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"READY ALL."

The Harlem River, stretched smooth by the conflict of tide and current. Three thin racing shells hovered like water striders.

"Ready."

It was only just spring and here and there along the banks were winter's leftovers, patches of dirty old snow; but the oarsmen had warmed to their task and had their sweatshirts off and stowed down along the gunwales. The varsity, as was their privilege, wore betting shirts—T-shirts won from rivals in regattas past: Harvard crimson, Yale blue, Penn and MIT and Cornell. The junior and third varsities wore rags.

The shells groaned. A seagull, startled by the flash of oars, flapped up and up. The coxswains pounded cadence with the wooden handles of the rudder ropes, calling the changes. The tri-var cox was a woman, and her soprano rang from bank to bank, Manhattan on the starboard side, Randalls Island to port. They were far from home, the boathouse at Spuyten Duyvil; it was spring break and twice-a-day practices and the coach was kicking ass.

Twelve-foot oars of ash, blades painted light blue and white, bit into the water. Eight slender oarsmen, as long and smooth as oars themselves, extended their legs, driving against the stretchers—metal stirrups in which their feet were held by laced leather straps, sliding toward the bow on wheeled seats mounted on metal rails. Halfway through the slide, they cocked their backs and strained to pull the oar handles into their guts. Finally, leaning back past the vertical, the oarsmen could pull no farther; flicking their wrists sharply downward, they freed the blades from the river's grasp. Where the blades had been buried were baby maelstroms.

Their wrists still cocked so that the blades were parallel to the water, the oarsmen slid sternward on their seats, compressing until their knees threatened their chins, guiding the oar handles out over the gunwales, rolling their wrists forward, squaring the blades for the next catch.

Swinging, they call it. Swinging together. A moment that doesn't come every day (doesn't come ever to some crews) of harmony, unity, symmetry. Every catch is crisp, every stroke long and full, every release precise, every recovery unhurried, so that the sternward movement of the seats on their slides does not contradict the forward movement of the shell. Swinging together, there is no checking at the catch, no shooting the slides, no bucking the oars, no washing out. A shell is precisely set up: all heads are in a line, all hands reach out over the gunwales without the bodies' weight following, which would tip the shell, which has no keel. Swinging together, striking together, the eight become one and the one, one with the shell. Sitting so close to the water, the sensation is of terrific speed; there arises the possibility of flight.

Nearly to the tip of Randalls now, nearly to Hell Gate, where the Harlem meets the East, all three shells were swinging. First one led, then another, then the other, then the first, surging ahead by half a deck, maybe, never more. A coach's dream, three boats vying to be the var, and the coach, in the following launch, leaned out over the windshield and bellowed deliriously through his bullhorn.

Then he sputtered, and smote the air melodramatically, and slammed the bullhorn down on the launch's console, for the varsity bowman had caught a crab, had buried his oar too deep and been unable to release it, getting punched in the chest with the oar handle. The shell was dead in the water.

"Shit. Shit, shit, shit." The coach called after the other shells to finish up with power tens, then motioned to the student manager to bring the launch around to the var, for a little lecture. He was surprised to see that the other oarsmen had swiveled around and were pointing fingers of contempt at the clumsy bowman. He hoped he wasn't crafting a team of future whistleblowers.

No, they were pointing at something in the water. So maybe the bowman hadn't crabbed out and it wouldn't be the first time something had heaved up out of the Harlem and grabbed an oar: mattresses, packing crates, telephone poles, stoves and refrigerators, toilet bowls, chairs, sofas, beds, bicycles, motorcycles, cars and trucks—a city river's jetsam.

Something white.

Something smooth and white.

A department-store mannequin. Or one of those dressmaker's dummies, just the torso. (The coach had never told anyone this, but when he was a kid he used to slip into the sewing room on the second floor of his grandmother's house and, well, experiment on a dummy that stood in the corner by the window. Nothing weird—just, you know, cop a little feel.)

Oh, christ, now what?

The bow and two were hanging over the gunwales, vomiting into the river. Pansies. Work them hard and they toss their lunch.

. . . Oh, Jesus, no.

It's not a mannequin, it's a . . .

Oh, Jesus, it's a woman.

He couldn't help it. He was going to be sick himself, but he couldn't help it if he noticed that it was a woman.

With breasts, with pubic hair.

But with no hands. No feet. No head.
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SITTING SIDESADDLE ON THE VERY front of a metal folding chair, Val Fox poised her hands on an imaginary furled parasol. She was a little plump to be sitting that way safely, but in her mind's eye, she was thin as smoke.

" 'I do hope we won't have any unseasonably cold spells.' " Tenny Cullen read Val's cue without enthusiasm. Val was Tenny's best friend, but all Val wanted to do anymore was rehearse; she never wanted to do anything else; she was becoming a rehearsal nerd. " 'It brings on so much influenza and the whole of our family is susceptible to it.' "

Val lifted her chin prettily. " 'My aunt died of influenza. So they said. But it's my belief they done the old woman in.' " Nowhere as thin, okay, but she sure sounded like Audrey Hepburn. "Tenny," Val said when Tenny didn't prompt her. "Freddy's mother says, 'Done her in?' "

Tenny slumped. "If you know this, Val, what do you need me for?"

"For the sense, geekette—sorry, you're not a geekette; you're helping—for the sense of what it's going to be like onstage. For the timing."

"Couldn't we go get pizza? Couldn't we do this later?"

"Tenny. You promised."

Without a hint of inquisitiveness, Tenny read: "'Done her in?' "

Liltingly: " 'Yes, Lord love you. Why should she die of influenza when she come through diphtheria right enough the year before? Fairly blue with it she was. They all thought she was dead. But my father, he kept ladling gin down her throat. Then she come to so sudden, she bit the bowl off the spoon. Now, what call would a woman with that strength in her have to die of influenza, and what become of her new straw hat that should have come to me? Somebody pinched it, and what I say is, them as pinched it, done her in.' " Val stamped a foot. "Teeny."

"Uh, 'Done her in? Done her in, did you say? Whatever does it mean?' "

"I'll do Professor Higgins," Val said. "'That's the new small talk. To do somebody in means to kill them.' Now, you do Freddy's mother."

"'But surely you don't believe your aunt was killed.' "

Val drew herself up. " 'Do I not? Them she lived with . . .' "

As the pause grew longer, Tenny smirked, then read from her script: " 'Them she lived with would have killed her . . .' "

Val slid all the way back in the chair and faced front and sat like the chubby, gnarly fourteen-year-old she had been born and would die, the toes of her L.A. Gears hooked over the crosspiece, her hands under her thighs.

Falsetto, Tenny repeated: " 'Do I not? Them she lived with would have killed her . . .' Val? . . . Val."

Val watched Tony Justice coming down the aisle toward the stage. Seeing her stepfather's face in the window of the door at the rear of the auditorium, she had been reminded of the vignettes in the margins of the dictionary her father, her real father, Stephen Fox, had given her for her tenth birthday—the last of her birthdays of his life. It was not her first dictionary but her first grown-up dictionary; it had entries for fuck and cunt and prick. Val's favorite vignette was one of Marilyn Monroe that illustrated the entry for décolletage, her least favorite a close-up of the mouth of a lamprey eel. She would never be as thin as Audrey Hepburn (or a lamprey eel), but she had a shot at having boobs like Marilyn Monroe's. In some future edition of the dictionary, a vignette of Val Fox might illustrate décolletage. In some future edition of the dictionary, would a vignette of Tony Justice illustrate The Last Great Newsman, as Newsweek or one of those magazines had called him a couple of months ago, in an issue with his picture on the cover? The cover, like he was Madonna or something.

Tenny tried one more time, getting pretty close to Val's imitation of the real thing: "'Do I not? Them she lived with—' "

"Tenny?" Tony Justice said.

Tenny startled and nearly dropped her script. "Oh, uh, hi, Mister Justice."

"Hi, Tenny."

"I didn't hear you come in."

"Would you please excuse us, Tenny? I need to talk to Val privately."

"Yeah. Sure. You know, okay."

"Thanks, Tenny. I appreciate it."

"Uh, Val, I'll be in the, you know, in the study hall when you need me, okay?"

Val nodded.

Free at last, Tenny clattered down the stage stairs and ran up the aisle and out the door.

Tony Justice, the Last Great Newsman (and don't forget best-selling author—fiction and nonfiction—talk-show regular, three-hour marathoner, gourmet cook, jazz piano player, husband, stepfather. What couldn't he do? He couldn't, so far as Val knew, fly a plane or remove a brain tumor), put one hand on the edge of the stage and vaulted lightly up. He held his hands out, inviting her to stand. When she didn't, he smiled shyly, the smile of a man who can bear momentary immovability because he knows (on top of everything else, he was better-looking than Kevin Costner, and had a dandy's taste in clothes) that over the long haul he's irresistible. "Hey, come on, a hug, hunh?"

Val got up and let him hug her. Her hands didn't touch him, nor did she exert any pressure with her arms. Still, he gave her an extra squeeze before standing back from her. "Val. . . ."

Them she lived with . . . "What?"

"I'm sorry, Val."

"For what?"

A tiny sty of impatience flared in a corner of one eye and then was gone. "You know why I'm here, Val."

Them she lived with would have killed her for a hat pin . . . "Yes."

His lower lip quivered and in his eye now there was a tear.

He was going to make her say it, the bastard. Val jerked her hands free. "They found Momma."

"I'm sorry, Val."

"Dead."

Tony Justice nodded.

Them she lived with would have killed her for a hat pin, let alone a hat.
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LATER THAT NIGHT, A LITTLE SOUTH OF Canal Street and thirty stories up, in a club you've never heard of because it has no name. Its members, even when they know each other, call each other only Frère, which is French for brother and also means fellow-member, brother-in-arms.

Leather chairs, burgundy carpets, gilt-framed faintly Impressionistic paintings, brandy, cigars, a stock ticker, men in pin-striped suits, snowy-white shirts, muted silk ties, burnished shoes whose heels never ever show signs of wear—you know the sort of place it is.

Glints of light flashed like fireflies as understated jewelry sparkled in the gloom—cufflinks, a wedding band, a tie pin, a wristwatch, a chain and fob, a handcuff, the brass zipper of a leather mask, the chain-mail codpiece of a pair of leather chaps, a cock ring worn by a naked man sitting in the lap of a man his father's age.

Three chamber musicians sawed sotto voce in a corner. A laugh burbled up here, an exclamation there; someone called a greeting—"Frère! Frère!"—until the frère in question looked his way. But mostly there was the murmur of intimate conversation, the sweet nothings of couples absorbed in each other.

A man came into the room, a tall trim man with a brush mustache, bringing to fifty or a hundred or a hundred and fifty the number of tall trim men with brush mustaches on the premises. Seeing without looking hard that he for whom he was searching wasn't in the room, the tall trim man crossed it, nodding hello over here, flicking a finger in salute over there, and went through a heavy leather door held open for him by a page done up like Mozart.

He was in a sanctum now, a square amphitheater with wide padded tiers. He stood back against the wall while his eyes adjusted to the near-dark—and so that his arrival would not upset the room's psychic trim.

There was no music in this room, and no conversation, though a score of men, some paired, some single, some lying, some sitting, were arrayed on the tiers. Their cynosure was a hospital gurney in the center of the arena.

Chest-down on the white silk sheet that covered the gurney's mattress, neck arched, chin high, hands gripping the mattress's sides, arms tensed, hips cocked, legs spread wide, was a small, muscled black man with short, oiled dreadlocks. He wore nothing but a copper bracelet on his left wrist and a braided anklet on his right leg.

Alongside the gurney, left arm braced against the mattress, legs flexed, the muscles of his thick neck and vast back knotted with tension, a tall man, six-five or more, with pale pale skin and platinum-blond hair, groped deeper inside the small black man. His right arm was already buried in the black man's anus to above the elbow.

The tall trim man with the brush mustache breathed in and out through his nose, in sympathy with the effort and with the pain, then stepped down one of the four flights of narrow stairs at each corner of the amphitheater until he reached the second tier above the arena.

The tall trim man moved down the aisle, past a couple, all entwined, who were slowly jerking each other off, and sat next to another tall trim man, clean-shaven, who sat all alone, sipping something on the rocks from a tumbler, smoking a long cigar, watching the watched, but also watching the watchers.

"You rowed in college, didn't you?" said the tall trim man with the brush mustache.

The other man cocked his head. "Sorry."

"On the crew."

"Ah. Yes. I didn't understand you at first. I thought you were asking if I'd done something risqué."

The tall trim man with the brush mustache smiled. "I wouldn't have to ask that."

The other man smiled back. "Yes, I rowed. I rowed for four years as an undergrad and two more on a club crew when I was in B-school. Why?"

"Because then you'll appreciate this even more. Karen Justice—"

Just then, the black man screamed, and the tall trim man with the brush mustache bent closer to convey his message.
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"I’M GOING TO BE SICK."

"Think about something else. Anything else."

"Baseball?"

"Anything."

Ann Jones took a big breath, held it, expelled it. "All I can think is: in that coffin is what's left of Karen."

Joe Cullen put an arm through the crook of Ann's and squeezed, which probably wasn't the right thing to do, for it called attention to arms. "Count celebrities."

By the time Karen Halley Fox Justice (what was left of her, Ann was surely not alone in thinking) had been lowered in that coffin into a family plot in Sag Harbor measured out by her whaling ancestors, Ann and Cullen had each counted a bunch. Tony Justice was the Last Great Newsman, after all, and Karen, well . . . "the Cher of Manhattan luxury real estate," City magazine had once called Karen, an allusion to both her famous beauty (she had been a ubiquitous fashion model before tiring of the catwalk and the strobe lights) and to her unembarrassed self-promotion.

The upper crusts of the worlds of commerce, government, charity, culture, and publishing were represented. Emissaries from Seventh and Madison avenues had made the long trek out to the East End, and so had those from the Great White Way and Tin Pan Alley. (Karen's first husband, the late Stephen Fox—himself, eerily, a murder victim—had been a producer of Broadway musicals, and the indefatigable Tony Justice had written a couple of books on popular music and its musicians.)

Just friends included a diplomat, an opera singer, a rock star, a Grand Prix race driver, a world-class tennis player, a reclusive novelist, a stand-up comic. Haute-couture mannequins in black black black skittered here and there like grieving flamingos. The afternoon was chilly, for winter had sneaked back in to pay its last respects, but the swarming reporters and photographers were so busy logging the famous that perspiration flew from them as from the coats of rollicking wet dogs.

Ann and Cullen counted too the many, many enemies of the widower, and noted the irony that such was the clout of Tony Justice that even those who had had the lids lifted by him off some simmering irregularity in their businesses or their bailiwicks were obliged to publicly mourn Justice's dead wife. "Lots of these people hate Tony. Any of them enough, do you think, to kill Karen?"

Ann Jones was a reporter, Joe Cullen a cop: speculation about who killed whom was second nature to them. Though a reporter—she had written that very City profile—Ann was there as a civilian: she and Karen had liked each other enough at their first meeting over Ann's tape recorder to have had lunch together two or three times a year since. Cullen, though a cop, was along for moral support: he was Ann's boyfriend (a word neither used if they could help it, for it called attention more to their differences—he was forty-eight, divorced, with teenage kids; she was thirty-four, never married, wanted a baby—than to their affinities).

A man who looked like a mogul, not a cleric, stepped up to a microphone and began the eulogy.

"Who he?" Ann said.

Cullen shrugged.

"He looks like Ray Brand. You read that he died?" "I heard it on the radio."

"AIDS."

Cullen nodded.

"Rock Hudson, Ray Brand. All the movie stars I had crushes on when I was a kid are turning out to be gay. Can you imagine what that's going to do to me emotionally?"

Whatever the eulogist was saying, the wind was expurgating before it got to the rear of the crowd. "Can't we get closer?" Ann said. "We're like a team of playwrights in the back of the orchestra on opening night. Oscar and Hammerstein."

"I like to watch the way people react," Cullen said. "My training."

"You didn't catch this job."

No, but as a cop Cullen couldn't not be curious about any unnatural death. That the deceased had been seen last getting in a taxi after working late one night in her Madison Avenue office, a vital woman with a briefcase in one hand, a squash racquet in the other, and had been seen next six months later floating in a foul river, a virtual torso roped to a sandbag (which had burst, freeing the body to bob to the surface), made him wonder along with Ann not only whodunit but in what rage.

After a while Ann said, "What if that's not Karen in the coffin?"

"The X ray, the identifying marks." Cullen meant the X ray reproduced on the front page of every newspaper in town, showing a mended break in the corpse's right shinbone, a break that matched an X ray from an orthopedist's files of the right shinbone Karen Justice had once upon a time broken skiing; and he meant the scar from a cesarean section, the three moles on the left shoulder blade, the polytheliac nipple on the left breast—marks you didn't have to be a forensics expert to know meant the corpse was Karen Justice, Karen Justice was the corpse.

"Headless torsos," Ann went on anyway. "I came across one on the very first page of a mystery novel once and I said, 'I don't need this shit.' I probably don't want to know this, but exactly how do you do it? And with what?"

"Shhh."

"I'm not writing about this." It was well known in her circles and in his that Ann and Cullen were a couple, and there was therefore no mystery about where she got inside cop info that turned up in her pieces, which was why he often wouldn't talk shop with her.

"Whatever."

Ann looked up at him from under the brim of her black gaucho hat. "'Whatever' is the refuge of scoundrels. On Dallas, this guy says to J. R., 'You don't want any killing, do you, Mister Ewing?' and J. R. says, 'Whatever.' "

Cullen picked at the bark of a tree and wondered what kind of tree it was. Ann probably knew: she'd grown up in a suburb and gone to a college with a campus. He was a city kid for whom a sidewalk, a street, the ground, grass—all were the floor, for whom a tree was a tree.

Ann again: "Did you—you, the cops, I mean—ever find the taxi driver who picked Karen up?"

This had been all over the papers too. "A photograph was circulated in all the garages. Plenty of drivers remembered picking her up at one time or another, but none that night."

"If trim like Karen Justice got in my cab, I'd sure as hell remember."

"Plenty did. But none that night."

A woman in black Chanel and a power hairdo, hennaed and wild, turned on them. Ducking from her glare caused Cullen to look right at Diana Romano, who was looking at him. Mourning became her, slim and olive-skinned with dark, dark hair cut like Elvis's, a pompadour and ducktail (it was all the rage and Diana Romano had started it, according to Ann, whose job required her to keep tabs on things like that). And she wore glen-plaid pumps. "Bruno Magli," Ann had said when Cullen pointed them out, the way she would say sycamore, or whatever, were he to point out this tree.

Cullen felt . . . captured by Diana Romano's eyes. She was a photographer, after all, the photographer of the moment—Herb Ritts, Annie Leibovitz, Bruce Weber, eat your hearts out—winner just the other day of a prestigious prize for her photographs accompanying articles in the Bulletin on Vietnamese street gangs in Chinatown, photographs, the citation said, that "do not merely illustrate, but illuminate, the text"—that text by Tony Justice, by whose side she now stood, a friend in need, a colleague in distress.

To free himself, maybe—he hardly knew her—Cullen nodded once, a nod that said—what?—courage? And Diana Romano nodded back: a perfect communion.

One just as perfect, maybe even more so, took place when Tony Justice straightened after laying a rose on the coffin that held all that was left of his wife. He'd been stony till now, but now he stared around him as if he didn't know where he was, didn't know who these people were; he looked as if he might flee. Diana Romano saw the look and was at his side in a flash; she took his head in her hands and nodded as if to say that it was time to weep, and she kept his forehead to her chest until the racking sobs stopped. Even those present who had squirmed at reading in the Bulletin detailed descriptions of their transgressions ferreted out by Tony Justice, who had seen on the Bulletin's front pages photographs of their guilt-eroded faces made by Diana Romano, were moved.

VAL FOX was moved too, moved to wonder: Would they? Will they? How can they? How, so soon after Momma's death, can they be touching each other like that? Look at her hand on his arm, on the small of his back, on his shoulder. Look.

Okay, so it wasn't really soon after Momma's death because Momma was dead the whole six months she was missing—that's what Tony said the Medical Examiner said, whoever he was and how could he know something like that? And if he did know, how come he didn't know who killed her? And why? Tony said the Medical Examiner couldn't even say for sure that Momma was killed, like maybe she died of natural causes, like people died of a heart attack or something (influenza!) all the time, right, and then someone came along and chopped off their heads and hands and feet and tied them to sandbags and threw them in the river, right? Them she lived with would have killed her for a hat pin, let alone a hat—didn't the Medical Examiner, didn't the whole wide world, see that? Why was Val the only one who saw it? The same reason, probably, that she was the only one who saw that Tony Justice and Diana Romano were going to get married as soon as they could.

Well, okay, not the only person. Tenny Cullen saw it too. Tenny (whose father was a policeman, which probably meant she had genes that made her good at seeing things) had seen something else too. She had seen that it might look wack if Tony got married again so soon after they found Val's momma's body, but Val shouldn't forget that it was only a couple of months after Val's father was killed that Val's momma got married again, and Val hadn't thought that was wack, she'd thought it was bitching. (Val's father, Stephen Fox, was killed by an actor who was ticked off that he didn't get a part in a play, talk about killing someone for a hat pin.) Val had thought it was bitching, Tenny reminded her, because she was glad that her momma was getting her act together. Okay, so maybe it was a little wack that the guy her momma married, Tony Justice, was a reporter who met Val's momma because he was writing stories about Stephen Fox's murder. And it was a little wack that when the actor, Noel Cutler, finally gave up and turned himself in, he didn't give up and turn himself in to the police, he gave up and turned himself in to Tony Justice. Still, hadn't it been bitching that Val's momma got her act together so soon?

Hadn't it?

Val said it had.

And won't it be bitching that your stepfather, which is what Tony Justice now is, right, gets his act together so soon?

Won't it?

Val supposed it would.
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CULLEN READ GRAVESTONES WHILE ANN went to find a bathroom before driving back to New York. Tony Justice came toward him, stepping across the flagstones as if out on floes of ice. A short trim man followed after Justice, taking much bigger steps.

"We've never really met. You're Ann Jones's friend. I'm Tony Justice. Thanks for coming."

"Joe Cullen. I'm sorry for your loss." In the line of duty, Cullen had been around a movie star or two, and Justice took up space in the same way they had, made you back away a little. He was average height, average weight, yet he seemed tall and broad-shouldered; he was average handsome, yet it was an effort to take your eyes off him. He had exquisite hair that dared the wind to muss it, and wore a beautiful cashmere coat. Notwithstanding Justice's loss, Cullen felt some envy.

"This is Og Slate." Justice included the small man with a big gesture. "Og, Joe Cullen—Sergeant Cullen, isn't it?—of the New York Police Department."

"Cullen, Cullen," Slate said. "Cullen. You're Neil Zimmerman's partner." Slate was very thirties—round horn-rimmed glasses, slicked-down hair, polka-dot bow-tie. He could have been forty years old or sixty. "Neil's mother and my wife, Michelle"—he pointed with his chin at the woman in the black Chanel who had turned on Cullen and Arm for chattering—"rampage around town together, robbing the rich for various good causes."

Ah, the Slates. Cullen said something banal about that kind of robbing's being preferable to the kind he was used to, blah, blah, blah, but he could have been reciting the Periodic Table or the lyrics to "Splish Splash," for Ogden Slate wasn't listening; only pith sharpened stiletto-thin could penetrate his self-absorption. A couple of other thoroughbreds whinnied at him and that was all it took to entice him away; he cantered off to chat with them without even an insincere Nize ta meetcha.

"I'm glad Ann could get out here," Justice said. "There're newspaper and magazine brass here, but not a lot of reporters. Off-duty reporters, I mean. Reporters aren't like cops; they don't rally round their peers. . . . So: Do you think I killed Karen, Joe? Does Ann?"

Cullen was wearing just a suit coat, the collar turned up, and he pulled the lapels closer in front to keep out the chilly wind and to keep in a vapidity like Er, uh, inappropriate to discuss a, uh, pending investigation. It was a good question, a fair question, a question that had probably occurred to everyone who had wondered about what was left of Karen Justice in that coffin. "My daughter, Tenny, goes to school with Val."

Justice looked puzzled, then made the connection. "Ah. Cullen. Sure."

"Tenny and her mother—she lives with her mother—asked me to tell you Val's welcome to spend a night or a weekend or even longer with them anytime you can use a break."

Justice swallowed. "That's very generous. Thank them for me. And it's generous of you not to give some bullshit answer to what I just said in anger. Things are always what they look like—that's what I tell cub reporters and journalism students. People don't just disappear, so if a woman does disappear and it looks like her husband killed her, then that's what happened. I've believed that nine out of ten times it's ever happened and I'll continue to believe it when it happens in the future. But I expected the benefit of a doubt from people—people I've been hard on as well as from my friends. I can see in their eyes, though, that they think I killed her. They all think I killed her. Killed her and cut her to pieces. What kind of animal—"

"Mister Justice, I don't—"

"Tony," Justice said, and put a hand on Cullen's arm to stress how much he wanted to be called Tony.

Call him Miss Manners, but Cullen thought people were spendthrift with first names. He didn't like it when his dentist's secretary or a bank teller or the doorman in his ex-wife's building called him by his first name; he hated the Knicks' radio announcer, who sounded as though he was doing the play-by-play of a schoolyard game: "Trent, over to Rodney, inside to Patrick." (Neil Zimmerman, his partner, born with a season ticket in his mouth, got Knick broadcasts as a standard feature on his Saab Turbo, whose vanity plate, honest to God, was NIXFAN.) Cullen mistrusted people who when he had called them by their surnames told him to call them by their given names; he couldn't think of one who hadn't been trying, in trying to get him to get familiar, to apply some grease, some juice, some—one of Zimmerman's favorite words—spin. "Things are what they look like and then you look a little closer, a little more calmly, and they look like something else. You look long enough and something you could almost call the truth emerges—that's what I tell rookie cops and criminology students."

Justice ducked his head into the lapel of his cashmere coat. When he looked back up there were tears that might or might not have been wind tears in his eye. "Thanks. Thanks, that helps." And then he was gone, swept away by a trio of ululating fashion models.

ANN CAME back, walking arm-in-arm-in-arm with her boss, Mark Talbert, the publisher of City magazine, and his wife, Linda, a Broadway press agent. This was just like being in the big city.

"Mark was one of the last people to talk to Karen," Ann said. "He called her just before she left work the night she disappeared. They were both going to be in Boston the next day and were going to meet for a drink. Stephen Fox was a client of Linda's."

"A married couple murdered four years apart," Linda said. "The odds have got to be against it."

Mark Talbert didn't give Cullen a chance to respond. "Dismemberment, Joe—that's not usual, is it?" He looked right past Cullen's ear as he said it, checking out one of the mannequins, probably.

"Usual?" Cullen said.

"Doesn't it take—I don't know—special skill?"

"I think it takes a sharp tool and a strong stomach."

"And a lot of hate," Ann said.

"That too."

Linda Talbert gripped her husband's arm and gave him a look that assured him she could never hate him that much. He tried to give her one in return but it kept sliding into a look that was full of curiosity as to just how you'd go about it.

Ann took Cullen's arm. These were touchy people. "I told Mark my Ray Brand idea. He likes it."

"What Ray Brand idea?"

"A piece on a generation of women traumatized by loving men who secretly loved men."

Cullen didn't ask Talbert why City magazine always had pieces about one person's traumas written as if they were a generation's. "Sounds provocative."

"Mark and Linda have a house in Water Mill," Ann said. "They've invited us out some weekend."

"You've got to come, Joe." Talbert got his other arm around Ann and looked as though he'd put a third arm around Cullen, if only he had one. "You'll love it. You can take the sailboard out; you'll pick it up in no time. Tennis, walks on the beach, biking—you won't be bored for a second. Take the Jitney—you can read or sleep or neck"—there his eyes went again, thinking about necking—"and drive our spare car while you're out there. It's an old Healy with right-hand drive, but you'll love it."

Cullen just nodded. When the Talberts had gone off, Ann said, "What's the matter with you?"

"I guess I don't like being told that I'm going to love something or pick something up or won't be bored."

"You guess?"

"I don't like it. Where's the bathroom?"

Cullen followed Ann's directions into the church and down the stairs to the basement and made a left (did she say left?) and opened the second door (the second door?) on the right.

It was a storeroom: music stands, folding chairs stacked on racks, a volleyball net swaddling its stanchions, an old phonograph and a box of forty-fives, a bass drum (Noyac F.D.), a legless Ping-Pong table propped on its side against a wall, a pew burnt around the edges (from a sermon's brimstone?), a blackboard on wheels with the message Paraliturgy will meet in the rectory erased but still legible, copies (is there a basement or attic anywhere where there are not?) of National Geographic.

And Diana Romano, perched on an upturned steamer trunk, her black mourning dress up over her olive thighs, black French-maid French-whore garterless stockings, glen-plaid pumps (Bruno Magli), her right hand clutching Tony Justice's exquisite hair, her left hand jammed in her sucking mouth so she wouldn't cry out, as Tony, trousers down to his knees, elbows pinning his cashmere coat back out of the way, moved in and out of her, in and out.

To his envy of Justice's hair, of his coat, Cullen added envy of having a woman not averse to seizing the day.

As quiet as a mouse, as quiet as a Peeping Tom, Cullen shut the door behind him, but not before he had exchanged another of his perfect looks with Diana Romano.

"Find it?" Ann said when Cullen got back outside.

"Yup."
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CHAPTER 6
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"NICE WEDDING," PHIL HRINIAK SAID.

Cullen said, "Umm."

The East End again, Shelter Island this time, spring about to turn to summer, the air crazy with dandelion rays.

"Some house." A native of a city with few surprises left up its sleeve, Commissioner of a Police Department whose internal politics were nearly Lebanese, Hriniak acted sometimes as though he'd just gotten off the local from Podunk.

Yet Cullen agreed. "Some house." As big as a barn, as white as snow, a cupola at one end, a widow's walk at the other, it sat in the middle of five football fields' worth of lawn on a bluff that looked west out over Peconic Bay, littered with sails. Complete with an outdoor dance floor, made of some smooth substance for the ultimate gliding experience, set in the shade of extravagant trees (their names unknown, of course, to Cullen), it was a typical working stiff's summer bungalow. Or was Cullen, whose idea of a summer vacation was two P.M. Saturday to eleven A.M. Saturday in a three-bedroom house shared with three other couples and eight or ten kids five blocks from the beach in Ship Bottom, New Jersey, the one who was out of step?

"Belonged to Justice's last wife and her first husband, I understand. His name was Fox. It's confusing." Hriniak turned to watch Tony Justice, in a morning suit, and Diana Romano, in a long white dress ("Azzedine Alaïa," Ann had said), waltzing expertly at the hub of encircling guests. "Not to this crowd, I guess. They look like they can tell the players without a scorecard. Didn't know this was your scene."

A long white dress, white stockings, white lace garters, Cullen saw as Diana Romano was passed on to a new partner, and spun giddily. "Ann went to the funeral. A lot of reporters didn't. The wedding invitation cleans the slate."

"You at the funeral too?"

"Yup."

Hriniak shook out his pocket handkerchief and mopped the back of his neck. "I was at a law-enforcement convention in Dallas. People who know about such things tell me it was a serious breach of local protocol not to fly up for the afternoon. A reporter who's one of the first on the scene every time the cops fuck up, well, the PC ought to be at his wife's funeral, is how they see it. I'm not only lucky to've been invited here today, I'm lucky I didn't lose my table at Elaine's. Does Elaine's have tables? It was right at the same time Ray Brand died. Maybe that could be my excuse. Ray Brand—I still can't believe it. I try to be broad-minded about that kind of stuff, but Ray Brand? I don't know. Ray Brand was my hero. He was like . . . I don't know—"

"Rock Hudson?"

"Exactly. Rock Hudson. . . . I can't think of that many married couples in the news business, can you? Must be the hours. Or maybe it's the egos."

"Ask Neil," Cullen said. Neil Zimmerman collected marriages: Cullen's partner knew what actor was married to what actress in the same TV series (not the one who played his wife, the one who played his partner's wife); what baseball player was married to what former belly dancer; what arbitrageur to what interior decorator; what U.S. attorney to what radio consumer adviser; what novelist to what novelist. He knew the husbands of soap-opera sluts, bathing-suit models, talk-show hostesses and country singers, the wives of couturiers, comedians, computer whiz kids, and congressmen. Why he knew, Cullen didn't know. Zimmerman wasn't searching for a pattern from which to fashion a marriage of his own; he had miles to go before he had slept with every baby boomerette on the Upper East Side. Ann thought—Ann knew—that Zimmerman's matrimonial expertness was the flip side of Cullen's ignorance (Cullen was certain that his father was married to his mother and that he had been married to his ex-wife, and that was about it): namely, that there is more than one way to keep one's distance.

And speaking of Ann, she was just stepping out on the dance floor on the arm of Ogden Slate, of all people, who had acted as though he'd never met Cullen before when Zimmerman introduced them earlier today, then, when reminded, had embraced him like a prodigal relative. "What does Ann think about this?" Hriniak said.

Cullen watched a purple-sailed catamaran (a Hobie, Zimmerman had called one like it, for he, like Ann, knew the names of things, especially the playthings of the rich) tear-ass across the bay, shattering the sun-dazzled surface, going faster than anything should that doesn't have an engine. "She thinks: Who are any of us to say it's too soon?"

Hriniak nodded. "Cal Calhoun, Jimmy Fontino, and I came out of the Academy together. It's always three guys who're tight, you ever notice that? Not two, not four. The musketeer thing, maybe. Not that everybody's tight with somebody; sometimes there're loners—like you. . . ."

Cullen didn't cross over into the space Hriniak left for him to defend his solitariness; he preferred to save his energy for jousts on the subject with Ann, whose guerrilla war to make him tighter with her was entering its third year.

". . . Point is, within three years we were all married, after another four, both their wives were dead, two years after that they'd both remarried. I thought it was too soon, Beryl said who the fuck was I—those were her words and you know she doesn't talk like that unless she means it—who the fuck was I to say that? So I know what Ann means, I guess."

"Where's your car, Phil?" Cullen said.

"Over there somewhere." Hriniak waved beyond the house, where still more lawn swept down toward an Italianate garden, a tennis court, a boathouse, a dock, a beach, all around deep protective woods.

"You have a driver?"

Hriniak shrugged and smiled and shrugged again; he'd been Police Commissioner for two years and First Dep for four years before that, but he was still embarrassed about the perks. "He's the big guy eating the left side of the buffet."

"I'll go tell him you and I're going for a drive."

THEY DROVE for ten miles, but the bends of the shoreline were such that they ended up about two hundred yards from where they had been, on a spit of beach just across a small bay from the big old white house. They took their suit coats off and sat on a driftwood log. Down the strand, some kids with sticks flicked a dead jellyfish at each other.

"Zimmerman and I caught a job back around Christmas," Cullen said. "A lieutenant in Brooklyn Anti-Crime named Thomas Muldoon, known as Blond Tommy so as not to confuse him with redheaded Tommy Muldoon, Brooklyn Emergency Services. We got a tip from a bailiff in State Supreme Court who saw Blond Tommy more than once in a bar on Tenth Avenue with some guys up on a hijacking rap."

Hriniak tipped his chin up and squinted into the sun. "Remember that summer just after I turned captain, I filled in as CO of the Six?"

Cullen knew that Hriniak would venture into the forest of uncertainty only if he could blaze his trail with reminiscences, the better to find his way back out. So he waited.

"The Bomb Squad works out of the Six," Hriniak said. "They were shorthanded—they had guys out with mono, hepatitis. Redheaded Tommy was good with explosives, he was temped over there for a couple of months. I knew him to say hello to. You started out in the Six, didn't you? I kind of forgot that."

Hriniak had caught up, and was waiting for him now, so Cullen said, "The DA suspects the guys are Westies."

Cullen paused, but Hriniak didn't have any Westie stories—or none that he felt like telling. "Blond Tommy retired in March, just in time not to have to answer some questions we had for him. Neil was for staying on him, Maslosky and I thought we should give him the benefit of a doubt as a retirement present. The guys were not nice guys, but we couldn't tie them to the Westies or Blond Tommy to anything they were doing that wasn't kosher."

Hriniak looked thoughtful. "Sometimes a guy doesn't have a good sense of who he is, what's his place in the scheme of things, he spends so much time around bad guys, he starts thinking they're his friends, it doesn't mean he's a bad guy, just confused."

Cullen nodded. "Blond Tommy works for a due diligence outfit around Princeton. He lives down the shore, as they say in Jersey: Little Silver."

"I always like the sound of that," Hriniak said. "Little Silver. There's a place out on the island I like the sound of: Brightwater. Turns out it's just a wide spot in the road, not a place
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