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‘It was a texture. I felt like I could reach out and touch it, it was so intense. The blackness was so intense.’

– Charles Duke, Apollo 16



‘As I looked out into space I was overwhelmed by the darkness. I felt the flesh crawl on my back and the hair rise on my neck.’

– William Pogue, Skylab 4




Chapter One
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Father Ryan Lubick was standing in a parking lot near the UN building when a manhole cover fell out of the night sky and cut his head off. It happened like this:

The weather was in turmoil. October 1 and New York was locked in the worst blizzard on record. Total whiteout. On the Weather Watch Network Big Mickey’s storm desk was predicting indefinite freeze and the city was coming apart. One hundred and fifty frozen to death. Fourteen shot dead in arguments over bread and milk. People looking to use their cars were digging them out of drifts starting at the roof and working down. The cops patrolled on skis.

A state of emergency had been declared and a decree came down from Gracie Mansion that the Highways Department should keep the major avenues navigable. They upturned barrels of salt in the streets and saline slush trickled into drains and sewers. Negligent utility companies used some sewers as conduits for power lines thick as a man’s arm. Drop by drop salt water ate away at the cable insulation and laid the wires bare.

That night, as Father Lubick locked St Sophia’s church and made his fateful walk to the parking lot, a subterranean power line two streets away was on the verge of shorting out. Coincidentally, that section of sewer tunnel had become obstructed by refuse and was now clogged with bubbling, fermenting turds that expelled thick methane vapour.

The spark occurred at midnight fifty-nine. The resulting detonation rattled windows in a half-mile radius and a great geyser of shit propelled the manhole cover skywards like a champagne cork from a bottle. The metal lid charted an elegant parabola above the rooftops, flipping over and over, waiting for someone to call heads or tails, and fell to earth at the exact spot where Father Lubick was bending over to pick up his car keys. It came down edge first. The side of the manhole cover was blunt but its terminal velocity was such that it sheered the priest’s head from his shoulders.

He lay there for an hour, the snow torning red, until a lady taking her Dalmatian for a nocturnal walk saw him and dialled 911.

Virgil Strauss heard about the incident as he drank coffee in Levy’s Café. Warm light inside, darkness outside. He imagined himself to be a figure in an Edward Hopper painting and liked it. A silent TV and a busboy wiping tables; a study in isolation. The nighthawk gestured for a refill.

Virgil had a radio the size of a cigarette pack in the inside pocket of his raincoat. Emergency traffic coming through on earphones. A head full of static and incident codes. The distress of the city numerically encrypted by police dispatch.

So there is a body in a parking lot. Usual Friday night shit. But moments later details crackle through the waveband and dispatch is scrambling black and whites because they have a priest with no head. Virgil snatched up his grey fedora. The incident was three blocks away. He was out the door and trying to unzip his camera bag as he ran through the snow.

He reached the parking lot before anyone else. The Dalmatian lady was gone. He skidded to a stop next to the priest. Estimate cop response time at one minute forty-five. Maybe thirty seconds to take pictures.

A body, a head, a yellow oxidized manhole lid. He made a snap judgement he wasn’t fucking up a crime scene and composed the shot. The priest’s head was face down in the snow. No good. Virgil rolled it over with his foot and fired ten shots, superfast monochrome, no flash. The Leica was back in its case by the time he heard sirens.

First on the scene were two mortuary vans, each with snow chains and a plough. The drivers argued jurisdiction until a cop showed up and settled the matter by flipping a coin.

The attendants dumped the body in a body bag and emergency strobes turned the scene red and blue. A big, black guy briefly span the priest’s head on his forefinger like a basketball before dropping it in the bag and zipping it shut.

‘Least the man didn’t know anything about it,’ he said to no one in particular, and heaved the gurney into the back of the recovery vehicle.

Virgil knew this wasn’t true. He’d read books about it. A severed head is not instant death. The heads of French aristocrats guillotined during the Revolution sometimes showed signs of life for a minute after they were cut from the body. The executioner would hold up the head by the hair, the eyes would swivel around to look at the crowd and the mouth move as if to form words.

When a human is cleanly decapitated the brain has enough oxygen stored for seven seconds of metabolism with additional juice from the substrate of the scalp, face and neck muscles. Death, as the textbooks say, is from anoxia consequent upon haemorrhage.

Maybe that’s what happened to the priest. All of a sudden his head plopped down in the snow and the man couldn’t understand why he couldn’t feel his body any more and why nothing happened when he tried to call for help. And the last thing he saw was muddy snow, then nothing but the light and euphoria of a dying brain stem. Did the priest think he was ascending to paradise? Or did he realize a life of prayer had precipitated nothing from heaven except a manhole cover and a fine drizzle of shit?

Virgil thought about it as he walked back to Levy’s Café. If three years of street photography had taught him anything it was that people take a long time to die. Lots of mess, lots of screaming, lots of crying. These incidents didn’t disturb him. He took pride in his professionalism, his detachment.

‘I am a camera with its shutter open, quite passive, recording, not thinking.’

He hoped his coffee wasn’t cold.

*   *   *   

The girl was where she said she would be. At the back of Levy’s in a Leatherette booth beneath a Rocky Marciano fight poster. A petite blonde, leather pants, nose ring. Late twenties, maybe early thirties. She had hard eyes and a tattooed dragon coiling up her neck. She was very thin, smoked Salems, and her hands trembled.

‘Pleasure,’ she said, taking Virgil’s hand as he slid into a seat opposite her. A stud in her tongue and a voice made husky by cigarettes. ‘You look out of breath.’

‘Yeah. There was some stuff happening in a parking lot a couple of blocks from here. Had to check it out.’ She ordered bagels and lox twice.

‘Let me get these,’ she said. Virgil didn’t protest. He had only twenty-five dollars to his name. He lived rent free, but his clothes were threadbare. He needed money fast. The pictures of the priest were good but there was no point calling supermarket tabloids like the Globe, the Enquirer or the Weekly World News. He carried the number of their Boca Raton offices in his wallet but the papers had pictures of a presidential aide sucking dick at a Romanian Embassy party and wouldn’t interrupt their feeding frenzy for a dead priest.

Virgil knocked back corticosteroids with his coffee. He was fighting contact dermatitis triggered by the film developing chemicals he used. The eczema was clearing up. He no longer had to wear gloves all the time.

‘You’re English,’ said the girl.

‘Sort of,’ said Virgil.

‘You were taking photographs, right?’

‘Right.’

‘What happened?’

‘An explosion in a sewer. A guy got his head cut off by a manhole cover. A priest. Type of thing happens most winters.’

‘So you took pictures.’ She didn’t seem to judge him. She didn’t seem to care. Too involved in herself to be touched by anything he said, but he liked that. He didn’t get to talk about his job much and when he did people got squeamish.

‘It’s what I do.’

‘Crashes and dead people all day?’

‘Not ordinary stuff like crashes and murders. It’s got to be strange, like a cosmic joke. I’m a connoisseur of weird shit. Like the dead priest. There is a guy who has spent his whole life telling people there is order to the world and a guy with a white beard working it all out. And then by dumb chance he gets his head knocked off.’

‘Depressing.’

‘It’s what it is.’

‘You want to prove life’s a bitch.’

‘I just want to remind people how lucky they are for each day, you follow me? That priest got up this morning and didn’t have the first idea he would end the day in a mortuary freezer wearing a toe tag. You have to live for the now. What’s your name?’

‘Marcy.’

‘How did you hear about me?’

‘I asked at Hunter College and a couple of kids remembered you from a photography course. Got your number.’

‘You were at Hunter?’

‘I was a nude model in the art class.’

‘No shit. Don’t you get embarrassed?’

‘It’s my body. Not me.’

‘Why do you want a photographer?’ He rubbed his eyes.

‘The kids said you used to work with a private detective called Johnny Ray. Spied on people. Took pictures.’

‘Might have.’

‘Would you do it again?’

‘Depends on the money. Depends what you want me to do.’

‘Some people made a fool of me in the past, and a little payback is due. I was thinking in terms of compromising pictures.’

Virgil thought about his empty wallet.

‘No violence?’

‘No violence.’

‘Yeah. What the fuck.’

‘All right. I’ve got to think on it. Decide exactly what I want to do. Can I call you?’

‘Any time.’

‘Nice to meet you, Virgil.’

She left, and Virgil tried to work out who she was and what the fuck their conversation was all about. She was pretty but street tough. She probably wouldn’t call and he probably wouldn’t see her again. That was okay. New York was a city of transients. The bagel had been nice.

The phone behind the counter rang and the busboy said: ‘It’s for you, Virgil,’ and passed the receiver.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s Lee.’

‘What have you got for me, Lee?’

‘Old lady. Been dead in her apartment for a week.’

‘Can’t use it.’

‘Pet dog ate her eyes.’

‘I’ll be right down.’

‘East 12th Street.’

There didn’t seem much reason to hurry.

Even with the taste of smoked salmon in his mouth Virgil felt hungry. He hadn’t eaten much these past days, as money from his last sale dwindled away. He had a part-time job as a security guard but wasn’t due a pay cheque for two weeks. No matter how bad it got he wouldn’t swap his camera for a straight job. He worked in a photocopier shop once, but bullying management and customer bullshit sent him home feeling tired and emasculated. It made him lie in bed at night yearning for a post-apocalyptic world in which there was just him and empty streets. Never live like that again. But Christmas would be his thirtieth birthday, and he didn’t have an apartment, a car or a vocation other than photographing dead people. He was blowing it day by day. He had a month to make serious changes in his life.

‘Good to see you, Lee,’ said Virgil, as they both waited for the dead lady to be brought down from her apartment.

‘Nothing for me today?’ asked Lee.

‘I’m broke. I’ll remember you double next time.’

‘Don’t fuckin’ forget.’

Lee was a scalpel for hire. He was an ex-coroner’s investigator offering freelance autopsies. He drove through the city at night in a white van with his radio tuned to the emergency frequency and his bone saw and rib cutters ready on the passenger seat. He was competent at biopsies, toxicology and serology. A sign on the side of his van advised anyone wishing to utilize his skills to dial 1-800 STIFF.

Virgil tipped Lee and regular ambulance guys when he could, so he got to scenes while they were fresh. The ambulance guys felt okay about taking his money because he wasn’t one of those guerrilla TV vultures trying to break into the networks via road carnage on public access. Virgil was an old-style newspaper lensman. He was a street archivist in the tradition of WeeGee; wiseguys drilled full of holes in a barbershop chair or face down in a plate of spaghetti. Virgil worked hardcore hours: ten till six, holes in his shoes and pockets bulging with film. An artist.

They carried the lady down the apartment steps and let Virgil pull back the blanket. Her lips had been eaten away giving her a happy smile. No eyes. The body was frozen hard and would have to be thawed like a Christmas turkey before a pathologist could get to work.

The dog ate the eyes. Eyes are liquid and a trapped dog gets thirsty a long time before he gets hungry. But the missing lips were down to rats. Soft tissue, easy to tear. Burial parties collecting the dead of Ypres and the Somme noticed the same phenomenon. Fat rats in every trench and lipless corpses grinning in the mud.

New York was infested with rats. Black sewer rats, Norwegian grays and cross breeds. Indefatigable, yellow-fanged vermin. A seething, swarming pestilence rising up from the subways and sewers. They were everywhere. They fed off garbage piled in the streets.

The city’s trash cans were sealed because an elusive psychopath called Vishnu Jones had deposited three bombs inside garbage cans in the past month. Home-brewed napalm from gasoline and polythene nuggets triggered by a mercury tilt switch. No statements, no demands. So the bins were sealed and garbage trucks couldn’t collect the growing piles of black sacks because they didn’t have chains or ploughs to get through the snow yet. Rats fed and thrived.

Private pest control firms tripled their charges and only took calls from rich bitches on Madison and Fifth. City Hall broke out emergency funds and turned the public killing service from a squad to an army, and now red exterminator vans were common as yellow cabs. At the New York Bureau of Pest Control, a sub office of the Sanitation Department, people were queuing out the door and down the street, shivering in the snow, each wanting their apartments cleared of vermin. Best thing to do was put a steak on the kitchen floor and wait in ambush with a hammer.

The intense cold slowed the spread of disease, but with vermin and garbage worse than Calcutta slums no one knew what plagues would be unleashed when the thaw came.

Rumours of contagion and pandemics circulated town, mutating like Chinese whispers. Virgil heard of an apartment block in the Bronx where the residents had vomited blood until they died. Three hours after the bodies were found the area was quarantined and a team of plague specialists from the Center for Disease Control were scrambled out of Hartsfield airport, Atlanta. A news blackout was imposed. Dark whispers suggested the apartment residents were wiped out by an adaptive viral haemorrhagic never seen before. Relatives of the deceased wanted to bury their dead but the bodies were dissected by men in biosafety level-four spacesuits at the Special Pathogens Lab in Atlanta. Slivers of their loved ones were dispersed to university departments around the world on microscope slides. Rumours of spreading sickness persisted and people trekked through the snow and out of the city on foot rather than stay for the thaw.

Virgil imagined medieval scenes of plague. Cartloads of dead wheeled down Fifth to mass graves in the park. Brokers staggering from their offices clawing at pustulating buboes. He wouldn’t want to miss it. But in the meantime there was a corpse on a stretcher, so he took pictures.

‘Thanks, boys,’ he said when he was done. He shouldered his camera bag and checked his watch. Two hours till deadline. He was so anxious to reach his darkroom he got clipped by a limousine as he stepped into the road.

Virgil’s darkroom was in the basement of the Majestic, the last porn cinema on 42nd Street. During the twenties it was a burlesque theatre leeching off trade drawn to see Louise Brookes shake her stuff in Ziegfield’s Follies at the New Amsterdam. During the seventies, the glory days of the pornography business, it had been a mob money machine. These days Times Square was a Business Improvement District. Disney imagineers were converting the Amsterdam to a venue for live extravaganzas, and six peepshows had been levelled to build a site for Madame Tussaud’s. There was a Virgin Megastore where the Pussy Parlour used to be, and Samson’s Titty Parade was now the O2 Café, where hipsters could stick a rubber tube up their nose and snort pineapple-flavoured oxygen.

The Majestic was a derelict hulk, a neo-gothic ruin, incongruous like the Bates mansion rebuilt on mainstreet. The mob were getting last use of it showing skin flicks before it succumbed to the zoning laws and a wrecker’s ball. The place was run by Larry Onions and nobody bothered him as long as the theatre turned a profit. He let Virgil use one of the old dressing rooms in the basement as a darkroom and another as a place to sleep.

Virgil strode into the crummy atrium, waved at the girl on the pay booth and unlocked a door marked Private. A passage led down to a warren of dressing rooms. Each room had a table, a chair and a big mirror, all covered in dust that rose in drifts when a subway train thundered beneath the floor. It was a ghostly place but Virgil was in too much of a hurry to feel spooked. Once in the darkroom he unpacked his camera, hit the safelight and blinked until he adjusted to the murk.

He ran the film through hydroquinone and had the roll out of the developing drum and into the fixer in moments. He halved the processing time by using a hot water solution but the negatives would still take twenty minutes to fix. There was nothing to do but set his watch and say hello to Larry.

Out and up through doorways and stairs to the old theatre stage. He was behind the screen, bathed in phantasmic light.

A swing door took him into the auditorium. A searchlight cone of brilliant colour lit a broiling cigarette nimbus in sick dream light. Reflected movie radiance illuminated the faces of a few skulking, masturbating viewers. On the screen genitals, close-up to the point of abstraction, deflected attention to vacant eyes and cheap fashions of a decade ago.

The cinema was a dead thing. The fittings were decrepit and the film emulsion was bleached white through over-use. A century of celluloid dreams sunk to lecherous senility. Nothing left now but the reflex desires of the lowest, reptilian cortex of the brain.

Larry Onions was sixty-three. A lifetime of Marlboros had turned him to a yellow, desiccated husk. He had a cough like a cold ignition and his laughter died away to a deep, emphysemic gurgle. He looked like Harry Dean Stanton. Virgil once asked Larry why he didn’t quit smoking. Larry said: ‘Kid, the damage is done.’ He was probably right. Virgil never mentioned it again.

Crude partition walls had been erected in the theatre auditorium to make three little cinemas. They were served by a single projection room in the middle of the building. Larry serviced and operated the three machines and also slept on a camp bed in the projection box. He had made it his home. He cooked meals in a microwave, watched TV, drew pictures.

‘How’s life on planet Onions?’ asked Virgil, entering the projection booth and throwing himself down in an armchair.

‘Good.’ Steady eye contact, upbeat voice. Noticeably different from Larry’s usual torpor. Virgil was intrigued to discover the reason for Larry’s good mood.

Virgil sat with his back to the projectors. He didn’t like to look at them. They were disgustingly insectoid: the lamphouse seemed like a sting-loaded abdomen, the anamorphic lens seemed like a bulbous, compound eye, and the spindly struts holding the mechanism upright looked ready to creep and crawl.

‘What’s new, Pops?’ asked Virgil.

‘Not a great deal.’ Larry lit a fresh Marlboro with the embers of the last. ‘I watched the fight last night.’ His voice slipped to a minor key, which told Virgil the man had lost a big bet.

‘The New Jersey kid?’

‘Simmons. That’s right. He fought the Mexican.’

‘Good?’

‘Spic hammered him into the floor.’

‘How much did you lose?’

‘Nickels and dimes. And the Cardinals beat the Jets so it was a bad day to the bone.’ Larry said it with a dyspeptic wince, so he must have taken a heavy hit.

‘Should spread your bets a little.’ Virgil took a video tape from his raincoat pocket. ‘Casablanca. Taped it last night.’ Virgil was going through a Bogart phase and was taping Bogey’s movies as they appeared on TV. He lent the cassettes to Larry after he finished watching them.

‘Is it as good as I remember?’ asked Larry.

‘Better. Bogie is the type of guy you don’t meet any more. Stoic. Does his crying alone. There’s this terrific scene where a young married couple are at the roulette tables in the backroom of Rick’s Café Americain. They’re trying to win enough money to buy black market exit visas, but they keep losing. Bogie rigs the wheel so the guy keeps winning if he bets on twenty-two. “Cash it,” he says, pointing at the chips. “And don’t come back.” Isn’t that great? Not to need approval. It must be like losing your sex drive when you get old. What a relief not to have that monkey on your back.’

‘I’ll watch it later,’ said Larry. He dropped the cassette on to a pile of paperbacks next to his chair. He often sought refuge from a fucked-up life in fantasy books, sub-Tolkien quests with a map and an elf-lore glossary. Whenever a big science fiction movie opened at the legit theatres across the square Larry would be in the queue. A haggard old man in a line of children, with all the usherettes frowning at him thinking he was some kind of pervert. ‘Real life is something to be risen above’ was his motto.

They talked about the parallels between Star Wars and Lord of the Rings. It was a comfortable conversation because it was one they had enjoyed many times before.

‘I’ve got a score,’ said Larry, leaning forward and adopting a confessional tone. The admission came out of nowhere. A moment earlier they had been discussing similarities between Obi Wan and Gandalf.

‘What?’ said Virgil.

‘There’s a buzz. Some mystery man is buying up quality jewellery and antiques. Stuff under normal circumstances would be too distinctive to fence. Particularly artefacts with a strong religious connection. They call him the Tooth Fairy. Now I happen to know that there is an angel at Metropolitan Plaza, where you work as a security guard. You know the House of Usher? The store that sells antique fireplaces from Europe and shit like that?’

‘Yeah.’ Usher architectural salvage offered ‘Antiques and Relics of Olde London’. The window displayed an ornate marble bas-relief depicting Athenian javelin throwers, three iron steps from the Eiffel Tower and a U-boat periscope.

‘The shop has just bought a wooden angel from France. It’s from an altar screen that got burned in a fire at Chartres cathedral. They broke off the angel and auctioned it in Paris.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Friends of friends. Anyway, this angel is in the shop, but the day after tomorrow it gets driven to the new owner in Connecticut. I want to jack it but I can hardly walk into the mall and take it from the shop. Too many cameras. But you could tell me when it’s leaving the building. Watch it drive out of the car park, on your closed circuit TV. I would intercept and fence it at a place I know in the Village. You would get thirty-three per cent. What do you say?’

‘No is what I say.’

‘Why?’

‘You’re not exactly a criminal mastermind. You’re associated with disasters. Titanic. Hindenburg. Larry Onions.’

‘Think about it. Please.’

‘I’m thinking about it,’ said Virgil, leaving to check on his pictures. ‘And trying not to laugh.’

Back in the crimson twilight of the darkroom Virgil powered up the enlarger and put on gloves and a mask to filter the fumes of ammonium thiosulphate he was using for print fixer. The water in the developing trays was steaming. He could see the picture he wanted on the contact sheet and found it on the strip of negatives. The negative close-up of the priest’s eyes, black with white pin-prick pupils, was an image dredged from the darkest, nauseating dreams, and therefore perfect. He pegged the prints to an overhead string to dry. As soon as they could slide in an envelope without smearing, Virgil was out of the Majestic and running down Broadway to Greenwich Village.

Slick software disguised the fact the Village Advertiser was produced by one man working in a cupboard above a delicatessen. The man was Walter Queeg, who mixed sensational gossip with ads for bullshit art shows. He put the free-sheet together at night and had copies on store counters across town by nine. Nobody knew when he slept.

Virgil’s pictures were voyeuristic and detached, and Walter loved them because prurient art got his paper snatched up like free money. But tonight he wasn’t in a generous mood.

‘I can’t use the woman with the fucked-up face. It’s not a story. It’s just squalid. The priest is good. The priest I can use. But it’s got to be fifty bucks.’

‘I was banking on a hundred.’

‘I know. But I lost a couple of big advertisers and things are tight. It’s not just you, Everyone is taking a pay dip, including me. It’s all I can offer you, Virgil. I wish it was more.’

Virgil slid the print across the table and pocketed fifty.

‘I guess it will have to do. You know I have to look for a better market, Walter. I can’t get by on fifty a picture.’

‘The Post and the Times won’t go for decapitated clergy. I hope you find a better market, I really do, but I’m always here if you’ve got a picture to sell. Fifty bucks is better than nothing.’

Virgil trudged back to the street of dreams and the Majestic with a big bag of groceries cradled in his arms like a baby. He lived in a basement room with bare brick walls. There was a chair, and table and a camp bed. He had put up some shelves for books and ornaments. He didn’t mind the austerity. It was like a monk’s cell, and he liked it that way. The lack of clutter kept his mind clear. It was a Bushido thing.

He unpacked the groceries but was too tired to climb the stairs to use the microwave in Larry’s projection box. There were cockroaches on the floor so he took off a shoe and whacked them with the heel. He leant back on the camp bed and fell asleep in his clothes, one shoe on his foot, the other in his hand.

It was then voices of all the corpses he had photographed came to him. The lung’s final, whispered exhalation piped through mummified throats, rustling like feathers, like wings, like leaves, and Virgil strained to hear, but the voices spoke together and he couldn’t decipher the urgent message of the dead.
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WANTED

Death Globe Motorcycle Riders wanted to perform at the Deuce Hotel/Casino in Las Vegas, Nevada. Duties will be to ride simultaneously with two other motorcycle riders inside a steel globe at speeds of up to 50 m.p.h. Must have minimum of 3 years’ experience and able to work 6 days per week – two shows nightly. Rider is responsible for upkeep of the motorcycle he is designated to ride. Rider must have a clean bill of health including 20/20 eyesight. Alcohol and drug abusers need not apply. Salary $100 per day, paid weekly. Rush resumes and recent photograph to:

SHOWTIME ENTERTAINMENT
Attn: Bill Burry
1366 West Flamingo Road
Suite #635
Las Vegas, Nevada 84726
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Chapter Two
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Two hundred dollars bought a swipe card; a key to the Shimomura Arcade, the pay-to-shop mall on Third Avenue. The mall occupied floors two to seven of Metropolitan Plaza, a hundred-and-ten-storey skyscraper based on Kansai Airport, Osaka. The sleek Philip Johnson rose above the city squalor as if a giant shard of ice had erupted through the sidewalk. A quarter of a million square feet of performance architecture: a fibre-glass simulacrum of a Moroccan bazaar with bioclimatic control and a Vegas lighting rig that kept the scene at perpetual twilight.

At the end of the day the glass and aluminium tower cladding ticked and creaked as it contracted around the chevron girders of the superframe.

Virgil watched the last shoppers knock back dregs of cappuccino and pick up their purchases. He had an aerial view from a roof gantry and looked down on the little people as if he were observing a colony of ants. The shoppers dawdled, reluctant to leave the sterile perfection of the mall and face the arctic Gotham streets. But they could take a little of the magic home with them on the subway in laminated bags. Anna Sui. Isaac Mizrahi. Shue Umura. Totemic names.

Virgil didn’t like being a security guard. His uniform was too tight and his secret-service earpiece relayed nothing but the crackling dissonance of an empty waveband. His Kevlar body armour made him feel like a cockroach, a sensation enhanced by his exile to passages and crawl-spaces recessed in the arcade walls.

Virgil had studied theology at Hunter College before switching to photography; a combination which qualified him for nothing at all. So he got the security job and took photographs while he decided what to do with his life.

He wanted a real job. He wanted to be a staff photographer for the New York Graphic. The Graphic worked from floor eighteen of Metropolitan Plaza. It was Manhattan’s own supermarket tabloid: a mix of Broadway gossip, political scandal and prurient photojournalism. A real freak show. Virgil’s kind of place. But they wouldn’t give him a job. In fact he couldn’t get further than the reception desk. He would hand over his pictures at the desk and read National Geographic while he waited. The photos came back with the night editor’s ritual rejection: ‘Good picture. No freelancers.’

This night was no different. The headless priest and mutilated lady. Good pictures. No story. Nothing for Virgil to do but pace shadows.

Virgil enjoyed the pleasant melancholia of the evening shift: four till midnight. From his crow’s nest in the mall roof he watched the last customers leave and the sudden infestation of drone workers clear up after the day’s traffic. Waxers polished the travertine floor. Florists, sweepers, a couple of shopfitters. Contract crews all gone by eight, and he was left alone with shadows. Pre-set timers shut down the sea breeze and switched off the sky.

He descended to the basement down stairways and tunnels which twisted like a great intestinal tract before expelling him into the light and heat of mission control.

It was hard working nights. Bright lights messed with his body clock, deranged his hypothalamus, gave him headaches, fevers and sweats. The speed of nervous conduction raised three milliseconds for every degree centigrade his body temperature increased. Virgil fought dizzy spells by basking under the breeze of an air-duct grille.

From a swivel chair on castors he had a panoptican view of the mall; a monochrome, time-lapse montage relayed by twenty CCTV cameras. Shop fronts and stairwells, viewed in ellipsis. Nothing moving but the steady increment of a date/time display. The only action he ever saw was from a camera ranged on the exterior of the loading bay, the only closed-circuit position to impinge on the real world. On Fridays and Saturdays he could watch fights and frenzied fucking. He always had a blank tape ready in the back-up VCR in the hope he could sell some footage to a reality TV show.

Closed-circuit cameras gave Virgil the creeps. Every major building had them, inside and out, and the Highways Department had erected video surveillance in the street to monitor traffic. The FBI put the images together. Using a Computerized Facial Recognition and Neurometric System they could set a computer to track a person as they walked around town, sat in the park, went to the bank, rode the subway home. Twenty-four-hour surveillance. Unblinking cameras watching, recording.

Metropolitan Plaza had its own mainframe, nick-named HAL 9000, which supplied a constantly updated floor-by-floor read-out of electricity consumption and air quality in the business suites, corridors and bathrooms. Virgil could change the climate in any area of the building at the click of a mouse. He could search for blockages and leaks in a wire-frame simulation of the twenty-five thousand feet of plumbing that snaked through partition walls and ceiling voids. But mostly he just read magazines.

There was a post-it note stuck to the console. ‘Will you please pick up your garbage. I am not the cleaner.’ The note was from Craig Timpson, a prissy man who pulled the shift before Virgil. The offending candy wrapper was scotch taped to the console. Reece’s Peanut Butter Cups. Virgil didn’t eat peanut butter. So who did? This was not the first time traces of intrusion had been noticed in the private recesses of the building, and Virgil couldn’t shake the feeling he was not alone. Someone, or something, shared the passages with him. It avoided the camera and alarms. But it was out there, in the corridors and tunnels. That was why Virgil never sat with his back to the door.

The silence and solitude were oppressive. Being trapped with his own thoughts made Virgil claustrophobic, so he switched on the radio for comfort and scanned the papers. Atrocities rendered abstract in headlines. MINDLESS KILLERS WITH A BANKRUPT IDEOLOGY, SUICIDE BOMB KILLS 17 AT EMBASSY, CHILD DIES IN OVEN and local news like Vishnu Jones, Manhattan’s own mad bomber, threatening to switch from little incendiary charges to a thousand-pound nitrate fertilizer device if City Hall didn’t pay his fifty million in five days.

The headlines seemed fragments of a bigger message, but the meaning twisted and eluded him like an Escher diagram. He cut out the texts and pasted them into his notebook. The book contained two hundred pages and each was a collage of sex organs, lonely hearts ads, strange newspaper stories, pictures of car wrecks, and over them all headline buzzwords: GUNSHIPS, SEXUAL OBSESSION, PEEPSHOW MURDER. There was such an accretion of scraps each page was stiff as board and the book couldn’t be closed properly. It was the thirty-seventh notebook Virgil had filled and he felt compelled to continue. These pictures and stories were the background noise of life, like the rushing of blood in the inner ear. News of misery and disaster infused the airwaves, a constant assault upon the senses, roaring white noise like a TV tuned to a dead channel.

Nothing happening on the monitors. Silence. Stillness. No distraction to suppress the anxiety working at him like a toothache. Money.

He didn’t want the castration of straight work. Maybe his salvation lay in the surveillance job Marcy offered last night. But there was no immediate cash to be earned. No certainty she would get in touch. So by this circuitous chain of thought he returned to Larry’s offer. Use the cameras to rip off the House of Usher, the antiquarian fixtures store.

He didn’t like the idea. He’d spent time in a juvenile correction facility as a kid and institution life had put him in fear of jail.

Virgil decided to do the job and he didn’t need Larry to talk him around, tell him he made the right choice. He had known the old man for several years and their relationship had inevitably taken on father/son overtones Virgil rebelled against. The decision to get involved in Larry’s pocket change criminality was his alone.

As he dialled Larry’s number on the office phone Virgil hesitated between each digit until his finger rested on the last nine and he watched the button slowly depress. When the digit registered and the dialling tone began he felt a subtle sense of having crossed some Rubicon.

‘Who is it?’ Larry sounded half asleep. Phoney orgasmic shrieks in the background.

‘Virgil. The proposition you had for me.’

‘You’re calling on a land line?’

‘Yeah.’

‘So you changed your mind.’

‘Yeah.’

‘What time do you finish tonight?’

‘Midnight, but I can make a call. Extend my hours until morning.’

‘Okay. The package is set for noon delivery, so it’s got to leave early. Watch the underground car park from six. When you see movement make the call. I’ll be at a payphone. I’ll give you the number later.’

‘All right.’

‘And give me a description of the van.’

‘Right.’

Larry hung up and the disconnect tone had the finality of an ECG flatline.
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