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Gimme fire.

Somewhere back before he fried his brains—like the homeboy on TV saying this frying pan's drugs, this egg's your brains on drugs, any questions, asshole?—somewhere back then Monroe Riggs (street name World—why, his fried brains couldn't recall) read this poem about how everything might could go up in smoke—volcanoes, earthquakes, all that shit—or everything and everybody might could freeze solid.

And as the poet asked himself, Which would I prefer? ask yourselves, Which would you prefer? Miz Powell said—Miz Powell with that fresh fox Tina Turner voice, looking down at the poetry book she was reading, then up at the class to see was they paying attention or was they fucking around, waxing the bitches, diddling with their blades, their pieces, their works. Ice is nice, Miz Powell said the poet decided when he axed himself which would he prefer, but gimme fire. And the way she said it in that fresh fox voice and the way she looked at them in that fresh fox way, you knew when she said fire she meant fucking.

With his fried brains and all, World doesn't spend much time thinking about poems. But he's thinking about that poem right about now on account of right about now the poor fuckers in the apartment building across the street from his, the Raleigh it's called, after some old-time Mouseketeer or some shit, are dying in fire and smoke and flames and shit, and they don't look like they're flicking.

They're either dying in fire and smoke and flames and shit that's coming out of all the windows in the place it looks like just about, or they're dying by jumping out the windows and off the ledges and shit and smashing themselves all over the floor.

Here comes one now. An old lady. . . . Fuck.

Here comes a guy. . . . Shit, homes, your head popped like a melon, man.

Here comes two of them—a homeboy and a bitch holding on to each other like that'll make a diff— Oooh, man. Were they thinking about flicking? They were not thinking about fucking.

Yo, hey, check this out. This homeboy thinks if he holds a sheet by the corners like, like it's a parachute like, he'll float down nice and slow instead of popping his head like a melon all over the floor. . . . See, homes? Wrong.

On account of I had'a taste of desire, gimme fire. That's how his fried brains remembered it went, the poem. Ice is nice, but on account of I had a taste of desire, gimme fire. Or some shit like that, meaning I balled some bitches so shit yeah I'd rather burn up than freeze to fucking death.

Yeah, well, tell it to the bitch up on the ledge there, Mister poet man, the one with her hair on fire and her dress and—Holy shit.

That's Joy.

Joy Griffith.

Joy Griffith, the social worker, what a waste that is, her doing social work on the sorry flickers in the Raleigh, she ought to be doing social work on him because the bitch is fine, homes. The bitch is stupid fresh.

Not no more, though. Shit.

Here comes another parachute asshole. This one's got nothing but a fucking towel. . . . Asshole.

Where'd Joy go? She ain't there. She jump? . . . Naw. . . . She go back inside? Shit. Send that bitch back inside, waiter. She ain't done enough.

Ice is nice, but on account of I had a taste of desire, gimme fire. Yeah, well, tell it to Joy Griffith, Mister poet man. Mister poet man asshole motherfucker.

After a while, after enough of this shit, World gets out his Super Cub and his glass pipe and blows a little jumbo, fries his brains a little more, the windows closed and the air conditioner going full blast on account of it's hotter than hell without the fire and with the fire it's hotter than hell and a half, does a little tube, Sally Jessy Raffy ("Women Allegedly Sexually Abused by Their Therapists"), so he doesn't have to listen to the sirens and the shortwave radios and the cops and firemen on bullhorns yelling at the poor flickers don't jump, help is on the way, listening instead to the bitches tell Sally Jessy Raffy how their shrinks copped a feel.

And when Sally Jessy Raffy's over, World looks out the window again and no more poor fuckers're jumping out of windows and off ledges and shit, but some poor fuckers're most likely still burning up inside on account of smoke and fire and shit's still coming out of a lot of windows, but not as many as before. Most of the homeboys and bitches lamping and scoping the fire are gone home—to do some tube themselves, most likely, The Price Is Right or Wheel of Fortune or Dukes of Hazzard, most likely.

And on the news, which comes on in like this special bulletin like after Sally Jessy Raffy, they're already saying sixteen poor flickers died in the fire in the Raleigh and they're saying the fire started on account of they was careless with a kerosene stove or a fire in a wastebasket or some shit like that, on account of there was no electricity or nothing in the Raleigh on account of it'd been empty for a year or more, the poor fuckers was just squatting.

But World, fried brains and all, wonders.

World wonders on account one of the homeboys and bitches still lamping and scoping the fire, he's been lamping there since the very first fire engines and cop cars rolled up, in the middle of Geraldo ("Kept Men"), he ain't even hardly moved except once when he walked down to the bodega on the corner and came back with a Sprite and a donut, is Bobby Liberty, Bobby Liberty who the word is you call if you need something burned, on account of like the statute in the harbor, which is how he got his name, Bobby always has a torch on him.
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Charles Story wore two bracelets on his right wrist: one, made of copper, was a folk prophylactic against arthritis; the other, of silver from Senegal, a wedding present from his French-born wife (who in her youth—her jeunesse—played in a tennis tournament in Dakar staged to civilize the natives), was for ornament. The bracelets jingled together when Story moved his arm about, writing, making a point, hauling his fine, recalcitrant hair back from his forehead—a gesture he had crafted in his youth while under the influence of John F. Kennedy and that had become habitual; they made a pleasant, subtle noise, like a wind chime. On his appointment as Police Commissioner, Story had worried that the bracelets might be thought unmanly by the officers he would command; but the males, certainly, when in mufti dripped gold chains and bracelets, so that Story joked that perhaps he didn't wear enough jewelry.

Maybe because the joke had percolated the ranks, maybe because Story's right arm lay half across his chest and the copper and silver were conspicuous against his navy Lacoste shirt, Patrolman Lester Glatter, the first cop out of the first whitetop to respond to the 911 call from Story's townhouse on Seventieth between Park and Lex, noticed the bracelets (maybe because he was a rookie and still drafting his own fashion statement) even before he registered that their wearer, his boss, sprawled on a burgundy oriental rug in the parlor floor library, had a hole in his chest where the shirt's decorative reptile had been; before he registered that the middle finger of the boss's right hand had been severed and inserted in his mouth.

Why me? Glatter wondered, for he was smart and ambitious and could foresee no benefit to his career coming from his having his name somewhere on every single piece of paperwork an unprecedented misfortune like this would generate. Aren't you the sorry son-of-a-bitch, he would be asked for years to come, maybe for his lifetime, who caught the nine-eleven when the PC got polished? Every move he made, every step he took, second-guessers would be watching him.

The young cop's reaction was exactly that of Mayor Sidney Lyons on getting the news of Story's murder, after he had flipped through the late night newscasts and assured himself—the lead stories were all about the rain that had trashed the July Fourth weekend—that it had been a day without crises. Bridges crumbled, local sports teams stumbled, epidemics blew into town, the cost of a movie ticket got ever nearer that of swordfish, the Theater was still dead; the streets were home to a good-sized city's worth of people, while even more people (sadly, the kind you wanted as neighbors) flew to the suburbs' greener grasses; rival narcotics entrepreneurs executed one another alfresco (which would have been useful but for the innocent bystanders also felled); races, religions, sexes, and ages played a continuous hostile Ping-Pong of slurs and epithets; elected and appointed officials skimmed, peddled, and perjured; terminal gridlock was just around the corner—and for all of it his citizens, who didn't know a colossus among cities when they lived in it, blamed him. But they couldn't hold him responsible for the weather.

(Or could they? Lyons had just gotten a report from the Chief Meteorologist—who knew there was a Chief Meteorologist?—warning that the summer that had begun prematurely with the warmest March on record, and had produced the cruelest April, the hottest May and June, had legs that might extend its run until October. The rain, certainly, all two and a half inches of it, hadn't cooled things off at all, and that was probably his fault too, wasn't it?)

Sylvia Lyons answered the phone, the hotline direct from the Night Mayor's office at City Hall, flouting her husband's order that she keep her goddamn hands off that phone, it didn't do for the braves to have to tell the squaw why they were calling the chief. Engrossed in the latest Shirley MacLaine, Sylvia just said "Darling," meaning not him but his press secretary, George Darling, passed Lyons the receiver, and went back to her book. "Yes, George? . . . George?"

Darling was weeping, and while he got a grip, visions of catastrophes danced in Lyons's head: the Brooklyn Bridge had collapsed, the Queens-Midtown Tunnel had sprung a leak, the Mets were moving to Secaucus, Woody Allen to LA. One of his daughters (Five daughters—why him? His having a family had been instrumental in his election to succeed a man his campaign had pointed out often, and with innuendo, was a bachelor who lived all alone in a great big house, but why him?) was a Hustler centerfold.

"George, what the hell?"

Darling took a deep breath, then exhaled this: "Story's dead sir murdered shot in the heart around seven the ME thinks. A servant a houseboy got back to 119 from his day off around ten and found the body. Mrs. Story and their daughter're out in the Hamptons. Story came into town yesterday to do a talk show this morning. A Police airplane's gone to get them."

Lyons decided to laugh. It was a joke, right? On April Fool's Day, Darling had drawn a happy face with a felt-tipped pen on Lyons's forehead during his after-lunch nap. That had taken balls; this was kid stuff. "George, I just watched the news."

"Walsh and Amato didn't get to 119 until after ten," Darling said. "The precinct commander kept it under wraps until then, so it didn't make the late news. Everyone'll be live from 119 in the next half hour. Seven said they'd probably stay live all night and link right up with GMA. I think you should go straight to 119 rather than make a statement from the Mansion or the Hall. Hriniak's on his way there too I haven't said anything to the press of course but I assume he'll be acting PC."

Darling paused for breath and for confirmation of his assumption, but Lyons was thinking—about GMA and 119 and Walt Shinamato. He knew that GMA was Good Morning America and he supposed it was catchy to call it GMA instead of Good Morning America, but he didn't understand how 119 East Seventieth Street, Charles Story's townhouse, had become a metonym like, well, like City Hall. Okay, he understood that it was thanks in part to trendmongering journalists like Ann Jones, the author of the cover story in that week's City magazine titled "From 119 to 1 Police Plaza: Charles Story Takes His Primer on Privatization Downtown," but that didn't mean he liked it.

And who the hell was Walt Shinamato, and what did his not getting somewhere have to do with something's not getting on the late news? One of those gook coroners, Shinamato sounded like.

Then it came to him: Not Walt Shinamato. Walsh and Amato, the Chief of Department and the Chief of Detectives, the highest uniformed cop and the highest in clothes. (Cops didn't say plain clothes, Lyons had learned from listening to cops, they just said clothes. People could blame him for whatever they wanted, he was, as long as someone was saying something he wanted to hear, a good listener.)

Or maybe Hriniak, the First Deputy Commissioner, was higher than Amato. Hriniak wore clothes too—not plain clothes, expensive suits. (Sylvia picked Lyons's suits from off the rack at Syms and he knew an expensive suit when he saw one.) For that matter, maybe Hriniak was higher than Walsh. He must be, if Darling assumed Lyons would appoint Hriniak acting PC.

Whoever was highest, before Story's corpse was very much colder, all three of them would be bucking to be Story's permanent replacement—clawing, scratching, bobbing, weaving, kissing ass and kicking it, calling in favors, making deals, making promises, making threats. Wonderful: a mick, a wop and—a what?—a polack, probably. Uillean pipes, Sinatra, and a polka sounded cacophonically in Lyons's ears; the tune they played was Why Me?

Why him? Story's appointment had been criticized by the gamut of second-guessers—from cops who objected that he was a civilian to populists who protested that he was a millionaire to crackpots who were scandalized that he was on the list of best-dressed men (or that he married a former tennis player—a foreign former tennis player, a divorced foreign former tennis player; or that his stepdaughter played tournament tennis too, and was a fashion model besides; or that he lived in a townhouse, collected antique motorcycles and had his clothes (not plain clothes) made in England; or that he read books, and wrote them—books about how the top jobs in any municipality were best performed by businessmen, not career civil servants or politicians, books with words in them like trust and excellence and responsibility and quality, best-selling books). But it—Story's appointment—had been a brilliant solution to a nagging problem: Story's goddamn ubiquity. Didn't the son-of-a-bitch ever sleep?

If Story's likeness wasn't on the front page (Realtor Offers to Build Public Swimming Pool), then it was on the real estate page (Story Slates Low-Income Units in Luxury High-Rise), or the society page (Gala at Story Residence Benefits Disease Victims), or the split page with a jump to the sports page (Developer Maps Major League Ballpark on Manhattan Landfill), or on the editorial page, in a cartoon that accented Story's movie star good looks (not like the gross caricatures of Lyons that made him look like one of Dr. Seuss's humanoids) illustrating a thoughtful column (not like the crazed ranting columns that blamed Lyons for the price of tea in China) wondering whether Story aspired to be mayor or senator or president or Baseball Commissioner. Was he a man who would be king, or did he have his eye on God?

(And we're not even talking here about the life-style pieces: the GQ cover on what smart young billionaires are wearing; the Vanity Fair cover on the Long Island farm house that Story's architects, designers, and decorators made over into a palace; the simultaneous City, Manhattan, Inc., and Sports Illustrated covers (who said there was no such thing as a media conspiracy?) on the yacht, equipped with Loran and depthsounder and twin Detroit diesels and twelve VHF radio telephones and sauna and wet bar and gymnasium and disco and helicopter pad and stock ticker, and guided missiles, probably, that Story bought from a Saudi prince with cash-flow problems. Not to mention the Lear' s cover on how Lise Story juggled her roles as founder and CEO of a chain of health clubs for women executives, philanthropist, wife and mother, or the Model, World Tennis, and Sassy covers on Claire Langois's transition from world class junior tennis star to world class high fashion model. And, of course, the special Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, aired in prime time, opposite The Cosby Show during the February sweeps, Robin Leach nearly levitating with apoplectic enthusiasm, just about the Storys.)

To put a ceiling on Charles Story's vaulting ambition Sidney Lyons had been powerless; but he could certainly scuttle a mayoral candidacy, at least for the time being, by making a virtue of the necessity of replacing retiring Police Commissioner Howard Nagle, and naming Story to succeed him. He could, as well, perhaps call Story's bluff by directing him to make his first task a study of the feasibility of the privately run Department he so eloquently and frequently mouthed off about. He could and he had ("I can look you in the eye, my fellow New Yorkers, and say without hesitation that today's appointment signals a new era in the history of the Police Department of this colossus among cities") and even his detractors had tipped their hats at his cunning.

So how the hell could Story go and get himself killed just when Lyons had gotten him out of his hair?

"Mister Mayor?"

"Yes, George, I heard you. Hriniak."

"Yes, sir. But another thing, sir—the only clue so far is the victim's, uh, finger."

Lyons's stomach tried to climb out through his mouth and he swallowed and swallowed to drive it back down. He supposed that meant he was getting good at this; the first time, called to the scene of the murder of a security guard at a welfare hotel in the east twenties, seeing the bloody shreds where the man's middle finger had been, seeing that bloody finger shoved in the man's face (What is that? A cigar? A turd? What is that?), he'd vomited on Chief Walsh's shoes.

Since then, there'd been four more murders, four more mutilations and humiliations in—what?—eight weeks, ten weeks, all because some malcontents who lived in sewers and subway tunnels and under bridges and wouldn't know what to do with a house or a job or a place in the society of a colossus among cities if they had one, which was why they didn't—all because they thought hacking people's fingers off and shoving them in their kissers was a colorful, sardonic way of saying fuck you to the system, to—let's face it, for Lyons was a man convinced that every sling, every arrow, had his name on it—to him.

The Hopeless, they called themselves, and the goddamn media picked it up and ran with it, City, naturally, leading the way, as if having a name made them into Robin Hoods or something, Butch Cassidys and Sundance Kids, instead of what they were, which was bums.

City Hall Park. Just a few lousy feet from the seat of government of this colossus among cities. Visible from his office window practically. A bunch of bums had been living there for years it seemed like even though he knew it was only last Thanksgiving. Hah—they probably thought that was funny, moving in with their sleeping bags and cardboard boxes on Thanksgiving Day. Defecating and urinating right out in the open where everybody could see them, where he could see them. Calling at him sometimes, when he held a press conference on the steps of the Hall to announce some new accomplishment, yelling Siiid-ney, Siiiid-ney, in the singsongy way fans yelled at Darryl Strawberry when they got worn out by his attitude, yelling it sometimes when he was inside the Hall, trying to get some work done. What did they know about work? Vets, they told the goddamn media they were, Vietnam vets. Bullshit. Did anybody check on it, did anybody call down to Washington for their service records? Of course not. Vets, bullshit. Pests. Derelicts. Bums.

Bums who defecated and urinated on the grounds of Gracie Mansion even, right outside the official mayoral residence, his goddamn house. (Lyons was out of bed and at the window now, stretching the phone cord to its limit, getting strange looks from Sylvia, his face pressed up against the glass, trying to see if anyone was defecating or urinating. He saw only his reflected face, and with the phone tucked into his shoulder couldn't budge the window, shut tight to keep in the mercifully conditioned air.) They had known better, the bums, than to move their sleeping bags and cardboard boxes onto the grounds of Gracie Mansion, but a bunch of them lived in Carl Schurz Park just south of the Mansion and they thought it was colorful and sardonic to soil his nest rather than theirs. Some nights he half-dreamed as he fell asleep of sneaking out of the mansion and down to the park and clubbing a few of them with a baseball bat. There had been a couple of attacks on sleeping homeless people in the past couple of weeks; the cops (predictably) blamed them on kids with nothing to do and no place cool to do it in, but Lyons was willing to bet the responsible parties were solid citizens fed up to here with bums and deadbeats. Who would know if he sneaked down and clubbed a few of them that it wasn't just the latest in what the newspapers would soon be calling a series of attacks? Who would care? Vets, bullshit. Bums.

Darling again: "And, uh, sir?"

"Just say it, George. Don't say sir all the goddamn time."

". . . Yes, sir. Sir, someone wrote wally on the rail." "Someone did what?"

"I'm sorry, sir. Let me say it again: Someone . . . wrote Raleigh . . . on the wall."

Rawley? Not that black girl from Poughkeepsie? Please God, not her and Al Sharkskin and the rest of them. "Once more, George. Wrote what?"

"R-a-1-e-i-g-h. Raleigh. With a red marker from Story's desk, in big block letters."

Lyons could see them—the same childish capitals the illiterate ingrates of this colossus among cities used when they wrote him their niggling, complaining letters, on paper torn, usually, from their children's spiral notebooks because of course they wouldn't have anything like writing paper around the house. "George?"

"Yes, sir?"

"Why me?"

". . . Yes, sir."
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At 119, at a few seconds past 4:11.33 by the digital watch his computer nerd daughter gave him for his birthday (it didn't have a thermometer on it, but the temperature was eighty-five if it was a degree, four in the morning or not; it did tell the date-5 July), Joe Cullen wondered, Why me?

The place was dense with cops. On-duty cops who'd heard the all-points and hauled ass to the scene from as far away as the Rockaways and Tottenville and Riverdale; off-duty cops, cops on vacation, cops on sick leave, suspended cops, retired cops, dead cops and unborn cops, it seemed like, were all over the house, all over the sidewalk and street outside, spilling down the block both ways toward Park and toward Lex, the ones out of uniform dressed in Jams and gym shorts and T-shirts and tank tops, a little unsure, a lot of them, in uniform or out, whether a civilian PC (a multimillionaire civilian PC) was strictly speaking a brother-in-arms, but drawn nonetheless to the lodestone of a death in the Department.

Why then, with cops to spare, Cullen wondered, had he pulled this job? He got close to Captain Richie Maslosky, who was writing on a legal pad clipped to a clipboard, and jostled his elbow.

Maslosky didn't look up. "What?"

"Why me?" Cullen said.

Maslosky looked up. "Correct me if I'm wrong, Joe, but there're probably guys who'd sell their mothers to babysit Vera Evans." Maslosky wrote something more, then looked at his watch, a regular old Timex with a face and numbers and hands, the kind Cullen had hoped he'd get when he'd said he wanted a watch, a watch that didn't show you the seconds slipping away, your life along with them. Did people who wore these watches make dates to fractions of seconds and inches—Meet me twelve and a half feet from the northeast corner of Fifty-seventh and Broadway at 5:18.22? "Her charter's due at La Guardia around seven. A limo's bringing her here. You should figure a first shift starting at eight. Make it seven=thirty."

Make it 7:29.59. "Captain, could you please talk to Walsh?"

Maslosky pointed his finger at Cullen's heart. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but didn't the PC just get polished? You think anybody's—"

"I'll talk to Walsh," Cullen said, and turned around and ran right into Walsh. And bounced off, for though half a foot shorter than Cullen and as thin as the cigarettes he perpetually smoked, Walsh was unyielding.

Walsh checked his gold braid, his medals, his uniform creases, for damage in the collision. He was perfect, the only man in the building with a jacket on, the only man in town who wasn't sweating. "Explain what to Walsh, Sergeant?"

"Sir, the PC and I—"

"Old buddies, I hear," Walsh said.

"Friends, yes."

"Queens?"

"Elmhurst."

"Elmhurst High?"

"Yes, sir."

"I went to Jamaica. Before your time."

"Yes, sir."

"Letters in basketball and baseball. You play any ball for Elmhurst?"

"No, sir. I was a juvenile delinquent."

Walsh looked Cullen up and down. In a wrinkled Haspel suit, Cullen was patently disorderly; was he also sarcastic and insubordinate? "So that's why you're a weasel now? For redemption?"

To make that make sense you would have to understand that this wasn't a conversation, it was a swordfight. Cullen was in IAU, the Internal Affairs Unit, the unit that polices the Police; Walsh, Chief of Department or not, was a hardliner who believed—who knew—that what IAU did—all IAU did—was trammel the Police and keep them from policing the people, the one and only group that needed a lesson in abiding by the law.

Once upon a time, in a newspaper interview, an IAU commander had called his men ferrets, hoping to paint a word picture of those engaged in a relentless search for Truth; someone—someone like Walsh—had known that a ferret is just a domesticated weasel and therefore synonymous with sneak. Weasel stuck where ferret had failed to adhere.

"How about Story?" Walsh said. "He a JD too?"

What was he thinking—that Story was polished as revenge for something that happened in a rumble thirty years ago? "He worked six hours a night six days a week at his dad's candy store and still found time to be an A student and a big man on campus."

Walsh squinted at Cullen, searching for more sarcasm, then looked around at the hallway's vaulted ceiling, at the modern art and the gold-framed mirrors and the scones or were they sconces, Cullen never could remember the difference. "Look what it got him, hard work."

Cullen thought about taking Walsh by the ear and dragging him into the study and poking his nose in the still-tacky blood on the carpet and saying, Look what it got him, hard work. Instead, he said, "Respectfully, sir, I'm too close to this. I don't have the perspective."

"We'll keep an eye on you, Sergeant," Walsh said. "We don't want any vendettas here." Before Cullen could explain that it wasn't about vendettas, Walsh added, "When're you going to clear the Dean thing?"

"The lawyers have it."

Walsh nodded. "Lawyers." He motioned at a uniformed flunky in his shadow and the flunky whipped out a brass ashtray, borrowed from Story's study (removed without authorization, if you wanted to get technical, from the crime scene). Walsh ground his butt out in it as if it were some lawyer's eye, and brushed the ash from his fingertips. "Then since you're not jammed up, Sergeant, do what I already told Captain Maslosky to tell you to do: keep an eye on Vera Evans, make sure the press isn't all over her, and the autograph crazies, make sure no copycats try and polish her. You probably knew her too, right, her being Story's kid sister?"

"Right . . . Sir."

"It'll be like old times for you then." And Walsh looked at his watch, a watch with a face and numbers and hands, and made, predictably, of steel, and went away.

So, at 4:33.46, Cullen tried Amato, because whatever time it was it could never be like old times.

"How sorry I was, Sergeant, to learn that the PC was an old friend of yours. You have my deepest sympathy."

Cullen also had Amato's arm around his shoulders. Some were unnerved by Amato's roving hands (he'd gone to Notre Dame, for christ's sake, and been a Jesuit postulant; his nickname—he was roly-poly and tonsured by baldness—was Friar Tuck), but Cullen, a recovering ladies' man, recognized a fellow heterosexual. "I don't want to mislead you, Chief. I've already spoken to Captain Maslosky and Chief Walsh, and I've been told to follow orders."

"Then follow them you should, Sergeant." Amato let Cullen go and clasped his hands together abbatially.

"—but I feel I can input in more useful ways." Input? Cullen never said input. His partner, Neil Zimmerman, a late-model New Age cop, overcooked in the ovens of Modern Criminology, basted with sociologese and high-tech doubletalk, said input. Input and impact and outreach and interface and greenlight—all verbs, as was Cullen's personal favorite, odometerize ("It's six-tenths of a mile shorter to take Queens Boulevard to your house. I odometerized it").

"I understand, Sergeant, that you're upset. You want to be everywhere at once, do everything, you wind up feeling like you're nowhere, doing nothing." Amato's hand was on Cullen's elbow now, and he was guiding him toward the front door like a guest who'd overstayed. "A cop killing's always a delicate matter, and when it's the PC, well. . . . Chief Walsh sees it as the violent death of an officer in the line of duty, and feels as Chief of Department that it's in his bailiwick. To me—and it doesn't mean I don't feel the personal and fraternal loss—to me, it's plainly and simply a matter for the Detective Bureau. Ruth and Maslosky, they both want a piece of it." Powell Ruth headed the Homicide Bureau, Maslosky IAU; Amato was Ruth's rabbi, Walsh Maslosky's—it was terribly complicated.

"Someone like you, Sergeant"—Amato didn't say, didn't have to, what Walsh hadn't said either, hadn't had to, that Hriniak, the First Dep, the man most likely to succeed Story, at least for the moment, was Cullen's rabbi—"Someone like you, well, he's got to fit in where he fits in, he's got to move with the flow, so that in the end. . . ." Amato had risen in the Department by letting sentences just slip away; he was impossible to pin down; when the buck was passed back to him, he was long gone. ("Getting a handle on Amato," Hriniak had said once over Dabs at a place in Yorkville, "is like trying to cuff a snake.")

"Oh, and by the way, Sergeant—any closer to clearing the Dean thing?"

"No, sir. The lawyers have it."

"Ah, yes. Well. . . ."

"Uh. . . .

"Yes, Sergeant?"

But Cullen couldn't think what he'd been about to say. Amato worked on you that way; he lulled you, until you started drifting too, through smoke and fog.

"Well, then. . . ."

". . . Yes, sir."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 4


[image: ]


"I had a root canal once that was more fun than this," Phil Hriniak said.

It was 4:47.19 . . . 20 . . . 21. Hriniak had survived being tossed by Mayor Sidney Lyons to the insatiable shark the press becomes on stories like this—quote unquote good stories. The one-time beat patrolman (Yum! the reporters had cried, envisioning the headline: FROM STREET COP TO TOP COP), in a dark blue suit, snow white shirt, maroon tie, black wing tips, looked like a mayor; Mayor Lyons, in an Adidas T-shirt, Sergio Valente jeans (too blue, too new, the jeans of a man who hated to relax), red Pumas, looked like a cop trying to look like a civilian.

"You did good," Cullen said.

"I'm sorry, Joe, about your buddy."

Cullen shrugged. "When a cop gets polished, even a cop I don't know, I figure his career was probably a lot like mine and therefore that somewhere sometime he helped someone—someone lost, someone locked out, someone who had a wallet boosted or a cat up a tree or a breather on the phone; I figure he'd done some good. I don't know what kind of person Chuck Story was. I haven't spent more than a few minutes with him in years; we didn't have a falling out, we just drifted."

Hriniak sniffed. "Aren't you the guy who's been crying for reassignment, saying he's too broke up to work on this case?" "Walsh wants me to babysit Vera."

"Sounds like a good idea."

"Phil, it's a terrible idea."

"Not so loud with the 'Mils,' okay?"

"Commissioner, it's a terrible idea."

Hriniak hauled on the knot of his tie and unbuttoned his collar. "What do you think happened here?"

"You mean other than what it looks like?"

"All right."

"I've been hanging around here since midnight with not much to do but be in the way," Cullen said.

"But you've been listening."

"And heard someone from Crime Scene say the piece was a nine-millimeter Glock. A serious piece. Could mean a contract hit—the mutilation to throw us off."

"A contract put out by?"

"Someone who didn't like Story."

"Not a small group. A group that'd fill at least the Garden." "At least. Maybe Shea."

Hriniak wrinkled his nose. "Any other ideas?"

Cullen shrugged. "There've been these assaults on homeless people."

"What about them?"

"Well, some people've been saying we should be doing more to protect them. We, the cops."

"Would those be the same people who said we should've done more to get the homeless off the streets and into shelters in the winter—we, the cops—or would they be the people who complained about all the overtime we charged the city for playing nursemaid—we the cops?"

"It's an imperfect world," Cullen said.

"So you think one of the assault victims or one of the people who thinks we should be doing more to prevent the assaults—we, the cops—got a Glock and polished Story?"

Cullen didn't bother to shake his head. Victims and their advocates rarely retaliated.

Hriniak watched a Crime Scene photographer setting up a tripod to take pictures of the defaced wall. "When people say 'the handwriting on the wall,' what're they talking about?"

"It's from the Bible. Belshazzar, the king of Babylon, threw a party and served the wine in gold and silver goblets taken from the temple. A disembodied hand wrote on a wall the words `numbered, numbered, weighed, divided.' Daniel, a free-lance specialist in such things, was brought in to interpret. He said taking the goblets was a felony and that the message meant Belshazzar's time was up. That same night, Belshazzar was killed in a coup by the king of Persia, who later, on another matter, threw Daniel in the lion's den."

"I knew you'd know that, but how the hell do you know it?"

"I looked it up."

"Hanging around here with not much to do but be in the way?"

"At home, waiting for Zimmerman to pick me up. My car died."

"Where is Zimmerman?"

"He went to get something to eat." A power snack—sun-dried tomatoes and mozzarella, probably.

Hriniak said, "Have you heard on the street that the Raleigh was torched?"

"I haven't been on the street. I've been on the Dean thing. I read in the paper that Patrol said the fine started in a part of the basement the survivors say no one was squatting in."

"Did you read too that the owner of record's just a post office box, a front?"

"Not a first for New York real estate."

"Seen Tom Valentine lately?" Hriniak said.

Cullen leaned away a little from the implications of the question. "No."

"Thought you were pals—you, Valentine, Story. Went to high school together."

"And junior high."

"See what I mean?"

"And grammar school. But I still haven't seen Valentine lately."

"You know whether you've seen him or not, Joe, because you're a guy who looks things up and reads the papers that the social worker who died in the Raleigh was Valentine's old lady."

Cullen just waited.

"Don't you?" Hriniak said.

"Joy Griffith," Cullen said, to say something.

"You sure? I thought it was Joyce."

"Phil, what the fuck?"

"Keep your voice down, Sergeant," Hriniak said.

Cullen muttered: "What the fuck, Commissioner?"

Hriniak put his face close to Cullen's. "What the fuck? I'll tell you what the fuck. Valentine's old lady buys it in a fire at the Raleigh, of which nobody knows the owner. Story didn't give his real estate holdings to some charity when he was named PC; he put it in a trust. Story gets polished by someone who writes Raleigh on his wall, I say, 'Holy shit—maybe Story owned the Raleigh, had it torched.' That's what the fuck."

Hriniak had said all that in one breath and now took a deep one. "Let me remind you of some other recent events: after Patrol said the fire started, like you just said, in a part of the basement no one was squatting in, Valentine went Downtown with a bunch of homeless people and tried to get in to see Story and ask him to conduct a separate investigation. Story sent out a messenger—me—to say he wouldn't second-guess Patrol. Some of Valentine's people sat down in the lobby, the rest took off for the Brooklyn Bridge, stopped traffic, the usual. We busted them and some heads got busted too. It happens. You going to tell me the first thing you thought when you heard about the writing on the wall, before you looked it up, wasn't: Tom Valentine?"

Cullen breathed in and out through his nose.

"Are you?"

"No."

Hriniak flexed his shoulders like an athlete who's just scored a ten. He looked at his watch, a more expensive version of Maslosky's, suited to his rank, but still a watch with a face and numbers and hands, not displays and buttons and beeps. Cullen's computer nerd daughter had showed him how to set his watch to beep every hour on the hour, then showed him how to unset it so it wouldn't. While hanging around here with not much to do but be in the way, he'd set it to beep, but he couldn't remember how to unset it. In a little while, it was going to beep and guys who'd been wondering how come was Cullen from IAU so tight with the new PC were going to wonder how come did Cullen from IAU have to
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