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For George Bush and Ron Kaufman


PART ONE

ARTHUR BRIGHT


Chapter 1

In the moments before the brutal murder of Jack Novak ended what she later thought of as her time of innocence, Assistant County Prosecutor Stella Marz gazed down at the waterfront of her native city, Steelton.

At thirty-eight, Stella would not have called herself an innocent. Nor was the view from her corner office one that lightened her heart. The afternoon sky was a close, sunless cobalt, typical of Steelton in winter. The sludge-gray Onondaga River divided the city as it met Lake Erie beneath a steel bridge: the valley carved by the river was a treeless expanse of railroad tracks, boxcars, refineries, cranes, chemical plants, and, looming over all of this, the smokestacks of the steel mills – squat, black, and enormous – on which Steelton’s existence had once depended. From early childhood, Stella could remember the stench of mill smoke, the stain left on the white blouse of her school uniform drying on her mother’s clothesline; from her time in night law school, she recalled the evening that the river had exploded in a stunning instant of spontaneous combustion caused by chemical waste and petroleum derivatives, the flames which climbed five stories high against the darkness. Between these two moments – the apogee of the mills and the explosion of the river – lay the story of a city and its decline.

By heritage, Stella herself was part of this story. The mills had boomed after the Civil War, manned by the earliest wave of immigrants – Germans and British, Welsh and Irish – who, in the early 1870s, had worked fourteen hours a day, six days a week. Their weekly pay was $11.50; in 1874, years of seething resentment ignited a strike, with angry workers demanding twenty-five cents more a week. The leading owner, Amasa Hall, shut down his mills, informing the strikers that, upon reopening, he would give jobs only to those who agreed to a fifty-cent cut. When the strikers refused, Hall boarded his yacht and embarked on a cruise around the world.

Hall stopped at Danzig, then a Polish seaport on the Baltic. He advertised extensively for young workers, offering the kingly wage of $7.25 a week and free transport to America. The resulting wave of Polish strike-breakers – poor, hardworking, Roman Catholic, and largely illiterate – had included Stella’s great-grandfather, Carol Marzewski. It was on their backs that Amasa Hall had, quite systematically, undercut and eventually wiped out the other steel producers in the area, acquiring their mills and near-total sway over the region’s steel industry. And it was the slow, inexorable decline of those same mills into sputtering obsolescence which had left Stella’s father, Armin Marz, unemployed and bitter.

Recalling the flames which had leaped from the Onondage, a brilliant orange-blue against the night sky, had reminded Stella of another memory from childhood, the East Side riots. Just as the West Side of Steelton was home to European immigrants – the first wave had been joined by Italians, Russians, Poles, Slovaks, and Austro-Hungarians – so the city’s industry had drawn a later influx of migrants from the American South, the descendants of former slaves, to the eastern side of the Onondaga. But these newcomers were less welcomed, by employers or the heretofore all-white labor force. Stella could not remember a time in her old neighborhood, Warszawa, when the black interlopers were not viewed with suspicion and contempt; the fiery explosion of the East Side into riots in the sixties – three days of arson and shootouts with police – had helped convert this into fear and hatred. A last trickle of nonwhites – Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Koreans, Haitians, Chinese, and Vietnamese – felt welcome, if at all, only on the impoverished East Side. And so the split symbolized by the Onondaga hardened, and racial politics became as natural to Steelton as breathing polluted air.

This divide, too, shadowed Stella’s thoughts. In the last six years, she had won every case but one – a hung jury following the murder trial of a high school coach who had made one of his students pregnant and who, devastated by Stella’s particularly ruthless cross-examination, had thereafter committed suicide. It was this which had led a courtroom deputy to give Stella a nickname which now enjoyed wide currency among the criminal defense bar the Dark Lady. But only recently had they become aware of her ambition, long nurtured, to become the first woman elected Prosecutor of Erie County.

Though this was a daunting task, it was by no means impossible. Stella was a daughter of the West Side, a young woman her neighborhood was proud of – an honors student who had worked through college and law school; had remained an observant Catholic; had not turned her back on Steelton and its problems, as had so many of her generation; had already become head of her office’s homicide unit. Stella was not a vain woman, and had always seen herself with objectivity: though she lacked the gifts for bonhomie and self-promotion natural to many politicians, she was articulate, truthful, and genuinely concerned with making her office, and her city, better. She was attractive enough without being threatening to other women, with a tangle of thick brown hair; pale skin; a broad face with a cleft chin and somewhat exotic brown eyes, a hint of Eurasia which Stella privately considered her best feature; a sturdy build which she managed to keep trim through relentless exercise and attention to diet, yet another facet of the self-discipline which had been hammered into her at home and school. And if there were no husband or children to soften the image of an all-business prosecutor or, Stella thought ruefully, her deepening sense of solitude, at least there was no one to object or to say, as Armin Marz might, had he not lost the gifts of memory and reason, that she was reaching above herself.

But her biggest problem, Stella knew, was not that she was a woman. It was as clear to her as the river which divided her city she was a white ethnic with no base on the black East Side. And with that, her thoughts, and her gaze, moved to the most hopeful, most problematic, aspect of the cityscape before her – the steel skeleton of the baseball stadium Mayor Krajek had labeled Steelton 2000.

It was not the first improvement in this vista: the lake and river were cleaner, the air less polluted, if only because the mills had declined; the once seedy downtown area, formerly the preserve of prostitutes and muggers, now featured shops, theaters, and restaurants which were slowly drawing suburbanites and young people; some new glass office towers had kept clean industry from leaving. The public mall along the lake remained intact, the center city’s only expanse of green, across which stretched City Hall and the County Courthouse, two beaux arts masterpieces from the turn of the century, the age of monumental architecture and municipal self-confidence. But it was the stadium-to-be which, for Stella and many others, symbolized the battle for the soul of their city.

The Steelton Blues baseball team dated back to 1901. Starting with her great-grandfather, four generations of the Marz family had gone to its games; five, Stella corrected herself, if her younger sister, Katie, and her husband had begun to take their kids. The Blues were part of the city’s fabric: a voice on the radio; an argument in a bar; a conversation between a father and son who might have little else to talk about; years of statistics documenting a futility so epic – the Blues’ last World Series appearance was in the 1930s – it had created a perverse fascination that a baseball team could so perfectly mirror its home.

But now that was a problem, too: attendance was off, the franchise was depressed in value, and the spoiled superstars who were baseball’s princes could demand far more money to play in better media markets. Peter Hall, the heartless steel baron’s great-grandson and current owner of the Blues, had threatened to sell the team to a group from Silicon Valley who would move the team to California. But, just as Hall did not relish being vilified as the callous owner who sold the Blues, Thomas Krajek, the young and ambitious mayor of Steelton who had risen from Stella’s own neighborhood, was determined not to be the once-promising politician who had let Steelton’s identity be sold to a pack of computer-chip millionaires.

The upshot had appeared, week by week, before Stella’s eyes. Once it had been an artist’s rendering, used by Krajek and Hall to sell their vision of Steelton 2000 in a hard-fought special election to float $275 million worth of municipal bonds. Now it rose, skeletal against the featureless gray canvas of Lake Erie: the ghost of a ballpark, its steel girders in place; the cement which would encircle it taking shape in stages; its timeless geometry imposed on bare earth. Above it, cranes stood watch like the bones of prehistoric animals; beside it, the trailers of contractors and subcontractors, though they were deserted today, a Sunday, had proliferated as Stella watched. It would be a modern classic, another Camden Yards or Jacobs Field – in 2000, when the Blues took to the field, the spirit of Steelton would be reborn. Or so Mayor Krajek promised, and Stella wished to believe.

And this, Stella knew, was her biggest problem of all.

Krajek was up for reelection this November. But, first, he faced a bitter Democratic primary. That this was inevitable stemmed from the race of Krajek’s opponent, Arthur Bright, and one of Bright’s principal contentions – that Steelton 2000 was a shameful diversion of public financing from such pressing needs as better schools, better housing, and safer streets. Bright was the first African-American ever elected Prosecutor of Erie County, and it was he who had made Stella his head of homicide. She owed him loyalty; more important, she admired him. And her political future depended on his: the prosecutor’s office would be vacant only if Bright defeated Krajek; Stella could win election only if Bright supported her among the East Side voters who were his base. In either case, much depended on whether Bright could persuade voters to take a second, harsher, look at Mayor Krajek and his field of dreams.

It was this thought which, finally, drove Stella from her brooding inspection of Steelton 2000, and back to her desk.

She saw the usual mess: a coffee cup with cold, half-bitter dregs; her gym bag; status reports on homicide cases; police files. But squarely facing her was the one document so delicate that she had discussed it with Bright himself – the police report on the death, three days earlier, of Tommy Fielding.

She had not known Fielding but, from what little she knew of him, it was not a death she would have predicted. His maid had found his body in the bedroom of his town house, naked, next to a dead black prostitute named Tina Welch. Fielding’s kitchen sink contained the primitive chemistry set – lighter, spoon, cotton balls, glassine Baggy with a white residue of powder – used to cook heroin. The police lab could find no fingerprints on these implements, and no prints traceable to Welch anywhere; the initial police canvass of the neighborhood turned up no one who knew Fielding well, but no one who had imagined him using heroin or hookers. His former wife, the mother of his only child, had, according to the police, been too shocked to be coherent. Nor did his status in life square with the meanness of his death: Fielding had been Peter Hall’s lieutenant, an officer of Hall Development Company, and the project supervisor for Steelton 2000. Stella had barely read the headline in the Steelton Press, ‘Ballpark Official Found Dead,’ when Arthur Bright appeared in her office.

Stella, he said, must handle this herself; he had already called Nathaniel Dance, Steelton’s Chief of Detectives, to make sure that everything went through her. The inquiry would be straight down the middle: thorough, impartial, professional. Most likely, Tommy Fielding had been the victim of an accidental overdose. But whatever the cause, only a fool could ignore that a man at the center of Steelton 2000 had died a puzzling death. And then, as Stella knew it would, their talk had turned to politics.

‘I suppose,’ Bright said in a sardonic voice, ‘it’s a welcome example of racial amity. “Hands Across the Onondaga” – black hooker teaches white executive to shoot up. How will that play in Warszawa, Stella?’

Stella did not have to answer. Bright knew, almost as well as she, that most of her parents’ generation, and many in her own, were so mired in bias that Tommy Fielding’s death would merely buttress their suspicion of all blacks. Never mind that Arthur Bright had devoted much of his professional life to a relentless fight against drugs – tougher enforcement, stiffer sentences, more education, better treatment facilities. All was lost in the neighborhood’s deepest fear: that, should Bright become mayor, ‘the blacks’ would take over Steelton for good. Finally, Stella replied, ‘You could get some votes there, Arthur. If you can make them see past race.’

‘What they see,’ Bright answered wearily, ‘is just another black man – the predator they cross the street to avoid.’ He leaned forward in his chair, restless. ‘I’d run stronger in a dress. White voters can cast black women in a nurturing role, like cook or nanny or housekeeper, at least if they’re older and fatter than Tina Welch. Sort of like Mammy in Gone With the Wind.’

‘I can find you the dress,’ Stella rejoined, ‘but you’d better start eating.’ Her tone grew sharper. ‘You’ve been fighting this for years now. Why all the self-pity?’

Bright frowned at Stella’s tile floor. He was wiry, smooth faced, much younger looking than his fifty years, and wire-rimmed glasses gave him a scholarly appearance. Stella had seen him fire up an auditorium with an impassioned speech, reminiscent of Malcolm X at his incisive best. Yet, for Stella, his hidden core had a certain tenderness – wounds that Stella could sense but not see, and which would never quite heal.

‘Polls,’ Bright said bluntly. ‘My own. I’ve got ninety percent support on the East Side, less than sixteen on the West Side. And stuck there.’ He looked up at Stella. ‘So how’s your campaign? You’ve been very decorous – I’d even say ladylike, if I didn’t know you better But I hear you’ve been popping up among the ethnics, eating pierogi and giving speeches.’

Sensing where Bright was headed, Stella forestalled him with a smile. ‘I am a lady,’ she responded, ‘who wants to run for a law-and-order job. So I’m changing my name to Duke.’

Despite himself, Bright laughed. ‘Duke Marz,’ he mused. ‘How does old Duke feel about the death penalty?’

‘Still against,’ Stella answered crisply. Her distillation of Catholic teaching had its disadvantages, she knew, among them a stubborn consistency regarding what ‘life’ meant – that it was sacred for a fetus, and even for a murderer. ‘But it’s the law in this state,’ she continued, ‘so I’m bound to apply it fairly and judiciously. Which is what I tell people on those grim occasions when they ask.’

‘If you run,’ Bright responded, ‘they’ll ask. Charles Sloan will make sure of that – it’s his ticket to a few votes in your neighborhood.’

Bright was playing her, Stella knew, like a fish on the line. And the mention of Charles Sloan was the bait – Sloan was Bright’s First Assistant and oldest associate, a veteran black lawyer now positioning himself as Bright’s political heir. But it was too early for either Sloan or Stella to push for a commitment and Bright, with an earlier race to run, was using that to keep them off-balance. Knowing this, Stella remained silent.

‘So,’ Bright continued. ‘How do you make a virtue of being a woman? And who votes for you on the East Side?’

The first question, though the easier, nettled Stella. ‘Since I joined homicide,’ she answered, ‘I’ve put twenty-four murderers in jail for life, and three more on death row. My religious beliefs didn’t stop me, and neither did my sex. Where gender and religion help me is with other causes I believe in – like Catholic Charities or Big Sisters, or taking kids out of abusive or neglectful homes before they’re warped or murdered or tossed out on the streets.’ Her voice slowed. ‘Women on the East Side know what that’s about, Arthur. A lot of them are already raising other people’s kids, and doing the best they can. By the time I’m through, they’ll know that I’ll be there for them.’

Bright gave her a dubious look. After a time, he asked, ‘Who’s advising you?’

‘Dick Feeney,’ Stella responded, naming a veteran political consultant. ‘Unofficially – I can’t pay him yet. But there are other friends I talk to, people who know other people. I’ve lived here all my life, remember.’

Bright fell silent. The defensiveness of Stella’s tone underscored his silent message – Stella was an amateur. ‘So has Charles Sloan,’ he observed, ‘and he’s got a good ten years on you. That’s about a thousand church socials, United Way banquets, and speeches to cops, just waiting for his time to come.’ His voice grew soft. ‘You know the problem. If I’m elected, the end of the rainbow is a special election – two thousand Democratic precinct committeemen jammed in an auditorium, voting for who gets to be interim prosecutor. Charles Sloan knows each and every one of them, from the blacks to the last Lithuanian.’

Stella gazed at him equably. ‘As you say,’ she answered, ‘I know the problem.’

Bright hesitated, and then smiled a little, acknowledging that, in this verbal game of chess, Stella had forced his hand: his election, after all, did come first. ‘And you know mine,’ he said at last. ‘Charles is one of my oldest and most loyal friends in public life. And my core constituents in the black community, as loyal as they are, have taken to the idea of an African-American prosecutor. Support a white candidate over Charles, and some will say that I’m not as black as I used to be.’

There it was, Stella thought. ‘We all run those risks,’ she answered, ‘when we cross the Onondaga.’

Bright studied his cuff links. ‘Someone has to run them,’ he murmured, ‘or this city will stay the way it is. God knows I’ve been trying.’

Despite their fencing, Stella felt an answering wave of sympathy. ‘I know.’

The quiet stretched, and then Bright looked into her eyes. ‘I need your help, Stella.’

‘What can I do?’

‘Campaign for me against Krajek. In Warszawa, and on the West Side. Talk to those friends of yours.’ His voice grew soft again, ‘I need you, and you need me to win.’

Suddenly, Stella thought, she was not quite such an amateur. ‘And if you do?’

‘No promises. But I’ll have a better idea of how you’d fare in an election. And so will you.’

This was the most she could expect, Stella knew – a door left ajar which, if she refused, would be slammed in her face.

‘I won’t attack the stadium,’ she told him. ‘You and I disagree about that.’

Bright watched her face. ‘I don’t need you to. What I need is you telling your friends and neighbors you believe in me.’

Stella paused for effect, and then gave the answer she had been prepared to give for months. ‘Of course I will,’ she said with a smile. ‘I was just waiting for you to ask.’

Bright laughed in recognition of what was, quite plainly, the truth. ‘I’ll talk to my campaign people,’ he answered easily. ‘They’ll be back to you soon.’

Stella nodded. ‘Good.’

Bright stood, then paused, studying the newspaper on Stella’s desk. ‘About the ballpark,’ he told her, ‘that’s what makes you perfect to monitor this Tommy Fielding thing. People might think I’m trying to sling mud on Steelton 2000. You could soften that a little.’

With that, Bright left for an appearance at a day care center, and Stella resumed staring at the headlines.

Now, on Sunday, Stella read the police report again.

There were no signs of robbery or, in the first inspection of the bodies, of violence. It seemed that Fielding had eaten dinner before Welch arrived, leaving remnants of a ham sandwich and a beer. Tina’s clothes were carefully folded on a chair, and the bedroom lights were low. In the drawer of Fielding’s nightstand was a soft-core porn magazine, Black Beauties.

His autopsy had been delayed at the request of his wealthy parents, tracked down while on a luxury cruise of Southeast Asia. A few hours before, Stella had met with them – a courtly, soft-spoken father, a diminutive mother whose patrician facade concealed her intensity, and for whom death had not diminished her fierce sense of maternity. Tommy was the victim of a murder, she insisted: he had been orderly since childhood, a principled boy who had become a principled man with a deep aversion to drugs. Appalled by the prospective wreckage of an autopsy, drawn by Stella’s sympathy, they had extracted from her a promise she gave with some reluctance: to attend Fielding’s autopsy tomorrow.

Tina Welch, of course, had been autopsied at once. Although Stella did not yet have the report, Coroner Kate Micelli had called Stella with her tentative conclusion – that Welch was an addict, and had died from a massive overdose. Not that this ruled out murder, Stella reflected, but a double homicide by injection would be quite a complex task.

Pensive, she studied the work of the crime scene photographer.

In their nakedness, as pitiful as the camera was pitiless, Fielding and Welch lay on the bed, Fielding with his eyes shut, Welch staring back at the camera. Perhaps it was the apparent incongruity, Stella thought, or her own vestigial prejudice, but even in death they did not look like a couple. Unless it was her parents, she thought with sudden irony, sleeping with their backs turned to each other.

There were other photos, close-ups. Welch appeared much older than her twenty-three years evidenced by her driver’s license: there were the bruises of fatigue beneath her eyes, and her body, though slender, lacked muscle tone. Her skin looked ready to collapse upon the bone, the work of drugs and malnutrition.

Twenty-three, Stella thought, and began to examine the close-ups of Fielding. At thirty-four, he looked younger than that, with slicked-back black hair and sculpted features, and his body appeared fit and well muscled. She could imagine him at a picnic with a sporty pair of slacks and the sleeves of a pastel sweater, taken off in the warmth of summer, tied loosely around his neck. Here her admitted prejudice involved class, not race – to Stella, he looked like a friend of Peter Hall’s.

Whatever else, she concluded, these two were no one’s idea of Romeo and Juliet. But then Juliet was not a hooker, or Romeo enamored of Black Beauties. And Stella herself, she felt confident, had seen too much to be surprised by much of anything: she had long since learned how little we know about anyone’s life, even those we believe we know well.

Her telephone rang.

The sound, on a Sunday, startled her. It was Nathaniel Dance, the deep-voiced Chief of Detectives. The call was a surprise – it was a Sunday, and Dance seldom troubled himself with routine matters.

‘I have a homicide,’ he said. ‘A big one.’

Beneath the calm, something in Dance’s tone suggested that he had taken a trip to hell, and was reluctant to describe it. Reflexively, Stella answered, ‘It never rains but it pours...’

‘It’s Jack Novak.’

At first, Stella could not speak. But even in her disbelief, her rebellion against what Dance had said, the professional in Stella understood his call.

‘Does Arthur know?’ she asked.

‘Not yet. They say he’s out campaigning, on the way to a debate in your old neighborhood. I’ve been trying to reach him, but this is a message I can’t just leave with anyone.’ His voice lowered. ‘I don’t want the press to find out before he does, somebody ambushing him. Especially at this debate.’

This, too, did not surprise her. In theory, Dance was above politics. In truth, no cop – black or white – would have risen so high without an acute political sense. Dance was buying Arthur time, no doubt because he wanted Bright to become Steelton’s first black mayor, perhaps because Dance wanted to be Steelton’s first black Chief of Police. Whatever his motives, Dance had seen at once what Stella saw, too – that most homicides matter only to the victim’s family but that, every few years, a murder comes along which can ruin the prosecutor who touches it. This could be that case: the killing of Steelton’s leading drug lawyer, an old classmate and friend of Arthur Bright’s who, despite their roles as legal adversaries, was one of Arthur’s strongest white supporters.

‘Who killed him?’ Stella asked tonelessly.

‘We don’t know. Homicide got an anonymous call, and went to Novak’s apartment. They knew enough to get me out here.’

Stella closed her eyes. Finally, she said, ‘Then I should come out, too.’

Dance himself was briefly silent. ‘The crime scene’s pretty rough, Stella.’

Did she only imagine, Stella wondered, a trace of compassion? But Nathaniel Dance knew many secrets. Even, perhaps, hers.

‘Fifteen minutes,’ Stella said, and hung up.

She could not permit herself to feel, she told herself. She did not have time, and the tears, when they came, might be difficult to stop.

She put on her coat and left the office. Only then did it occur to her that she had not needed, and Dance had not offered, directions to Jack Novak’s home.


Chapter 2

From the time that Stella had first known him, Jack Novak had lived in Lincoln Park.

Like Warszawa, it had begun as a working-class district, and bordered on the western plateau of the Onondaga River valley. Even now, the modest two-story homes seemed overshadowed by the mills, the miles of blast furnaces and smokestacks Stella could see as she approached. The center of the district, the park itself, also was an outgrowth of industry – the first Anglo-Saxon workers had gathered there after church on Sunday afternoons and, in the early 1860s, had drilled on its tree-shaded green, four city blocks long, before going south in the war to free the slaves. The arrival of Eastern Europeans, too, was reflected – in the steepled Polish cathedral, St. John Cantius, and in the beautiful onion domes, painted gold, of the Russian Orthodox church built with money sent by the martyred Czar, Nicolas II. But in contrast to Stella’s neighborhood, which clung stubbornly to its working-class character, Lincoln Park had become an uneasy mix of artsy and ethnic, bohemian and trendy, shabby stores and fashionable restaurants. Its character seemed unsettled, without clear definition, just as, for Stella, Jack Novak remained a kaleidoscope of glittering fragments that never quite formed a whole.

Novak lived – Stella could not yet put this in the past tense – in another artifact of the blue-collar past, the Lincoln Park Baths. A tan brick structure with an elegant facade, it had begun in the 1920s as a public bath for weary steelworkers, now converted into a chic redoubt for professionals who had the money to buy one of six large units with high ceilings, open floor plans, and a panoramic view of the park itself. Or so Stella remembered it.

She parked one block away. She would need time to steel herself, breathe some fresh air; she felt disoriented, almost feverish, and not only because of what she would witness here. There was also the memory of another disorientation, long ago: leaving Jack Novak late one Tuesday night and driving, in a mere ten minutes, to what suddenly seemed another world – Warszawa, and her parents’ home. Just as Jack had implied in the hours before, the trip had become too far to go.

Stella had been twenty-three years old.

She lay against him lightly, the first man she had ever slept with, her breasts against his chest, the tendrils of her hair damp from their lovemaking. Then, shyly, she had looked into his face again.

He was older, thirty-eight, and flecks of gray had appeared at his temples. But his eyes were, as always, alert and preternaturally bright, their blue looking into Stella in a way that suggested he could read her thoughts. His nose was slightly bulbous and his face somewhat round, but this softness was offset by a long chin and neat mustache, which, combined with the piercing eyes and his thick shock of brown hair, gave him the rakish look of a Tartar horseman. And though he scorned exercise for its own sake, a heightened metabolism and a restless quest for new experience seemed to keep him thin and youthful. At the corner of his full mouth, Stella saw the hint of a smile.

‘Curfew time?’ he inquired. ‘Or has your parole been revoked for good?’

Though his tone was mild, his implication – that their relationship existed at her father’s sufferance – stung her. ‘It’s late,’ she said. ‘I’ve got your work to do tomorrow, and my first midterm next Monday night.’

The smile became a frown. ‘Then I guess I won’t see you for a while.’

Was his undertone a threat, Stella wondered – that there were other ways in which Jack Novak could amuse himself? When she searched his face again, he murmured, ‘Poor Stella.’

Stella closed her eyes, listening to Led Zeppelin on Jack’s expensive stereo system. ‘It’s not that simple,’ she said. ‘Moving out. They barely accept that I’m going to law school.’

The strain in her voice was an unspoken plea: Jack, too, had grown up in Warszawa – better than anyone, he understood her life. ‘Because you should be having babies now,’ he answered. ‘Working as a clerk-typist for the parish. Hoping against hope that your husband won’t get laid off like your father did, sit muttering into his vodka and cursing the little woman out of the sheer injustice of his life.’ Pausing, his tone was softer yet. ‘I’ve been there, Stella. It’s a shame that you still are.’

She stared at him. Beneath his words, Stella heard a fathomless anger, Jack’s utter rejection – even fear – of his own past. ‘That’s not my life,’ she said with vehemence. ‘I’m making my own, like I’ve always planned I would –’

‘Your life,’ he cut in. ‘I know all about your life, even the parts you haven’t told me. The money hidden under the mattress. The admonitions to be good – to go to Mass and get good grades in school. The silent message that went with that but not too good, or you’ll go so far beyond us that you’ll forget your place.’ His voice rose in a strange combination of mockery and bitterness. ‘Oh, and the Sodality of the Blessed Virgin, the endless worship of your own virginity that requires every little Polish girl to keep her knees together until she’s married.

‘That’s the cardinal rule of them all – no sex, and no mention of it. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?’ Pausing, Jack’s eyes swept her naked body. ‘To leave your parents’ home is to admit you’re sleeping with me. And in the Islamic State of Warszawa, that’s never, ever done.’

Stella inhaled, sliding back from him so that their bodies no longer touched. Her life felt more complex than that, her childhood and neighborhood far richer, though what he said about her family was painfully close to the truth. ‘It’s changing, Jack. And my life was always more than that. It still is.’ Her own voice became bitter. ‘I go to law school at night, and work for you to pay for it. There aren’t enough hours to pay rent, too.’

‘Or enough hours for me.’

‘No.’ The flat declaration surprised Stella herself. ‘Not when you’re this selfish.’

Instantly, Stella regretted this; though determined in pursuit of her goals, she had no gift for conflict, at least with Jack. But his face seemed to soften. ‘If money’s the problem, I’ll pay the rent myself.’

Flushed with shame, Stella looked away. Suddenly, their surroundings – the stark white walls, the spare modern furnishings, the span of mirrors in which they lay reflected – filled Stella with the sense that she did not belong here. ‘Isn’t it enough,’ she said in a lower voice, ‘that I’m your paralegal, and I’m with you? Or that your secretary suspects I’m sleeping my way through law school? Maybe you are keeping me, Jack. Maybe I don’t want to face that.’

Jack gave her a complex, unfathomable look. ‘When I hired you, Stella, I didn’t know you’d sleep with me.’

‘Didn’t you?’ Why, Stella wondered, don’t you just tell me that my work is good? ‘Whatever your reasons,’ she added more quietly, ‘there are other people in my life. Not just my parents – Katie.’

‘Your sister?’

‘Yes. Once I leave, Katie deals with them by herself.’

‘Left to bear the purdah alone, you mean? I suppose I should feel more shame.’

Far from shame, Stella sensed the resolve of a Jay Gatsby, an intense desire to erase the ways in which she reminded Jack of his own origins.

‘Shame,’ she finally said, ‘is too much to expect from you. But I could use some understanding.’

For a moment, he watched her, and then gently touched her face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘You’re twenty-three, and so was I once. I’m fighting my old battles all over again, at your expense. It isn’t fair.’

Despite her wariness, it was these sudden moments of tenderness which led Stella to hope that Jack’s comprehension could become the wellspring of compassion, of closeness instead of conflict. All her life, she had somehow felt alone, apart – even so young, Stella feared that this would always be true, and prayed that it would not. Tears came to her eyes, unwanted.

Jack kissed her forehead. ‘I’m your friend, Stella. Always.’

Confused, she rested her face against his shoulder. He was uncharacteristically still, as if, for once, time were not his enemy. ‘Stay,’ he murmured at last. ‘Just another hour.’

Perhaps, for his sake, perhaps because her loneliness and doubt were so painful that she needed to escape them, Stella felt desire stir again. In silent answer, her lips grazed his chest, the light tuft of hair between his nipples. She heard, rather than saw, his hand slide open the drawer of his bedside table.

Once more, Stella closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, she saw the cause of another argument, two weeks before, which had finally left her shaking her head in silence, unable to give words to her embarrassment.

In his hand was a garter belt and black stockings.

Stella’s mouth felt dry. Again, despite herself, she wondered whether some other woman had worn this.

‘For us,’ he said. ‘Please.’

Without answering, Stella took them from his hand, and got up.

She stood at the end of the bed. Silent, he watched her put them on. She forced herself to look into his face.

‘I am your friend,’ he said softly. ‘With every night, everything we do that you’ve never done before, you’re that much closer to leaving them. To becoming who you really are.’

Stella did not answer. On the stereo, Led Zeppelin was playing ‘Stairway to Heaven.’ Desire faded to numbness, the feeling of anesthesia; she saw herself, moving toward him in the mirror, as if she were someone else.

‘You’re beautiful,’ Jack Novak said, and then she saw that he, too, was watching their reflection.

Now there were squad cars in front of Jack’s building, a uniformed cop guarding his door. Stella handed him her identification card. ‘I’m Stella Marz,’ she said. ‘Head of the prosecutor’s homicide unit.’

Nodding, he handed back the card. She waited one more instant, then entered.

Whatever had happened to Jack Novak, she saw with transitory relief, had not happened in the living room.

Two men from the crime lab were there, one bent over a half-finished glass of what looked like whiskey, the other peering into a dish bisected by a line of white powder. As she would have expected, the decor had changed, reflecting Jack’s restlessness: the upholstered furniture was more colorful, as was the painting which dominated the cavernous room, a splashy oil reminiscent of Jackson Pollock. One of the crime lab team looked up at her. Then other voices broke the silence, and Stella no longer had to wonder where Jack was.

Stomach souring, she walked slowly toward the bedroom.

‘Leave him up there,’ she heard Dance say. ‘We can’t hurt his feelings now.’ And then she saw Jack Novak, reflected in the mirror.


Chapter 3

Stella heard her own sharp intake of breath, then felt the palpitation of her heart, a sudden damning nausea. The terrible scene became a tableau – Dance and a homicide detective watching her; the crime lab photographer, also still, filming Jack’s body; their images reflected in his mirrors. The only sound was the soft whir of the video camera.

Stella steadied herself in the door frame, struggling to bring reason to what she saw.

Jack Novak hung suspended from his closet door, his feet dangling inches above the carpet, kept there, Stella realized, by a leather belt around his neck. Drawn taut over the top of the door and secured by a metal coat hook on the other side, the belt strained with his weight. But its work showed in his face – eyes bulging with shock, filled with the red pinpoints of burst vessels; mouth twisted open, the tip of his tongue protruding. Below his waxen torso, sagging with middle age, he wore a garter belt and stockings. A pair of black high heels had fallen from his feet into a carmine pool.

Stella’s eyes shut tight.

Someone had castrated him. On the rug, a kitchen knife was caked in dry blood.

All that Stella could do was stand immobile, hand braced against the door frame. When she opened her eyes again, Nathaniel Dance had stepped between her and Jack’s body.

He towered over her. From his granitic face – harsh planes and angles which seemed to have been hewed and shaped – Dance’s yellow-brown eyes looked down into hers. His impassivity had always felt faintly ominous to Stella, enhancing her sense of his power, of secret knowledge. Yet it seemed on this occasion an act of grace. ‘The man never felt that,’ he told her. ‘He was already dead.’

His deep voice was close to gentle. Dully, Stella asked, ‘How do you know?’

‘The blood.’ Stella realized that Kate Micelli, the coroner, stood behind her. ‘Blood droplets obey the laws of physics,’ Micelli went on. ‘If he’d been alive, you’d have arteries pumping – the blood pattern would be a series of arches, getting closer to his feet as the pumping leveled off. This is drainage, the work of gravity. I’d put my money on strangulation.’

Micelli seemed completely in character, one professional briefing another, distanced by experience from the horror of what she saw. It felt otherwise with Dance. Perhaps this was a trick of the mind, a projection of Stella’s confusion on the stoicism which, in Dance, was surely meant to suggest omniscience while obscuring the direction of his thoughts. But Stella had the sudden certainty that Dance knew what Jack had been to her.

Black stockings.

Across the years, she saw herself again, reflected in Jack’s mirrors. Then she forced herself to look at how the years had ended.

He had lived too well and too carelessly, and now the indulgence which had softened his body was not concealed by hand-tailored Italian suits. He had died, Stella saw now, with his hands tied behind his back. Near his dangling feet, toes pointed Christlike to the floor, a low metal stool lay on its side.

Stella remembered it. Its purpose was to help Jack reach the shelf atop his closet. He kept his luggage there: he had mounted the stool while packing for their final weekend. But he, or someone, had used it to suspend him from the closet door – feet supported by the stool before, in an instant, the stool was gone.

Stella’s voice was toneless. ‘How did it happen?’

‘With love.’ The voice belonged to Detective John Burba. Crossing the room, he stood beside Dance. Though both were big, Burba was red-haired and blocky and proletarian, with a crude perfunctory manner. ‘This is a full-on, fist-fuckers-of-America, male-on-male scene.’

No one answered. Stella looked past Burba into the rictus of Jack Novak’s face. An odd detail struck her, which made the rest seem all the more pitiable that Jack’s mustache was dyed black. Tell me, she wanted to say. Tell me how you came to this.

Gradually, the sounds of others drifting through the apartment seeped into Stella’s consciousness. Collectively, the crime lab team would gather evidence – dust; hunt for fibers which did not belong here; search out fingerprints; look for signs of robbery or break-in; remove the traps from the bathroom drains; and slowly, systematically, take the place apart. Dance would ensure that they missed nothing.

Stella faced him. Without speaking, Dance seemed to dismiss Burba’s comment, and then turned to Micelli in inquiry.

The coroner was a hawk-nosed woman in her early fifties, with her hair dyed jet black, and the deep-set eyes and sunken cheeks of a Spanish inquisitor. But she was relentlessly competent, and Stella had learned to trust her. ‘I’m just getting started,’ Micelli said. ‘But I’ll show you what occurs to me.’

Briskly, she took Stella by the elbow and steered her past Dance and Burba until they stood three feet from Novak. For Micelli, the grotesque was a problem to be solved; her tone was flat, that of an anatomy professor dissecting a cat. Focusing on Novak’s stockinged legs – anything but his face or her own flashbacks – Stella made herself concentrate on the science to be learned, the facts to be remembered. Her skin felt damp.

‘It looks like an autoerotic scene,’ Micelli began. ‘Self-asphyxiation to stimulate ejaculation. But, like any of us, the autoerotics have their ways.

‘Self-asphyxiation tends to be a solitary act, secret even from wives or lovers. And one way to get caught is to hang yourself by accident. So a committed autoerotic tends to be self-sufficient, and quite practiced at surviving.

‘They don’t do this to die – the point is to produce a heightened orgasm. So you never want to be fully weight suspended. You have to remain conscious, and be able to escape.

‘That’s where this scene begins to deviate, as it were.’ A surprising shaft of sunlight entered the room; it struck the mirror, bathing Novak’s tormented body in gold and causing the coroner to blink. ‘Usually,’ she said after a moment, ‘they don’t use a stool. It’s too risky if you’re by yourself, and one mistake may hang you. Standing on your tiptoes is enough.’

Stella looked from Novak’s feet to the belt around his neck, the flush which stained his face. Imagining his last moments, she felt a piercing agony.

‘Next there’s the belt,’ Micelli said. ‘The real pros use leather thongs – they buy them in sex shops, or through catalogues, or even on the Internet.

‘Then there’s the hands.’ Micelli walked decorously around the pool of blood and placed her palms on Novak’s hips, turning him so that Stella could see his hands, lashed together at the cleft of his buttocks. ‘Only two options here,’ Micelli went on, ‘other-tied, or self-tied. The solitaries self-tie, of course, and leave themselves a means of escape.

‘Not so here. This rope is so taut his palms are white. The decedent had a friend.’

Micelli’s didactic tone aroused just enough antipathy to keep Stella from throwing up. She could feel Dance watching her again. In a thin voice, she asked, ‘What about anal penetration?’

Micelli released the body. It twisted in the light and shadow of the mirrors; Jack’s red-speckled eyes appeared to stare in shock at Stella. ‘No sign of it, externally. And no semen I can see. Nor, based on the spatter pattern, did he castrate himself and climb up here to finish off a suicide.’

Stella felt Dance beside them now. ‘There’s no padding around the neck.’ His tone was measured, calm. ‘Most of these folks have to show up for work on Monday. No point having rope burns above the collar – people might talk about you.’

Laconic as it was, Dance’s observation carried something more human, a sense of how these foibles worked in real life. ‘No wear and tear on the top of the closet,’ Dance went on. ‘Or on the belt...’

‘That’s not dispositive,’ Micelli cut in. ‘But it brings us to the neck.’ Reaching up, she placed her thumb and forefinger beneath Jack’s chin, raising it to expose the neck. ‘Autoerotics put the rope beneath the chin, not the neck. In a hanging accident, the rope slips, leaving two marks.’ The deep-set eyes squinted slightly, making the coroner in profile appear even more aquiline. ‘The only mark I see here is the one beneath the belt.’

A sudden wave of repressed vomiting made Stella shudder and turn away. But the mirrored room became a kaleidoscope in which her ex-lover hung at different angles, again and again. ‘So,’ Burba said to Micelli, ‘you don’t think our pal Jack was getting it in the ass.’

It was the first clear evidence of what Stella knew instinctively: that the grisly death of a prominent drug lawyer would fill Steelton cops with satisfaction, their contempt for the enemy enhanced by a blue-collar envy of the affluent. ‘Not that I can see,’ Micelli answered. ‘But love is strange, as they say.’

Stella stared at the carpet, arms folded, caught between waves of sickness and a grim determination not to flinch. The repeated image of Jack’s death – bowels voiding; body writhing and kicking, then twitching; the anguish in his eyes becoming fixed, timeless – made her swallow convulsively.

It was Dance who brought her back. ‘There’s only two choices,’ he said.

His tone, practical and disinterested, came to Stella as a lifeline. ‘There’s only one choice,’ she answered. ‘Someone murdered him.’

Dance’s yellow-brown stare seemed to underscore her disorientation. In the same phlegmatic voice, he said, ‘I meant before that.’

Stella looked down again, briefly touching her eyes. ‘Why don’t we talk in the living room,’ Dance suggested.

Stella turned her back to the mirrors, and left.

There was a couch facing the fireplace. Sitting stiffly Stella studied the glass coffee table: the line of what appeared to be cocaine; two cocktail glasses with a thin film of amber liquid which, if Jack’s tastes remained the same, would prove to be a single-malt Scotch. With what manner of person, Stella wondered, had he shared his final hour, and what pathology had transmuted drugs and alcohol into the death endlessly reflected in his bedroom.

Dance and the coroner sat in chairs on either side of her; Dance watched as Burba inspected the apartment door. ‘No signs of a break-in,’ Burba told him. ‘Whoever was here, Novak let in. Unless they had a key.’

‘So,’ Stella said to Dance, ‘what are your two possibilities?’

Dance turned to her. ‘Novak could have had a partner who played these games with him. But this time he – or she – kicked out the stool...’

Micelli laughed softly. ‘Such a dirty trick.’

‘Or,’ Dance continued, ‘someone executed him.’

Stella inhaled. ‘First they had to get him up there.’ Facing Micelli, she asked, ‘Any bruises, or signs of a struggle?’

‘Not on first inspection. It doesn’t look like he was strangled, either.’ Micelli glanced at Dance. ‘Think there was more than one of them?’

‘Maybe. If this was an execution, someone would have to dress him up, then hang him while he was still alive. Not easy for just one person, even a man.’ Pausing, he addressed Micelli. ‘Novak was alive, you think.’

‘At that point, yes.’

‘But dead before they castrated him.’

Micelli gave a thin smile. ‘So why bother, you’re asking? When people castrate themselves, it’s out of self-hatred, or sexual confusion. This...’ She paused a moment, glancing toward the bedroom. ‘This could be sheer rage. Which I’d associate more with a homosexual affair.’

Briefly, Dance glanced at Stella. For her, an awkward moment passed before Dance said to Micelli, ‘Then I’d expect a sloppy crime scene. Maybe some hysterical boyfriend blubbering in the corner after the drugs wore off, wondering how Jack could be so cruel.’

Micelli nodded in recognition. ‘Such a tease. Maybe your boyfriend’s our anonymous caller, though I guess whoever called disguised their voice enough that it could have been a man or woman.’ She paused, then added, ‘Or maybe your killer just wants to send a message.’

Stella found her voice again. ‘If this is an execution, why do all the rest?’

‘To make it look like what it isn’t?’ Pensive, Micelli folded her hands. ‘I don’t know, Stella. As murders go, it’s pretty baroque.’

Stella forced herself to keep on thinking. ‘What size are the heels?’ she asked.

‘Big enough, it looks like. You’ll have noticed the stockings fit him, too.’

Something in Dance’s silence drew Stella. His eyes had narrowed, and he was staring at the white powder on the coffee table. ‘Some of these guys turn rancid,’ he said. ‘The drug lawyers. Their lives get as dirty as their clients.’

The remark, Stella sensed, carried an unspoken warning – certainly for Arthur Bright, perhaps for her – about where this murder might take them. ‘Nat,’ Burba called out from the bedroom. ‘I’ve got something to show you.’

The Chief of Detectives stood heavily, directing a brief, inquiring glance at Stella. After a moment, she rose, her movements rote, mechanical; together, they returned to the serial nightmare which had been Jack Novak’s bedroom and where Stella, estranged from her family and the life she had known, had finally come to sleep. Once she had imagined it as a refuge.

With mock delicacy, Burba dangled a pair of handcuffs from one finger. ‘Can’t wait to find the climbing gear,’ he said. ‘And there’s enough amyl nitrite in the bathroom to start a pharmacy for faggots.’

Stella stared past him at Jack Novak’s chest of drawers. The lower drawers were open wide; the top drawer, she saw, only a crack. ‘The upper drawer,’ she said to Burba. ‘Did you look in that?’

He put down the handcuffs and began sifting through the top drawer. But Stella’s question had not been a directive; she had remembered just how tidy Jack had been. ‘See something?’ Dance asked.

Did you see something? Stella wanted to ask. ‘I was wondering if someone had searched the place,’ she answered. ‘Before we got here.’

Dance remained impassive. ‘You’d have to be nerveless. What with Novak hanging there.’

For a moment, Stella was quiet. ‘Still,’ she murmured, ‘you’re guessing this was all planned out, aren’t you?’

Dance considered her. ‘That’s all it is. A guess.’

Suddenly, the sound of music startled Stella. And then, listening further, she shivered.

It was the first few bars of ‘Stairway to Heaven.’

Burba, she realized, had switched on Jack’s stereo. Still watching her, Dance said, ‘That’s what was playing when they found him.’

For a moment, the
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