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For Paula,

who walked with me through the maze







"I never understood the pattern of my life so that I
have blundered through it in a maze. I did not know until now that
in places the walls of this maze were cunningly polished so that
the perils I have endured, my fears and hopes... those I have loved
and hated have been mirrored images of one another. In all my life
I never learned from one experience how to encounter its reflected
twin,"

-MICHAEL AYRTON

 



Mirror Girl

Always on those rainy nights when she decided to
drive into the city to play the game, she would first revisit the
mirror maze. . . .

All that afternoon,
warm rain danced against the tin roof of the loft, and the faint
howling of a dog, somewhere on the fringes of the park, made her
think of pain.

With darkness, light from the sulfurous
street lamp across the road, cut by the blinds, cast soft stripes
across the walls and floor. She sat on her hard wooden stool
listening to the patter on the roof and the squeak of the ceiling
fan as it thrashed the humid air.

When, finally, she made her decision, she
moved with swift resolve. She rolled up the little blue rug beside
her bed, opened the trapdoor beneath, then made her way by memory
and touch down the wooden ladder to the catwalks.

These she crossed with the grace of an
aerialist. When she reached the switchboard, she turned on the
lights below. Then she lowered herself deftly to the floor down a
soft, thick white gym rope. Finally she stripped off all her
clothes and walked out to face the mirrors.

The ones in the sharply angled Corridor met her like
angry sentinels—fattening, elongating, disproportioning her body.
She strode rapidly past them, wound her way through the
labyrinthine Chamber, exited via the sinuous Fragmentation Serpent,
then entered the Great Hall Of Infinite Deceptions. Here, in the
middle of the vast room, she stopped, then slowly turned like a
skater cutting a figure on a patch of virgin ice.

Her glossy tresses
of dark brown hair, so dark they looked almost black in the
mirrors, cascaded down her neck, broke upon her shoulders and edged
her pale back. Pausing to regard her high cheekbones and sculpted
lips, she smiled gently at her likeness. Fair skin, brown irises,
dark brows, modeled chin—she was a beauty and she knew it.

She basked before the multiple images. The
reflections ravished her eyes. Then she began to look beyond
herself, searching out corners and crevices in the silvered glass.
There was secrecy in mirrorspace, places to hide and to conceal,
corridors of sparkling light, endless shimmering passages and
tunnels.

She positioned her image into one of these,
stared hard at her eyes, willed herself entry. Then, in an instant
that no matter how often she experienced it would always seem
magical, she passed through to become her dream-sister—the one
she'd known since girlhood, the one who lived in mirrorworld.

She felt safe then, in a place where so many things
were possible, where the rules and laws that governed the world
outside were null and void. Here, in the land of mirror-reverse,
normally forbidden acts could be performed without fear or guilt
and to degrees of intensity undreamed of even in deepest sleep.

Later, wigged blond,
dressed smart, artfully made-up, she drove into Manhattan through
the tunnel beneath the river, then onto the city's rain-slick
streets. She kept all her car windows shut. Only music from the
tape deck, dizzying arias sung by great divas, reached her
ears.

Cruising the avenues of the Upper East Side,
she raised her eyes from the herd of taxis to gaze into her
rearview mirror. Glimpsing the reflection of her dream-sister, she
shivered at the sight. What if she were trapped? What if the
mirrors turned cruel and refused to let her out? Then I will be
lost forever, she thought, dread dissolving in the vision of
street lamps reflected in the gleaming wet black avenue ahead.

She was searching for a bar, one she'd never
been in before. She would know it when she saw it. There would be
an aura: a rich warm glow, laughter and conversation spilling out,
perhaps a handsome, well-dressed man entering alone.

Marks were always to be found in such places. Diana
had taught her that. For the first months after she had left, she
had continued to follow her old mentor's rules. She had always been
better at the game than the other girls—subtler, slicker, far more
credible. Diana had told her that she had a gift for it, was a
"natural," that with concentration she could out-gross the others
ten-to-one. Now, a year and a half after striking out on her own,
she had begun to rely on her instincts. Now too she played only on
rainy nights.

She chose a place
called Aspen, a preppy jock hangout with an "après ski" look: glowing yellow lamps, a
glistening U-shaped bar, the whole place carefully defined by its
adornments—tarnished athletic trophies, crossed ski poles and
lacrosse sticks, framed amateur team photos crowding the walls—all
calculated to create instant nostalgia for some nameless generic
school distinguished by its love of sports.

She was standing just inside the doorway,
taking in the buzz, inhaling the aroma of smoke, perfume and beer,
when she noticed a man glance up at her from the bar. Late
thirties, expensive striped Italian shirt, thinning light brown
hair. He appraised her briefly, met her gaze, grinned in welcome,
then turned back to his drink.

In the instant when their eyes met and locked
she recognized him as her mark. Not the flashy type of salesman or
conventioneer Diana had taught her to seek out, but someone better
and less gullible. A superior man with cultural interests, perhaps
moderately successful with women. A well-educated man, possibly
divorced, who most likely owned an apartment in the
neighborhood.

Striped Shirt looked up, smiled at her again.
Already she felt regret; this conquest, it seemed, would not be
difficult. She turned slowly, a signal that she noticed him but
chose not to recognize his interest. Spotting an empty table, she
moved toward it, knowing he was watching to see if she sat
alone.

The waiter was a puppy: bright eyes, cute
polka-dot bow tie, tail of frizzy hair tied back with a rubber
band. He flirted with her ("How're you tonight?"), then
asked what she'd like to drink.

She squinted at him. "Have I seen you in
something?"

He smiled. "You a casting agent?" She shook
her head. "Well," he admitted shyly, "I was in an ad in
Details. You might've seen me there."

They chatted briefly about his career. He was
looking to break through with a TV commercial. "Just in case you
know someone in the biz . . ." he added, wandering off.

When he returned with her vodka, he told her
she had an admirer.

"Striped shirt. Over there." He gestured. "He
picked up your tab."

"Nice," she said, "but I like to pay for
myself."

"Sorry, too late, I rang it up. But if you
wanna make things even, you can always, you know, reciprocate." He
grinned. He'd put many a boy and girl together; it was what he
liked best about his job. "Actually, Roger's a pretty nice guy.
Comes in couple times a week. Works for a magazine. Never heard any
complaints."

She glanced at the bar. Striped Shirt was
grinning again. She nodded her thanks. He raised his glass in
acknowledgment.

"Well?" asked the waiter. She shrugged. "A
girl could do worse." He gave her his best kid-brother smirk.

"This girl usually does better," she
said.

"Want me to tell him that?"

She laughed. "Sure. Why not?"

Striped Shirt
appeared two minutes later, hovering at a respectful distance.

"Hi. I'm Roger."

She stared at him. "Hello, Roger."

He stared back. He looked a little unsure of
himself. "Welcome to the pub."

"Thank you."

He gestured to the empty chair. "May I?" She
shrugged. He sat down carefully.

"You're—?"

"My name's Gelsey, if that's what you want to
know."

"Hello, Gelsey." He stuck out his hand. She
looked at it, hesitated, then shook it casually.

"Thanks for the drink," she said. "But I wish
you hadn't." She reached into her bag, pulled out her wallet.

His face fell. "Please, oh, no, don't! I know
I should have asked."

She noted his wounded pride. "Well, just this
once." She put her wallet away.

He sighed his gratitude. "That would have
been really humiliating." She smiled to show she understood. "I
haven't seen you in here before."

"I haven't been in here before."

"Well, figures." He was floundering. "What
made you—?"

"I was out in the rain. I must have walked a
long time. Then I felt thirsty and saw the glow and—" She shrugged.
"Guess I was looking for some kind of refuge."

"Glad you chose Aspen. It's a friendly place.
I know most of the regulars." He hesitated, then took the plunge.
"Which is why I can honestly say you're the most attractive woman
to drop in here in quite a while."

She pondered his compliment before accepting
it. She wanted him to know she could not be so easily won. Finally
she smiled, a signal that she would allow him to warm her up.
Encouraged, he set eagerly to work.

He did his job well, careful always to offer
a personal revelation before soliciting one from her. Still, he was
thorough. After half an hour he had touched upon all the
appropriate questions.

He was a staff writer at Smart Money
magazine. She told him she worked in publicity at Simon &
Schuster.

He was from St. Louis and had gone to
Dartmouth. She told him she was from Oakland and had attended
Cal.

He was thirty-six, divorced, an excellent
skier, an earnest tennis player, also interested in art. She told
him she was twenty-six, had broken up two months before with a
live-in boyfriend, belonged to a health club, and, as for tennis—if
they ever played he'd better watch out!

They discussed some of the concerns of people
in their cohort: how difficult it was to live in the city with so
much crime, homelessness, and AIDS; how hard it was to meet nice
people outside of work; the relative virtues and drawbacks of the
alternate coast.

They oriented themselves by social-economic
class (he was a child of the suburbs; she was brought up near a
university where her father taught history); by personality type
(he was gregarious; she thought of herself as more of a loner).
Then they talked about their jobs.

He told her he'd been thinking about
recycling as a TV correspondent. But the truth was he believed in
print.

She did too, she said, which was the only
reason she stayed in publishing, where the workload was heavy and
the pay disgracefully low. Still, she was thinking of moving on.
There'd been some sexual harassment at her office. Subtle but
unnerving, and, in its own way, insidious. In fact, the reason
she'd gone out to walk in the rain that evening was to try to think
through her options.

He turned compassionate. He knew exactly what
she meant because he too had suffered something similar a couple of
years back from a female superior.

"And it was insidious, because I knew
if I complained I'd look like a total jerk. What could I say? That
she made comments about my clothes, my build, told me I played 'a
major role' in her fantasies? I should have been flattered, right?
Physically speaking, she was a fairly desirable woman. Under other
circumstances I might have been interested. But not in the
workplace. Not for me, anyway. There's a time and place for
everything, don't you think? A place to work and a time to play. .
. ."

Gelsey picked up a half dozen signals from
that little monologue. She made her eyes gleam so he would know she
had caught them all.

He stared at her. There was a silence. They
listened to a little burst of laughter from a table in the
rear.

"Are you comfortable here?" he asked.

"Tell you the truth, there's too much
smoke."

"Well," he said, "I hope this doesn't sound
pushy. But I was wondering—see, I practically live around the
corner."

This was it: the bar pickup endgame. She
stared at him, noncommittal. She wanted to make him work for
it.

He swallowed. "Like I said, I don't want to
sound pushy. But I've got an interesting idea."

She leaned forward slightly. "Tell me."

He grinned to dispel any intimation of
aggression. "I was thinking we might mosey out of here, go over to
my place and, you know, have a nightcap . . .or something."

She reached across the table, took hold of
both his hands, lightly played her fingers along his wrists. "Is
that all you had in mind?"

He tried not to show too much excitement.
"Well, that would be up to you," he said carefully.

She met his gaze, then lowered her eyes
demurely. "What if we went up to your place and then I told you I'd
like us to take off our pants?" She gazed at him again. "What would
you think about that?"

He shook his head. He was enormously
aroused.

"I'd think you were about the most intriguing person
I'd met in a very long time."

His building was a
fifteen-story white-brick-with-doorman, constructed as a rental in
the sixties, converted to a co-op in the eighties. There were
several mirrors in the lobby, one nice one between the elevators.
They entered, Roger pushed the button for the penthouse, they
leaned against opposite sides of the cab and smiled at one another
as they rode up.

"Let's get these wet raincoats off," he said,
fumbling with his keys.

Once inside, he switched on a set of track
lights, then dimmed them down. There was a classic Manhattan
penthouse view: squared-off apartment buildings against soaring
midtown towers, a hundred thousand lit-up windows, golden cages
hanging in the sky.

She looked around. The sparse furnishings
were expensive: Matching soft black leather couches faced one
another across a spare glass-topped cocktail table. Smooth white
walls served as background for a small collection of
average-quality contemporary prints. She knew the look: downtown
gallery. She peered about more carefully, hoping to be surprised.
But she could find nothing personal; the decor spoke to her of
risklessness. Yet Roger had taken a major risk—he had invited her
into his lair.

"I've been saving a bottle of very good wine.
Think I should open it up?"

She thought a moment, then shook her head.
"Actually, I'd rather have a drink."

"Great. What would you like?"

"Let me make it?"

He grinned at her. "I bet you can mix up
something pretty good."

"Gelsey's Special."

"Sounds interesting."

"It is. I promise," she said.

He led her by the hand into his kitchen,
showed her where he kept his booze, glasses, bar tools and blender,
then excused himself to dry his hair.

"Just call me if you need anything." His
voice trailed off.

She set up a pair of highball glasses,
quickly marked one with a slight smudge of lipstick against the
rim, then set to work creating her potion. As she was finishing she
heard music. He had put a Mabel Mercer CD on the stereo.

She carried their drinks into the living
room. He was slouched on one of the couches, jacket off, hair
engagingly tousled.

She handed him his glass, sat down on the
opposite couch, took a little sip from hers.

He grinned at her. "Starting to mellow
out?"

"Very much so." She leaned back, flicked her
hair, then casually stuck out her legs. She looked around. "I
imagined you'd have a place like this."

"Really? Like what?"

"Cool. Hard-edged."

He looked perplexed. "Am I really that
predictable?"

"We'll soon find out," she replied in a
throaty whisper. Then she lightly touched her breasts.

It was a fine moment, the kind she tried to
create every time she played, full of the promise of lust—tastes,
aromas, moves and caresses that could not be predicted and would
therefore surprise and delight. It was a moment that a worthy
opponent would want to savor and prolong, knowing that anticipation
is almost always sweeter than closure.

They drank in silence, matching one another
sip for sip. When, finally, he had drained his glass, she excused
herself.

"Don't get up," she said. "I'll find it on my
own."

As she passed him she studied his eyes. They
were beginning to glaze. Unaware of just how tired he was, he broke
his yawn with another grin. She paused behind him, turned, placed
her hands on his shoulders, then bent her head down to his ear:

"I think it's getting time to take off those
pants," she whispered. Then she patted his head and retired to the
bathroom.

She spent three minutes staring into her
dream-sister's eyes in the cabinet mirror, then flushed the toilet
and wandered back to the living room. She found him dozing, pants
down, caught around his ankles. She knelt, placed a hand beneath
his chin, carefully raised his head.

"Roger?"

He opened his eyes. "Sorry." He stared at
her. "Maybe too much to drink." He gestured toward his glass on the
cocktail table. "What did you—?"

She gazed at him. Her voice turned stern.
"What did I what?"

"I dunno. . . ." He slurred his words.

"You lied to me at the bar."

"Huh?" He blinked.

"That little story about sexual harassment at
the office—that never happened. Did it?"

He blinked again. "Whassa problem? I don
get—"

"Get what, Roger?" she asked kindly.

He glanced at his glass again. "You put
something—?"

"In your drink? Yes, as a matter of fact, I
did." She nodded sweetly, then watched as the realization struck
and the terror filled his eyes.

"Why? What're—?"

"Don't panic. Just go to sleep." She cooed at
him like a pigeon from the park: "Sleep, sleep, sleep. Let yourself
go. It'll make it so much easier. . . ."

He tried to strike out at her. She pulled
back, but even if he had connected, his thrust was too feeble to
have hurt. After that he drooped; the effort had wasted the last of
his energy. She watched as he tried to fight off his exhaustion the
way they always did, shaking his head, fluttering his eyes. She
peered at him closely. He was terrified. He knew he was
defenseless. He was probably wondering whether she had poisoned
him, whether he would ever wake up.

"Please . . ." he begged.

She waited until he closed his eyes and his heavy
rhythmic breathing told her he was out. "Good night, sweet prince,"
she whispered as she rose, then hurried to the kitchen where she
had left her purse.

The first thing,
always, was to put on a fresh pair of surgical gloves, thoroughly
wash the highball glasses, then clean every spot she had touched
with her fingertips. There weren't many such places: a few in the
kitchen—the refrigerator and freezer doors—the bathroom doorknob,
the edge of the medicine cabinet. When she finished with her chores
she checked again on Roger. He was snoring deeply, lost in sleep.
She nodded and began her search.

She removed his wallet from his fallen pants
and emptied out all his pockets. She took the cash (more than four
hundred dollars. Surprise!), but left the credit cards and
IDs arranged neatly on the cocktail table. The point, as Diana had
always taught, was to rob the mark, not enrage him. She also
removed his watch. It wasn't anything special, but it was part of
the game that he be deprived of his way of marking time. Then, when
she had finished searching his person, she began a methodical
search of the apartment.

It took her five minutes to discover that
everything of interest was concentrated in the bedroom. The front
closets and drawers were virtually empty. The bedroom, however,
offered all sorts of treasures: a pair of gold Cartier cuff links,
a Krugerrand, a gold pocket watch (probably his grandfather's) and,
in the bottom of a drawer filled with hand-ironed shirts, a worn
airmail envelope containing various denominations of foreign
currency and five one-hundred-dollar bills.

All of this she took. She discovered and
rapidly rearranged a good deal more. There was a trove of personal
letters which she laid out, like cards dealt for solitaire, neatly
on the living-room floor. And a collection of photographs which she
separated and then propped up in various places around the
apartment—on top of the bureau, on the bedside tables and along the
windowsills.

She uncovered a small cache of ho-hum sex
toys—a pack of condoms, a vibrator with attachments and a pair of
domino masks. She partially superimposed the masks in the middle of
the bed, to suggest classic symbols of comedy and tragedy, then
unraveled the condoms and arranged them symmetrically so that they
radiated from the masks like rays of the sun. Finally, she
completed the work by circling the masks and condoms with the
vibrator cord. Then she stepped back and squinted at her
design.

It was fine as far as it went, she thought,
but not, she decided, sufficiently bizarre. Feeling it could use a
little more embellishment, she looked around the room and then,
recalling a tangle of jockstraps she'd seen in one of the drawers,
thought of a way to have some fun. She withdrew a pair of surgical
scissors from her purse, retrieved the jocks, snipped off the
fronts of the pouches, then added them to the bed display.

Pausing, she thought of inflicting similar
damage on all his trousers and undershorts. But that, she decided,
would take too much time and demonstrate too much hostility. She
felt that in Roger's case she would make a deeper impression if she
showed a certain elegant restraint.

But there was one final assault upon his
dignity that she would not resist. The "inscribing," Diana called
it. All of Diana's girls were instructed to do it and were tutored
in its importance. Yet Gelsey's particular manner of inscription
was unique. She employed it always. It sent a message to the mark,
and, at the same time, doubled as her signature.

She hurried back to the living room. Roger
was still snoring. She knew from her experience with various
dosages that he would remain unconscious for at least ten hours.
Now it was necessary to place him on his back. She lifted his legs,
still bound by his dropped pants, pulled them around ninety
degrees, then laid him out full-length on the couch. Then she bent
down, unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it open so that his upper
chest was exposed.

Indelible black marker in hand, she straddled
him like an equestrienne and began to write in script upon his
flesh. When she was finished she smiled at her handiwork. To an
ordinary viewer it would appear an incoherent scrawl. But she could
read it easily.

And so would Roger, when, awakening, he stumbled into
his bathroom and examined his groggy features in the mirror. Then
the message she had written on his chest would leap out at him with
diabolic force. And the fact that she had inscribed it as one long
word in mirror-reverse would haunt him far longer than her
robbery:
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Down in the
apartment-house lobby, she paused before the mirror between the
elevators. Pretending to smooth her hair, she willed herself egress
from the glass. Her dream-sister stared back at her, and then, in
an instant, disappeared. Now she was once again herself.

Smiling sweetly at the doorman, she strode
out into the open air. It was two A.M. The
rain had stopped. The sidewalk was still wet. The air smelled
faintly of iron.

She walked the four blocks to her car, got
in, then drove leisurely along the empty avenue. At an
intersection, when she stopped for a red light, a homeless man
approached with a squeegee. She nodded encouragement when he began
to wash her windshield; before the light changed, she handed him a
twenty-dollar bill.

As she entered the tunnel she did not think
about what she had done. Rather, she reveled in feelings of
purification and release. The events of the evening seemed like a
dream, not surprising since it was her dream-sister who had engaged
in them. Still, the gratification engendered by the acts of
violation now belonged to her.

Forty minutes later, approaching Richmond Park, she
pulled off her blond wig and glanced at herself in her rearview
mirror. This time it was her true image that stared back.


A Small House in Queens

Not much of a
place, Janek thought as he pulled in front of the house and
parked. It was just an ordinary little house on a modest
residential street that ran parallel to the Van Wyck Expressway,
one of a thousand "starter houses" he'd passed countless times on
his way out to Kennedy Airport from Manhattan.

It was two A.M., a
humid August night, with a scorching wind blowing in from the
south. Street lamps burned sulfurous in the gray-black haze. Janek,
sweating, sat in his car in front of the house, listening for the
sound of shots. He didn't hear any, but wouldn't have been
surprised if he had. It was summer, the season of random gunfire,
bullets discharged in rancor, piercing windows, killing babies in
their cribs and grandmothers waiting to cross dusty, savage
streets. All that summer, it seemed to Janek, the city had teetered
on the edge of a breakdown.

He glanced at himself in his rearview mirror.
There were bags under his eyes, but his features, he was pleased to
see, were still intact. Forty-four years old and I can maybe
pass for forty-eight. But what about ten years from now? Will I end
up with a turkey gobbler neck and one of those old-cop faces that
remind me of a shattered piece of safety glass?

He wiped his forehead with a handkerchief,
stuffed it back into his pocket, then stepped out of his car. The
house, he saw, was covered with some sort of synthetic siding made
to look like roughly finished stone. The tiny front yard was
enclosed by a chain-link fence, high enough to imprison a dog.

Janek unlatched the gate, entered and
carefully closed it behind him. Three narrow brick steps led to a
front stoop defined by a surprisingly delicate iron railing. From
there he looked back at the street. There was a small wooden
structure set out by the curb to hold garbage cans. Except, Janek
knew, there'd never be any garbage in front of this house; if
someone were in residence, the garbage would be hauled off in a van
with blacked-out windows.

He wiped his forehead again and pressed the
buzzer. A moment later the door opened and he was staring into
Baldwin's chilly little eyes. The balding borough commander,
wearing baggy shorts and a gray police T-shirt, looked different
than in uniform—smaller and much more ordinary.

"Frank—"

"Harry," Janek said.

"Kit's here. She's waiting for you."

Baldwin, who was standing too close, stared
at him for a moment, then stepped aside. As Janek crossed into the
narrow front hail, he smelled deli food on Baldwin's breath.

"That you, Frank?"

Janek followed Kit's voice into a small
living room where a bare bulb illuminated functional secondhand
furniture. There he found her, reclining in a maroon lounge chair,
sipping coffee from a Styrofoam cup. A short, dark, intense woman
with sharp Greek features and burning eyes, Kit Kopta was Chief of
Detectives of the City of New York.

Janek crossed to her, bent and kissed her
cheek.

"Just you, me and Baldwin?" he asked.

"The others are with the prisoner." Kit
raised her eyes to the ceiling.

A prisoner upstairs. Made sense. This was a
police safe house. But the presence of the C of D and the borough
commander suggested a prisoner of more than ordinary stature.

"Get yourself some coffee, Frank." She
gestured toward the kitchenette.

When Janek walked in he found Baldwin hunched
over the counter, making himself a corned beef sandwich. There was
a sweat line on the back of his T-shirt. Janek noticed the flab on
his biceps.

"Been a while, Frank," Baldwin said.

"Yeah, about a year, I guess." Janek filled
his cup. Beside the pot on the stove, there was a spread of deli
meats, sliced bread and Danish laid out on the counter, an open jar
of mustard and a neat pile of napkins and paper plates.

"Big one, huh?"

Janek nodded knowledgeably and returned to
the living room. Kit was dozing. When she heard him, she opened her
eyes.

"Baldwin says this is a big one," Janek
said.

"Could be."

"Am I supposed to guess?"

Kit smiled, a warm, dazzling smile that took
him back nearly twenty years—to the time when they'd been young
detectives, heady on each other and the job. Their affair had
lasted three months. They'd been close friends ever since.

"We got a guy upstairs says his sister was
Mendoza's maid."

Mendoza. Of course. The case had
haunted him for the better part of a decade. Mendoza's maid had
been the missing witness. Janek had been assigned to find her. He
never had.

"Jesus," he said. "Does this thing never
stop?"

"Maybe now it will. You see why we called
you, Frank?"

Sure, I see. Who the hell else would she
call?

There wasn't much of a story, at least not so
far. The prisoner, one Angel Figueras, had been apprehended by an
alert patrolman the previous evening, emerging through the back
door of a mom-and-pop jewelry store on Queens Boulevard, pockets
stuffed with watches and engagement rings. Figueras was arrested,
booked and awaiting arraignment when he asked to see a criminal
defense attorney named Netti Rampersad. "She's upstairs with him
now," Kit said.

"Rampersad. Never heard of her. Is the name
for real?"

Kit smiled. "It's real and she's a
powerhouse. Anyway, they had a little conference, Rampersad went to
see the D.A., and now here we are, about to make a deal."

"He locates his sister—we let him off."

"That's about it," Kit confirmed. "He
especially requested you, Frank. You're the one he wants to tell it
to."

"He knows me?" Janek was surprised.

"Seems that way. Meantime his story checks
out. He's Tania's brother and he swears he can give you her
address. All we gotta do is give up a small-time safecracker for a
shot at a woman we've been wanting to talk to for nine years. Not a
bad deal, seems to me."

"No guarantee she'll talk to us."

"No. But we know you'll give it your best shot." Kit
smiled at him again, her gorgeous smile. "Don't we, Frank?"

They went upstairs.
Baldwin didn't join them, just grinned at them, jaws masticating
meat.

"What's he doing here?" Janek whispered when
they reached the upstairs hall.

"Harry? Well, it's his safe house." Kit
lowered her voice. "Also he's Dakin's friend."

"Looking out for Dakin's interests?"

Kit shrugged. "A case like Mendoza—who knows?"

Four of them were
sitting on plastic chairs around a card table in what Janek took to
be the master bedroom. There was a stained rust-colored shag rug on
the floor. Figueras, a short, lean, hard-bodied, mustachioed
Hispanic in a soiled tanktop, looked fairly relaxed considering he
was handcuffed. There was a slicked-down young A.D.A. named
Gabelli, who wore his sleeves rolled up Manhattan district
attorney-style; Detective Sergeant Tommy Shandy, who guarded the
portals to Kit's office; and Netti Rampersad, clearly the dominant
personality in the room.

Janek studied her. She looked to be in her
early thirties, a tall attractive woman in tight jeans, with a lush
mane of red-blond hair and a galaxy of freckles on her upper chest,
exposed by a scoop-neck blouse that looked like it had cost a lot
of money. There was a glow on the lady too, a glow Janek had
observed on certain female attorneys when they thought they had a
group of men by the balls. Evidently Ms. Rampersad thought she had
the assembled males exactly that way tonight.

"Tony and I've worked it out," Rampersad said
to Kit. "No typewriter, so we wrote it up by hand."

She handed Kit a handwritten document.
Gabelli turned to Kit at the same time.

"Sure you want to do this, Chief?"

"Why shouldn't I?"

"I'd prefer to see him plead, do a deal on
the sentencing."

"We've gone over that, Tony." Rampersad
stared at Gabelli, not bothering to conceal her annoyance. "No
plea, no felony on the books. That's the only way he's going to
talk." She turned to Kit. "Take it or leave it, Chief."

"We'll take it," Kit said.

"I thought so. Now all you've gotta do is sign. . .
."

Later, alone with
Figueras in the smaller bedroom, Janek asked him if they'd ever
met.

"No, sir. But I know your name. My sister
said, 'Someday, Angel, the cops pick you up, I'm your ticket out of
trouble. Ask for Teniente Janek. Tell him where I am.' That
was her good-bye present, see."

"She went away?"

Figueras nodded. "She went back to Cuba, Lieutenant.
Now I give you her address."

When Gabelli heard,
he turned on Rampersad. "Cuba! Fuck! You're trying to screw us,
Netti!"

"What?"

"The deal's invalid."

"Fuck you, Tony!"

Janek glanced at Kit. She didn't look angry
at all.

"I didn't know where his sister was," Netti
Rampersad said. "But it doesn't matter if she's in Timbuktu. The
information's good, the deal's good." She turned to Kit. "Are you
satisfied, Chief?"

"Sure I am, Counselor."

"Good. Now can we all go home?"

Kit nodded to Tommy Shandy, who unlocked
Angel's cuffs. The little Cuban shook his wrists and grinned.

"I'll drive you," Netti Rampersad told
him.

"Drop me at the subway's okay," Angel
said.

While Angel retired to the bathroom to clean
up, Janek followed Rampersad downstairs. She went into the kitchen,
poured herself a cup of coffee. Janek joined her. She was still
glowing.

"Feeling victorious?"

She raised her eyebrows. "Interesting
situation, you have to admit."

"I'd like to ask you something."

"Sure."

"Angel asked for you. Does he know you? You
don't exactly strike me as a legal-aid type."

"Oh?" She arched her eyebrows higher. "Fill
me in, will you, Lieutenant? Exactly what type's that?"

Janek shrugged. "Hollow eyes. Bitter mouth.
Lots of yak about prosecutorial misconduct and infringed
constitutional rights."

She smiled. "Go on."

"Well, let's see." Janek scratched his head.
"Polyester blouse. Ten-buck hairdo. Hmmm . . . way too many
cigarettes."

She laughed. "Tell you the truth, Angel and I
didn't meet until this morning."

"Then, why—?"

"His sister told him to request me. Just like
she told him to ask for you." She paused. "I'm thinking I should go
to work now on Mendoza's appeal." She met his eyes carefully, as if
she wanted him to understand how strong and confident she felt.
"How many lawyers do you think he's had?"

Janek shrugged. "Three or four. They keep
getting grungier." He looked at her. "Think the tide's turned?"

"You never know, do you? But Angel's not
lying. Everything he told you's true."

"I have your word on that, Ms.
Rampersad?"

"Oh, sure," she said. "You have my word."

Suddenly she was bored. She glanced at her watch.
"Gotta go." She yelled roughly out to the hall: "Angel! Let's haul
ass!" She turned back to Janek, stuck out her hand and then, to his
amazement, addressed him in a mock Chinese accent: "Velly nice to
meet yoo, I'm shoo."

It was three-thirty
by the time he left with Kit. She'd dismissed Tommy Shandy, who'd
driven her in from Manhattan. Baldwin stayed behind to straighten
up the safe house.

Janek and Kit sat together in Janek's car,
trying to decide where to go. It was the deadest hour of the
morning, the favored time for shootouts between drugged-out thieves
and trigger-happy clerks and therefore the most dangerous time to
enter a twenty-four-hour convenience store. It was also the hour
when desperate battered wives put bullets into their sleeping
husbands' heads. Most of the bars had closed and most of the coffee
shops hadn't yet opened. Kit suggested they drive to Hunts Point
Market. She knew a place where they could get themselves a good
breakfast there, she said.

On the way to the Bronx they passed Shea
Stadium, silent, looming, and for a moment Janek saw grandeur in
it. Then, for no particular reason, he recalled a vacation he'd
taken two years before, a late-summer camping trip to the MacNeil
River in Alaska.

He and the woman he'd been in love with, a
German psychiatrist named Monika whom he'd met on vacation in
Venice, had gone there to hike, fish and observe the wild brown
bears. It was a glorious time. The wildflowers were in bloom, the
sun had blazed, and at night the northern lights had glowed like
jewels in the sky. In the mornings he'd gathered birch twigs to
make a fire, mixed batter, flipped flapjacks, then served them to
Monika from an old black skillet.

She had told him she loved him. He had told
her the same. But when they got back to civilization, the romance
started going sour. Her life was in Europe; his was in New York.
Her friends were academics; his were cops. She had patients; he had
snitches. She wanted to relieve people of torment; he strove for an
ideal that he laughingly called justice. In the end, being adults,
they acknowledged their incompatibility and agreed to part. They
vowed to stay friends, and genuinely tried, but it had been nine
months since either had written or called the other.

"It's like the Dreyfus case," Kit said.

Janek, reverie broken, turned to her.
"What?"

"Mendoza. It's haunted us the way the Dreyfus
Affair haunted the French army. It's made us question our honor.
That's why we've got to get to the bottom of it, Frank."

She seemed to sigh then, a sound he couldn't remember
hearing her make before. He looked at her. She was huddled, eyes
closed, against the passenger door, head crooked between the window
and the seat. Turning back to the parkway, his brain flashing with
memories of the labyrinth everyone now called, simply, "Mendoza,"
Janek was inclined to give out a sigh himself.

The crime-scene
photos had been horrific, even to cops who thought they'd seen it
all: shots taken from various angles of the body of Edith Mendoza,
naked, gagged, wrists cuffed, feet tied together with rope, then
suspended upside down from a hook implanted in the ceiling of the
double-height mirror-lined studio apartment in Chelsea that she and
her husband had kept for fun and games.

There was one shot in particular that Janek
remembered. The photographer would have had to have taken it on his
belly. Janek could still recall the way Edith's finely sculpted
features filled the frame, the way her thick dark hair hung
loosely, barely scraping the polished floor. What was memorable was
the tranquillity of her features, the lack of any expression of
anguish, the repose. Her face had been the only part of her that
had not been bruised. Her torso, beaten mercilessly by her killer,
had borne terrifying marks.

The moment they
reached Hunts Point, Kit came awake. They passed men tossing food
crates off the backs of trucks, Korean shopkeepers bargaining with
Italian wholesalers, piles of eggplants and tomatoes, carrots and
onions, multiplying wildly in the huge main selling hall.

Kit guided Janek to a diner just behind.
Teamsters, who'd driven produce in from Long Island and New Jersey,
crowded the counter demanding coffee.

"My cousin's place," Kit explained as she
nudged him toward a booth. Janek smiled. He knew that Kit, who
always seemed to enjoy telling him how lonely she was and how she
spent most holidays at home watching sports events and sipping
ouzo, was actually a member of a vast extended Greek-American
family that owned coffee shops all over the city.

"I didn't like Baldwin's coffee," she said
when they were seated. "And I didn't think much of his spread."

"He'll take it home and feed it to his kids
for breakfast," Janek said. "It'll give them bad breath. Later at
school they won't understand when the other kids turn away."

Kit laughed. "You've got everyone figured
out, don't you, Frank?"

"Not everyone," he said. "Not you."

She stared at him, blinked.

"Hi, Chief!" A handsome young waiter with a
Greek accent took their breakfast orders, then moved away.

"My nephew," Kit explained.

"I know what you're thinking," Janek said.
Kit looked at him curiously. "You want me to interview Tania. I'm
wondering how you think I'm going to do it."

"Only one way I can think of," Kit said. "Fly
down to Cuba and knock on her door."

"You're kidding!"

"Uh-uh, not kidding, Frank. There's no
extradition, no cooperation, but there's nothing to stop you going
down there as a tourist."

"Sure. Without my badge, without my gun."

"What do you need them for? You're just going
to talk to the woman. It's perfectly legal to go. There're charters
out of Miami—though I wouldn't advise taking one. Your best bet's
Mexico. You don't want to attract attention by going as a cop, so
you work up a cover identity under your own name, something they'd
appreciate, something slightly socialist, like . . . labor
organizer? Yeah, that sounds right. Then go to a tour operator and
arrange a week's vacation. The Cubans are hungry for dollars.
They'll show you a good time."

"Then one afternoon I just slip out to the
address." Janek pulled out his notebook, laid it on the table.
"Ring the buzzer. Ask for Tania Figueras. Ask her if she'd like to
fill me in on a few little matters happened one night nine years
ago."

"Sounds good to me."

"I don't believe this!"

"Why not?" She eyed him sternly. "You know
you're going to go. You knew it, same as me, soon as you heard
where she was."

Kit was right. But somehow he hadn't been
able to picture himself playing detective in a country where he
would have no authority, where, at best, he would be tolerated only
because he carried hard currency.

"We thought Tania was dead. Now it turns out
she's been living close for years. She has to know what's been
going on. But she never came forward, never even wrote a letter.
Why should she talk to me now? What's to stop her, soon as I
identify myself, from slamming her door in my face?"

"She may do that. She may even call the cops
and have them heave you out. But can you think of any other way to
handle it? Be honest, Frank. Can you really imagine yourself, now
that you know where she is, shrugging the information off?"

The waiter brought their food. Kit dug into
her scrambled eggs. Janek sipped his coffee and watched her eat.
How can she feel so ravenous?

"No."

"No—what?" she asked, not looking up.

"No, I can't imagine that."

"So—?"

"So, I'll go." He paused. "Want to know why?"
She nodded. "I'll go there for you—because you want me to."

She looked up at him then, her tired face breaking
into a grin. "You'll not only go, Frank. You'll bring back the
goods." Her smiled turned truly beauteous. "I know you will."

He spent the next
several days in a small bare room off Central Files reviewing the
Mendoza folders, scanning the documents, rereading the notes,
trying to fill in the well-remembered outlines of the case with its
texture, smell—what he thought of as its "buzz." Halfway through
the material he was moved to pity. Mendoza was a cop's nightmare,
and, for New York City cops, it was a great nightmare shared.

The photographs told the initial story well.
There was one, clipped out of an issue of New York magazine,
that had appeared a year before the killings. It showed the
Mendozas in happier days: short, chubby, balding Jake, the
corporate-takeover genius, standing proudly beside Edith, his
younger, taller, slimmer wife. Both Mendozas gazed at the camera.
Jake wore his shy, dimpled, baby-face grin; Edith's smile was more
restrained. What came through strongest was their confidence—"Look
at us, we've made it big. Now we're reaping the harvest."

The setting for this shot, the vast living
room of their Central Park West apartment, was as interesting to
Janek as the portraits. Polished floors, priceless antiques,
radiant old-master paintings mounted on glazed and glowing
walls—the artifacts spoke of wealth and striving, props in a room
conceived of as a theater in which the elites of Manhattan mingled,
and by so doing imbued their hosts with glamour.

Jake and Edith had been involved with the
great cultural institutions of the city—Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Metropolitan Opera, New York Public Library, New York City Ballet.
But there was a dark side unseen by their attractive society
friends, bizarre scripted encounters enacted in another, smaller,
less-glittering theater: the covertly rented, mirror-lined studio
in Chelsea in which Edith Mendoza had been found hanging from a
hook.

There were photographs in the file of
that apartment too, showing the Mendozas at play with
partners recruited from the lower depths. The pictures had been
discovered in the suburban home of an undercover narcotics
detective named Howard Clury a week after Clury, while starting up
his Cadillac, had been blown to bits by a plastic explosive
expertly wired to his accelerator. It was the discovery of Clury's
cache, and the coincidental timing of his execution (one day after
Edith's), that pushed the case out of the category of "brutal
society sex murder" into another, more esoteric realm of criminal
phenomena.

Janek inspected the Clury pictures closely.
They had been taken with an extreme wide-angle lens so that
everything in the Chelsea studio could be seen. The mirrors that
lined the walls tripled the impact of the images. They showed
Edith, bound naked to the bed with rope, being ravaged by a
muscular black man (later identified as an aspirant boxer named
Carl Washington), while Jake, bound tightly to a chair, looked on
with anguished eyes.

But was Edith truly being violated? Or could her
expression be characterized as ecstatic? Was Jake helpless and
humiliated? Or was he simply fascinated? Janek compared one of the
pictures from this series with the portrait in New York
magazine. Except for their nakedness, the Mendozas looked the same.
Jake's grin was just as broad. Edith's smile was similarly
enigmatic. Their expressions projected the same smug sense of
entitlement, perhaps tinged in the sex photos by an additional
blush of almost otherworldly delight.

After three days of
studying the file, Janek arranged to meet his former partner, Timmy
Sheehan, at a pub called O'Malley's on Second Avenue near
Ninety-third. O'Malley's was a typical neighborhood Paddy bar,
catering to a mix of blue-collar people, brassy local women and
apartment-house doormen of Irish descent. It was not a cop hangout,
which, Timmy said, was why he found it tolerable.

When Janek arrived a little after six
P.M., Timmy was waiting at the bar. Janek
didn't spot him at first; the afternoon sunlight was so bright he
was temporarily blinded when he walked in. But then, as his eyes
adjusted, he made out Timmy's face—pink cheeks, squared-off chin,
thick gray hair rising straight back from the forehead. Timmy was
staring at him, waiting to be recognized. A TV, set above the bar,
was carrying the local news.

"Have I gotten that fat, Frank?" he asked as
Janek approached.

"Yeah, I think so. In the jowls," Janek
said.

They cuffed at one another, ordered beers,
then moved to a booth in the dark back half of the room. There they
chatted briefly about a former supervisor named McGavin who had
shot himself the week before, after seven years' retirement, in
Arizona.

"Way I heard it," Timmy said, "he ate his
Popsicle in a service-station rest room."

"Leave a note?"

Timmy shook his head. "He just sat down on
the toilet. Then. . . ping!" Timmy formed his right hand
into a pistol, pulled an imaginary trigger. "His wife, Jo—remember
her, Frank?—she was out by the pump filling up the tank. When she
heard the shot she knew what had happened. People at the station
started going crazy, but Jo just stood there pumping gas till it
ran down the side of the car."

"Jesus!" No matter how many such stories
Janek heard, he never became inured to them.

"McGavin was always an inconsiderate
bastard." Timmy squinted. "Anyway, Frank, what's on your mind?"

Janek met Timmy's eyes. They were smart and
quick. There had always been something cool about him, swift and
cold behind the banter.

"Heard the latest on Mendoza?"

Timmy laughed. "Like what? He still hates my
guts?"

"We located the maid."

Timmy nodded slowly. "That is news.
What does she have to say?"

"Haven't talked to her yet."

"Then, I guess there is no 'latest,' is
there?"

Janek had noticed Timmy tighten up at his
mention of the maid. The tightening was barely perceptible and
quickly covered by a smile. Mendoza was like that. It made everyone
connected to it tense. The waves keep coming, he thought, the way
they do when you throw a stone into a lake—concentric waves that
keep widening until they disturb lives far removed from the
original crime.

"Tell me your version."

"Oh, shit, Frank. Just read the file, why
don't you?"

"Been reading it. It's thick. And my part,
looking for Tania, was a sideshow. What I remember, I guess like
everyone, are the things that happened later on—the stuff with
Dakin, the forged-evidence charges, the aftermath."

"The important stuff."

"Yeah, but I'm not going to talk to Tania
Figueras about that. I'm going to talk to her about the Mendozas. I
want to get a feel of what the case was like at the beginning,
before you connected it to Clury, before anything."

Timmy sat silent. He gazed at Janek, then
suddenly stood up, walked into the men's room, emerged a couple of
minutes later, walked over to the bar, brought back a second set of
beers, sat down, groaned, looked at Janek with great forbearance
and began to talk.

"There was a call to nine-one-one. It came a
little after seven P.M. A woman in Chelsea
reported shrill screaming in a neighboring apartment. Couple of
hours later a pair of patrolmen showed up. The dispatcher had
billed it as a possible domestic disturbance. You know what they
found—Edith Mendoza, hanging upside down. I caught the squeal. You
were down in Dallas, working on . . .I can't remember now."

"Drug case. I was testifying."

"Right. So, anyway, I went over there with
Jim Rankin, the only other guy in the squad room at the time.
Neither of us ever saw a crime scene like it. It was a good-sized
studio, about twenty-by-twenty, with lots of mirrors around and a
double-story ceiling. There was this beautiful lady hanging from
there, bruises all over her, track lights aimed down, floor lights
aimed up, spotlighting her like she's in some kind of show. And
she's even twirling a little too, like the rope had been wound up,
you know, like when they'll twirl someone in a circus. But there
was one big difference. The lady was dead."

"Wouldn't the rope have unwound by then—after
so many hours?"

"I guess. So maybe it just seemed that way.
Maybe it was the air that moved her when we opened the door. I
remember she was moving in a kind of circle. Counterclockwise, I
think."

"That's interesting," Janek said. "That's not
in the file."

"It wasn't really relevant."

Janek nodded. "So then—?"

Timmy shrugged. "I did what I was supposed to
do."

He described how he had contacted the med
examiner, called in a Crime Scene squad, IDed the victim—standard
procedure, everything by the book. A little before eleven, he and
Rankin drove uptown to Mendoza's building, a block-wide Art Deco
tower on Central Park West. Timmy called Jake Mendoza from the
lobby. Mendoza, sounding groggy, complained that Timmy had woken
him up. When Timmy asked if he could come upstairs, Jake demanded
an explanation. When Timmy told him he couldn't go into it on the
phone, Mendoza said fine, in that case it could wait till morning.
Then he hung up.

"Think about it, Frank—two cops call you
middle of the night, tell you they got something important . . .and
you hang up on them?" Timmy rolled his eyes. "We had to see him, so
we went to work on the elevator man. We finally persuaded him to
take us to the penthouse. We rang the buzzer and waited a long
time. Finally Mendoza opened the door. He was wearing pajamas.

"I didn't like him, not from the first. I
thought he was a phony. His hair was mussed like he'd been
sleeping, but the pajamas looked fresh to me. Anyway, when we told
him about his wife, he gaped at us. Then, I swear, he grinned. Like
we were putting him on, like it was, you know—hardy-har-har. But
when Rankin showed him one of the Polaroids, he got serious real
quick. He went into another room and called his lawyer. When he
came out he said he'd been advised not to talk to us. Then he said
he wanted to see the body.

"We waited while he dressed, then took him
downtown. And we were very careful, Frank. We didn't say a word to
him in the car. I watched him. There was something about him. He
sat very still and there was this smell coming off him, like bad
fumes, you know, something like that. Actually, it was some fancy
men's fragrance he'd splashed on himself, but it was going bad. .
.like something was eating him up inside and turning that fragrance
to shit. That's when I knew he was behind it.

"His lawyer was waiting for us at the morgue,
a tweedy, WASPy type named Andrews. They huddled, then Andrews
motioned us aside. Mendoza had been at his office until nine
o'clock, he told us, working on a deal since noon with lunch and
dinner delivered in. Andrews gave us names of people on Mendoza's
staff who would verify Mendoza hadn't left the entire time. When he
came home and Mrs. Mendoza wasn't there, he'd assumed she was out
seeing friends. He didn't know anything about the Chelsea studio.
He had no idea what his wife was doing there. Finally Andrews said
Mendoza was too upset to talk, but in a couple of days, after the
shock wore off, he'd probably be willing to sit down. Now, did we
have any problems with that?" Timmy laughed. "Oh, sure we did. But
we didn't say anything. That was it. End of discussion."

"What about the maid?" Janek looked at Timmy.
No sign of tightening this time. Two men, who'd been arguing about
baseball at the bar, inexplicably burst into song. Timmy glanced at
them, then back at Janek.

"We found out about her the following day.
The night doorman filled us in. Around nine o'clock, about the time
the patrolmen got to the studio, Tania Figueras came down to the
lobby of the Central Park West building with a suitcase, told the
doorman she was leaving the Mendozas' employ, got into a taxi and
drove off. The doorman said she looked terrified. We were too busy
to look for her, but when you came back from Dallas I put you on
her."

"And I never came up with anything.
She disappeared."

"Right. But by that time she didn't matter all that
much." Timmy sat back in the booth and smiled. "By that time the
case was getting complicated. Because once we got Clury factored
in, we knew we had a double. . . ."

Two nights before
Janek was due to fly to Mexico City, he met his ex-wife, Sarah, for
dinner. Their meeting, arranged at Sarah's request, took place in a
small family-run Czech restaurant called Praha on West Thirteenth
in Greenwich Village.

Praha had been a favorite dining place during
the years when they'd been married. Personal attention by the staff
and the friendly gemütlichkeit atmosphere made it an ideal spot to
celebrate promotions and anniversaries. Janek still went there; the
owner, Josef Jellef, had been a friend of his father's. At first he
was surprised when Sarah had suggested it, but as the evening
approached, he became concerned. Suppose she wants to meet there
to stir up nostalgia for years I'd just as soon forget?

She was seated when he arrived. Josef had put
her at his best table, visible through the front window. Pausing
out on the sidewalk to observe her through the glass, Janek tried
to imagine how she would appear to a stranger glancing in: a
svelte, well-groomed woman in her forties with intelligent eyes and
a well-modeled face. But would it occur to this stranger that the
handsome woman he was looking at had once been the wife of a cop?
Janek didn't think so. Sarah looked more like an attorney's wife,
privileged, perhaps even spoiled. There could be, he knew,
something attractive, even sexy, about such a woman—a woman, like
Sarah, who knew exactly what she wanted.

"Frank. . ." Her smile was warm, her voice
throaty and full of feeling. "It's been so long. I hope you don't
mind meeting here."

"Not at all," Janek said. "It's good to see
you, Sarah." Suddenly he felt gallant toward her. The bitterness he
had harbored for so long faded rapidly in her presence, leaving him
with a mellow, protective concern he had not felt toward her in
years.

When Josef came over to greet them, he kissed
Sarah's hand. After he took their order and moved away, she giggled
slightly. "I'm still a sucker for old-world manners," she said.

She asked a lot of questions about people in
the Department, detectives with whom they'd once socialized. Most
of them were people Janek didn't see anymore and a few of them were
dead. But Sarah chattered on about them as if the years had never
passed.

When she asked about his current cases, he
responded cautiously. When she asked if he still attended
pro-hockey games, he sensed she had something on her mind and was
trying to warm him up before exposing it.

He knew how to deal with that: Keep shifting
the topic to throw her timing off. So he sparred with her until
halfway through the main course, when he suddenly realized he was
treating her like an interrogee. Then he was annoyed with himself.
He hadn't wanted the dinner to turn out this way. Lighten
up, he told himself. Try and make it pleasant. But then
it was too late; Sarah looked uncomfortable.

"All right," she said, breaking in on him in
the middle of a story, "there's something I want to discuss."

He lowered his silverware. "Sure, there is.
That's why you asked to meet."

"I thought it would be nice to see you,
Frank."

"But it hasn't been all that nice, has
it?"

"I didn't say that. You make me a little
nervous, that's all."

"Sorry. I wanted this to go well. Anyway—" he
looked at her—"what's on your mind?"

She lowered her eyes. "I need more
money."

He stared at her blandly. "So do I."

"I mean it, Frank. I can't keep up, not on
what you send me."

"I don't follow that." He spoke carefully.
"You have a full-time job. Plus I send you a monthly check. The
amount was agreed to long ago. You can't come around now, years
later, and expect to renegotiate."

"Times change. Things are more expensive
these days."

"For everyone. Not just you."

"Look, Frank—"

"No, you look," he said. "You still
going out with what's-his-name?"

"That has nothing to do with—"

"It has everything to do with it. You're
going out with a professional man who earns a hell of a lot more
than me. And he sleeps with you in a house I spent twenty years
paying off so you'd always have a roof over your head."

She bristled. "Guess what, Frank? The damn
roof on that damn house leaks."

"So, get it fixed."

"They say it has to be replaced."

"I'm sorry," he said. "It's your house now.
Fix it up or sell it and move someplace else."

She gazed at him. She made no attempt to
conceal her disgust. "I had a feeling you'd say something like
that. I was hoping you wouldn't."

He laughed, fighting off the old bitterness.
"Shameless as ever. You haven't changed."

She stared at him, outraged. "What've I got
to be ashamed about?"

The transparency of your
manipulations, he thought, but he didn't say it. Instead he
shook his head. Then, in a tone as kind as he could manage: "Why
don't you ask your rich boyfriend to help you out?"

"I can't, that's all." Tears filled her eyes.
"Oh, Frank—don't you understand?"

"Sure, I understand. You're in a relationship
with another guy. I don't know why you two haven't gotten
married—that's none of my business. But my responsibility to you
ended long ago. The fact that I'm still paying alimony galls me no
end."

She lowered her voice, then mumbled as if to
herself, "I suppose I could go to court, ask for a bigger
allotment."

"I wouldn't do that if I were you. Believe
me, that would be a mistake."

"I'm not threatening. It was just an
idea."

"When you talk about court I take it as a
threat."

"I'm only asking, Frank. If you can't do it,
you can't." She smiled. "I don't want to be like one of those wives
we used to talk about. Remember? The ones who took their exes 'to
the cleaners'?"

"You'll only be counted among them when you
act like one of them." He signaled to the waiter. "How about some
dessert?"

"Please do one thing?" He stared at her,
waiting to hear. "Think about it, that's all. Just think about it.
Will you do that, Frank?"

He swallowed. He could feel his resistance
melting, but he couldn't help himself—he'd always been a sucker for
a well-turned plea. "Tell you what. I'll consider helping with the
roof. Get an estimate and let me know."

She brightened. "That would be
wonderful!"

"I'm not promising anything."

"I understand."

"First let's see what kind of money we're
talking about."

"I'll call the contractor tomorrow."

The waiter came over. They ordered pastries.
Then their conversation mellowed. Again, he felt the similarity to
an interrogation—how, after manipulating a source into giving him
what he wanted, he always felt the need to smooth things over,
descend from a summit of intensity and conflict to a plateau of
amiable banter. But this time he hadn't gotten anything. Sarah had.
So, what about himself, what role had he played in their little
joust? Sucker? Dupe? He knew he'd been the one to lose control.

After dinner they strolled through the
Village, down quiet residential streets. It was a warm summer
night, people were out, sitting on portable lawn chairs or
lingering before their doors. On the stoop of one building
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