








TAMING A SEA-HORSE


ROBERT B. PARKER

[image: Quercus]


First published in the USA in 1986 by Delacorte Press/Seymour Lawrence

This ebook edition published in 2013 by

Quercus Editions Ltd

55 Baker Street

7th Floor, South Block

London

W1U 8EW

Copyright © 1986 by Robert B. Parker

The moral right of Robert B. Parker to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 78206 822 8

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk



        Robert B. Parker is world-renowned as an internationally bestselling author. Born and raised in Massachusetts, he completed a Ph.D. in English at Boston University. He began writing his Spenser novels while teaching at Boston’s Northeastern University in 1971. In 1997 he won an Edgar for Best Novel for Promised Land, and was named Grand Master by the Mystery Writers of America in 2002. He passed away in January 2010.

    
THE SPENSER NOVELS
The Godwulf Manuscript
God Save the Child
Mortal Stakes
Promised Land
The Judas Goat
Looking for Rachel Wallace
Early Autumn
A Savage Place
Ceremony
The Widening Gyre
Valediction
A Catskill Eagle
Taming a Sea-horse
Pale Kings and Princes
Crimson Joy
Playmates
Stardust
Pastime
Double Deuce
Paper Doll
Walking Shadow
Thin Air
Chance
Small Vices
Sudden Mischief
Hush Money
Hugger Mugger
Potshot
Widow’s Walk
Back Story
Bad Business
Cold Service
School Days
Hundred-Dollar Baby
Now & Then
 Rough Weather
The Professional
Painted Ladies
Sixkill

THE JESSE STONE NOVELS
Night Passage
Trouble in Paradise
Death in Paradise
Stone Cold
Sea Change
High Profile
Stranger in Paradise
Night and Day
Split Image


THE SUNNY RANDALL NOVELS
Family Honor
Perish Twice
Shrink Rap
Melancholy Baby
Blue Screen
Spare Change



ALSO BY ROBERT B. PARKER
Wilderness
Love and Glory
Poodle Springs
(with Raymond Chandler)
Perchance to Dream
All Our Yesterdays
Gunman’s Rhapsody
Double Play
Appaloosa
Resolution
Brimstone

NON-FICTION
Training with Weights
(with John R. Marsh)
Three Weeks in Spring
(with Joan H. Parker)
A Year at the Races
(with Joan H. Parker)
Spenser's Boston
(with Kasho Kumagai)
 

For Joan


… Nay, we’ll go

Together down, sir. Notice Neptune though,

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!

Robert Browning, ‘My Last Duchess’


        TAMING A SEA-HORSE

    
Chapter One

I hadn’t had lunch with Patricia Utley since the last time the Red Sox won the pennant. That seems like another way to say never, but in fact it had been ten years. We were looking at the menu and sipping margaritas (on the rocks, salt) in a restaurant called Bogie’s on West 26th Street in Manhattan.

‘Veal’s awfully good here,’ Patricia said.

‘So are the margaritas,’ I said.

She smiled. ‘Margaritas are good everywhere.’

Ten years had made little impression on Patricia Utley. She was still small and blond and fine-boned. She still wore big black-rimmed round glasses. She still looked very good.

The waitress came and took our order and went away. She came back shortly with a second margarita for me. Patricia Utley still had most of hers left. It’s hard to make a margarita last and with each sip it becomes harder. I put my glass down, licked a little salt off my upper lip. No problem. I’d just leave it there a while and then I’d have another little sip.

‘Have you found April yet?’ I said.

‘Steven has traced her to another call house on the West Side,’ she said. ‘Ninety-sixth and Central Park West.’ She gave me the address.

I turned the margarita glass slowly on the tablecloth with my right hand.

‘Decent place?’ I said.

‘At the moment,’ she said. ‘But only at the moment. When she gets a little used up she’ll be replaced and they’ll turn her out into something a little less plush.’

‘And when she gets used up there?’ I said.

Patricia Utley nodded. ‘To something still less plush.’

I drank some of my margarita.

‘Down and down I go,’ I said. ‘Round and round I go.’

‘She’ll be in a spin,’ Patricia Utley said. ‘But she won’t be enjoying it.’

I had taken a bit larger sip than I’d intended. The margarita was gone. Probably if I had another one, I’d be able to think just what I should do about April Kyle. I nodded at the waitress. She brought me a new drink and one for Patricia Utley.

‘Maybe I can talk with her a bit,’ I said.

Patricia nodded. ‘It might help. Steven talked with her but it did no good. Whether she’ll respond to you I don’t know. You sent her to me.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘Seemed like a good idea at the time.’

‘I think it was. We made real progress with her. She had learned how to behave, maybe even had started to get some values.’

‘And regular medical checks. No clap, no herpes.’

‘There’s always whores,’ Patricia said. ‘Always. And someone has always run them. That doesn’t mean that some ways aren’t better than others.’

The waitress came with our veal.

When she went away, I said, ‘I know. That’s why I sent her to you. She was going to be a whore, no matter what.’

‘And my girls get fairly paid and they are not abused and they are free to leave.’ She shrugged. ‘I never claimed it was Smith College.’

‘No need to be defensive,’ I said. ‘No one accused you of being Smith College.’

Patricia smiled. I finished my margarita before starting the veal. Sequence is important.

‘Do you have a client in this affair?’ Patricia said.

‘No, I’m on spec,’ I said.

‘That was the same fee you got last time you were involved with April.’

I ate some veal. ‘Yum yum,’ I said.

‘Still sentimental,’ Patricia said. ‘I thought age might have toughened you up a little.’

‘You called me,’ I said.

She smiled again. ‘And how will you proceed?’ she said. She hadn’t touched her second drink.

‘I’ll see her, reason with her. When that doesn’t work I’ll improvise. You going to drink that drink?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Are you going to remind me of starving children somewhere?’

‘Nope, I was going to warn you about scurvy.’

She took the margarita and put it in front of me.

‘Save yourself,’ she said.

I took a sip. It went surprisingly well with the veal. On the other hand, the fourth margarita goes surprisingly well with everything.

‘She left you with no explanation,’ I said.

‘That’s right. Simply disappeared. Her room was cleaned out and she was gone. But no note, no phone call, no goodbye. When I called you I had no idea where she was.’

‘Why would she leave you and go to another, ah, service? Money?’

‘I don’t think so. I think she was seduced.’

‘Patricia,’ I said, ‘I don’t wish to be coarse, but she’s a whore. She’s been a whore since she was sixteen.’

‘And now she’s twenty,’ Patricia said, ‘and she’s still a whore. But whores do what they do for a lot of reasons, and I think April is in love with somebody that has her working there.’

‘A pimp?’

Patricia Utley shrugged. ‘Sure,’ she said, ‘for lack of a better word. My guess is that he’s really more of a recruiter.’

‘Like for G.E. or Indiana U?’

‘Yes. It’s done. You find that you don’t have a particular kind of girl in your stable, you shop around or you get hold of someone who’ll shop around, and he finds what you need: blond Miss America, exotic Latin, somebody who looks like Sophie Tucker, and he recruits her for you.’

‘Always he?’

‘No, a lot of recruiting is done in lesbian bars. But in this case it’s a he.’

‘What determines what kind of woman you want in your stable?’ I said. ‘Customer demand?’

‘Yes,’ Patricia said.

‘Do you recruit?’

‘No. I don’t need to. My whores come because they’ve heard about my operation and because they want to work for me. Except the ones that are sent me by detectives from Boston.’

The waitress cleared our dishes. We ordered cheesecake for dessert. Patricia Utley ordered coffee. Not me. No point screwing up four margaritas.

‘You were the best I could do,’ I said. ‘All the other options she had were worse.’

Patricia Utley smiled. ‘Thanks,’ she said.

The waitress came with the cheesecake. Mine had cherries on it. I remained calm. Normally cherry cheesecake makes my nostrils flare dramatically. I took a small, dignified bite. Control.

‘Being someone’s whore is not an ideal option for anyone,’ I said. ‘I notice for instance that you’re not. But ideal options aren’t something I have much to do with. Most of the time I’m shuttling between bad and worse.’

‘With me she has choice,’ Patricia said. ‘No one is coerced with me.’

‘At least not by you. The world probably coerces them some.’

‘I can’t help that,’ Patricia Utley said.

‘Me either,’ I said. I had another bite of cherry cheesecake.

‘But you keep trying,’ she said.

‘Else what’s a heaven for,’ I said.

‘And falling short.’

I shrugged. The discussion was distracting me from the cheesecake.

‘But you keep doing it,’ she said.

‘April Kyle got a better deal out of life than she would have if I hadn’t been around,’ I said. ‘I got her choices. It’s the best anyone gets. It’s all I’ll try to give her this time. If she’s where she’d rather be, then that’s where she ought to be.’

‘Even if later on it will destroy her?’

‘One day at a time,’ I said. My cheesecake was gone. My pulse rate slowed. Patricia Utley paid the check.

On 26th Street we walked east. It was spring in New York, and the street litter was beginning to dry in the pale sun.

‘Don’t underestimate the impact that her pimp has on her,’ Patricia Utley said.

‘If she has one.’

Patricia Utley looked at me almost sadly. ‘April has one,’ she said. ‘In spite of everything, in spite of all they know to the contrary, whores want love. It’s not money that they whore for. It’s love, or the hope of it.’

‘Why should they be different?’

‘Because by the time they get to be twenty years old they have ample evidence that love is nonsense.’

‘Put money in thy purse?’

‘That’s some kind of quote,’ Patricia Utley said, ‘but I don’t know from where. Yes. Of course, put money in thy purse.’

‘You management types are all the same,’ I said. ‘Antiromantics.’

‘But the whores aren’t,’ Patricia said. ‘That may be the trick of it.’

‘I’m not anti-romantic,’ I said.

‘You’re male,’ she said. ‘You can afford it.’

‘If I were female would it lead me to whoredom?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

We reached Sixth Avenue. ‘So it’s not the whole trick.’

She was looking for a cab. ‘Maybe not.’

‘Everyone wants love,’ I said. ‘Not everyone whores.’

She gestured toward a cab. It zipped past us. ‘Shit,’ she said. She looked for another one. Downtown a block two guys in tan raincoats flagged the next cab. She exhaled softly and turned and looked at me. Under her careful makeup I could see lines at her mouth and eyes. Natural light is tough. ‘I’m not a philosopher,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to know how coal was made in order to mine it. But I think April’s future will be a lot brighter if you get her out of that call service, and to do that, I think you’re going to have to get her away from a pimp that she thinks loves her.’

‘Pimps don’t love anybody,’ I said.

‘You know that. I know that. Whores don’t know that.’

‘Did you always know that?’ I said.

A cab angled across the traffic from the east side of Sixth Avenue and stopped.

‘You want a ride uptown?’ Patricia said.

‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I like to walk. You going to answer my question?’

She said, ‘No,’ and got in the cab. I closed the door behind her and the cab pulled back into the traffic.
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