, and he looked especially young now. “That’s
frightening,” he said. “Really terrifying.”
  “Yes.”
  “I originally gave some thought to criminal law. My Uncle Jack talked me out of
it. He said you either starve or you spend your time helping professional criminals
beat the system. He said that was the only way you made good money out of a
criminal practice and what you wound up doing was unpleasant and basically
immoral. Of course there are a couple of superstar criminal lawyers, the hotshots
everybody knows, but the other ninety-nine percent fit what Uncle Jack said.”
  “I would think so, yes.”
  “I guess I made the right decision.” He took his glasses off, inspected them,
decided they were clean, put them back on again. “Sometimes I’m not so sure,” he
said. “Sometimes I wonder. I’ll get that list for you. I should probably check with
someone to make sure it’s all right but I’m not going to bother. You know lawyers.
If you ask them whether it’s all right to do something they’ll automatically say no.
Because inaction is always safer than action and they can’t get in trouble for
giving you bad advice if they tell you to sit on your hands and do nothing. I’m
going overboard. Most of the time I like what I do and I’m proud of my profession.
This’ll take me a few minutes. Do you want some coffee in the meantime?”
  His girl brought me a cup, black, no sugar. No bourbon, either. By the time I
was done with the coffee he had the list ready.
  “If there’s anything else I can do—”
  I told him I’d let him know. He walked out to the elevator with me, waited for
the cage to come wheezing up, shook my hand. I watched him turn and head back
to his office and I had the feeling he’d have preferred to come along with me. In a
day or so he’d change his mind, but right now he didn’t seem too crazy about his
job.

The next week was a curious one. I worked my way through the list Aaron
Creighton had given me, knowing what I was doing was essentially purposeless
but compulsive about doing it all the same.
  There were thirty-two names on the list. I checked off my own and Eddie
Halloran and Genevieve Strom. I put additional check marks next to six people
who lived outside of New York. Then I had a go at the remaining twenty-three



names. Creighton had done most of the spadework for me, finding addresses to
match most of the names. He’d included the date each of the thirty-two codicils
had been drawn, and that enabled me to attack the list in reverse chronological
order, starting with those persons who’d been made beneficiaries most recently. If
this was a method, there was madness to it; it was based on the notion that a
person added recently to the will would be more likely to commit homicide for
gain, and I’d already decided this wasn’t that kind of a killing to begin with.
  Well, it gave me something to do. And it led to some interesting conversations.
If the people Mary Alice Redfield had chosen to remember ran to any type, my
mind wasn’t subtle enough to discern it. They ranged in age, in ethnic
background, in gender and sexual orientation, in economic status. Most of them
were as mystified as Eddie and Genevieve and I about the bag lady’s largesse, but
once in a while I’d encounter someone who attributed it to some act of kindness
he’d performed, and there was a young man named Jerry Forgash who was in no
doubt whatsoever. He was some form of Jesus freak and he’d given poor Mary a
couple of tracts and a Get Smart—Get Saved button, presumably a twin to the one
he wore on the breast pocket of his chambray shirt. I suppose she put his gifts in
one of her shopping bags.
  “I told her Jesus loved her,” he said, “and I suppose it won her soul for Christ.
So of course she was grateful. Cast your bread upon the waters, Mr. Scudder.
Brother Matthew. You know there was a disciple of Christ named Matthew.”
  “I know.”
  He told me Jesus loved me and that I should get smart and get saved. I
managed not to get a button but I had to take a couple of tracts from him. I didn’t
have a shopping bag so I stuck them in my pocket, and a couple of nights later I
read them before I went to bed. They didn’t win my soul for Christ but you never
know.
  I didn’t run the whole list. People were hard to find and I wasn’t in any big rush
to find them. It wasn’t that kind of a case. It wasn’t a case at all, really, merely an
obsession, and there was surely no need to race the clock. Or the calendar. If
anything, I was probably reluctant to finish up the names on the list. Once I ran
out of them I’d have to find some other way to approach the woman’s murder and I
was damned if I knew where to start.
  While I was doing all this, an odd thing happened. The word got around that I
was investigating the woman’s death, and the whole neighborhood became very
much aware of Mary Alice Redfield. People began to seek me out. Ostensibly they
had information to give me or theories to advance, but neither the information nor
the theories ever seemed to amount to anything substantial, and I came to see
that they were merely there as a prelude to conversation. Someone would start off
by saying he’d seen Mary selling the Post the afternoon before she was killed, and
that would serve as the opening wedge of a discussion of the bag woman, or bag
women in general, or various qualities of the neighborhood, or violence in
American life, or whatever.
  A lot of people started off talking about the bag lady and wound up talking
about themselves. I guess most conversations work out that way.
  A nurse from Roosevelt said she never saw a shopping bag lady without hearing
an inner voice say There but for the grace of God. And she was not the only



woman who confessed she worried about ending up that way. I guess it’s a specter
that haunts women who live alone, just as the vision of the Bowery derelict clouds
the peripheral vision of hard-drinking men.
  Genevieve Strom turned up at Armstrong’s one night. We talked briefly about
the bag lady. Two nights later she came back again and we took turns spending
our inheritances on rounds of drinks. The drinks hit her with some force and a
little past midnight she decided it was time to go. I said I’d see her home. At the
corner of Fifty-seventh Street she stopped in her tracks and said, “No men in the
room. That’s one of Mrs. Larkin’s rules.”
  “Old-fashioned, isn’t she?”
  “She runs a daycent establishment.” Her mock-Irish accent was heavier than
the landlady’s. Her eyes, hard to read in the lamplight, raised to meet mine. “Take
me someplace.”
  I took her to my hotel, a less decent establishment than Mrs. Larkin’s. We did
each other little good but no harm, and it beat being alone.

Another night I ran into Barry Mosedale at Polly’s Cage. He told me there
was a singer at Kid Gloves who was doing a number about the bag lady. “I can find
out how you can reach him,” he offered.
  “Is he there now?”
  He nodded and checked his watch. “He goes on in fifteen minutes. But you
don’t want to go there, do you?”
  “Why not?”
  “Hardly your sort of crowd, Matt.”
  “Cops go anywhere.”
  “Indeed they do, and they’re welcome wherever they go, aren’t they? Just let me
drink this and I’ll accompany you, if that’s all right. You need someone to lend you
immoral support.”
  Kid Gloves is a gay bar on Fifty-sixth west of Ninth. The decor is just a little
aggressively gay lib. There’s a small raised stage, a scattering of tables, a piano, a
loud jukebox. Barry Mosedale and I stood at the bar. I’d been there before and
knew better than to order their coffee. I had straight bourbon. Barry had his on ice
with a splash of soda.
  Halfway through the drink Gordon Lurie was introduced. He wore tight jeans
and a flowered shirt, sat on stage on a folding chair, sang ballads he’d written
himself with his own guitar for accompaniment. I don’t know if he was any good or
not. It sounded to me as though all the songs had the same melody, but that may
just have been a similarity of style. I don’t have much of an ear.
  After a song about a summer romance in Amsterdam, Gordon Lurie announced
that the next number was dedicated to the memory of Mary Alice Redfield. Then he
sang:

   “She’s a shopping bag lady who lives on
  the sidewalks of Broadway
  Wearing all of her clothes and her years
  on her back
  Toting dead dreams in an old paper sack



  Searching the trash cans for something she
  lost here on Broadway—
  Shopping bag lady…

   “You’d never know but she once was an
  actress on Broadway
  Speaking the words that they stuffed in
  her head
  Reciting the lines of the life that she led
  Thrilling her fans and her friends and her
  lovers on Broadway—
  Shopping bag lady…

   “There are demons who lurk in the corners
  of minds and of Broadway
  And after the omens and portents and
  signs
  Came the day she forgot to remember her
  lines
  Put her life on a leash and took it out
  walking on Broadway—
   Shopping bag lady…”

  There were a couple more verses and the shopping bag lady in the song wound
up murdered in a doorway, dying in defense of the “tattered old treasures she
mined in the trash cans of Broadway.” The song went over well and got a bigger
hand than any of the ones that had preceded it.
  I asked Barry who Gordon Lurie was.
  “You know very nearly as much as I,” he said. “He started here Tuesday. I find
him whelming, personally. Neither overwhelming nor underwhelming but
somewhere in the middle.”
  “Mary Alice never spent much time on Broadway. I never saw her more than a
block from Ninth Avenue.”
  “Poetic license, I’m sure. The song would lack a certain something if you
substituted Ninth Avenue for Broadway. As it stands it sounds a little like
‘Rhinestone Cowboy.’ “
  “Lurie live around here?”
  “I don’t know where he lives. I have the feeling he’s Canadian. So many people
are nowadays. It used to be that no one was Canadian and now simply everybody
is. I’m sure it must be a virus.”
  We listened to the rest of Gordon Lurie’s act. Then Barry leaned forward and
chatted with the bartender to find out how I could get backstage. I found my way
to what passed for a dressing room at Kid Gloves. It must have been a ladies’
lavatory in a prior incarnation.
  I went in there thinking I’d made a breakthrough, that Lurie had killed her and
now he was dealing with his guilt by singing about her. I don’t think I really
believed this but it supplied me with direction and momentum.



  I told him my name and that I was interested in his act. He wanted to know if I
was from a record company. “Am I on the threshold of a great opportunity? Am I
about to become an overnight success after years of travail?”
  We got out of the tiny room and left the club through a side door. Three doors
down the block we sat in a cramped booth at a coffee shop. He ordered a Greek
salad and we both had coffee.
  I told him I was interested in his song about the bag lady.
  He brightened. “Oh, do you like it? Personally I think it’s the best thing I’ve
written. I just wrote it a couple of days ago. I opened next door Tuesday night. I
got to New York three weeks ago and I had a two-week booking in the West Village.
A place called David’s Table. Do you know it?”
  “I don’t think so.”
  “Another stop on the K-Y circuit. Either there aren’t any straight people in New
York or they don’t go to nightclubs. But I was there two weeks, and then I opened
at Kid Gloves, and afterward I was sitting and drinking with some people and
somebody was talking about the shopping bag lady and I had had enough
Amaretto to be maudlin on the subject. I woke up Wednesday morning with a
splitting headache and the first verse of the song buzzing in my splitting head, and
I sat up immediately and wrote it down, and as I was writing one verse the next
would come bubbling to the surface, and before I knew it I had all six verses.” He
took a cigarette, then paused in the act of lighting it to fix his eyes on me. “You
told me your name,” he said, “but I don’t remember it.”
  “Matthew Scudder.”
  “Yes. You’re the person investigating her murder.”
  “I’m not sure that’s the right word. I’ve been talking to people, seeing what I can
come up with. Did you know her before she was killed?”
  He shook his head. “I was never even in this neighborhood before. Oh. I’m not a
suspect, am I? Because I haven’t been in New York since the fall. I haven’t
bothered to figure out where I was when she was killed but I was in California at
Christmastime and I’d gotten as far east as Chicago in early March, so I do have a
fairly solid alibi.”
  “I never really suspected you. I think I just wanted to hear your song.” I sipped
some coffee. “Where did you get the facts of her life? Was she an actress?”
  “I don’t think so. Was she? It wasn’t really about her, you know. It was inspired
by her story but I didn’t know her and I never knew anything about her. The past
few days I’ve been paying a lot of attention to bag ladies, though. And other street
people.”
  “I know what you mean.”
  “Are there more of them in New York or is it just that they’re so much more
visible here? In California everybody drives, you don’t see people on the street. I’m
from Canada, rural Ontario, and the first city I ever spent much time in was
Toronto, and there are crazy people on the streets there but it’s nothing like New
York. Does the city drive them crazy or does it just tend to draw crazy people?”
  “I don’t know.”
  “Maybe they’re not crazy. Maybe they just hear a different drummer. I wonder
who killed her.”
  “We’ll probably never know.”



  “What I really wonder is why she was killed. In my song I made up some
reason. That somebody wanted what was in her bags. I think it works as a song
that way but I don’t think there’s much chance that it happened like that. Why
would anyone kill the poor thing?”
  “I don’t know.”
  “They say she left people money. People she hardly knew. Is that the truth?” I
nodded. “And she left me a song. I don’t even feel that I wrote it. I woke up with it.
I never set eyes on her and she touched my life. That’s strange, isn’t it?”

Everything was strange. The strangest part of all was the way it ended.
  It was a Monday night. The Mets were at Shea and I’d taken my sons to a game.
The Dodgers were in for a three-game series which they eventually swept as they’d
been sweeping everything lately. The boys and I got to watch them knock Jon
Matlack out of the box and go on to shell his several replacements. The final count
was something like 13–4. We stayed in our seats until the last out. Then I saw
them home and caught a train back to the city.
  So it was past midnight when I reached Armstrong’s. Trina brought me a large
double and a mug of coffee without being asked. I knocked back half of the
bourbon and was dumping the rest into my coffee when she told me somebody’d
been looking for me earlier. “He was in three times in the past two hours,” she
said. “A wiry guy, high forehead, bushy eyebrows, sort of a bulldog jaw. I guess the
word for it is underslung.”
  “Perfectly good word.”
  “I said you’d probably get here sooner or later.”
  “I always do. Sooner or later.”
  “Uh-huh. You okay, Matt?”
  “The Mets lost a close one.”
  “I heard it was thirteen to four.”
  “That’s close for them these days. Did he say what it was about?”
  He hadn’t, but within the half hour he came in again and I was there to be
found. I recognized him from Trina’s description as soon as he came through the
door. He looked faintly familiar but he was nobody I knew. I suppose I’d seen him
around the neighborhood.
  Evidently he knew me by sight because he found his way to my table without
asking directions and took a chair without being invited to sit. He didn’t say
anything for a while and neither did I. I had a fresh bourbon and coffee in front of
me and I took a sip and looked him over.
  He was under thirty. His cheeks were hollow and the flesh of his face was
stretched over his skull like leather that had shrunk upon drying. He wore a forest
green work shirt and a pair of khaki pants. He needed a shave.
  Finally he pointed at my cup and asked me what I was drinking. When I told
him he said all he drank was beer.
  “They have beer here,” I said.
  “Maybe I’ll have what you’re drinking.” He turned in his chair and waved for
Trina. When she came over he said he’d have bourbon and coffee, the same as I
was having. He didn’t say anything more until she brought the drink. Then, after



he had spent quite some time stirring it, he took a sip. “Well,” he said, “that’s not
so bad. That’s okay.”
  “Glad you like it.”
  “I don’t know if I’d order it again, but at least now I know what it’s like.”
  “That’s something.”
  “I seen you around. Matt Scudder. Used to be a cop, private eye now, blah blah
blah. Right?”
  “Close enough.”
  “My name’s Floyd. I never liked it but I’m stuck with it, right? I could change it
but who’m I kidding? Right?”
  “If you say so.”
  “If I don’t somebody else will. Floyd Karp, that’s the full name. I didn’t tell you
my last name, did I? That’s it, Floyd Karp.”
  “Okay.”
  “Okay, okay, okay.” He pursed his lips, blew out air in a silent whistle. “What
do we do now, Matt? Huh? That’s what I want to know.”
  “I’m not sure what you mean, Floyd.”
  “Oh, you know what I’m getting at, driving at, getting at. You know, don’t you?”
  By this time I suppose I did.
  “I killed that old lady. Took her life, stabbed her with my knife.” He flashed the
saddest smile. “Steee-rangled her with her skeeee-arf. Hoist her with her own
whatchacallit, petard. What’s a petard, Matt?”
  “I don’t know, Floyd. Why’d you kill her?”
  He looked at me, he looked at his coffee, he looked at me again.
  He said, “Had to.”
  “Why?”
  “Same as the bourbon and coffee. Had to see. Had to taste it and find out what
it was like.” His eyes met mine. His were very large, hollow, empty. I fancied I
could see right through them to the blackness at the back of his skull. “I couldn’t
get my mind away from murder,” he said. His voice was more sober now, the
mocking playful quality gone from it. “I tried. I just couldn’t do it. It was on my
mind all the time and I was afraid of what I might do. I couldn’t function, I
couldn’t think, I just saw blood and death all the time. I was afraid to close my
eyes for fear of what I might see. I would just stay up, days it seemed, and then I’d
be tired enough to pass out the minute I closed my eyes. I stopped eating. I used
to be fairly heavy and the weight just fell off of me.”
  “When did all this happen, Floyd?”
  “I don’t know. All winter. And I thought if I went and did it once I would know if
I was a man or a monster or what. And I got this knife, and I went out a couple
nights but lost my nerve, and then one night—I don’t want to talk about that part
of it now.”
  “All right.”
  “I almost couldn’t do it, but I couldn’t not do it, and then I was doing it and it
went on forever. It was horrible.”
  “Why didn’t you stop?”



  “I don’t know. I think I was afraid to stop. That doesn’t make any sense, does
it? I just don’t know. It was all crazy, insane, like being in a movie and being in the
audience at the same time. Watching myself.”
  “No one saw you do it?”
  “No. I threw the knife down a sewer. I went home. I put all my clothes in the
incinerator, the ones I was wearing. I kept throwing up. All that night I would
throw up even when my stomach was empty. Dry heaves, Department of Dry
Heaves. And then I guess I fell asleep, I don’t know when or how but I did, and the
next day I woke up and thought I dreamed it. But of course I didn’t.”
  “No.”
  “And what I did think was that it was over. I did it and I knew I’d never want to
do it again. It was something crazy that happened and I could forget about it. And
I thought that was what happened.”
  “That you managed to forget about it?”
  A nod. “But I guess I didn’t. And now everybody’s talking about her. Mary Alice
Redfield, I killed her without knowing her name. Nobody knew her name and now
everybody knows it and it’s all back in my mind. And I heard you were looking for
me, and I guess, I guess . . .” He frowned, chasing a thought around in his mind
like a dog trying to capture his tail. Then he gave it up and looked at me. “So here
I am,” he said. “So here I am.”
  “Yes.”
  “Now what happens?”
  “I think you’d better tell the police about it, Floyd.”
  “Why?”
  “I suppose for the same reason you told me.”
  He thought about it. After a long time he nodded. “All right,” he said. “I can
accept that. I’d never kill anybody again. I know that. But—you’re right. I have to
tell them. I don’t know who to see or what to say or, hell, I just—”
  “I’ll go with you if you want.”
  “Yeah. I want you to.”
  “I’ll have a drink and then we’ll go. You want another?”
  “No. I’m not much of a drinker.”
  I had it without the coffee this time. After Trina brought it I asked him how he’d
picked his victim. Why the bag lady?
  He started to cry. No sobs, just tears spilling from his deep-set eyes. After a
while he wiped them on his sleeve.
  “Because she didn’t count,” he said. “That’s what I thought. She was nobody.
Who cared if she died? Who’d miss her?” He closed his eyes tight. “Everybody
misses her,” he said. “Everybody.”
  So I took him in. I don’t know what they’ll do with him. It’s not my problem.
  It wasn’t really a case and I didn’t really solve it. As far as I can see I didn’t do
anything. It was the talk that drove Floyd Karp from cover, and no doubt I helped
some of the talk get started, but some of it would have gotten around without me.
All those legacies of Mary Alice Redfield’s had made her a nine-day wonder in the
neighborhood. It was one of those legacies that got me involved.
  Maybe she caught her own killer. Maybe he caught himself, as everyone does.
Maybe no man’s an island and maybe everybody is.



  All I know is I lit a candle for the woman, and I suspect I’m not the only one
who did.


