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  THE DAPHNE DECISIONS


  Chapter One


  Every now and then there’s a day in my life when I just can’t get my blip on the screen—when it doesn’t pay to turn up the juice and see what’s come over the horizon in the night.


  March 8 was one of those days. It came on the heels of a blizzard, some forty-eight hours after Mary Burghoff died.


  Mary was a gentle, frail woman, and she died lying in a cold dark alley outside a city shelter in Rochester, New York. She was dressed in a fur from before the bad times, the handle of a white straw purse clutched in one hand. There was flesh and hair beneath her fingernails, so for ninety pounds and seventy years she put up a good fight—but it was vomit, primarily, that killed her. It trickled down the back of her neck and into her ears, but mostly the rancid fluid lay in her throat, filling up the airway until she choked and died. When I saw her at the morgue, I imagined her eyes flying open and accusing, “You let me down,” but it took me a while to put it all together because a couple of days later I was nearly choked to death myself.


  My first thought on gaining consciousness after the event was, I’ve got to get to Albany. Then, Forget Albany, something bad has happened.


  I opened my eyes, wincing as white, bright light hurried in. Scanned as far as the field of vision would take me without exerting too much pressure on the sensorium. Made a surface evaluation.


  Hell, it didn’t look too good.


  My own bedroom, I like to think, is contemporary classy. Sort of art deco, but not so much that it’s about to be a cliché one day soon. This room, the one I found myself in, was gerontic. It reeked of obsolescence.


  The bed I was lying in seemed high and old-fashioned, the white iron footboard clean, but chipped. Beyond, in a corner, I could make out a free-standing sink against a white wall. A mended curtain had been partially pulled around the bed, and when I sniffed—which took no mean effort—there was the definite novocaine-othercaine stink of a hospital room.


  My mind observed in a detached way that my head ached and my mouth felt like old gray terry cloth. A growing anxiety stiffened the muscles along my lower spine and thighs. I tried to take a deep breath to relax, but it hurt, and the muscles cramped. I counted backward from ten, thinking “space” everywhere it hurt, seven … five … three….


  The hurt eased off and something moved on the other side of the curtain. I started to think about ways to make contact. My tongue didn’t seem to have any particular connection with a nerve center, so calling for help was out. I gritted my teeth, and my hands involuntarily knotted into fists. At that, pain tore through my wrists and up my arms, a really hairy kind of pain, and it no longer mattered that I couldn’t form words. I yelled.


  Soft rubber footsteps sounded beyond the curtain.


  “It’s all right, Mrs. Malcross,” said the woman in white—a nurse—who appeared. “Just try not to move. And don’t talk until the doctor gets here. You’re in Westwood Emergency, a private clinic in Weston, and you’ll be all right.”


  I tried to say, Wait a minute—there’s something you should know. I opened my mouth then closed it again. It didn’t seem worth the effort.


  The nurse had her hands somewhere above my eyes, and I realized that my head was bandaged. She flipped back the sheet and lifted first my right hand and then the left, examining them closely. Both wrists were bandaged and bright new blood was oozing a Cabernet trail down my left arm to the elbow.


  I caught the look of concern on her face just before it went hospital-blank, and scared to death and feeling vulnerable as hell, I thought, Just don’t let me die, okay? My life might occasionally be a thing of misery, but that doesn’t mean I want to lose it.


  There were steps outside in the hall, and she pulled the curtain back to look. “Here’s the doctor now, and your father-in-law’s with him,” she told me cheerfully.


  “My father-in-law?” I murmured. Well, hot damn.


  A low voice out of my range of vision, apparently the doctor’s, murmured, “… thought I recognized her when they brought her in, so I called you right away. Now, she won’t need surgery, but there will be some scarring—”


  A powerful, clipped voice cut him short. “I want Rosenburg in consultation. Is he on his way?”


  “I’m sure I impressed upon him the need for haste, Judge Malcross. I’m not sure he—”


  “Dr. Snayde. If you please. I want a psychiatric evaluation and I want it now. Get back on that phone. Call Rosenburg again. And if he hasn’t already left, tell him to be here within the hour. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes, sir. I’ll call right away.”


  If the doctor objected to playing secretary, he didn’t waste time arguing about it. There was a muffled consultation with the nurse, and hurried footsteps faded down the corridor.


  I was taking all this in and wondering what to do with it when old Judge Malcross appeared at the foot of the bed, glaring at me.


  “You’ve really done it this time, haven’t you, Daphne?”


  “Nn-n-nh,” I said, while the nurse swooped down on my arm with a sharpened banderilla.


  “Never mind, never mind. You’re not supposed to talk,” the Judge said. He began an agitated pace, his cadaverous figure somehow out of place in this sterile room—like a crazed scarecrow on a poop deck.


  “I’ll pull you out of it this time, Daphne, for Philip’s sake. But you’re on your own after that. My son made a terrible mistake when he married you, and I’m almost relieved he’s not alive to see this latest mess.”


  Under the circumstances, I couldn’t think of a thing to say. There was a large elephant walking on my head, and I couldn’t remember what had happened to me. I didn’t know how I’d gotten here, and I didn’t half know what was going on now.


  But there was one thing I knew for damn certain.


  I sure as hell wasn’t Daphne Malcross.


  Chapter Two


  The Judge disappeared, and I hung around in the stratosphere. Then I coasted in to shore on crystal waves that went pink-chink around my ears and left me lying on a sapphire-emerald sand surrounded by dunes of blossom honey.


  I know some kids in my neighborhood who peddle trips like that, down on the corner.


  One eye opened cautiously and then another, recalling what had happened the last time I’d been so adventurous as to look around. But there didn’t seem to be anyone nearby, and aside from the IV needle in my hand, I felt pretty numb. There was a throbbing over the right temple, and my arms felt like imported cheeses strung from a beam, but all things considered, it wasn’t too bad. Not nearly as bad as last year, anyway, I was remembering.


  I’d been working on a story for Ian Webber, eminent publisher/editor of the Weston Free Press, and was just beginning to think I might prove myself as an investigative reporter when I fell off a curb and busted four ribs.


  Well, it was a high curb. And if it hadn’t been for someone grabbing my arm in mid-flight and wrenching me out of the path of a pickup, things might have been worse.


  As it was, I came out of it with torn ligaments in the arm, a cracked clavicle, and the broken ribs. “It’s all in the way you fall,” the doctor said jovially as he strapped me and slinged me and sent me off to Junkieland with bottles of pink and gray pills.


  I was in bed for weeks, and it was about that time that it all fell apart with Pav, my gorgeously blond Nordic lover. Some men just aren’t cut out to be nursemaids, you know? They crumble at the slightest hint of weakness. Pav was one of those, so you can imagine what a full-on confinement did for him.


  I was left immobile with a cage full of finches chattering insanely all day, and one gypsy dog who chewed my pillow and pulled the covers off me with his teeth when I tried to sleep. When I could maneuver again, I moved to an apartment at the top of a nice old house in the city, just large enough for one, and gave away the finches. Pav’s dog is still around, but I changed his name from Footloose to Bastard, and he doesn’t seem to mind.


  Since then I’ve worked my way up to where I can pretty much call my own shots at the paper, and I even won an award for a story on welfare mothers and low-income housing. You may remember the 32-point headline in one of the tabloids after the award was announced: FEMALE JESSE JAMES JOUSTS MEAN LANDLORDS—JARS JURISPRUDENCE. True, it’s not exactly the kind of publicity I dreamed of back in journalism class, but I’m not about to thumb my nose at it, either.


  The Jesse James bit wasn’t an analogy; that’s my real name. Actually, Jessica James. By the third week of second grade I’d heard all the usual bad jokes and become, predictably, Jesse. You’d think Mom would’ve known better, but Pop went on a drunk the minute she went into labor, and the records people were insisting on a name, and I guess she just didn’t think.


  Anyway, there it was. The world of yellow journalism had a new pun to play with, and to tell the truth, I was enjoying my dubious fame. The ego is a strange animal, as writer types have proven time and again.


  My personal life lately has been nothing to shout about, though. Pav keeps showing up, but he doesn’t stay long, and every time he leaves, I feel like I’m late for the flood with the sandbags.


  And now this. Old Judge Malcross stalking my hospital bed and calling me Daphne. Seemingly, there’s no end to the craziness.


  I knew about Daphne, of course. Her marriage to Philip Malcross a while hack made a big splash in the papers, and then when he died in an accident two years ago, she began to do a lot of crazy things that provided good copy. While the powerful Malcross name was pretty much off limits for the Weston Free Press, Daphne’s escapades, until recently, had hit the society pages of the Rochester city papers on an almost weekly basis. People magazine had even run a piece or two on her, seen draped on the arm of visiting movie stars and swathed in furs.


  It never occurred to me that Daphne and I looked that much alike, although I knew from the articles that our bone structure was similar and her eyes were green, like mine. Unfortunately for me, the resemblance ends right there—or rather at Daphne’s long, sexy mane of auburn hair. About the best that can be said for my own brown hair is that it’s easy to work with, and that’s okay by me, because I never have time to mess with it.


  So that was it? A little bone structure and a head bandage and I was suddenly a rich, glamorous, young widow? Not bad. It was a style I could easily become accustomed to.


  Provided, that is, I survived.


  “I understand this isn’t your first suicide attempt.”


  Snayde had materialized this time. Short, blond, and arrogant, he was poking at my scalp and breathing eighty-proof cinnamon against my nose. The breath spray didn’t quite eradicate the traces of Remy Martin, so I sucked in, hoping to catch a little buzz by osmosis.


  “Uh …” I croaked. My throat felt like it had tilted with the shredding disk of a food processor.


  “Save your voice,” he muttered, replacing the bandage and moving on down to the offending wrists.


  “You weren’t even close this time, you know,” he went on. He sounded supremely bored. “Most people, when they slit their wrists, do it superficially. The worst that happens is they lose a little blood. Hurts like hell afterward, of course,” he conceded, looking at me.


  I tried to glare, but there wasn’t much energy behind it. I’d told Rosenburg—the Judge’s psychiatrist, the one he had brought in the night before—that I hadn’t tried to kill myself. True, we had communicated mostly in sign language, with my voice all croaking and cracked. He hadn’t believed me, and it was a safe bet Snayde wouldn’t either.


  Problem was, I still couldn’t remember what had happened. A few blips had crossed the scanner behind the eyeballs, and I remembered sand, wet fishy sand in the teeth. White night black stars … weak. My breath coming in harsh, painful gasps.


  But I wasn’t sure if I was remembering something that had happened to me or rerunning the love scene from an old Burt Lancaster-Deborah Kerr movie. Sometimes my communications center does that. Picks up messages, carries them through the years and sends them down to my memory all garbled and tangled in with cuts from The Late, Late Show. I don’t apologize for being an old-movie freak, but it does confuse things now and then.


  “What’s wrong … with my throat?” I managed to ask. Snayde gave me a sharp look. “Don’t you know?”


  I shook my head.


  “Are there other things you don’t remember?”


  “Everything,” I lied. Let them tell me.


  He scowled, and peered into each eye with a small bright light. “You do have a concussion, and sometimes when the tissues are bruised, there’s loss of memory for a short while. It usually comes back in a few days, either gradually or all in a rush. Did you tell Dr. Rosenburg about this?”


  I nodded.


  He said, “There’s also a nasty gash on your right temple, although stitches weren’t necessary. You’ll have a small scar, here at the hairline above your right eye, but that should disappear within a few months.”


  “My throat?” I reminded him.


  “Well, we just have the report of the ambulance people and the young couple who found you. It seems you were on the ground next to your Jaguar in the parking lot of Ernesto’s, down at the lake. You were covered with sand, so it was assumed you had cut your wrists at the beach. We figure you changed your mind and tried to make it back to the car. You probably slipped on a patch of ice and fell somewhere along the way. That would account for the injury to your head.”


  I digested all that, and it made reasonably good sense. Or would have, if I had slit my wrists. If I were Daphne Malcross. If her car had been mine.


  “My throat,” I insisted. In the first place, I’d never heard of sympathetic pains in the throat from a slit wrist. And in the second place, if this were an attempted suicide, where were the police?


  Snayde walked over to the window and stood with his back to me, jingling change in his pocket and rocking slowly on the balls of his feet.


  “The injury to your throat indicates that someone … choked you,” he said, then rushed on as if the idea were a flawed gem I might inspect too closely. “A violent argument of that sort might explain why you wanted to end your life.” He turned to look at me with an attempt at a smile that didn’t fool either one of us.


  Right. Somebody chokes me and I crawl to Lake Ontario in the dead of winter and slit my wrists. And with what—a rough rock?


  “The police?” I croaked. Weston is one of those aggrandized suburbs where even the 7-Elevens are sedate. The Weston P.D. is riddled with fuzzy-faced kids who think crime is something you dress in raw silk for, like video cops on NBC. But even they should be able to weed out the inconsistencies here.


  Snayde looked at me now with open contempt. “Mrs. Malcross, surely you knew your father-in-law would keep your suicide attempt from the police. There has been no report of the incident.”


  Ah, I thought. No wonder it’s Happy Hour at the Hospice. He’s bought you, too, hasn’t he, my friend?


  And while I was thinking about that, no peace for the weary and torn, the Judge appeared.


  Chapter Three


  There have been seasons when men’s capes were the fashion, the late 1800s, for one. Along about the 1930s and forties they were reprised, probably after Lon Chaney in Phantom of the Opera. George Hamilton and Frank Langella, as Dracula, ran neck and neck in terms of popularity—


  But I don’t mean to equate Judge Malcross with any one of those sexy ghouls.


  His black worsted cape was out of fashion now, but well tailored and had what was probably the desired effect. It set him apart from humanity, forcefully reminding one that this man had spent the majority of his life in intimidating judicial robes.


  It wasn’t strange we’d never met. My work on the Weston Free Press hadn’t begun until after Judge Malcross had been retired several years, which put him, I guessed, at well over seventy now. He was still very much visible, however, and I knew him well enough by sight and local gossip. On any given weekday he could be found dining at Cyril’s Vineyard with various civic leaders, and one could only surmise what pressures were brought to bear by the formidable combination of his personal power and the Malcross family name.


  He was mean as hell, rumor had it, and he looked it now. His hair was white, his eyes the kind of icy gray one finds here on the shores of Lake Ontario in only the harshest of winters. He snapped, “I see you’re feeling better.”


  Snayde intervened. “She needs to conserve her voice and give the tissues a chance to heal, Judge.” But the Judge was regarding me intently, ignoring the doctor’s presence. Snayde finally shrugged and left.


  I said, “Judge, I think—”


  “That would be a novelty, Daphne.”


  He didn’t bother to lower his voice, and I saw that a nurse at the door had paused to listen.


  “If you had taken the time and trouble to think,” the Judge roared, “you wouldn’t be lying here bruised and swollen. My God, woman, you look like a gross caricature of yourself!”


  The cape mushroomed as he paced, one thumb hooked into the watch pocket of his black three-piece suit. Judge Edward T. Malcross, I thought, must at one time have cut a dashing figure. But his appearance had been prostituted by the years, or possibly by suffering, and there was, now, only a shadow of his former elegance and charm.


  I was so involved in my character study I almost missed his description of me. Swollen, bruised, gross? It wasn’t very flattering. But it told me more than any mirror, and explained how—given where I was found—I might have been mistaken for his daughter-in-law.


  “… five weeks, Daphne,” the Judge was saying bitterly. “No word all that time. I know you’ve been with Marcus Andrelli again. Don’t bother to deny it.”


  Well, hell, I didn’t. But I’ve got to admit, if I’d been about to say anything at all, that would have stopped me cold. Daphne Malcross, society’s belle, involved with Marcus Andrelli? Our local, homegrown, recently deposed King of Crime?


  “I warned you that alliance would bring you nothing but trouble. Andrelli is a dangerous man, Daphne. Look where it’s gotten you.” His sweeping gesture took in the clinic, my injuries—the whole situation. “What were you thinking of, going off with him?”


  There wasn’t any need for a response; the Judge was on a roll and he didn’t seem ready to end it. “There’s only one thing to do now”—the relentless voice ran on, but I was only half listening—“come back to the house until you’re fully recovered … no chance of this being picked up by the papers. But I want it understood … taking you in only to protect Philip’s memory. I want nothing to do with you after this.”


  His voice broke as he said his son’s name and his face became the non-color of ash. A wave of unexpected pity swept over me. The old Judge was, after all, capable of feeling hurt and loss and all the other insults life inflicts upon the unwary, journeying soul.


  I was embarrassed that I’d let this go on so long, uncomfortable that I’d heard things I shouldn’t have, personal things that were none of my business. I started to tell him I wasn’t Daphne; tell him who I really was and apologize for what by this time had become a deliberate deception. And then I surprised myself, and possibly him, too, because what I actually said was, “See you at the house.”


  Chapter Four


  The Judge didn’t appear again, and after that last visit, things proceeded according to hospital norm—except, perhaps, that I got better treatment as Daphne Malcross than I might’ve gotten as myself. By the time I checked out the next morning, I almost believed I was her, enough, anyway, to guiltlessly appropriate her bottle-green Jag and drive it home. The car had been left in the parking lot for her/me, and my bill—in Daphne’s name—had been paid by the Judge, so taking her Jag wasn’t any more bizarre than anything else that had happened in the past three days.


  And as a matter of fact, I had a reason for the appropriation—a perfectly good one, aside from a troublesome instinct for thieving. Or so I thought at the time.


  As I drove, I checked out the Jag’s equipment, which was real fine—even down to a bottle of perfume in the glove compartment that I opened with one hand and sniffed. Yuck. Essence of lemon and lime. I put it back and assayed, mentally, my own equipment, which was pretty much okay. The tests had all been taken and the bod was in fairly good shape, the voice just a little on the Lauren Bacall side. Every now and then I’d get a sharp pain on the right side of my head, but I wasn’t worried; I usually bounce back without too much fuss as long as no bones are involved.


  (It’s all in the genes, they say. Imagine how much staying power and creativity it took for Pop to come up with the bucks and sheer energy to hang around in bars all those endless drunken weeks at a time. No one could say the James family ever faltered at a challenge.)


  The mind, however, was a little less than well. The memory of where I’d left my own battered Karmann Ghia, as well as my purse, was lost somewhere up in the gray circuits, and I still didn’t know for certain if I had been the victim of the attack on the beach, or Daphne Malcross had.


  And where the hell was she, anyway?


  It had seemed in the clinic that by carrying on a little longer as Daphne, I might find out. But the truth was, the whole thing—my being mistaken for her, as well as her going off with, if the Judge was right, Marcus Andrelli—was damned weird. There was a story here somewhere, with Daphne and Andrelli being the what and the who. But my mind was a mess, and I was going home to nest until I could figure out the where and the why.


  Driving southeast about thirty minutes from the lake and Weston, I entered the city—the glorious “Flower City” of Rochester, New York. In spring, which lasts about twenty- two hours around here, lilacs abound. In March, however, the roads are nearly always a blur of slush and congealed mud. I gave a deep sigh when at last I saw my apartment up ahead. Home.


  Sweet home.


  Where the thugs and robbers roam.


  Genesee Park Boulevard is a broad, tree-lined street of older “better” homes that are stubbornly pushing back urbanization and decay. Certain areas have been gentrified, and yes, we are usually about three years behind either coast in that sort of thing around here. Nevertheless, restaurants with pink tablecloths and mauve napkins are sprouting faster than you can say balsamic vinegar, and if they ever squeeze out Paul’s Hots, I swear to God I’m leaving.


  I grew up in Rochester on the wrong side of just about everything, and when I was a kid, Genesee Park Boulevard was my idea of where the rich put cream on their berries. Funny how time can humble. Now inner-city crime is making inroads here. There was a murder last year, an elderly woman, a few blocks away from my place. Children no longer play on the streets late summer evenings as they once did, and a woman alone at night takes a chance. Still, the locality suits me. The way I look at it, a condo in the suburbs carries more of a risk, sort of like a velvet-lined coffin. It’s soft, deceptively safe from the harsher elements, but sooner or later they wriggle in—and you’re not strong enough then to fend them off because you’re bored and more or less dead.


  I nosed the car up to the curb and met Mrs. Binty, my landlady, coming out of her downstairs apartment as I reached the porch. She was dressed in a woolly coat that made her look like a tiny little polar bear, and she was eyeing the Jag—probably plotting a rent raise.


  “What a lovely car, Jesse. Is it new?”


  “No, just borrowed from a friend. Mine’s in the shop.”


  “Good heavens, what happened to you?” Her plump little body came to a sudden halt a few feet away as she gaped at the patch of gauze and blotchy bruises on my forehead.


  “Pretty gruesome,” I agreed.


  “Did you have an accident with the car? I wondered where you were the past few days. I told that friend of yours, Grady North, you were probably out digging up a story.” She beamed.


  Mrs. Binty’s perception of a reporter’s job is tinged by her memories of Front Page Farrell, and I know for a fact she’s described me to the neighbors as some kind of heroic cross between Brenda Starr and Lois Lane. I don’t bother to disabuse her of the notion; it gets me through the downcurve days.


  “Actually, I was going out of town to do research for an old story,” I told her, “when I was mugged.” I shrugged my arms farther up into my coat sleeves, hoping there weren’t any gaps between them and my gloves for the bandages to show. “My purse and keys are gone too,” I said. “Can I borrow your spare to the apartment?”


  “Of course,” she said, “wait here.” She reopened her door and trotted inside, appearing a few seconds later with the duplicate key to my door. “My goodness, dear, it’s so dangerous now to walk around the city streets alone.”


  “You said you talked to Grady North?”


  Her head bobbed. “He was here, just the other day.”


  “Did he leave a message?”


  “Well, now, I don’t know. Perhaps he left a note on your door.”


  I gave her a smile, said “Thanks,” and felt not a trace of premonition. I pushed open the wide door at the side of the porch to go up the inside stairs.


  The gray carpeting on the stairs is older than me, but pure wool, the kind that was made to last a lifetime in the days when people still lived in one house that long. Its cushiness gives me a sense of faded, quiet elegance and muffles my steps. When I come in late, as I do some nights, I don’t have to worry about disturbing Mrs. B because the carpeting forms a perfect sound barrier.


  So if someone had been in my apartment waiting to rape, murder, or steal from me, he probably wouldn’t have heard me coming.


  As it was, it didn’t matter. Whoever had broken into the place had already left for the day.


  Chapter Five


  It was a strange, orderly chaos. Drawers were dumped, the contents left by their receptacles—bureaus, desk, kitchen cupboards. Plants were out of, but next to, their stands or baskets. Cushions leaned politely against sofa and chairs as if waiting for permission to sit. It was eerie. I shivered and went to turn up the heat.


  I walked through each room and checked things off, putting stuff away as I went along. The only thing that wasn’t a mess was my file cabinet. The drawers had been left ajar, but the files themselves seemed intact. I’d have to go through them later, but I doubted anyone would want copies of my articles. The good ones had been published and were as close as the newspaper’s files or the downtown library. The bad ones were just an embarrassment.


  I couldn’t find anything actually gone. TV, typewriter, things like that, were all there. As for the drawers, I’m not a very organized person, and I found I couldn’t remember what was in half of them. Maybe something was missing, but if so, I didn’t know what it was.


  In particular, and curiously—though much to my relief— my hundred-dollar emergency stash was right where I’d left it—in a pencil jar on my desk. Not much point in hiding things around here. Any of the local rips who might break in would know all the tricks, like wrapping money in foil and sticking it in the freezer section of the fridge.


  After I got everything back in order, I sat at the desk to take messages off the answer machine. I was moving in a calm-cloud, making the motions, but something inside me was yelling, How dare they do this to me? while something else yelled back, They who? Do what? I didn’t know. I wasn’t thinking very logically. Let’s face it. I felt like hell, and at that moment, I figured I’d be doing pretty good just to grow a zit, so I’d know the hormones were still alive.


  There was a message from the Chicago Weekender, another from a man I’d been out with a couple of times, one from an underground paper in L.A., and a call from Grady North—a detective on the Rochester P.D. and, I guess, a friend. We hardly ever see things eye to eye, the do-it-by-the-rule-book Grady and me, but he sure as hell is a nice guy. About five eleven, sandy hair that curls up tight when it’s wet—kind of a rough, non-classic face, but a sturdy, rock-hard body and nice, tight ass….


  My head was beginning to float. I almost never fantasized about Grady North. And my body was stiff with cold. One call, then I’d have a drink.


  Some things had begun to come back the past couple of days in that clinic. I even remembered leaving Bastard with Pav at the lake, in preparation for the Albany trip. He’d left the dumb dog with me in the first place, so whenever I had to go away for a few days, he mutt-sat. I figured it was the least he could do.


  Now I dialed his number, and after a few rings he answered. “Hi, I’m back.”


  “Jess?” He sounded befuddled, half asleep.


  “Pav, it’s the middle of the day. Wake up.”


  “Yeah, Jess? I’m awake. Where are you?”


  “I’m home. Just got in this morning.”


  “You back from Albany already?” I could hear him lighting a cigarette, and behind that sound, the distinct murmur of a feminine protest.


  “Bad timing, huh?”


  I wondered who she was, what she did. Was she younger, thinner, sexier? She must be unemployed to be able to lay around all day.


  Stop it. It’s over. You don’t even want him, you jerk. “Listen, this’ll only take a minute. The only reason I called was to see if you could keep Bastard a little longer.”


  “Sure, Jess. Anything wrong?”


  Nothing a week in the sun on Maui wouldn’t cure. I wondered if there was any graft, crime, or corruption to expose over there.


  “No. I just have some things to do, and I don’t want to deal with the dog. Is that okay?”


  “Okay.”


  He didn’t sound like it was very okay. “What, the mutt’s cramping your style?”


  “No, no, nothing like that. I just wondered what’s up. What’re you doing, Jess?” His voice went up a notch.


  Pav’s jealousy had been one of our biggest problems. He wanted to know everything I was doing, go everywhere with me. Sometimes I’d fight it. Other times I’d give in to keep the peace, but I always hated it. I kept telling myself that his good qualities, housed as they were in an absolutely beautiful frame, made the other worth putting up with—and most of the time I bought my own argument. Pav hardly ever worked, but he cooked and cleaned and he didn’t use my charge cards, so as far as that was concerned, he was better than a 1950s wife.


  But that was months ago. He was seeing other people now, and so was I. It was just really odd the way that worked. With some men there’s still that kind of double standard. There he was, in bed with some crisp little butter cookie, wanting a full report on my activities.


  The man would never grow up.


  “Look, pal, let’s just leave it at that. I’ve got things to do. Now, do you want the dumb dog or not?”


  “Sure I do, Jess, sure. Don’t get touchy.”


  “Great. I’ll call you when I get back.” I hung up. Thank God, I thought, we didn’t share children.


  The Genesee Screw—Genesee Beer over sliced oranges—was a little frosty for the occasion, but it gave me my day’s ration of C vitamins, and it felt good going down. Eventually my bones stopped clacking.


  I held a match to the fire and crossed the room to put the VCR on. It was programmed to tape the late movie three nights in a row, and Barbara Stanwyck drifted across the dust motes between me and the tube in a scene from Sunday night’s Lady of Burlesque. It was the perfect way to do a little thinking before I called Grady North.


  My living room has a draped bay window directly across from the fireplace, and the ambience is blocked out carefully. Window, desk, soft, secure easy chair, crackly logs, and the late show—on demand. Everything necessary to my own peculiar practice of the writing craft.


  I’ve heard certain well-known writers state emphatically that they can only create when facing a blank wall in a cold minuscule cell on the edge of Antarctica. They’re usually the literary ones, the ones who win the important awards. I, on the other hand, opted early on for hedonistic comfort—and count myself lucky to get my name in the tabloids.


  One thing, it’s never been boring. I guess one of the reasons this break-in didn’t shake me up too much—aside from the feelings of violation, which can’t be helped—is that it had happened once before, last year. The place had been ransacked then, turned upside down. When they didn’t find what they wanted, they waited outside, about a half block away.


  Oblivious to all this drama at home, I had walked down to Paul’s for a white hot and was enjoying the balmy May weather, the heavy scent of lilacs, and a huge yellow moon. There is absolutely no place on earth like Rochester, New York, in the spring. The rest of the year? Plain old misery, but ah, spring.…


  They’d’ve gotten me, too, as spaced out as I was on the wonders of nature, if it hadn’t been for the Genesee Three.


  Percy Green, Abe Denton, and “Rack” Jack—three of the most unlikely heroes to hit the streets, but I’d will them my soul, give or take a sin or two. They’re teenagers, fifteen and up, and they’ve all got jackets—police records—a mile long. I think the reason they never get sent away for good is that they’ve also got mothers and younger brothers and sisters to support. That, and the fact that the cops are willing to put up with a little lighthearted theft in return for the considerable power those kids wield in the neighborhood. Occasionally, like on the night last year when I got jumped, it’s put to good use.


  The two guys who attacked me never knew what hit them. The Three came out of the dark like panthers, black and silent, and just as deadly. Rack, small and wiry
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