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No es sueno la vida. Alerta! Alerta! Alerta!

Nos cameos de las escaleras para comer la tierra humeda

o sublimos al fib de la nieve con el coro de las dalias muertas

Pero no hay olvido, jni sueno:

carne viva. Los besos atan las bocas

en una marana de vans recientes

y al que la duele su dolor le dolera sin descano

y al que teme la meurte la ilevara sobre sus hombros.

(Life is no dream! Beware and beware and beware!

We tumble downstairs to eat of the damp of the earth

or we climb to the snowy divide with the choir of

dead dahlias.

But neither dream nor forgetfulness, is:

brute flesh is. Kisses that tether our mouths

in a mesh of raw veins.

Whomsoever his woe brings to grief, it will grieve

without quarter.

Whom death brings to dread will carry that death on

his shoulders.)

—Garcia Lorca, Unsleeping City

(“Brooklyn Bridge Nocturne”)
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PROLOGUE

Asleep, Evan Keeler dreamed of subways. A retired motorman, he’d long resigned himself to these dreams. Subways had gotten into his subconscious, and there was no way to escape them. Awake, he shot up in bed, suddenly alert. He was sure he’d heard a car door slamming. Dogs were barking furiously, but then, late at night dogs always barked like that, crazy in heat or hunger, he didn’t know which. There was a sound of rain, a rat-tat-tat, like a machine gun against the rafters of his two-room house. But he was listening for another sound.

First, he detected voices, then footsteps. The rain, however, muffled their steps against the worn, rotting planks of the pier that ran from the road past his house down to the channel. It sounded as if two men were talking in hushed, urgent tones. But Keeler couldn’t for the life of him understand what they were saying.

Evan Keeler was in his early eighties. His body suffered from mysterious aches—arthritis had put crimps in his hands, and his circulation was bad. Many a winter day he had no feeling in his fingertips or his toes. His plumbing was shot. Just about nothing worked the way it was supposed to. Worse, with his wife dead for fifteen years, he was terribly lonely. He didn’t need trouble. And what was going on outside, he was certain, was trouble.

The voices and the footsteps grew louder; then, after a time, they began to recede. Forcing his stiff limbs to function, Keeler got out of bed. Even though it was late in June, the early-morning air held a bone-chilling dampness. He went to the window, putting on no lights, and looked out.

And saw nothing. Not at first. In the drizzle, the nearby houses, the pier, the water, and sky had gotten blurred; it was all grays and blacks out there, featureless, with barely a hint that there might be some kind of color in the world. But he could still catch the sound of the footsteps, and so he knew that they were out there, that it wasn’t just his imagination.

He stepped over to the other window, parting the curtain enough to peer out, no more. This window held a better view of the channel, and from it he could make out the end of the pier. Keeler’s weathered yawl was tied up there, creaking rhythmically in the sullen waters. Keeler was now able to see that there were three people, not two as he’d surmised from the voices.

Two men and a woman. The woman was between them. She had long hair and was wearing only a shirt and shorts and no shoes, which was something he found very strange. She should know better than to go out on a night like this dressed in so little. It looked as if the two men were holding her up. She was not doing very well at maintaining her own balance anyhow.

They were standing—precariously—at the end of the pier. Something was happening, but Keeler couldn’t tell what. He strained his eyes, willing them to take in more than they were capable of doing.

But he still couldn’t be certain of what was happening. It was damned frustrating. The best he could tell, the woman had fallen. The two men hoisted her back up, but no sooner had they done that than they flung her into the water. He registered the sound of a splash. Was this a trick played on him by his ruined eyes? Had this really happened? Had they pushed her in?

The two men, both in trench coats, one with a hat on, the other bareheaded, with an umbrella, stood at the end of the pier for a few moments longer, as if they were waiting for the woman to surface. Then they turned around and started back the way they’d come.

Terrified that they would catch sight of him, Keeler quickly pulled back from the window, taking refuge in the shadows. His heart struck up a fearful, dangerous rhythm. He could not draw a proper breath. They were coming closer, their pace measured, unhurried. But they were not talking; they had said all that they had to.

From what Keeler could judge, they were right outside his house now. He was convinced that he was finished, that they would burst in and kill him. He waited, huddled in the corner, shaking like mad. But after a few moments passed the footsteps resumed. He felt like a damned fool.

Two car doors opened and slammed shut. A motor came to life. Keeler risked another look out the window. Headlight beams struck the window, nearly blinding him. Then the car was gone. He wouldn’t have been able to say what the car looked like, except that it was dark and indistinguishable, just like everything else in the world on this night.

He couldn’t get back to sleep. He kept thinking of the woman, whoever she was, and what had happened to her. He deliberated over calling the police. But he didn’t like the idea; he wanted nothing to do with the police. He reasoned that it was better to say nothing. It wasn’t as if he could save anybody or bring that woman back to life. No good could come of it. Even after making his decision, though, he still couldn’t get back to sleep.

Finally, at around five in the morning, he got out of bed for the last time and made some instant coffee. The rain was almost gone. He stepped outside to have a look. In the gathering light, he spotted something beneath his feet.

It was blood the rain hadn’t managed to wash away. It was definitely blood, fresh and bright red. Some color had come back into the world, after all.


PART ONE

 


CHAPTER ONE

The first thing that Joe Stopka did when he discovered that his wife had four kids back in the Dominican Republic that she hadn’t bothered telling him about was go and get a drink. It was one of those unbearably hot Sundays in the city, almost completely emptied of its population. The evacuation had begun Thursday afternoon as jitneys circulated through the neighborhood, collecting people for the Hamptons and Fire Island. By Sunday there was hardly anyone around at all.

McNally’s had just opened for the day, and Stopka was the only customer. Though he was a man with a hulking build, there was something soft and vulnerable about his face. His dejection was immediately apparent to the bartender, who without a word set a double shot of vodka in front of him.

Stopka threw the drink back. The bartender refilled it.

Stopka was ready to talk. “Stopka needs money.”

“We all do,” the bartender agreed. “What’s the matter, The Brandenberg isn’t paying you enough?”

The Brandenberg was the condominium tower down the block, at Sixty-ninth Street and Second, where Stopka was employed as super. He’d been there for ten years, long enough so that he could count on reasonably good tips at Christmas, but not much more.

“It’s not that. It’s my wife … Maria.”

“What’s wrong? She getting on your case already? How long have you been married? Two months?”

“Three and a half,” Stopka said despairingly. “This morning, out of the blue, she announces she has four kids living in Santo Domingo and that I’d better get ready because they’ll be coming up here to live with us in a couple of weeks.”

The bartender looked astounded. “Four kids? And you didn’t know nothing about them? All this time and she was holding out on you?”

Stopka nodded sadly. “Guess she figured she’d queer the marriage if she said something to Stopka before. Now what I got to do is get a hold of a lot of cash quick. You know what it’s like supporting one kid—think of four!” The very thought caused him to drain his glass and signal for another.

“You ever think of divorcing her?”

Stopka glanced up at him with an aggrieved look on his wide, flushed face and said, “Divorce Maria? Why the hell would I want to do that? I love her.”

When he returned to The Brandenberg, Stopka was screaming mad, his rage fueled by alcohol. There were a million things he wanted to say to his wife. But she gave him no opportunity. “That crazy woman up in15K has been calling up every five minutes complaining about the smell in the hallway!” she shouted from the kitchen, where she’d taken refuge. “Now she’s saying she’s seeing bugs up there, too. You’d better go check on it. I’m getting tired of giving excuses for you.”

“Mrs. Moskone, you mean?”

“Moskone, that’s the one.”

Stopka’s head ached. He felt as though he’d been bludgeoned. He regretted the vodka he’d drunk and wanted most of all to lie down and take a nap. Mrs. Moskone was a pain, and her nagging drove him crazy.

The Brandenberg was a luxury building, immaculately kept, and there was no reason for there to be any strange smells, and certainly no possibility of bugs, except for those that infested Mrs. Moskone’s imagination.

In a way that Stopka didn’t like to admit, he felt sorry for the woman. Growing old in the lap of luxury wasn’t such a great deal when one got right down to it, not if one were alone like Hannah Moskone. It wasn’t her complaints that got to him so much, it was her neediness. Once she’d lured him to her apartment, she kept him there as long as she could, hoping to tempt him with nauseating concoctions she insisted were

Bloody Marys. No matter how pressed he was for time, Mrs. Moskone refused to let him go. It was as though, after he left, she feared she’d never lay eyes on another human being again in her life.

Strangely enough, there was a peculiar odor in the fifteenth-floor corridor that assaulted him as soon as he got off the elevator. It smelled like garbage that hadn’t been disposed of properly. Aside from Mrs. Moskone, all the other residents on the floor were away for the weekend, or else they surely would have complained about it, too.

No sooner had he rung the bell of 15K than Mrs. Moskone, a shrunken figure in her worn housecoat, opened the door. “Thank God, at last,” she said. He might have been the redeemer the way she welcomed him. “You smell it? It’s been like this since seven this morning when I got up. I thought maybe it was the plumbing. That was what happened last March, you remember, when the pipes started leaking in 15G.”

“I smell something,” Stopka acknowledged. “I have to go see where it’s coming from. I’ll let you know as soon as I find out what it is.” He was hoping to escape from her as quickly as possible.

“But that’s not all. Did you see the bugs?”

“Oh, yes, the bugs,” Stopka said resignedly. “No, I didn’t see them, Mrs. Moskone.”

Mrs. Moskone screwed up her face in disbelief. “Well, then,” she said indignantly, “that must have been because you didn’t look for them. I told your wife there were bugs loose. I told her to call an exterminator. I don’t know what’s wrong with you people. And with the kind of money I pay for maintenance, it’s a crime.”

Accustomed to this sort of abuse, Stopka gave an apologetic smile and stepped back. “Let me go check it out, Mrs. Moskone, okay? Let Stopka see what the trouble is.”

He didn’t really succeed in escaping. Mrs. Moskone remained at the door, following him with her eyes. “There, don’t you see them?”

Though she was well into her seventies, maybe older, age had done nothing to impair her eyesight. Stopka dropped his gaze toward the apricot-colored carpet and instantly saw what she was talking about. He took in two, then three, of them.

“Damned roaches,” Mrs. Moskone muttered.

Stopka hesitated to tell her that they weren’t roaches. They were maggots.

Stopka traced the maggots—and the foul odor—to the door of 15C, Alan Friedlander’s apartment. He felt Mrs. Moskone’s sharp eyes on him but refused to look back. When he failed to elicit any response by ringing the bell, he tried knocking. It was difficult concentrating; all that kept coming to mind was the thought of those four kids in Santo Domingo.

He decided that he couldn’t wait until Alan returned to investigate. He only hoped he wouldn’t need to call a locksmith. Residents usually preferred to put in their own locks, which defeated the purpose of his carrying a set of master keys.

But only one lock had been secured. Opening the door, Stopka was nearly bowled over by the smell. Jesus! This was worse than anything he could remember. It made him want to retch. Reflexively, he began breathing through his mouth. Advancing through the apartment, his heart pounding, he gradually became aware of how soaking wet his shirt was getting. No question, he shouldn’t have had that vodka to drink.

There were many more maggots inside, dozens of them, scrambling out of his way as soon as he opened the blinds to let in the sun. He crushed one underfoot, grinding it into the carpet, when he lifted his foot he saw that it was still twitching. The fucking things didn’t die so easily. Stopka finished the job.

Friedlander, like a lot of people who’d come into money suddenly, was hot on big-ticket items: a personal computer, a Rolex watch, a JVC super VHS camera, an elaborate home entertainment center with a screen that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a movie theater, a BMW convertible, even a gold-and-onyx lacquer pen by Cartier worth nearly a thousand dollars—all accessories that would confer status on their owner, at least in his own eyes. Even the plants looked expensive. They weren’t ordinary house plants by any means; they were plants that might have come out of the Amazon jungle: thick, sprawling growths that seemed to Stopka to have something sinister about them—the more so now that they were all dead. Everything used to be white in the place: the walls were white, the ceiling was white, the tiled floors were white. But the white wasn’t quite as clean as he remembered from his last visit; it had begun to fade, to gray a little, and it was stained—with blood.

He hesitated for a moment, then proceeded through the kitchen and around past the bathroom in the direction of the bedroom. He thought he was prepared for what he was going to see. He was not.

Even without knowing the exact address, Dr. Gail Ives would have had no difficulty in locating The Brandenberg. Three squad cars and an ambulance were parked in front of its glass-and-pink-stone facade. She seldom saw many cops around on her previous investigations, but then, she was new to this. Maybe this was someone important, a politician or a celebrity whose untimely demise would turn out to be the major event on this airless summer day. She was keen with anticipation.

The doorman appraised her with a doubtful look, seeing at once that she wasn’t a resident of The Brandenberg.

“I’m with the chief medical examiner’s office,” she said, displaying her credentials.

If she’d thought that this would be sufficient to dispel his skepticism, she was mistaken. He had the look of a man who believed he was being taken in by an elaborate scam. He reached for a phone and called up. He seemed surprised to discover that she was expected.

The Brandenberg’s lobby struck Gail as overdone. Designed to be stately and ornate, with its pink marble walls, its chandeliers and mirrors, it had ended up looking like a museum gallery, sterile and cold.

There were more mirrors in the elevator, so that one wouldn’t lose sight of oneself for more than a second. The same music that was being piped into the lobby followed Gail up to the fifteenth floor. It was a song from the sixties called “Comedown (So Long, Good-bye),” which she liked enough so that under other circumstances she might have ridden up and down in the elevator until it was over.

As the elevator door slid open, she found herself looking into the face of an elderly lady who stood at the door to her apartment, her hands knitted together, an expression of consternation on her wrinkled face. Gail’s appearance caused her to raise her eyes. She smiled conspiratorially, as if to let Gail know that she was in on a wonderful secret. Gail suspected that she was seeing more excitement today than she had in years.

An officer with a round red face—what Santa Claus would look like if he drank too much and didn’t like kids—opened the door to 15C for Gail. She nearly reeled from the stench. There was an odor death had when it had progressed for too long. The officer smiled thinly at her reaction.

She identified herself, but the cop didn’t seem interested. He walked back into the room and let her follow. He approached a balding, weary man with hooded eyes of about fifty who was standing in the kitchen, which was just off to the right. There was a quick, whispered exchange at which point the balding man looked toward Gail. He motioned to her.

“My name’s Ralph Mackie,” he said. She could tell instinctively that he wasn’t going to be impressed with anything she had to say. He was looking for experience in her eyes and not finding it, wanted nothing more to do with her.

She told him her name, thinking that in five minutes he wouldn’t be able to recall it.

“You don’t look like the type who’s cut out for this line of work,” he noted. She decided that this didn’t deserve the courtesy of a reply.

Gesturing in back of him, he continued the introductions. “We have a male Caucasian, thirty-one years old. Name’s Alan Friedlander. Gunshot wounds in the head and chest. Thirty-eight-caliber weapon, one-hundred-fifty-eight-grain ammunition. No signs of breaking and entering, no signs of a struggle. We’re treating it as a probable suicide.”

Gunshot wounds? What was this? This wasn’t the kind of case they’d want her to handle. There must have been a mistake, a mix-up of names and assignments. “Who else is here from the medical examiner’s office?” she asked, hoping he wouldn’t pick up on her nervousness.

“You’re the only one.”

“Well, when is an examiner expected?” In cases where foul play was even a remote possibility, an examiner was routinely dispatched to the scene. It was believed that by viewing the circumstances in which the body was found, the examiner would have more to go on when it came time to perform the autopsy.

Mackie shook his head. “So far as I know, you’re it. We weren’t told that anybody else from the M.E’s office would be coming.”

Gail was stunned. This was crazy. She wasn’t prepared to take on this responsibility herself, not without the supervision of an examiner.

Of the ninety thousand deaths that occurred every year in New York City, approximately thirty thousand of them were turned over to the chief medical examiner’s office for investigation. The death didn’t necessarily have to be suspicious, just medically unattended. Violent deaths naturally merited attention. Because there was no way for the medical examiner’s office to handle such an overwhelming caseload with its salaried employees alone, it turned to residents and interns who worked in local hospitals, recruiting them as medical investigators on a per diem basis.

The truth was that as a resident, Gail already had enough drama and death to cope with without taking on a second job; it was insane to run herself ragged like this. Certainly, she wasn’t particularly interested in pathology or becoming a medical investigator on a full-time basis. But she was in desperate need of every last cent she could lay her hands on; otherwise, there was no way she could possibly keep up the payments on the one-bedroom apartment she’d purchased eight months before.

Theoretically, Gail’s shift began at midnight and ran until eight in the morning three days a week. But because this was a summer weekend, with the city abandoned by all but the homeless, the crack dealers, and the dead, it came as no surprise that the M.E.’s office would call on her. What was a surprise was that the case should turn out to be something like this.

As a rule, medical investigators were assigned only to nonsuspicious cases: the heart attack victim on the street or the widower who expired alone in his shabby apartment, for example. So Gail had had no reason to believe that what awaited her at The Brandenberg Towers was anything other than routine—or as routine as death ever got in this city.

But what was she going to do? Walk out? She could call the M.E’s office, but already Mackie was urging her forward. The place smelled wretched, and the detectives wanted to finish quickly. “Take a look at the stiff, make your notes, and we’ll do the rest,” he said.

There was no question that the detective sensed her unease, and that infuriated her. Somehow it became important to her to gain back the initiative. She asked the first thing that came into her mind. “You said you’re treating this as a suicide. Did the deceased leave any note?”

He shook his head. “We didn’t find any. You ever seen one of these before?” He obviously knew the answer already.

Not about to give him the satisfaction, she replied flatly, “I’ve seen my share.”

“Well, then, you should know that in most cases they don’t leave any notes. In the movies they do; in real life, maybe one out of every five or six will leave a note. The majority of them probably figure they’ve said all they had to while they were alive.”

“I suppose suicide’s a pretty dramatic message in itself.” 

Mackie nodded. “Got that right.”

The stench was working on Gail. Although the air conditioning was turned on full blast, the oppressive heat couldn’t be entirely defeated any more than the smell. She was beginning to feel nauseated, but if she was going to be sick, it would not be there, not in front of Mackie and his men.

The apartment opened up, turning into a living room more tastefully decorated than Gail had expected. On the walls she recognized prints by Liechtenstein and Klee and a gouache by somebody she couldn’t identify. She noticed a photograph of a young man in tennis whites, with an enviable tan and windswept hair, his arm loosely draped over a brunette with a huge smile. They looked like a couple out of an ad in Town and Country.

Following the direction of her gaze, Mackie said, “That’s Friedlander—in better days.”

“What does—did he do?”

“Investment banking, stocks. See the Quotron?”

“Quote what?”

“Quotron. It gives you a readout of stock prices.”

The Quotron, its screen empty of profits and losses, rested on top of a Baldwin piano.

As he escorted Gail toward the bedroom and the body, Mackie seemed to have adopted the role of host. For now, this was his apartment, this was his dominion.

She asked if he’d spoken to any witnesses.

“There aren’t any,” Mackie said. “The last time anyone saw him was Wednesday afternoon coming home from work. Nobody saw him go out again.”

In the living room a lab technician was dusting the French doors for fingerprints. The doors led out to a terrace large enough on which to grill a steak. The bedroom was straight ahead. Spots, smudged and gray, were visible against the thick cherry rug. She knelt down to see what they were, put a finger to one spot, and lifted it up to her eyes. Dirt. That was all it was, just dirt. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a procession of white maggots crawling along the carpet in her direction. She quickly averted her gaze.

Portable lamps, temporarily installed by the police, had thrown the room into a blinding glare. It reminded Gail of a film set, all that was needed now was a director. Three officers were clustered around the body, looking as if they were waiting for something to happen. Certainly not the resurrection. A police photographer, his body twisted into some impossible contortion, was holding his camera over his head so as to get the right angle.

Gail’s entrance drew some quizzical stares from the cops. She nodded to them. They wished her a good afternoon. She wondered what kind of a good afternoon they had in mind.

The bed was king-sized and unmade. The body of the deceased was propped up in a sitting position against the wall a short distance away. He was clad in a bright red sweatsuit jacket, with the zipper front undone to expose a blue Izod short-sleeved pullover with a button-down collar. Blood, now dried into a rusty color, trailed along the wall for maybe five or six feet. There was a partially congealed pool of blood below the head. The gun was in his hand.

One officer finally went into motion and looped a shoestring through the trigger guard of the gun and gingerly lifted it up, keeping the muzzle in a safe position.

Gail had only to grab hold of the deceased’s arm to see how flaccid it was. Rigor mortis had passed off some time ago, leaving the same way that it had come: the eyelids first, the feet last. He’d been dead at least thirty-six hours, possibly longer.

Now Gail took a closer look at Friedlander’s face. It was in the midst of putrefying, and the flesh had a puttylike aspect to it; his face might have been a mask that was about to drop off. In his glazed eyes Gail read not pain so much as vast astonishment that this thing should have happened to him, of all people. Just about all resemblance between him and the man in the photo in the living room had disappeared. He smelled, literally, like shit.

Kneeling down next to the victim, Gail inspected the bullet hole in his chest. The bullet had gone through the jacket and the pullover. From the look of the wound she guessed that the gun was about one inch away when it had discharged. Her conclusions were based partly on what she remembered from the textbooks, and also from her experience with gunshot cases she’d seen in the emergency room. Some of her conclusions, though, were pure guesswork.

The entrance wound of the second bullet was located in the right temple. The exit wound she found behind the left ear. She made her notes: no marks around entrance wound, no singeing of hair, no powder tattoo marks, no blackening of the flesh, no rebound bruises. Rebound bruises would have indicated that the gun had been fired from some distance.

Now that she was preoccupied by the examination itself, she was no longer so anxious, becoming confident that at the very least she wasn’t in danger of bungling this completely.

“It’s pretty unusual for a suicide to shoot himself twice, isn’t it?” Gail glanced back at Mackie.

“Believe me,” Mackie said, “I’ve seen stranger things.”

She understood from the detective’s expression that he didn’t regard it as unusual as all that. People were capable of accomplishing improbable, even impossible, actions, and it was high time she got used to it. Again, she was being made to feel the burden of her inexperience. Mackie wasn’t someone easily fooled. He wouldn’t occupy the position he did if he could be: He knew.

She noted high-velocity blood spatter on the victim’s right hand, right arm, and right thigh. She took swabs of both hands for the paraffin tests and neutron-activation analyses that were likely to be run. The tests should go a long way toward proving whether the victim had in fact shot himself.

When she asked Mackie if he had any idea whether Friedlander was right- or left-handed—something that would be important to establish, owing to the direction of the wounds—he said that it was obvious. He must be right-handed if they’d removed the gun from his right hand. Maybe this wasn’t the sort of question she, as a medical investigator, should be asking; she wasn’t sure. In any case, it was clear that he was growing irritable, and who could blame him with this stench and the maggots beginning to crawl out of the various holes in Friedlander’s body? Still, she was anxious to do a thorough job.

There were other injuries to look for: bruises, abrasions, and cuts, even other bullet wounds that might have escaped detection. But aside from several fresh scratches on his wrists, she found nothing.

Now she turned her attention to the fingernails. Any scrapings—of blood, dirt, hair follicles, or other material—could prove vital to the investigation. Say a follicle of hair found under the nails failed to match the victim’s, why, then there was a chance it might belong to an assailant—if there was an assailant.

But all that Gail could extract from under these fingernails was caked dirt, which she removed with a file and placed in a plastic bag. Labs in the M.E.’s office would later subject the dirt to a chemical analysis. Maybe in the dirt, invisible to the naked eye, something of significance would turn up.

She examined his feet last. They were bare and clean—no smudges on their soles. But what caught her eye was the reddish coloring of the feet, clear evidence of post-mortem lividity. When all circulation ceased, the blood responded to gravity, settling into the lowest regions of the body. The clotting of the blood essentially “fixed” the characteristic reddish stain within five to six hours after death. The lividity in the feet was an important sign. It indicated that Friedlander had been moved after he died.

If she needed further proof, she had only to take a look at the way the blood had stained the wall behind Friedlander’s head. Blood spots could be read like a language by a trained eye. There were six common shapes that blood spots could form: drops, smears, splashes, spurts, trails, and pools. A blow on the head, for instance, would produce either circular drops or a stain resembling an explanation point. A freshly wounded body, it if was moved, would almost invariably leave behind a dribble of blood and a pool where it was finally deposited.

Gail should have been able to find blood spatters from the head wound radiating out for a couple of feet, had Friedlander shot himself in the position he now occupied. But all she could see, hard as she searched, was the telltale dribble of blood extending beyond the body along the edge of the wall until it came to an abrupt stop. She looked more closely at this stretch of the wall, trying her best to understand why there should be no more blood.

“It’s been washed away” she said. 

“What did you say?” Mackie asked.

“I think somebody washed the blood away here.” She put a finger to the spot.

“Is that right?” He looked to where she was pointing, but she realized that nothing was going to convince him. She felt suddenly light-headed and very tired.

“It’s possible that he was shot elsewhere and then moved here,” she said a little more tentatively than she’d intended.

The way Mackie was looking at her, she expected him to explode. She imagined that his wife must have walked out on him years ago. But when he replied, it was with a surprising calm. Still, the calmness was deceptive and came as no relief. “Well, then, what you’re going to have to do is put that in your report.”

“Do you still plan to treat this case as a suicide?”

Mackie’s eyes met hers. “When the autopsy is completed and we see what we’ve got, we’ll decide.” He hesitated, then added, almost as if it were an afterthought, which it obviously was not, “What we do from now on isn’t your concern. You’ve done your job here.”


CHAPTER TWO

Reaching back in his memory, Michael Friedlander came up with the date September 10, 1971. That was the last day he had been in New York City, having left, he’d thought, for good. He’d made up his mind to cut all ties, burn all bridges, start life anew. After nearly twenty years he was on his way back, staring numbly out of his bus window at stretches of Route 95 that he’d assumed he’d never have to look at again.

For the last five years New Hampshire had been his home. Before that it was San Francisco, before that, LA., before that a small impoverished village on the shore of Lake Panahachel in Guatemala. Before that … well, what difference did it make? It was painful to go rummaging about in his memory trying to reconstruct his past.

But he couldn’t help it; memories kept surfacing, unbidden and certainly unwanted. March 14, 1983 was the date that came to mind next. That was when he’d last seen his brother. Alan showed up a couple of days before he was set to leave San Francisco, another place he was intending to leave for good. His apartment, like his life, had never given the appearance of being settled to begin with. When his brother arrived, the place was in complete tumult, crowded with boxes and milk crates, with scarcely any room to move. Alan said he was on a business trip and could stay only for a few hours. But it had been so long since they’d seen each other that he didn’t want to pass up the chance. Even then Alan basked in an aura of success; money was as anxious to move in his direction as it was to steer clear of Michael.

As soon as Alan walked through the front door, it was obvious that Michael could no longer depend on their age difference to balance things out. Michael had squandered his seniority in the pursuit of misguided dreams, succumbing to all temptations except the one Alan had given in to: money. Somehow Michael had always assumed that there’d be enough of it around, that he’d always get by, as indeed he had, and that sooner or later his ship would come in.

Alan was clearly uncomfortable. It was only with great restraint on his part that he refrained from parroting the words their father would have said: Get your life together for Chrissakes, settle down, find a job with a future. For that matter, find a girl with a future. Alan never thought much of the girls his brother found, and no wonder. They were very nearly as crazy as he was.

But Alan had been diplomatic, so much so that Michael suspected he was acting on behalf of their parents, maybe thinking he could play mediator. Michael’s relations with his parents, once tempestuous, had turned cold and uncommunicative. Alan must long ago have replaced Michael in their affections. It was on their younger son that they’d pinned their hopes; it was Alan they looked to for their grandchildren and, Michael was sure, it was Alan whose name figured prominently in their will.

For all his reservations, Alan insisted on lending money to Michael, even though he must have known the prospects for getting it back were slim if not nonexistent. Michael never asked for the money, but periodically he would open his mail to find two or three hundred dollars—always cash, never a check—from his brother. There were times when he had no idea how he would have made it if it weren’t for those unpredictable “loans” of Alan’s. As of last month, he owed Alan close to seven thousand dollars. It had always been his intention to pay Alan back. Now it seemed he would never have the chance.

What had begun as an overcast day had turned into a moonless night. The man next to him was too big for his seat and, even dead asleep, squirmed in an effort to escape its confines. Everyone else around him seemed to be sleeping, too. Michael had the feeling that he might be the only one still awake in the world—aside from the bus driver. He didn’t know what time it was since he never wore a watch. It was dark; that was all that mattered. For great distances there were no towns, no hamlets, nothing at all that gave off any light. All Michael could see in the window was his own distorted reflection, which made him look much like the ghost that his brother had become.

He would doze off, then wake suddenly, jolted into consciousness by an abrupt motion of the bus, a defiant squeal of brakes. Shaken so abruptly back into consciousness, he’d think, Something’s wrong, but what is it? And then he’d remember. His brother was dead.

Michael’s fitful sleep was finally extinguished when he opened his eyes to drink in thousands of bright lights. Fluorescent colors seeped over the pavement and dyed the skin of the people moving at an impossible pace along the streets. People were everywhere. He’d forgotten how many people there were. Some were leaning out of windows, calling down to furtive gatherings on street corners. At every intersection there were men with squeegies in hand, ready to clean windshields for a quarter. They moved fast, ambushing any driver too slow on the uptake to avoid them. What got to Michael, though, were the men slumped in doorways, nodded out, without the will or the interest to extract the needles from their arms. As if in accompaniment to all this frenzy of making a buck and getting high, salsa and rap music erupted from the open windows and boom boxes, horns wailed, sirens rose and fell, signaling a temporary truce in what was a continual state of emergency. Michael was home.

The Port Authority Bus Terminal was altogether different from what he remembered although his memory, he knew, was an unreliable, treacherous thing. The immense building had obviously undergone extensive renovation so that now it resembled an airline terminal, which Michael guessed was some improvement. He listened for piped-in Muzak but heard none. Many of the benches, he noted, were occupied by people who weren’t on their way anywhere; apparently this was all the home they had.

Finding the coffee shop across the street from Bellevue wasn’t a problem, but for ten minutes Michael couldn’t bring himself to go in. His mother, and for all he knew, his father, too, would be inside waiting for him. He wasn’t sure how he was going to face them. Finally, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He had to get it over with.

It took him several seconds before he spotted his mother. Her features were distorted in grief, her face taut and white. Her neatly coiffed hair, which Michael had remembered as brown, was now full of gray. In front of her was something that looked vaguely like custard, which she’d barely touched. Suddenly she became aware that he was there. A half smile flickered across her face, for the moment returning some of her lost years to her. Michael went over to her table and without a word took hold of her. How fragile, how insubstantial, she feels, he thought, like she could be gone tomorrow. His mother kissed him, then quickly separated from his embrace, saving, “Oh, dear, I’ve got lipstick on you. Let me wipe it off.”

And before he’d had a chance to utter a word, she did just that, using the same piece of Kleenex to wipe the tears that had begun to gather at her eyes.

“Sit down, Michael. Have something to eat. You must be tired after your trip.”

Yes, he thought, considering that it was a trip that had lasted more than sixteen years, he was very tired.

“Your father’s still across the street. When you’re finished, we can join him.”

“They haven’t done the autopsy yet?” Michael was surprised. His mother had gotten hold of him early in the afternoon, and he’d naturally assumed that in the intervening hours all the formalities would have been completed.

“Dr. Magnus—the medical examiner—they had to get in touch with him, and so it was a while, you know, before he could get to examine Alan. I don’t think it’ll be too long now.” She gave Michael a scrutinizing look. “You’ve been well?”

“I’ve been okay.”

“It’s good to see you. I’m glad you could come. It’s been too long.”

“Yes,” he agreed, “it’s been too long.”

“But I’m not so sure about the beard. You looked fine without it, you have a nice face.”

He shrugged. This was no time to start arguing about a beard. “Maybe I’ll shave it, then.” He was anxious to find out about Alan. All his mother had told him over the phone was that he’d been discovered dead by his own hand and that he should come at once to New York, nothing else. But he sensed that he’d better wait. When the time came, his mother would tell him. Obviously, the time wasn’t now.

The first thing that Michael remarked on when he entered the building housing the medical examiner’s office were the words engraved in marble. He was certain he could have figured out what they meant if only he’d paid attention in his high-school Latin classes. The words were: TACEAT COLLOQUIA. EFFUGIAT RISUS. HIC LOCUS EST UBI MORS GAUDET SUCCURRERE NITAE. Something about laughter should cease, he believed, something about the dead helping the living. He couldn’t make much more sense of it than that.

His mother appeared to know where she was going. He followed, suitcase in hand; he must have looked as if he was moving in.

But no one moved into this place unless he was dead; that was just about the only qualification necessary. From the lobby they proceeded into another room. Michael had a glimpse of police and people like his mother who wore their suffering so openly that there could be no mistaking the reason for their presence there. But most of what Michael saw was a blur; a thick haze seemed to hang between him and the rest of the world, impenetrable and endless.

Then they found themselves in a private room, a waiting room, much too brightly lit. His father was approaching him from across the room, his hand held out for Michael to take. Michael was prepared for a taller man and he didn’t know whether his father had actually shrunken or whether it was his memory that was at fault. His hair was nearly gone but the eyes were the same, and the way they questioned, and even accused, his son was the same, too.

Michael took his hand. The grip was hard, signaling, if nothing else, some sort of acceptance. The prodigal son returned. “Thank you for coming,” Paul Friedlander said. “I didn’t know whether you could make it.”

Michael looked to his mother but she had locked her eyes on her husband. Maybe, Michael thought, he deserved his father’s reproach, but not now, not now.

“What do they say?” his mother asked, taking a seat in the corner, digging through her pocketbook for a mint, taking one for herself, offering the other to Michael. “How long do they say it will be?”

“Not long,” replied his father. “It shouldn’t be long now.”

To Michael it seemed almost unimaginable that his father should be put in the humiliating position of having to wait for word from some higher authority. All of his life he’d regarded his father as the ultimate authority, sometimes a benign dictator, more often a despot, but always the person he had to answer to. Nor was he alone in this. Hundreds of other people looked upon his father the same way. Kroll, Friedlander, Geddes, and Lichter was one of the city’s top corporate law firms, cannily accruing power and influence by brokering deals no other firm dared to touch. But apparently when it came to his son’s autopsy, he was incapable of exerting much influence at all.

Michael took a seat next to his mother. His father refused to sit, preferring to pace, his eyes directed toward a panel located on the wall across from them. “What are you doing with yourself these days, Mike?” he asked wearily.

“Not much,” he said. “Just fixing up my house. It’s an old house; it goes back to the eighteen hundreds. It needs a hell of a lot of work.” It needed so much work, in fact, that at the rate he was progressing, it wouldn’t be finished until the next century.

His father nodded. “Doing any work? I mean, do you have a job of any kind?”

For all Michael knew, his father might still hold out hope that he’d resume his medical studies where he’d left off, finally apply himself to something substantial. But that wasn’t in the cards. “I was doing some importing,” he answered, “selling rugs and jewelry I picked up in India.”

“Oh, you were in India?” his mother said. “When were you there?”

“About a year and a half ago, just for a few weeks.”

“Alan was in Hong Kong last year. He was always on the road. Whenever we’d plan on a vacation, we’d ask Alan where we should stay. Isn’t that right, Paul?”

“What was that?” Paul looked at her distractedly. 

“I said that when we planned our vacations—”

She didn’t get any further. For just then the wall panel slid open to expose a glass chamber. There was a faint electric hum: machinery kicking into motion. His mother hid her face in her hands. Paul looked blankly ahead. At the same time the door behind them opened and a man wearing a white coat stained with blood and smelling of formaldehyde walked in. He was a man of about forty-five, slender and dark, with sharp features. He moved quickly, energetically, his eyes taking them all in. His hands, Michael noticed, were strong, the fingers narrowly tapered, the hands of an artist.

“Dr. Magnus, this is our other son, Michael,” his mother said. To Michael she added, “Dr. Magnus is the chief medical examiner.”

Magnus nodded and shook Michael’s hand, trying out a smile that was quickly gone. He turned his attention to Paul. ”If you’ll step up to the window here, please, Mr. Friedlander, this shouldn’t take long. But we need to verify the identification.”

Mrs. Friedlander clung to her son, but while her body was trembling, there were no longer any tears in her eyes. She held herself with dignity, bracing herself for the shock.

“We installed these viewing rooms some years ago so that the bereaved wouldn’t have to go into the morgue,” Magnus said. “This way you at least can have some privacy.”

It was possible that Paul didn’t hear, with his entire attention focused at that moment on the empty chamber. The gurney with Alan’s body was just now coming into view. Michael looked hard, almost as if he needed to memorize what he saw. He wanted to feel something, but the only thing he felt was empty. That wasn’t his brother—that was a bloody, decomposed cadaver. His brother was long gone.

Then he stole a glance at his parents. In their eyes he read horror and incomprehension—that much he had expected. But there was a question in their eyes, too. And Michael knew very well what the question must be: Why is it Alan who’s lying there, when all the time we were thinking that if it had to be anybody it should have been Michael?


CHAPTER THREE

It was nearly midnight, more than an hour after the Friedlander had gone, when Kurt Magnus began Alan’s autopsy. The autopsy was performed in one of the three basement autopsy rooms reached by a central circulating corridor that led from the mortuary bay.

Tonight Magnus was using only one assistant, a deputy examiner named Francis Holmes who’d been working for the M.E.’s office for as long as anybody could remember. Holmes had participated in thousands of autopsies—perhaps more than Magnus had—and his manner was brusquely efficient, even a little bored. Death had no surprises left in store for him except, possibly, the manner in which it would come for him. He was a wiry man in his early sixties, with an owlish hairless face and glistening pink skin. Magnus understood that he’d once trained to be an artist and actually displayed a fair skill at painting models from real life. But somewhere along the line real life failed to hold any more interest for him.

They started out by radiographing the head. Since it was evident that the bullet had exited out of the back of the head, Magnus wanted to see whether any fragments remained lodged inside the skull. Wet plates were ready in a few minutes and showed no dense metallic shadows, sparing him the necessity of going in search of fragments, an observation he transcribed into the microphone installed at the base of the table. Sometimes a stenographer would be present to take dictation, but not tonight.

He then proceeded to reflect the scalp—drawing away the skin so that he could get at the skull, or what remained of it. This was done according to a procedure dictated by cosmetic considerations. Magnus used a knife to describe a single ear-to-ear incision across the scalp. This way he could part the scalp into two large flaps, pulling one flap back toward the rear of the head, just as if it were the hood of a windbreaker, and dropping the other half over the face. But the subgaleal tissue that connected the scalp to the skull resisted Magnus’s efforts to separate it.

Magnus was left with no alternative but to place his thumbs under the flap and pull it back by force. The tissue gave and the scalp tore away to expose the white of the skull itself.

To remove the skullcap, he chose to use a handsaw. While the skull had to be sawed through completely, Magnus had to take care that he didn’t cut too far and risk damaging the brain tissue itself. Final separation was achieved by hammering the cut out with a chisel.

They were down to the dura matter, the outermost protective membrane of the brain. To obtain the traction he needed, Magnus inserted a blunt hook called a dura elevator, which resembled a small spatula, into the saw cut. Because the brain had been so shattered by the impact of the shot, it was now possible for Magnus to look down straight into the skull cavity itself. He began to dictate his findings: “It appears as if at least a third of the brain tissue, posterior cerebral tissue, and some of the cerebellar tissue has been blasted out.”

He paused to make a further inspection before resuming: “There is a large deficit in the right occipitoparietal area…. I am able to see the back of the head quite well. There are multiple fractures of bones of the calvarium bilaterally. These fractures extend into the base of the skull and involve the floor or the anterior fossa on the right side…. There are enormous cracks radiating downward and outward from margins of the large deficit in the top portion of the skull extending to the base, plus numerous others on the floor of anterior and middle fossas on the right….”

He was about to go on when Holmes interrupted him, pointing to the entrance of the autopsy room, where a man was standing staring at them with an implacable gaze fixed on his coarse features. A large man, he was wearing an ill-fitting corduroy jacket, with a wide, blue-striped tie that had become all askew. In his right hand he held a worn leather briefcase.

Holmes shot a questioning look at Magnus, puzzled, even dismayed, at this intrusion. Clearly this man didn’t work there, nor did he appear to be an authorized visitor.

“Can I help you?” Holmes asked, stepping away from the table, ready to send the man packing.

But Magnus moved to stop him. “It’s all right, Francis, let me go speak to him. It’ll just take a moment.” He realized that his voice was quavering, but he couldn’t help it.

Francis frowned with incomprehension. He must now be wondering whether the two men knew each other, and if so, what possible connection they could have. Francis was extremely judgmental when it came to sizing up an individual; he believed that someone’s manners and clothes marked him for what he was. And it was certain from the unhappy expression on his face that he’d found this man wanting in both respects. Why Magnus would lower himself to bother exchanging words with this stranger was beyond him.

No greeting was expected or given. “Follow me,” Magnus said, doing nothing to disguise his irritation. He didn’t even so much as glance at the man. Out of the corner of his eye he registered Holmes’s scrutiny. The hell with him, he thought.

Magnus went straight to the men’s room. A few moments later the man joined him.

“Lock it, please,” Magnus instructed.

The man complied, but he seemed to be deriving some amusement out of the medical examiner’s discomfort.

“It smells better than it did the last time,” the man observed. “Somebody clean it, or what?”

“I told you I didn’t want you coming here while I’m at work. What are you doing here, anyway? We didn’t have any arrangements to meet.”

“For somebody who’s making out like a bandit on this, I don’t know why you’re raising such a fuss. We just felt that you deserved a little more for your trouble, Dr. Magnus. If you have any objections, take it up with the boss. I got nothing to do with it.”

He turned from Magnus and, placing his briefcase on the tiled floor, went ahead and took a long leak. Magnus just stood there, uncertain whether he should say anything more.

“That’s better,” the man said, zipping himself up. “Enjoy your night.”

Only after he’d gone did Magnus reach down and open the briefcase the man had left behind. It was all there, as promised. The bills felt new and crisp in his hands, as if they were hot off the press.


CHAPTER FOUR

There was nothing about the design of the house Paul Friedlander had purchased in 1961 to make it stand out in any way. Many times on his way home from a party, admittedly drunk but not so far gone as all that, Michael had been unable to recognize it. There must have been well over a hundred houses set on two-acre tracts of land that were identical to theirs. But if it was altogether lacking in style or originality, the house had increased phenomenally in value over the years, something in which his father took immense pride, as if unconscionable inflation were his doing.

There was some comfort to be taken, Michael supposed, from the dull familiarity of the neighborhood. Perhaps in the daylight he would notice some changes, but at two-fifteen in the morning this section of Bellmore, Long Island looked exactly the same as he remembered from his childhood. Few lights were on in any of the houses, which was to be expected; like his father, these people had to be up early to make the commute into the city.

Scarcely a word had passed between Michael and his parents since leaving the medical examiner’s office. The silence was terrible. Music would have been welcome, even the news, but the radio was left off. Who needed other people’s bad news? From time to time his mother would say something, but she was careful not to touch on what they had just seen. It would be a long time, Michael knew, before each in his own way could deal with the sight of Alan dead, his head blown open. It was one thing to accept Alan’s death in the abstract, but seeing the body like that—even for just those few moments—made it into something final, something inescapable. Whenever Michael shut his eyes, he could still see Alan’s face, the skin waxen and half fallen away, the rusty ring of blood around the wound, the blood caked in his hair. But his eyes were closed, and Michael was sorry about that; he would have liked to have looked into them one last time.

Lights were blazing in the Friedlanders’ house. Michael’s first thought was that this day of terror hadn’t ended and that the house was being burglarized. But that wasn’t the case at all. As soon as they pulled into the driveway, a woman opened the door. Michael couldn’t make out who it was because of the way the light behind her threw her into silhouette. But as soon as his mother rushed into the woman’s outstretched arms, he realized that it must be her sister Janet.

Janet was six years older than his mother and resembled her not at all. She was taller and bonier, a woman with few expectations, and it showed in her face. Seeing Michael, she swept him up in her arms, moistening his face with her tears.

Janet’s husband, Buddy, rose from the couch when they walked in, tamping out his cigar in the ashtray at the same time. Buddy was an accountant, but he had the look of a cosmetics salesman who expected to have the door slammed in his face. He greeted Michael indifferently, as if he were used to seeing him every day.

Almost from the moment they entered the house his mother was ready to go to work. Anything to provide distraction. “Let me go and get you some more coffee,” she said to Janet and Buddy.

“No, Rachel, you just sit and make yourself comfortable,” Janet declared in a voice that brooked no protest. “Buddy and I will take care of everything. We’re here as long as you need us.”

Paul took a seat across from Buddy, who was now relighting the cigar he’d abandoned a minute before. “It was terrible, Buddy,” his father began. “It was worse than I’d imagined it would be.”

Rachel slumped down on the couch next to Buddy but then grew too restless to stay there. “I think I’ll go help Janet,” she said, her voice quavering.

Michael didn’t know what he should do. As if by instinct, he found his way to the liquor cabinet. A drink would be hard on him, he knew, but he could think of nothing else.

Conversation, such as it was, came fitfully, uneasily. Nobody was talking about Alan. Everyone was hanging on the phone call from the medical examiner’s office, almost as if they expected to hear that miraculously Alan wasn’t dead at all. When the phone did ring, it might have been the loudest sound in the world. On the fourth ring Paul sprang from his chair, released suddenly from a spell. The phone was on the other side of the wall from the liquor cabinet, so Michael could hear every word his father said.

“Yes, this is he…. Yes, I understand… I see … I see…. Then there’s no way that it could be …?” He fell silent for several moments. “Yes, yes, of course. No, I’m grateful, thank you, Doctor…. Certainly, I’ll let you know…. Good night.”

“Honey?” Michael heard Rachel’s questioning voice. 

“That was Dr. Magnus.”

“What did he have to say?”

“He’s sending me a copy of the report in the morning, but he wanted to let us know tonight.”

“That was thoughtful of him,” his mother said.

“He said that his autopsy confirmed what the police told us.”

“That Alan—?” His mother didn’t want to, or perhaps couldn’t, finish the question.

“Yes, I’m afraid so. There doesn’t seem to be any question in his mind.”

“What does that mean?” Janet broke in. “What happens now? Is that it?”

“If the medical examiner found no reason for the police to investigate further, then … then nothing happens. There’s nothing we can do….” He cast a puzzled glance at Michael, who’d come into the room. “I guess it’s over.”

The funeral took place the following day at one-thirty in the afternoon. Michael was late; he didn’t mean to be, but there was something in his nature that rarely permitted him to turn up anywhere on time—even for an event as important as this one. His breathless arrival drew a withering glance from his father. His mother just looked relieved that he’d appeared at all. Unable to sleep, he’d gotten up early and gone for a long walk, trying to sort things out. While he hadn’t managed to sort out much of anything—it was even possible he’d only gotten more confused—his walk had taken him much farther than he’d planned. By the time he’d returned his parents had already left for the funeral home. He was a little surprised himself that he’d made it.

His parents were standing at one end of the room together with Janet and Buddy, receiving condolences from people Michael presumed were relatives and friends, almost none of whom he recognized. He decided that the younger mourners were Alan’s associates from Colony Saxon Securities. More than their youth, their glowing tans and stylish clothes gave them away.

He had no difficulty picking out Alan’s intended without any problem, though. Nancy looked just like the sort of woman his brother would have chosen to marry: a classy brunette, but nowhere as beautiful as Alan probably thought she was. She possessed a
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