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"Flower in the crannied wall,

… if I could understand

What you are, root and all, and all in
all,

I should know what God and man is."

-Tennyson
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SHE REMEMBERED

Even years before,
when it first came to her, she had relished the idea for the sheer
cunning of it, treasured and cherished it for its craft and
guile.

She remembered: It had been a sour, rainy
day, much like this one, in Cleveland, smelly old Cleveland where
the air always stank of iron and dust. She'd been sitting in the
window seat, the one on the landing that broke the stairs in the
gloomy old Tudor-style house—sitting there, knees drawn to her
breasts (such as they were), arms wrapped about her legs, looking
out at the rain spattering the sidewalk below. Thunder was rumbling
in the distance, and an old kindergarten chant was running through
her brain: "Rain, rain, go away/Come again another day...."

Then, suddenly, lightning struck, a real bolt
that zigzagged, crack! crack! crack! across the sky.

She sat up straight, and the singsong chant
was forgotten, for she saw something then, something dark and scary
she would remember all her life. There was a moment, just a split
second really, when the tight gray fabric of the sky was torn. And
then she caught a glimpse of the inky black—the other side. She
would never forget that shade of black.

A second later the thunder clapped, and the
rain poured down furiously as if a huge bladder had broken open and
was emptying itself upon the earth. It was before that, just an
instant before, between the bolt and the clap, that the idea was
born. It was a very simple idea yet most profound. Only later would
she come to understand how there was a cosmic view implicit in
it.

She remembered: She had been fifteen years
old when the concept came to her. Every day after that she harbored
and nurtured it. And now, many years later, it was about to bear
fruition.

She smiled as she remembered, smiled at the
sheer cunning of it.

The cunning.
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JANEK IN LOVE

There was in Frank
Janek a certain imperturbability as the speedboat raced out of the
dawn mist, then cut hard across the lagoon. A slapping sound, water
against wood, as the boat sliced the tiny waves. A faintly rancid
smell, too, seaweed and shellfish, hung on the vapor that rose from
the salt marshes just touched by the morning sun.

The shadowy form of an oil tanker loomed on
the horizon while ahead an islet fortress, deserted, trash washed
against its seawalls, resolved out of the mist. He'd read about the
place. He remembered now. It had been a lunatic asylum not too many
years before.

The boat turned again, then charged forward
faster, its sharp prow high and haughty, its wake a churning river
in the smooth expanse of water behind. Then, in an instant, the fog
broke, and his destination, pink and gold, was finally revealed.
Towers, domes, arches, bridges, sculptures, pilings angled against
a sinuous façade. The soft cries of men stroking long boats through
the water merged with the muted tolling of church bells in the
shimmering baroque city ahead.

She was there, all of her, all at once,
suddenly, and as her remarkable presence hit him full force, Janek
stood up in the boat and shuddered with rapture. He couldn't help
himself. He had arrived, finally, in Venice.

It had been a dream to come here, a dream of
seduction so long harbored he'd sometimes thought it would be
better left unrealized. What if the legendary city, La
Serenissima, failed to charm him with her wiles? She had fallen
on hard times, he'd heard, was rotting, sinking, choked with
tourists in her season, flooded and fetid the remainder of the
year. There was a good chance, he knew, that he'd be disappointed.
But rather than deter him, that possibility made him eager. If
Venice had gone to seed, well then, hadn't he gone a little to seed
himself? And if he was going to be disappointed, then perhaps
disappointment was something he could savor. A depressed
middle-aged detective with his greatest case behind him—might not a
city well past her glory be the perfect place for him just now?

It had been ten years since he'd taken a
vacation. And that was deliberate. "I just can't imagine myself
doing nothing," he'd told people, "lying in the sun, broiling
myself on some damn beach."

But there was a lot more to it. Perhaps, as
he now suspected, he had been afraid of the feelings of emptiness a
real vacation could expose. He had always considered himself
fortunate: He had found his vocation early, had discovered the joys
of investigating crimes, probing deeply into the motives of others.
But the one kind of probing that was not pleasant for him at all
was the examination of his own quite troubled soul.

Lately his despair seemed to have deepened,
something he attributed to the Switch Case, which should have been
his crowning achievement but which, instead, had left him feeling
depressed, at times almost numb. Every case had its cost—he knew
that, had been aware of that for years—but with Switch the price
had been very high. No matter the glory, the fame, the adulation of
young colleagues, and the respect of contemporaries, in Switch he
had come face-to-face with a degree of blackness which haunted him
even now, two years after the final trial.

After the book came out and the miniseries
was broadcast, they'd tried to take him off cases. "We've got a
thousand detectives to work cases, Frank," his chief had told him.
"But you, you're something else, you've become a real asset. What
do you say we put you on the fast track, get you ready for a field
command?"

When he replied that he didn't want to go on
the career fast track and that a command position wasn't for him,
he saw the same skeptical expression he'd seen on superiors' faces
since the day he'd come on the force, the look that told him he was
being regarded as a maverick. He didn't care. Without cases to
perplex him, taunt him in the night, he would begin to think about
himself. And then he would have to deal with his greatest failing,
his apparent inability to sustain a relationship with a woman.

For years he and his best friend and partner,
Aaron Greenberg, had laughed over his "poor choices," his "bad
luck," his weakness for "problem females." But lately the joke had
stopped being funny. He had begun to fear the loneliness of middle
age. Twice in the last six months he'd driven alone down to
Atlantic City, walked into a casino, tanked up at the bar, bet and
lost a week's pay at the blackjack tables. Then he'd driven back
home in the dark, almost reveling in his loss of self-esteem.

Those episodes had frightened him. He didn't
want to end up like so many detectives he had known, men who'd put
in their time on the streets, done the job, retired after honorable
careers to lead quiet, lonely, orderly lives. Until, usually on the
eve of a winter holiday, the family next door would be awakened by
a single shot in the middle of the night.

What he needed now was a chance to focus on
who he was and where he was going with his life. And to consider,
too, what form his redemption should take, redemption from his
melancholy and despair. But it would never have occurred to him to
combine that quest with his long-held dream of seeing Venice if Kit
Kopta hadn't decided to send him to Lugano.

"You need a change, Frank. I've got just the
thing for you," she said when he presented himself, obedient to her
summons, at her office.

The room, large and square, seemed to dwarf
her, for she was a small, lean forty-five-year-old woman with fine,
sharp features, a mane of thick black hair, and dusty Mediterranean
skin. Her eyes were her most prominent feature: big brown eyes that
burned beneath dark Grecian brows. She'd been appointed Chief of
Detectives three months earlier, the first woman ever to hold the
position, the highest-ranking female cop in NYPD history. Now she
was looking after her own.

"There's a detectives' conference coming up
in Switzerland. A couple hundred of the top people from all over
the world. We've been asked to send our best man. That's you,
Frank. You're the one they want."

He squirmed in his chair. "Uh-uh, Kit. Please
. . ."

She grinned, then shook her head. "You're not
getting out of this one. They asked for you. They'll pay for
everything. All you've got to do is give a little talk."

"About the Switch?"

She nodded. "I know you're sick of it. But a
whole bunch of European detectives want to hear how you solved
it."

"I got nothing new to tell them. It's all in
the goddamn book."

"Doesn't matter. They want to hear it out of
your mouth. Face it, Frank—you're a star. So you might as well
enjoy it instead of acting like it's a heavy burden you have to
carry around." She squinted at him. "Anyway, it's not an
option."

Janek laughed. "You're ordering me to
go?"

"We take a bad rap here. Murder City. Five to
ten fresh homicides a day."

She linked her fingers, then set her hands
straight in front of her. Just like a chief, he
thought..

". . . so if some big shot foreign cops want
to hear what it's like playing detective in New York, we're going
to accommodate them." She paused. "I checked your caseload. You've
got nothing much going. When you get back, that's going to change.
I want you to attend the conference, then take a vacation, two,
three weeks, anywhere you like. The point is get some rest, come
back here feeling good. A month from now I don't want to see you
dragging your ass around. Okay?"

"Look, I appreciate—"

"This isn't charity, Frank. I need you in
good condition."

"For what?"

"We'll discuss it when you get back."

Janek looked at her. He knew her well. They'd
been lovers for two months twenty years before and then had parted
bitterly. Five years after they split, they ran into each other at
a police banquet, hit a bar together afterward for a drink,
discovered they liked each other, and started dining out once a
month. What had begun with sex, then soured to dislike had
developed into a deep and mellow friendship. Janek thought of Kit
Kopta as one of his half dozen closest friends in the
department.

"Thinking of making me your special
assistant?"

"Maybe something like that."

"People will talk, Kit."

"Let 'em talk. We won't give a shit, will we,
Frank?"

Janek smiled. "Still the ballsy broad."

"I don't define myself that way. I like to
think I'm . . . feline."

"Feline!"

Her eyes burned defiantly. "What's the
matter?"

"Nothing. Just that in a Chief of Detectives
'feline' isn't what people expect."

She nodded. "People, as you call them, are
going to have a lot of novel experiences now that I'm chief." She
stood to signal the interview was over. "So it's settled. You're
going to Lugano, then taking leave. Who knows, Frank? You might
even enjoy yourself." She smiled. "Wouldn't that be different?"

"It would be," he said. "It sure as hell
would."

Kit stepped out from behind her desk. "Give
me a hug," she ordered. Janek hugged her.

"'Ballsy broad'!" She laughed. "You gotta be
kidding, Frank."

He didn't much enjoy
the conference, even though he was lionized. British, French,
German, Dutch—every detective in Europe seemed to know about
Switched Heads. "I'd give my left ball for a case like that," one
Australian inspector confided.

His talk was well attended. After he
finished, he politely fielded questions for an hour and could have
gone on indefinitely except that the hall was needed for a
symposium on computer crime.

Afterward a mustachioed Spanish police
captain, famous for single-handedly tracking down a cell of Basque
terrorists, asked Janek to join him for a drink. The Spaniard,
proud of his own achievement, said he would have preferred to have
solved a great psychological case like the Switch.

"The young ones here, all they talk about is
DNA," he said, gesturing at a group of husky young detectives
hovering around the busy hotel bar. "They don't understand that the
great cases, the only ones that can justify living the best part of
your life in the gutter, are crimes of the wounded spirit. And the
detectives who solve crimes like that are men like us, men who have
wounds of our own. . . ."

After dinner Janek walked by himself through
the deserted arcade of shops facing Lake Lugano, then crossed the
avenue and paused to gaze across the water, seeking out the farther
shore. It was lost in mist. The lake's surface was smooth, like an
expanse of black glass, and the lamps along the embankment, huge
lanterns on bronze pedestals, burned gaseous and yellow in the
murky night.

He thought about what the Spanish captain had
said: "Wounds of our own. . ." What are my wounds? he asked
himself. How many have I got? A long, loveless marriage that
had ended in a bitter divorce, a few affairs that had ended badly,
a lot of experience with the worst sort of people and the attendant
law enforcer's disillusionment. A picture came into his mind, a
network of scars, old and deep, crisscrossing his middle-aged
torso. He shook his head; he didn't like the image. He turned away
from the water and started back toward the hotel.

Once again under the arcade, the window of a
travel agency caught his eye. He halted and stared in. A poster
showed a gondolier in silhouette against sparkling water and the
dark outline of a great domed church. The words below were few and
to the point: VENICE THE DREAM.

The next morning he returned and bought himself a
ticket.

It was a morose
autumnal Venice he had come to. The first afternoon the air turned
chilly; after that he wore a raincoat when he walked. It was
mid-October, near the end of the season, and there weren't many
tourists. The Piazza San Marco was inhabited mostly by pigeons, and
Café Florian was deserted, its waiters lonely sentinels guarding
neat rows of empty seats.

He bought a guidebook, then set out to
explore in a studious manner, intending to work his way through a
list of churches, museums, bridges, palaces of cultural importance.
But he soon realized that it was not great paintings of the
Crucifixion that interested him; it was the lore of the old
republic, her hardness, her cruelties. He understood, with a start,
that it was her crimes he wanted to understand.

When he learned, for instance, that state
enemies were once routinely executed by being drowned secretly in
the middle of the night, he hastened to the Orphan Canal, where the
drownings were alleged to have taken place. And he was equally
fascinated by tales surrounding the feared Council of Ten and the
even more greatly feared Three Inquisitors—tales of informers,
night arrests, mysterious disappearances, undisclosed detentions,
paid government assassins, official torturings, stranglings,
knifings, poisonings, and beheadings, public and private, justified
and capricious, the bodies often displayed without explanation
between the "fatal pillars" in the Piazzetta. To live as a Venetian
in the time of the republic, he understood, was to reside in a
paranoid's nightmare. Stealth, vengeance, institutionalized
terror—these, too, were among the traditions of La
Serenissima. They were traditions he understood at least as
well as the dignity of the churches and the grace of the bridges
and canals.

As there was nothing to do at night, he went
to an English-language bookstore, bought a copy of stories by
Thomas Mann, and began to read Death in Venice after dinner
in his room.

A dense and dreary tale, he thought, about a famous
middle-aged German writer, hitherto tightly controlled, who finds
his fate in Venice, intoxicated by a pale adolescent boy. The novel
cut deeper than that, of course, was about form and formlessness,
art and obsession, rationality and madness. Janek understood it,
could savor its intricate design, but in the end he could not
identify with its hero. Aschenbach, author of great books, and
Janek, solver of a "great" case—both outsiders, lonely men, who had
come to Venice on a quest. But while Aschenbach sought the abyss,
Janek wanted only to crawl out of it, to be redeemed.

He noticed the woman
several times before he really looked at her, and then, it seemed,
he saw her everywhere, until, in his mind at least, their
intersections became something of a joke.

She was a Northern European, most likely
Austrian or Swiss, though possibly a German or a Dane. A stunning,
stylish person, she looked to be in her late thirties. Very well
put together, too: excellent figure, proud walk, handsome face,
precision-cut blond hair. She wore exquisite clothes, well-cut
slacks, elegant suede boots, and, over a salmon blouse, the finest,
softest, blackest leather jacket he had ever seen. He liked the way
she wore her silk scarf tied smartly at the side of her neck.

But it was far more than her style and
grooming that caught his interest; it was, above all else, her
eyes. Large soft gray-green eyes, sensitive, yearning—they reminded
him of the eyes of the great French movie star of the forties
Michele Morgan.

It became a game with him: Could he choose a
church or museum at random, go there, and not run into her?
There were other tourists trekking their way through Venice, but
she seemed the only one on the same track as himself. How were they
connected? Were their consciousnesses linked? Perhaps they should
sit down and discuss it. But first she would have to recognize him
and acknowledge the humor of their meetings.

For a while he was certain she didn't notice
him, or else, he decided, she was the coolest woman in Venice.
Then, while eating lunch alone in Harry's Bar, he saw her enter,
pause, peruse the room, smile (or did he merely imagine that she
did?) as she sighted him, then quickly turn away. He smiled back
but was too late; she was on her way to a table at the opposite
end. He watched to see if she was joining a companion, was relieved
to see her sit down alone.

Relieved. What right had he to feel
that way? The answer came to him almost at once. She was so damn
attractive! Everything about her, her gestures, the way she moved .
. . he knew he had to meet her. And the first step was to
find out who she was.

In New York there would be no problem. He
would simply follow her to her hotel, flash his shield at the
clerk, and ask. But here in Venice he had no status, was but one of
five thousand end-of-the-season stragglers in a centuries-long
parade.

However, after three days of fortuitous
encounters, he decided that he would follow her. A crazy
idea, a little too close, perhaps, to Aschenbach's pursuit of the
boy. But the notion appealed to him. He was a detective; he had the
skills and also great curiosity. She certainly interested him more
than any lifeless work of art. Let the tarted-up old whore of a
city offer her meretricious charms to someone else. The lonely
middle-aged detective from North America would track the live young
beauty through her streets.

He picked her up outside Palazzo Ca' d'Oro.
How amazing, he thought, that I knew she'd come here!
He hung back, waiting, and then, as she wandered the galleries,
began carefully to stalk her. She paused a long while before
Mantegna's painting of St. Sebastian. Perhaps the naked, limp,
pierced body of the executed saint excited her. Or else (and he
hoped this was true) it aroused her compassion.

She boarded the No. 1 vaporetto. No
difficulty following her onto the crowded ferry; he had only to
linger among the workers to remain unseen. She disembarked at
Pontile Sant' Angelo, and there he almost missed her; he nearly
didn't make it off.

She began to walk down narrow alleyways and
to cross little bridges, as if wandering irregularly without a
plan. As he followed, he tried to stay a building's distance back.
Once, when she stopped, he stopped as well. Then he watched as she
consulted her map.

She entered an elegant women's store.
Beautiful shoes and fine silk dresses were displayed in the window.
She reappeared after fifteen minutes, and he was gratified that she
carried no packages. Then she went into a tiny boutique that sold
marbled papers and hand-bound notebooks. When she came out, she
carried a shopping bag embellished with a golden lion.

Look at what I'm doing: making up a
personality for her, just the way I would for a criminal!

He was tempted to stop right there, leave her
alone, retreat. But it was too late. He was fascinated. The game
was on, and now he must play it out.

Seeing that she was following a narrow street
that would dead-end on the Grand Canal and thus force her to return
and meet him face-to-face, he cleverly moved to a parallel alley,
then walked beside her, invisible though only a few feet away.
Trying to match his steps to the soft thud of her boots upon the
stones, he could not deny to himself that he was thrilled.

She carried a camera, a viewfinder Leica, but
he didn't see her use it until she paused before a tiny violin shop
near the Fenice Theater. Then she stepped back onto a delicately
scaled footbridge and carefully composed a shot. After she moved
on, he stood where she had stood and saw what she had seen: three
fiddles hanging in the shop doorway reflected in the canal beneath
the shadow of the bridge. It would make a fine picture, he thought.
And then: Perhaps I am beginning to know her a little
bit.

She looked more at home when she reached the
Piazza San Marco. She paused at its entrance, peered ahead, then
crossed it with brisk, athletic strides. She paused again, to look
up at the campanile, then moved rapidly into the Doges' Palace.

The Bridge of Straw; the Bridge of Sighs: he
crossed them both close behind her, employing a small
French-speaking group as his shield.

He followed her across the vast marble floor
of the Sala del Maggior Consiglio and was surprised that she did
not give even a glance to the huge Tintoretto on the wall.

Something was different about her. She seemed
impatient, annoyed. Her forehead was creased, her stride anxious.
She glanced at her watch. Did she have a date? Was she apprehensive
about it? Was she meeting a man?

She backtracked to Santa Maria Formosa, then
paused to study the stone head of a monster. Slowly he was learning
more about her. Now, it seemed, she was interested in the
grotesque.

Surely something was bothering her, for she
abruptly turned again, and this time it was hopeless to avoid her.
He walked straight past her, refusing to meet her eyes, circled,
and deftly picked her up again as she headed rapidly back through
the Piazzetta, then along the wide expanse that follows St. Mark's
Canal.

Along the Riva degli Schiavoni, then, very
briskly, tensely, across the Bridge of Wine and the Bridge of Piety
to the open portion of the waterfront where old Venetians huddled
on wooden benches trying to catch the faint heat cast by the
brilliant October sun.

She was out of the labyrinth, in the open,
and suddenly he knew why. She's made me! Damn! Too late now
to retreat. A queasy feeling as he understood she was going to
confront him. Damn! Nothing I can do. He would have to try
to brave it out.

But when she finally turned on him, as he
knew she would, she did not show an angry face. Rather, she smiled
teasingly as she raised her camera and began to take his picture.
Once, twice, then rapidly five more times, moving closer at each
exposure, until, when she finally lowered the Leica, she was but
three yards from his face.

"Do you speak English?" she asked with a
German accent. He nodded. "I believe you're following me. You will
please explain?"

She smiled as she waited for his response,
and again he was struck by the beauty of her eyes. Also by her
confidence. She got me, and she knows it. No choice. I'll have
to own up.

"I'm embarrassed. . . ." He grinned
foolishly, feeling himself tongue-tied.

"American?" He nodded. “Do you know me? Have
we met?" He shook his head. "I must interest you very much," she
said, rolling her eyes in mock wonderment.

He grinned again, then caught himself. She
was making him feel like a boy. "To tell the truth—"

"The truth! Yes, we must definitely have the
truth!" she purred. "Because, you must know this, it is very rude
to follow a woman through the streets. Adolescent Italian males do
it, but a mature man and an American—that's quite unexpected.
Frankly I would not have thought an American gentleman capable of
such a thing."

She stared at him, levelly, waiting for his
reply. And this time, he knew, she would wait until he gave her
satisfaction.

"Yes," he admitted, "I was following you. I
apologize. It was stupid of me and very rude. But please believe
me, I intended no harm. I hope you won't call the police."

"Why should I want to do that?" she asked
with a slight smirk. She was amused now, enjoying his
discomfort.

Fine with me, he thought. Keeps it
between us. I'll take any humiliation so long as she doesn't bring
in the cops.

"You took my picture," he said. “If you felt
harassed, then I understand you might want—"

"But I didn't feel harassed. I was flattered.
You have a kind face. I knew you wouldn't bother me. If I ask you
now, you will leave me alone. Correct?"

"That is certainly correct," he agreed.

She paused, then introduced herself. "My name
is Dr. Daskai."

A doctor! He would never have guessed
it. "Mine's Janek," he replied, again feeling dumb.

She offered her hand. He took it. They
shook.

"And what do you do, Mr. Janek?"

"I'm a tourist—"

She shook her head; she would not accept
evasions. "You know what I'm asking. In your professional
life?"

He hesitated. "I'm a New York City
detective."

"Do you have credentials?" He nodded. “May I
see them?"

He showed her his ID and shield. She examined
both carefully.

"A New York City lieutenant of detectives
following me through the streets of Venice." She shook her head and
rolled her eyes again. "I would never have imagined
this."

"It was a bad mistake."

"Really?" She was skeptical. "Did you think I
was someone else?"

"I was attracted to you, I wanted to meet
you, but I was too shy to approach. We kept running into each
other, and you didn't seem to notice."

"Oh, but you're wrong. I noticed," she
said.

Janek stared down. "Look, I'm really
embarrassed. First, because I followed you, which I had absolutely
no right to do. And secondly, because, well . . . I'm supposed to
be able to follow people without their knowing I am."

"In New York perhaps. Here you stand
out."

"I understand that now."

"Well?" She stared at him.

"I guess I'm not as good a detective as I
thought," he offered humbly. Perhaps there was still hope; he could
see another smile growing on her face. "I realize under the
circumstances what I'm about to ask will seem like a pretty
shameless question."

"What question?"

"You have every right to refuse." She stared
at him curiously. He paused, then took the plunge. "Would you let
me buy you a drink?"

She reacted with mock horror. "Now he wants
to offer me a drink!"

"You're right. Enough is enough. I'm sorry."
He stepped back, ready to withdraw. "I won't follow you again. I
promise. I feel like such a jerk—"

"Actually I am thirsty," she said.

Startled, he studied her face. She was
smiling broadly now. What does she think of me? he wondered.
Attractive and shy? Or a lonely American buffoon?

"I'm staying nearby, at the Danieli. The bar there
seems very pleasant." She stared into his eyes. "Shall we try it?
Of course, I insist on paying for myself."

Her first name was
Monika. She was a psychiatrist. She lived just outside Hamburg and
was a member of the medical school faculty there. She also had a
specialized psychoanalytic practice—private patients she saw in the
afternoons. She had written two books, one about the nature of
rage, the other about narcissism and art. She was thirty-nine years
old, widowed and childless. Her husband, an older man who had been
first her teacher and then her mentor, had died of cancer the year
before.

She didn't travel much; she didn't have the
time. Her work was demanding, and she thrived on it. She had come
to Venice on a private visit; she and her husband had taken their
wedding trip here ten years before.

She had been hesitant about returning, afraid
she would be haunted by memories, fearful she would slip back into
the depression that had seized her after her husband had been
buried and that had only begun to lift the last few months. So, in
a certain sense, coming to Venice had been a test. Could she
rediscover the city by herself, take pleasure in its beauty and
art, or would it forever be tainted for her by nostalgia and
regret?

He told her as much about himself as she had
told him. And the longer they talked, the more he felt that there
was nothing he would want to keep hidden. But then, on account of a
few little things she let drop, he realized she knew more about him
than he'd revealed.

"Yes," she admitted when he confronted her,
"as soon as I saw your credentials, I knew who you were. I read a
book, Tödlicher Tausch it's called in German. I'm not
sure what that would be in English. Maybe something like 'The
Deadly Swap.'"

"Switch," Janek said.

She nodded. "Well, anyway, I knew you must be
the same Janek who solved that strange case in New York. The one
with the switched heads. But I can tell by the way you're looking
at me that that's the last thing you want to talk about."

He nodded, pleased she was so intuitive.

"Perhaps you came here to escape it," she
added.

My God! he asked himself. Does this
woman have any imperfections?

"So, in a sense," she continued, "we have
both come here to escape our pasts. Can the brilliant fire that is
Venice burn away our ghosts?" She smiled. "I know it doesn't work
that way, and I believe you know it, too. Travel is probably the
worst form of escape. People carry their baggage wherever they go.
But still it's a wonderful romantic illusion, the idea of going to
a place where the colors are bright, the light brilliant, the art
incandescent. But now I am ashamed. I'm talking too much. I think
I've spent too many hours as prisoner of my patients, listening,
always listening, and now I am feeling free and letting loose. Poor
you"—she gently touched his hand—"to be my prisoner now, to
have to hear me babble on. . . ."

He looked into her gray-green eyes, eyes so
full of yearning. Slanting beams crossed the barroom, found her
irises, entered them, and broke into a spectrum.

"I love listening to you," he said. Then he
turned away.

"Why do you turn from me?" she asked
softly.

"Forgive me," he said. "I'm blinded."

"Then we must move to another table." She
began to rise.

"No, no," he said, touching her hand. "It's
all right. It's not the light. It's something else."

"What?" she asked, intense now, curious.

"You," he said.

"Me?"

He nodded. "I'm blinded by the beauty of your
eyes."

To hold her, kiss
and touch her—that was like a dream. His true dream of Venice
perhaps, though he hadn't known it when, for so many years, he had
dreamed of coming to this city. The way she made love was subtle,
but he did not feel clumsy with her as he sometimes did with women
whom he thought of as elegant or fine. She made it seem very
natural that they should lie together in her room—her wonderful
room, No. 13, where, according to the plaque outside the door, the
great French novelist George Sand had lived for a brief time in the
winter of 1833 with her lover, poet Alfred de Musset.

"They parted disastrously," Monika whispered
to him as they lay together afterward, lightly tangled. "Musset
fell ill; then Sand ran off with his doctor." She caressed him
fondly. "Musset never got over it. It was the defining trauma of
his life."

They made love again, more tempestuously the
second time, and then Janek could not quite believe what he was
feeling. Something in him was being released. The heaviness was
lifting; a wonderful new buoyancy was taking its place. Her steamy
skin burned against his body. Their sweat ran together and formed a
seal.

"I haven't done this since . . ." She turned
to him, eyes glowing. "You're the first man I've been with since my
husband died." Her fine eyes queried him. "It's been awhile for
you, too, hasn't it?"

He nodded. "It feels good to make love
again."

"Oh, yes. . . ." She showered kisses on his
chest. "Frank, Frank. . . ." She made his name seem marvelous by
pronouncing it in German. "It's very good. Very healthy. I think it
must have been for this that I came to Venice." She licked his neck
in long, even strokes. "But is this really happening?" She tenderly
stroked his sex. "Yes, it is. And I love it. I'm so happy
you followed me."

She looked up at him, her smile so bright, her eyes
so brilliant—but this time he did not flinch, this time he drank in
her light.

He took her to
dinner at Antico Martini on the Campo San Fantin across from the
Fenice Theater. There was only one other couple on the terrace, but
they agreed they liked being in a nearly empty restaurant.

"Tonight Venice belongs just to us," she
said.

He told her about himself, his marriage and
divorce, his ambivalent affection for New York, how the Switch Case
had changed his life, and how much he loved investigative work.

"You love it because you're good at it, isn't
that right?" He nodded. "Tell me about it, Frank. What sort of
detective are you?"

"Basically there're two kinds," he explained.
"Scientists and artists. The scientists are puzzle solvers. They
pore over evidence, figure out what's absent, then go after the
missing piece. I'm probably more the artist type. I try to feel the
case, identify with the perp, and then generate the insight that
will bring it all together. For me the best cases are the
psychological ones where to solve them you have to go inside a mind
and touch the madness."

"You're really a psychologist," she said.

"In a way—but I have no training in it. I
operate on instinct. And often what I do isn't very civilized,
Monika. Underneath I'm still a street cop. And New York is one very
tough town."

She nodded. "Will you forgive me if I ask you
a personal question?"

"I think we've been pretty personal with each
other so far."

She smiled. "You're famous. You've been the
subject of a book and a movie. I ask you this because I realize it
must be your choice: Why are you only a lieutenant?"

Her question amused him, but he gave her a
serious answer. "I won't take a field command," he explained,
"which is what an officer above lieutenant is obliged to do. If I
stay a lieutenant—well, I keep thinking I'll be able to work cases
until I retire."

"Tell me why you like them so much?"

"First, the problem, then the fun of the
chase, the joy when I get the flash, figure out who did it and,
most important, why. You see, once I know that, I can usually
persuade the person to confess, not just because I've got the goods
on him but because my understanding of him usually makes him want
to explain himself even more. Then through his confession I relive
the experience of the crime. And once I've shared that, it's
over."

"So you like confessions?"

He nodded. "Much better than building a case
for trial. For me when a crime is committed, a wound is opened . .
. and I want to be the one who closes it. An honest confession is
the best kind of closure I know."

She gazed at him. "Perhaps then you are
something between a psychologist and a priest."

He shook his head. "I can't absolve anybody.
I haven't the right. But I always try to grant criminals their
humanity. To help them? Partly. But I think it's really for myself.
There's so much evil in this world, Monika. Perhaps a billion
varieties of evil. The kind of work I do, and believe me it's very
humble sometimes, puts me in touch with evil every day. And strange
as this may seem, I think it's helped me gain a little wisdom.
Though sometimes, I have to admit, I don't feel all that wise. Like
this afternoon, for instance—following you around. That was very
childish."

"Boyish." She corrected him. "I'm so glad you
were boyish. It was exciting to feel pursued." She met his eyes.
"If you're not a cross between a psychologist and a priest, then
what exactly are you, Frank?"

He shrugged. "Just a detective," he said.

They spent the night
together in her room. Early the next morning Janek moved out of his
hotel near the Giardino Papadopoli and into a single at the
Danieli, just down the hall from No. 13.

"Every morning I'll sneak back in and ruffle
up my bedding," he told her.

She was amused. "That won't fool
the chambermaids."

"I'm sure it won't, but I hope they'll
appreciate my efforts."

"What do you want them to think? That you're
discreet?"

Janek shook his head. "I want them to know I
am protective of the German lady's reputation."

She laughed, then hugged him. "You're a very funny
man."

Janek hired a speedboat to
take them to Torcello, where they lunched on grilled fresh scampi,
then explored the island's little lanes. In the Cathedral of Santa
Maria Assunta they stood in awe before the apse, meeting the grave
gaze of the Teotoca Madonna, whose cheeks are laced with mosaic
tears.

To eat, make love,
experience the beauty of Venice—these things became their
enterprise. She had much to teach him about art, and he had much to
teach her about the streets. On golden mornings they wandered the
city, strolling along her white and ocher walls, upon her stone and
marble alleys, across her rainbow-hued canals. They watched glass
being blown. They sat in cafés and made up tales about the people
who passed. They told each other the stories of their lives.

Then, late in the afternoon, when the sweet
fragrance of autumnal decay mingled with the saline scent of the
lagoon, the heady aroma aroused their lust and drew them back to
No. 13 and to her bed. Here, as the sun painted the walls gold and
pink, they kissed, grew intoxicated, rolled together, and explored
each other with their tongues. They made love lazily until darkness
fell. Then they slept for an hour in each other's arms, showered,
and went out to dine.

Monika's husband,
Franz Daskai, was thirty years older than she. A handsome, athletic
man with leonine features and a full head of iron gray hair, he had
been chief of psychiatry at the Hamburg hospital where she had
served out her residency. One day he stopped to watch her play
tennis on the staff court behind the residents' dormitory. A couple
of days later he called her to his office to invite her to be his
doubles partner in an informal inter-hospital tournament. She
accepted; they battled fiercely and to everyone's amazement won the
cup. A few months later, when she began to see patients, she asked
him to be her supervising analyst. A year later they were
married.

Franz, Monika told Janek, was a wise, sane
man who was an exemplar to all his students. The men worshiped him,
and the women adored him, perhaps because he was one of the few
people in the profession who lived the kind of rational life that
is the supposed goal of psychoanalysis.

Over their ten years together he had taught
her much, but she believed his most memorable lesson was the
eloquent way he defined the mission of a therapist. At some point
in every patient's past, he believed, there occurs a
character-distorting moment when an emotion and an experience,
normally incompatible, come together and lock. Abuse and love,
shame and pleasure—no matter how contradictory, the pieces engage
so the person can survive his fear and rage. It then becomes the
task of the therapist to locate this hidden lock, analyze its
parts, then gently open it up to set the patient free.

"He taught me how to be a healer," Monika
said. "That was his greatest gift. When, that first evening, you
spoke of crimes as wounds and your role as
detective-confessor—well, I thought, you and Franz would have liked
each other. I think he would have understood you."

"And that's very important to you?" he
asked.

"Yes," she said. "I believe it is."

As Monika was due
back in Hamburg the following Monday, she and Janek planned to
spend their final weekend together visiting some of the famous
villas of Veneto. Instead of reveling further in the marvelous
stage set that is Venice, they would seek composure on the mainland
in Palladio's rational geometry.

But very early Saturday morning, even before
the dawn, the phone rang in Monika's room. The call, surprisingly,
was for Janek. He began to complain: Although the management no
doubt knew he was sleeping in Dr. Daskai's room, it really had no
right to ring him there. . . . Then he stopped. A familiar voice
had come on the line. Immediately he felt a portent of woe.

"Frank, it's Kit. Tough job to track you
down. But the Venice police are pretty good. Course, we had to kick
some ass."

Something was wrong. "There's trouble,
isn't there?"

"Yeah, Frank." Her tone was grave. "There
is."

"Please don't stall. Just tell me, okay?"

"It's Jess."

His goddaughter. Oh, God! "What
happened?"

"Stabbed, Frank. She was jogging in the park,
and someone, we don't know who—"

"She's going to be all right?" But even as he
asked, he knew the answer.

"Uh-uh, she's not. She's dead. I'm so sorry
to be the one to have to tell you."

Something piercing like a silent scream burst
across his brain.

". . . listening, Frank? Laura Dorance
called, asked me to find you and let you know. She hopes you can
come back. The funeral's tomorrow afternoon. What shall I tell
her?"

"Tell her I'll be there," Janek said. Then he set
down the phone, turned from Monika, faced the window, and wept.

"Jesus! She was just a kid! Twenty years old! A junior
in college!" They were in Janek's narrow room, Monika watching from
the bed as, frantic and bitter, Janek paced and ranted while
throwing his clothes into his bag.

Suddenly he stopped and turned to her.

"I can't believe it! I can't." He sat down
beside her. She hugged him.

"I loved her, Monika. So much . . ."

In the lobby, after
he had booked his flight, Janek gulped down three cappuccinos.

"Her father, Tim Foy—he and I were partners for five
years. Then Tim transferred to narcotics, worked undercover, was
found out, and assassinated. One morning he went out to his car,
parked as usual in front of his house. He turned the key, and the
car blew up—twenty pounds of dynamite. Jess, who was five at the
time, was watching from the kitchen window. He waved to her; she
waved back; then her whole world exploded before her eyes.
According to Laura, she didn't start crying for a minute, just
stared, confused, at the place where Tim's car had been. Tim, you
see, was something of an amateur magician. Maybe Jess thought he
was playing a trick. Some trick! They never found all the pieces of
him. Her tears, God! They flowed and flowed. Later we learned her
hearing got damaged, too. . ."

They entered St.
Mark's. The cathedral was deserted. The aroma of the incense was
cloying and thick. Janek fell to his knees on the hard stones
before the altar. Monika knelt beside him and held his hand as he
prayed.

Afterward they did a tour of the piazza. It
would be their final walk together in Venice.

"My wife and I never had children. So Jess
was like my own daughter. When Laura was struggling, I was over at
her place all the time, helping with Jess, baby-sitting, assisting
with homework, telling stories. I even taught her how to play
baseball in Flushing Park. That's when I realized she could be an
athlete. She turned out to be a damn good one, too. She's on the
Columbia College women's fencing team. Or, I should say, she was. .
. ."

Monika held tightly to his hand.

Even after Laura Foy went to law school, met
and married Stanton Dorance, and she and Jess moved into Dorance's
big apartment on Park Avenue—even then Janek remained close to the
girl.

"What a waste, Monika. A fine young life like that!
What a terrible waste." He paused, then spoke quietly. "I don't
think I could have loved my own child more."

He sat with Monika
in the rear of the chartered speedboat, racing for the airport,
knowing that now his life would be forever changed.

"I headed up the team that went after Tim
Foy's killer. Today they won't let you work a case that's personal,
but back then you could swing a deal or two. Anyway, it didn't take
us long to find the guy who built and placed the bomb. A scrawny
little character; I can't even remember his name. Anyway, we caught
him, turned him, and he gave us the guy who ordered it done, a
slimy, rat-faced drug dealer. He's serving a life sentence now."
Janek squeezed her hand. "Sorry to make you listen to all this
sordid stuff."

"Keep talking, Frank. I don't find it
sordid." She touched his face, then gently kissed his cheek. "I
want to stay with you as long as possible, stay close to you before
you fly off."

"I wouldn't have had anyone to talk to if I
hadn't found you."

"Well, we found each other, didn't we?"

Janek peered around. Venice was lost in mist
behind. Ahead the lagoon was as still and flat and white as it had
been the morning he arrived. The rising vapor carried the same
faint sweet salt-marsh smell of decay.

"I wonder if I'll ever be able to come back
here now. That call from Kit—I think I'll always associate it with
Venice. The call . . . that broke my heart."

He didn't turn away from her this time, didn't mind
now if she saw his tears. And when she mopped his cheeks with her
fine silk scarf, he kissed her hand and whispered, "Thanks. . .
."

At the airport there
was time to call Aaron Greenberg and arrange to be met in New
York.

"Aaron and I work together," he told Monika in the
coffee bar on the airport roof. "He knew Jess, too. He says the
tabloids are full of it. Stanton, Jess's stepfather, is a big
corporation lawyer. He and Laura—I feel so sorry for them. They say
the worst thing that can happen to you is to lose a child. You
never get over it, they say. . . ."

Monika accompanied
him to the security gate. There he put down his bags so they could
embrace.

"This can't be good-bye. I don't want to lose
you."

"We're not going to lose each other. Don't
even think that," she said.

"You've been the best thing to happen to me
in years."

"I feel the same. We'll stay close. Somehow
we'll manage to see each other, perhaps sooner than you think."

"I'll phone you tomorrow night."

The final call for his flight was announced.
It was time to go. He hugged her as tight as he could. Then, just
before he reached down for his bags, she handed him a package.

"I bought this for myself, before I met you." She
smiled. "Now I want you to have it. Please take it, Frank."

On the plane,
somewhere between Venice and Rome, he carefully unwrapped her gift.
It was a fine antique Venetian wineglass, pure Renaissance in
style, nothing fancy, no spirals or wavy bands of color, just a
simple graceful transparent cone set upon an octagonal base.

As Janek held it to the window so the
wondrous light of the Italian sky could play upon it and fill it
up, he knew, by the way it reminded him of the clear, yearning
beauty of Monika's eyes, that it was the choicest piece of glass he
had seen in Venice.
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CONVERSATION WITH MAMA

"Can you hear me,
dear?"

"I can hear you, Mama."

"It's getting to be time again."

"Yes, Mama."

"Remember, it's not enough to feel the pain
and then the fury. You've got to do something about it. Got to fix
them good."

"I understand, Mama."

"He deserves it. Doesn't he?"

"Oh, he deserves it! He surely does deserve
it!"

"So?"

"I'll use Tool again."

"What will you do to him?"

"The same as to the others."

"Let's hear you say it."

"Fix him. Shut him up forever."

"Why, child?"

"Because of what he did."

"And what was that?"

"Must I, Mama? Please!"

"You must! You know you must!
Now tell me what he did."

"He was unkind."

"Ha!"

"Very unkind!"

"Don't make me laugh."

"Well, he was."

"Of course, he was, you goose. But
what did he do? Tell me!"

"Insulted me."

"Is that all?"

"Hurt me."

"Is that really all he did? Come on, child.
Spill your guts."

"He harmed me."

"Can't say it, can you?"

"I can say it, Mama. I can say it all right.
It hurts me to say it. But I can."

"Then say it, for God's sakes. Say
it!"

"What?"

"Humiliated me."

"Don't whimper, child. Say it loud."

"He humiliated me!"

"Yep, that's what he did. So what're you
going to do about it?"

"Pay him back."

"How?"

"Use Tool."

"Use Tool to do what?"

"Kill him."

"And?"

"Fix him!"

"And?"

"Shut him up!"

"For how long?"

"Forever."

"Say it again."

"Kill him and fix him and shut him up
forever."

"There, that's the ticket. You got it, child.
Yeah, you got it now."
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