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CHAPTER ONE
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Carlos drew his knife along the woman's thigh, bared to her hip by the slit in her long black dress.

The Prince shuddered and dipped, eyes clenched, dancing to the salsa blaring from the Panasonic he held in the crook of his arm, like a baby.

Zero undulated on a bench, sucking a joint.

With the stiletto point Carlos touched the space between the woman's breasts, her bare shoulders, the hollow at the base of her neck. Her green eyes studied him with contempt.

Zero laughed. "Yo, Carlos. You gonna fuck that broad?" As did all his efforts to be as one with Carlos, this one fell flat–flat on its face on the concrete subway platform.

Carlos traced with the knife point the underside of the woman's arm, bent into a hanger for a short white fur jacket slung over her shoulder.

The tracks clanked. A wind stirred in the tunnel.

"Train," Zero called, slithering off the bench, seeking redemption. He leaned over the edge of the platform, confirmed his prediction, and stood straight, tweaking the collar points of his nylon windbreaker. I toja. A train. 'Bout fuckin' time."

The Prince changed stations, twirling past commercials, news, talk, Mozart, Mantovani, searching for another song just like the other song, a shark needing to be ever in motion, sifting life from the music.

Carlos stepped back to see the woman altogether. Her left hip was shot and her left hand rested on her rump–rested lightly, not in place there but only passing over in a caress. Her skin was white: white against the black dress, white against her auburn hair, white against her crimson-painted lips, white against the short white fur jacket. On her left wrist was a gold bracelet, on her right ring finger a silver ring. She wore silver high-heeled sandals. She had been everywhere, done everything, and would again, as soon as there was something new to do; to run with her would be expensive.

The wind from the tunnel blew harder; it stank of the leftover heat of summer.

The poster was bigger than any other on the station walls; the woman was nearly life-size. She had been posed in front of a set that simulated Manhattan's skyline¾ lighted windows in buildings silhouetted against a night sky garnished with a crescent moon. The windows formed words: CHANNEL 3–THE PLACE TO BE. Above the window, in script the red of the woman's lipstick, was the invitation: Stay Up Late with Chris Kaiser. Below the woman's feet, in block capitals the silver of her sandals, was the exhortation: WATCH NEW YORK'S LATEST NEWS. MIDNIGHTS ON CHANNEL 3 WITH CHRIS KAISER...IT'S EXCITING!

The train's grumble became a roar.

Carlos wanted to be in her mouth, her ass, her cunt. He wanted to be pumped dry, sucked dry, pumped dry again. He put the point of the knife between her legs and pressed down hard, breaking the paper. He drew back his hand and stabbed at her crotch.

Zero laughed, slapping his thighs. "Stick her, man, stick her. Yo, Prince. Check it out. Carlos is stickin' it to this broad."

Carefully, Carlos slit her throat.

The train racketed into the station, swallowing the music, drenching the platform with heat and noise. Carlos stepped back from the poster, retracted the knife's blade, slipped it in the pocket of his camouflage jacket, then turned away.

The train stopped with a screech. The Prince's music bubbled up.

"Yo, Carlos. Let's go, man." Zero stood in the middle door of the last car, holding the sliding panel open with his foot.

"Let go of the doors in the rear." The conductor's weary voice on the intercom droned through a blizzard of static.

Zero leaned out and gave the conductor the finger. He looked at Carlos for approbation.

Carlos put his hand on Zero's chest–it was soft, boneless–and pushed him into the car. "Come on, fuckhead. You heard the man." Carlos stayed at the door as the train strained into motion, looking back at the woman, who would no longer torment him. Then he moved to stand with his back against the pole in the center of the car, facing forward, his hands in the hip pockets of his jeans, knees loose to take the jolts, his eyes on the legs of a tiny Oriental woman in a nurse's uniform.

* * * *
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From its terminal at Two Hundred Forty-second Street in the Bronx to this stop, One Hundred Sixty-eighth Street in Manhattan, the southbound Broadway local had scraped only a few passengers off station platforms. They were out of sync with most of the rest of the world: workers getting off shifts or going on them, night people stepping out early, early risers slouching home late. And specialists: a bum who had made the train his flophouse for the night and was making his second round trip between the Bronx and the Battery; a graffiti writer who would change at Times Square for the Flushing line out to the yards in Queens–his studio–where he would spend the night decorating idle trains in Wild Style. The passengers sat flight distance apart, cloaked in fear, for any one of them might be a mugger¾ except the nurse, who could be only a victim.

The Prince turned the Panasonic up to hear the music over the noise of the train.

Zero inhaled the last of the joint and flicked the roach at an open window. It missed and fell on the seat beside a man in jeans and a corduroy jacket who read a paperback book. The man swept the roach off the seat with the book.

"Yo, fuckhead. No litterin'." Zero laughed and looked at Carlos's back, his eyes begging him to turn and appreciate. When he looked back, the man's eyes were on him, understanding his dependence. Zero read an ad poster over the man's head–or tried to; he had stopped going to school in the fifth grade.

Carlos undressed the nurse slowly in his mind, tossing aside the cap, the cape, pulling away lavers of starched, sterile clothing until her tiny body lay spread out before him. He hissed through his teeth and smiled when she wouldn't look at him, for he knew she had heard. He sat across from her, his legs stretched out, his red Converse All-Stars nearly touching her miniature white shoes.

She drew her feet back.

No one got on or off at One Hundred Fifty-seventh Street.

Carlos moved to sit next to the nurse. She smelled clean. Her tiny hands held her pocketbook pressed against her pelvis. Her flat face was dull with fear. Her eyes were wide.

Carlos put a knuckle against her neck behind her ear and lifted a flap of her helmet of hair. "Hey, baby, you wanna have a good time?"

She shut her eyes and held her breath.

Carlos ran a fingernail under the lobe of her ear. "I gotta big dick."

The nurse got up and walked on stiff legs toward the door at the front of the car.

Carlos caught up with her and took her wrist and turned her around, pulling her close and ducking to kiss her mouth. She timed her head and he got a mouthful of hair.

Zero laughed, in spite of himself, then was at Carlos's side, a finger pointed between the nurse's eyes. "Yo, cunt. You don't like my friend or somethin'?"

Carlos took Zero by the collar and thrust him toward the door to the next car. "Don't let nobody in or out."

Zero, poor Zero–his given name was Roberto, after a baseball star, but he was ever Zero, not even a cipher–raised his hands and let them fall. "How'm I gonna do that?" He felt the eyes of the man in jeans and corduroy on him and wouldn't look at him.

Carlos slumped with despair. "You got a fuckin' knife, right?"

Delighted to be reminded, Zero took the knife from his jacket pocket and switched it open and sliced the air as he backed toward the door. "Nobody fuckin' move." He felt the man in jeans and corduroy shift on his seat.

The Prince, unbidden, was already at the rear door, his Panasonic on the floor between his feet, silent, holding his knife in both hands, a fighter.

Carlos held his knife in front of the nurse's face and sprung the blade. Though her eyes were shut, she started. He laughed. "Hey, baby. Don't be scared. I just wanna make nice with you."

The passengers sat numb and dumb, replicas of human beings, praying that it would end. All but the man in jeans and corduroy, who sat forward, his elbows on his thighs, the paperback book still open in his hands, like a missal, but not studying the text, watching everything.

The train went slower and slower until it crawled, checked by some inexplicable signal on the brink of the One Hundred Forty-fifth Street station.

Zero was sure someone had pulled an emergency cord, that the cops would swarm around the train, blinding them with flashlights, their bullhorns whining with feedback. "Yo, Carlos." He winced as Carlos flashed him a look of rebuke for naming him. "I...I just wanna know are we gonna get off here?"

Bumping his knees against her legs to make her walk, Carlos paraded the nurse down the aisle, stopping before each passenger, sneering as each looked away. "Maricos. Fuckin' cowards. Ain't you gonna help this chick? Huevones. Hijos de puta. Or maybe you want a piece of the action. That it, fuckheads? You wanna fuck this chick? Fuck you. Me and my friends here, we're gonna have a little party. The rest of you, you're gonna stay where you are. You're not gonna come after us. You're not pulling no emergency cord. You're not calling no fuckin' cops. You're gonna keep on going wherever you was going. You're gonna forget you saw anything. You're not gonna remember nothing. Nada. You dig? Don't worry about the chick here. We're not gonna hurt her. We're just gonna have a little party, me and my friends here." Carlos put the knife handle between his teeth and stroked the nurse's breasts, her mons, her buttocks.

Zero laughed, but he knew he wouldn't be able to get hard. He would go last, as he had the time Miguel's cousin from Santo Domingo had taken them all on; the thought of her, slick with their semen, made him sick to his stomach even now.

The train bucked, then began moving slowly into the station.

"Carlos." The man in jeans and corduroy stood in the aisle. He closed the paperback book and slipped it in a hip pocket.

Carlos took the knife from his mouth and held the point against the nurse's throat. "Sit the fuck down, man."

"Let her go," the man said, raising his voice only enough to be heard over the noise of the train. "Just get off here, like you said, but without her. Just get off here and everything'll be cool. No cops. Nothing. Now let her go."

He was lean, like a runner. He wore moccasins and a navy turtleneck sweater. He might have been a student, somewhat superannuated, or a precocious professor of English or mathematics. He might have been a poet, or a banker out slumming.

"Let her go," he said again. It was a command–not a suggestion, not a plea.

Carlos heard the man's authority and sensed his quickness and his strength, but he was high on the danger; it was too far to come down. "Coño de tu madre."

"Carlos." Zero pressed against the door, ready to bolt. "We're stopping."

The man took a step. "Let her go...Carlos." He smiled at the advantage–however slight–the name gave him.

Carlos dented the nurse's skin with the knife point. "Stay there, motherfucker."

The man kept coming, slowly, lithely.

The nurse opened her eyes. "No. Please. He'll kill me."

The man stopped. He ran a hand through his brown hair, combed straight back from his forehead. He turned abruptly and held the hand out toward the Prince, who had slunk closer. "Stay there."

The Prince smiled and moved his knife from hand to hand.

The man took a pistol from an inside pocket of his jacket and pointed it at the Prince's face, crouching slightly, feet spread, both hands aiming the gun. The Prince melted away.

The train stopped. The doors opened.

"Zero! Hold those fuckin' doors." Carlos backed toward the door, dragging the nurse with him.

Zero moaned at the loss of anonymity.

"Carlos!"

Crazily, Carlos peeked from behind his shield, compelled by the man's shout. They were more than adversaries; they were dancers in the same dance, and he must respond. The bullet hit him between the eves.

Carlos's weight drove the nurse down over a metal seat arm, knocking her breath away. When she got it back, she screamed.

Passengers sprawled and cringed and screamed.

Zero ran. The Prince ran, forsaking his Panasonic.

The doors closed. The train ground into motion.

The man pulled Carlos's body off the nurse and flung it on the floor, as if it weighed nothing. He touched the nurse's shoulder until she looked up at him. He smiled, put a hand on her head, then went to the front of the car, opened the sliding door, and stepped out on the metal platform. He unslung the metal chain, stepped up on the conductor's footrests, opened the accordion gate, and jumped onto the platform, hands out, ready to fall, failing, rolling, coming to his feet, his pistol–put away as he jumped–drawn again, his feet spread, both hands supporting the weapon.

The platform was empty.

The man put the pistol away, brushed the platform's grime from his jeans and jacket, wetted a fingertip in his mouth and rubbed at a scrape on the soft side of his left hand, ran his hands through his hair, and walked to the exit.

The token clerk in his bulletproof redoubt only glanced up from his newspaper as the man went through the turnstile. The headline said:

VICTORY CLAIMED OVER SUBWAY CRIME
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CHAPTER TWO
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DeWitt Strawberry unzipped his pants. He'd been hard for an hour, and his thing popped out like a jack-in-the-box. He fondled himself as he peered into the blackness, trying to make out the ebony paradise Ivory Snow Richardson had promised him.

"Ivory? Ivory, you there? Come on, girl, don't tease a man like that. I'm 'bout to pop."

There was no answer from the apartment on the top floor of the abandoned tenement where Ivory Snow had told DeWitt she would meet him and give him what he'd been after her for weeks.

"Ivory Snow?"

DeWitt smiled as he heard a low moan from within the apartment. He got even harder, if that was possible, at the thought of Ivory Snow lying just inside the door on the mattress she said she'd done it on before–she didn't say who with–playing with herself as she waited for him.

"Ivory? What you doin' in there, girl? Tell DeWitt. You got your hand inside your pants, making yourself all nice and wet? Come on, tell DeWitt... You tell me, I'll tell you what I'm doin', how I got my hand around my gigantic thing, so big I can't hardly fit my fingers around it, it getting all slick like with spit at the head, ready to slide into you like a greasy rod, a fuckin' tree limb... Oh, come on, Ivory, tell DeWitt what you're doin'."

Another moan.

"Ivory? You got your hand on your tit?"

And another, which DeWitt was sure meant yes, yes. He took a step into the blackness, which hadn't gotten any more penetrable in the time he'd stood on the landing. DeWitt had stopped at the candy store on the way over and for fifty-nine cents had bought a miniature flashlight, just for the occasion. He felt for it in his back pocket, but he didn't take it out and switch it on. He would wait until he was lying beside Ivory Snow, and by its light he would explore with his eyes her magnificent body.

DeWitt took another step and another.

"Ivory. I'm coming, girl. Your beautiful DeWitt is coming, and he's bringing along his best friend, and, girl, how you're gonna love his friend."

Another step brought his foot in contact with the mattress.

The moaning seemed to come from behind him, from a corner of the room, and DeWitt was momentarily startled. But he knew the tricks sound could play on you in these empty old buildings. He reached out and found a leg with his hand. "Ivory? Ivory, what'd you go and put pants on for? I told you to wear a dress, that red dress you look so fine in. Ivory?"

Still, perhaps they were those tight white slacks you could see the outline of Ivory's panties through. He would turn her over on her stomach and rub his thing against the space between her cheeks that those pants pressed together oh, so finely.

DeWitt knelt on the mattress and with a hand on each leg encouraged Ivory to roll over. "Come on, girl. I got a idea. I think you're going to like it just fine."

The legs were intractable. And not only that, their feet were shod in boots–big, heavy boots.

"Ivory, what're you doin', girl? You playing some kind of joke on DeWitt? Ivory!"

He shouted her name toward the corner, for there was no question that that was where the moan had come from. There was no answer.

Boots? Well, boots might be interesting. DeWitt thought about the women in the magazines at the back of the candy store, women who were sometimes photographed wearing boots–high leather boots, cowboy boots, construction worker boots, motorcycle boots–and nothing else. They looked just fine, and so would Ivory Snow Richardson. His ears were just playing tricks on him.

DeWitt lay on his side on the mattress, aching to have her touch him. He fumbled in his pocket for the flashlight and laid it between them, its head pointed toward the head of the mattress. "Ivory? I got something to show you. My friend I told you about? He's here. Come on, girl, shake hands with him, tell him how glad you are to see him. Here, I'll switch on this light so you can get a look at his pretty black face.

With his right hand, DeWitt lifted her hand–her incredibly heavy hand–by the wrist and glided it to his cock. With his left, he switched on the light.

The light was surprisingly bright. It threw a dome of light around the mattress and revealed unmistakably that the individual on the mattress, the individual with a hand on DeWitt's cock, wasn't Ivory Snow Richardson at all but a man, a big man, a man wearing a blue tracksuit top with white stripes down the sleeves, a man wearing black chino pants, a man with leather combat boots on his feet, a man with a shaved head and a thick drooping mustache, a man with a hole in the center of his forehead, a dead man.

The light also revealed Ivory Snow Richardson crouched in the corner in a pool of her own vomit, moaning.

DeWitt Strawberry vomited too, all over the dead man's chest.
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CHAPTER THREE
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All the men at the bar stared up at the television, like devotees before an altar.

The woman on the screen had auburn hair, white skin, red, red lips. Her eyes were green. She wore a lime green silk blouse above whose top button peeked a strip of dark green lace. "Hi. I'm Chris Kaiser. Welcome to New York's latest news program on Channel Three–the only place to be... At the top of the news tonight: Mayor Berger and Transit Police Chief Nolan held a news conference this afternoon and asserted that the war on subway crime has been won. We'll have a report from Jim Giles in just a moment, but first ..."

A beer commercial rolled.

"Yeah?" The bartender was a woman with disorganized red hair and a face that lacked symmetry.

"A beer," the man in the corduroy jacket said.

"Miller?" She flicked her head at the television. "It's Miller time."

"Ba Mi Ba," the man said. He rubbed the palm of his hand, where there was a red abrasion.

She put her hands on her hips. "Miller, Bud, Rheingold, Schafer, Schlitz Lite, Heineken, Michelob, Coors, Bass Ale, Lowenbrau, Watney's, Rolling Rock... You want me to keep going? I'm on till four."

"Bud.

"One Bud. Why is it whenever I tell people what beers we have they end up asking for Bud? If that's all the imagination they have why don't they ask for it in the first place?"

The man looked up at the television screen. Chris Kaiser sat in a white leather lounge chair, her long legs crossed, a white scimitar of thigh revealed by the slit in her gray skirt. She held her script in her lap. Her right arm was draped over the back of the chair, a gesture that molded the fabric of her blouse to her breasts.

"Like her?" the bartender said. "Lot of guys like her. " She put a glass on a coaster and filled it and set the bottle on the bar. "Never met a guy who didn't like her. One-fifty."

The man paid with a five and sipped the beer and imagined that it was a Ba Mi Ba. But his hand didn't shake. The last time he had had a Ba Mi Ba his hand shook. The last time he had had a Ba Mi Ba he had just killed a man. To protect a woman. An Oriental woman. His hand had shaken then because he hadn't, in fact, protected her. He had arrived too late. All he could do was kill her attacker, perhaps to protect other innocents.

The bartender came toward him, wiping the bar with a towel. "Hurt your hand?" She took it in hers and gently touched the soft flesh. "A bad scrape. You should wash it out. I'll get some hot water from the kitchen."

When she came back, with a bowl of hot water, a towel, and some soap, the man was gone, the beer unfinished, the change from his five on the counter.

"Oh, Linda. You've got the magic touch. And a big tipper, too."
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Chris Kaiser kicked off her shoes. It was her trademark gesture, a signal that the show was over, an invitation to her colleagues to come down from their podiums, set on risers above the well in which she sat, and stand in attendance around her white leather chair while the crawl ran out. To the audience at home the others were silhouettes; a single spot shone on Chris Kaiser.

She stretched her long body and put her hands behind her long white neck and flounced her auburn hair and smiled. But her voice was ice. "I don't ever want to be made a fool of like that again." To the audience at home she seemed to be talking shoptalk, enjoying the afterglow of a job well done.

Her colleagues bowed their heads, uncertain who of them had offended her by being imperfect.

David Dempsey, the weatherman, stuck his neck out. "There was no way around that forecast, Chris." Chris Kaiser's conviction was that the viewers believed that forecasters made the weather–how else could they know what it was going to be?–and that such bleak auguries as Dempsey's–he had predicted rain for the weekend–drove them to switch to other channels.

Chris held out her hand and invited Dempsey with a smile to take it. "David, darling. Don't be silly. Summer's over. People're glad to have an excuse to spend a quiet weekend at home."

At home, people wondered if they were lovers. They were always touching, smiling at each other.

Randy Peck, the sports editor, cleared his throat. "I, uh, hope you didn't mind the little joke." Reporting on an investigation by the Bronx County District Attorney into allegations that some local baseball players were doing cocaine, he had, ad libitum, called their club "The New York Junkies." Chris liked to make the jokes–or at least to know when they were coming from other quarters, that she might testify with her extravagant laugh to just how funny they were.

Chris retrieved her hand and granted Peck's a squeeze. "Randy...that was funny."

Ruby Tucker's lip trembled. She had sullied her own exclusive–that a settlement was imminent in a wildcat strike by public-school teachers–by saving that, "hopefully," classes would resume on Monday. When she took over as anchor, Chris had made it clear that no adverbs would dangle from her show.

But Chris Kaiser wasn't looking at Ruby, or at Kristen Richards, the entertainment editor, or at Tess Delaney, the New Jersey correspondent, in the studio to introduce a report on the gentrification of Weehawken. She was looking at Jim Giles, smiling a smile that people at home thought full of veneration. For Jim Giles was the doyen of New York television journalists. A man who had learned his craft from Edward R. Murrow and whom many considered to be the only repository of that giant's insight and grace. The anchor of Channel 3's six and ten o'clock news programs for fifteen years, Giles had been moved to the back benches when the station's management, hungry for a larger share of the audience, scrapped the six o'clock report altogether, replacing it with an hour of gossip and entertainment chitchat, and moved the late news to midnight, importing Chris Kaiser from Los Angeles to be its star.

"You screwed up, Jim," Chris Kaiser said, forgoing a more favored verb for one less likely to be lip-read by the people at home. "That transit story was a piece of shit." She smiled especially widely as she spoke the expletive, masking it. "I won't have pieces like that on my show. The viewers know it's a lie, and I won't have them thinking of me as a liar by association."

Giles put a hand in the pocket of his double-breasted blue blazer and fingered the tiny bottle of Dewar's he had emptied just before the show went on the air, while Chris and the others studied their scripts. "Just giving the facts, ma'am."

The camera lights went out and the studio lights came up. The crawl had ended; the show was off the air. The people at home watched a Potamkin Cadillac commercial.

"Facts?" Chris Kaiser screamed. "What facts? So the fucking mayor held a fucking news conference. So fucking what? It's an election year, for Christ's sake. What's he going to say–that he's losing the war on crime? Shit."

The crew, usually quick to leave, lingered in the shadows, enjoying what was becoming a regular epilogue to the show.

Giles took his hand from his pocket and touched the knot of his repp tie. "Aren't you forgetting something? This all started with our exclusive. My exclusive. The Daily News reported that felony arrests by transit cops were down. Berger got surprised with a question at a sidewalk news conference and admitted it was true. Everyone reported it the same way–Cops Helpless Against Subway Felons–everyone but us. I got the whole report that the News got only part of and found that felony arrests were down because felonies were down–because of more cops on patrol, more electronic surveillance, more citizens' patrols, more dogs–"

"Dogs," Chris Kaiser said contemptuously.

"Today's news conference confirmed our exclusive," Giles said. "It's a good story all around: The press goes off half cocked and things're getting better on the subways. But then, you know all this."

Chris Kaiser spread a hand on her chest, miming innocence. "Do you mean to say no one was mugged on the subway today, Jim?"

Giles reached into his pocket and stroked the smooth surface of the Dewar's bottle.

Chris Kaiser laughed. "Could you look that mugging victim in the face and tell him or her that the war on subway crime has been won?"

Giles turned away.

Chris Kaiser laughed again. "What we should've done–what we'll do the next time Berger tries to dazzle us with numbers–is send a crew down in the subway at the very hour he's holding his news conference. We'll find people who've just been mugged, who've had their purses snatched or their pockets picked. It won't be difficult. Felonies may be down, but they're not out. We'll ask those victims who's winning the war on subway crime. We'll get Berger up here live, face-to-face with those victims. That's what we should've done." She whirled on a production assistant. "Tell Cavanaugh to come out here."

"He's gone home," the p.a. said.

She put her hands on her hips. "Home? How the hell can the producer go home in the middle of the goddamn show? Get him on the phone."

"He won't be home yet," the p.a. said. "He just left. He lives in Yonkers."

Chris Kaiser rolled her eyes. "Yonkers." Slowly, loudly enough for everyone to hear, she said, "In the future, nobody goes home until I say so. No production staff, no writers, no technicians, no one in the booth, no talent." She looked deliberately at her colleagues, that they might know she was referring to them. "The time to talk about what's wrong with these shows is as soon as they're over, not the next afternoon. The next afternoon we should be concentrating on the next show. If we stay late enough, often enough, maybe we won't have so many things going wrong. Maybe we won't have to stay so late so often. Until that time, everybody stays... Clear?" And she started up the ramp toward the door.

Jim Giles knew it was a hopeless cause, but it was a cause nonetheless, and he called after her. "What if we don't find any victims?"

Chris Kaiser stopped and turned slowly to face him. "What did you say?"

"What if we don't find anybody who's been mugged in the subway at the very hour the mayor's saying subway crime is down?"

Chris Kaiser put her head back and laughed. "Oh, God, Jim. You're such a bore. Such a...a gentleman. No wonder your show had such lousy ratings–a few thousand insomniacs hoping you'd lull them to sleep with a report on interest rates."

She walked back down the ramp to her chair and walked round and round it, one hand on the back, as she spoke. "There's never been a local news show in any time slot in any market with ratings as high as this one. But then, you know that. But I'm not sure you know why. It's not only because I'm sexy. Oh, I'm sexy; there's no doubt about that. But there's more to it than that. This show has the highest ratings of any show in any time slot in any market because I don't tell people what they don't want to hear. I don't tell them the city's a garden spot; I tell them it's a jungle. I don't tell them it's clean and sweet-smelling; I tell them it's a cesspool. I don't tell them it's a joy to be out and around in; I tell them the subways're full of killers and the roads full of drunks and the bridges're rotting and the highways falling down. I tell them, in a word, the truth. Call it bad news. Call them scare stories. I call it the truth. The only good news I'll allow on this show is the weather, which is why I don't like David talking about rain on the Fourth of July. The weather's the only thing that people have any hope about at all; I hate to deprive them of that... You tell people the facts, Jim. You tell them about interest rates going up and felonies going down. But you don't tell them the truth. The truth is what exists in spite of the facts. The fact is, the unemployment rate's gone down; the truth is, people don't have jobs. The fact is, subway felonies're down; the truth is, people're getting mugged on the subway.

"Sex and violence: that's the formula, isn't it? The formula that sells a prime-time entertainment show, a movie. But it isn't just physical violence that sells; it's emotional violence, economic violence, environmental violence. You wouldn't tell people about that, Jim, which is why they didn't watch you. Oh, you think because you told them about interest rates you were telling them about economic violence. But interest rates aren't economic violence; economic violence is some poor sucker having his mortgage foreclosed and a padlock put on his front door. Now that's a story I could go for. Find me that man, Jim, and you'll have a good story.

"You asked me a question. You asked me what I'd do if I didn't find someone who got mugged on the subway while the mayor was holding a news conference claiming a victory over subway crime. I'd make up a victim, that's what I'd do. I find some guy and stand him in front of a camera and have him tell how he got mugged on the subway while the mayor was holding his news conference. And he'd do it. And he wouldn't feel he was telling a lie. And I wouldn't feel I was making him tell a lie. He'd be telling the truth–the truth as he felt Because the truth is, people're terrified to ride the subway, whatever the facts say, and terrified people are victims."

Chris Kaiser stopped circling her chair and went directly to Jim Giles, stopping with her face just inches from his. "Drinking again, Jim? You know how I feel about that."

Giles gripped the Dewar's bottle so tightly he feared it would break–feared that, if it did, he would pull the shards from his pocket and slash Chris Kaiser's face.

"Which is one more reason, Jim," Chris Kaiser said, starting up the ramp again, "that and everything I just said, why I'm asking Cavanaugh to take you off the show altogether. My viewers want the truth, and I'm not going to be made a fool of by having people on my staff who won't tell it to them." She pushed open the soundproof door with a shoulder and was gone.

* * * *
[image: image]


An hour later, the production assistant, whose name was Michael Magazine, heard a telephone ringing in Jim Giles's office and went in to answer it. Five tiny Scotch bottles stood in a row at the edge of the desk.

It was Giles's wife calling, and Michael Magazine told her her husband had just left, that there had been a staff meeting. She often called at this time and he always told her Giles had just left, even though Giles left quicker than even some of the crew members.

Michael Magazine dumped the tiny Scotch bottles in the wastebasket under Giles's desk, then thought better of it and retrieved them, finding, in the process, a small cardboard box that had contained a dozen .38 caliber bullets. The box was empty.

He took the bottles and the box to a trash bin in the hall and dropped them in, covering them with discarded wire service copy. He started down the hall, then turned back and retrieved the box and flattened it and put it in his pocket. He went to the newsroom.

Everyone had gone but the cute new p.a., who was jabbing at her permed hair with an Afro comb. She said she lived in Park Slope and hoped she wouldn't have to wait too long for the subway. He said he lived in Bay Ridge and had a car. "Like a ride?"

"For sure."

Michael Magazine tossed the box into a garbage can at the door to the parking garage.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Jake Neuman studied the poster of Chris Kaiser, then tucked in his shirt. Even defaced, she made him feel untidy.

Bobby Redfield stood next to him. "Jesus."

"Somebody doesn't like her show, I guess," Neuman said.

"I was on it once, remember? Not her show, but a panel she moderated–'Killers, Cops, and the Courts.'"

"I missed it," Neuman said. "I was probably watching a ball game. These cuts're fresh."

Federici slipped in front of him and danced his fingers over the poster, a connoisseur. "Not a razor, but a thin blade. Maybe a shiv."

McGovern laughed. "Maybe, Sherlock?"

"A shiv like the DOA's," Federici said.

McGovern sat on a bench and lighted a Lucky. "Steve Federici, the Italian Scallion." He laughed. "Get it, loo? I mean, you ever see anybody so fucking skinny?"

Lieutenant Neuman stretched, trying to wring the last vestiges of sleepiness out of his body. "I've seen enough. Let's get out of here."

Here was the One Hundred Sixty-eighth Street subway station, where, the conductor had told the first cops on the scene, Carlos Pabon and two other Hispanic youths had boarded the southbound Broadway local at eleven twenty-six–if the train was right on time the night before. The detectives had worked their way uptown from Ninety-sixth Street, where they took a look at the train, which had been routed onto a siding just north of the station; from One Hundred Thirty-seventh Street, where the conductor, alerted by passengers to the shooting, had summoned police; from One Hundred Forty-fifth Street, the scene, however momentary, of the crime–the place where the shooter, along with Pabon's pals, disembarked.

They were light on material evidence–not as light as on some homicides, but lighter than most. The subway car had given up little to Forensics: Pabon's body with a bullet in his brain; Pabon's blood; a switchblade with Pabon's prints, which were already enshrined in the memory of the National Crime Information Center's computer and on dozens of documents in the files of the New York City Police Department and the city and state Departments of Correction; the last half inch of a marijuana cigarette, with a partial print on the E-Z Wider paper; a Panasonic radio with a nice set of prints, but not one that rang any bells with the computer–in short, some spoor of the victim and his entourage, but no trace of the killer–except, perhaps, some partials on the accordion gate between the last two cars, through which he had jumped from the train.

That the killer had jumped they knew from Cecil Briggs, the graffiti writer, who was so far their best witness. A night worker–"Six, seven nights a week I go out to the yards. There's no more space, hardly, on the trains, so many new dudes're working these days, and I got a lot to say and I got to say it 'fore every train in town is filled up"–Briggs hadn't minded hanging around to talk to the cops long after the other passengers–those who hadn't fled when the train stopped at One Hundred Thirty-seventh Street–had pleaded exhaustion and headed for home, leaving behind phone numbers at which they could be contacted for further interviews. He had gladly forgone his art for one night to try his hand at a new medium. By the time the homicide detectives became his listeners, he had crafted a terse ballad.

"I'm sitting there thinking, man, laying out in my mind what I'm gonna do that night, and all of a sudden there's this spic with a knife, man, got this nurse around the neck and saying he's gonna get off the train and have his way with her, man, him and his friends, when this white dude stands up and says, 'Say what, motherfucker? You're gonna do what? You ain't gonna do shit, 'cept get off this motherfucking train, you and your motherfucking friends, but not with no nurse, you dig?'–"

"Is that what he said, Cecil," Neuman had interrupted, "or is that your artistic rendering?"

"Hunh? Oh. Shit, no, it's not what he said, I don't 'member what he said, not 'xactly. He said...shit, I don't 'member. But, yeah, I mean, yeah, that's like what he said."

"Go ahead," Neuman said.

"Where was I?...Okay. So. The spic with the 'Sonic, man, who's been down at the other end, he comes slipping up behind this white dude, man, and the white dude takes
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