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Jenny Swale played Eurythmics' cover of "Winter Wonderland" twice in a row, and pressed the rewind button on the dashboard tape deck to play it again. She knew just how long it took (six Mississippi) to get back to the beginning of the cut. When Jenny sat back to enjoy the third time, Elvis Polk shot her in the brainpan.

Elvis had never heard this version of "Winter Wonderland" before in his life, but it was growing on him, so that wasn't why he popped Jenny. A lot of home boys thought Christmas was a hunkie holiday, worth two snaps, but Elvis kind of liked it, liked the cold and the early dark and the trees and ornaments and lights and shit, they reminded him of old movies, TV shows, stuff he watched so he didn't have to think about its being cold and dark early and about never having had the trees and ornaments and lights and shit, so that wasn't why he popped Jenny either.

And word up Elvis liked Jenny: she'd recuffed him in front as soon as they'd left the J so he wouldn't have to sit on his hands for two mothering hours on the drive down; she'd bought him lunch, a ham and Swiss on rye and a Coke; she'd let him stay cuffed in front all afternoon and starting out on the drive back. It was time, that's all, and as good a place as any, so Elvis blew a hole in the back of Jenny's head, then shot Luther Todd in the forehead as Luther jerked around toward the crack of the handy little .22.

"Awright, Luther," Elvis said. "Awright, Jenny."

Elvis tucked the .22 back inside his Triple Fat Goose and slid along the back seat. He got his arms over Luther's head despite the handcuffs and got hold of the wheel just in time to miss sideswiping the guardrail. Luther's big foot, even bigger in a Reebok Twilight Zone Pump, was still on the gas and the weight of his big body was making the Volare go faster. Wouldn't you know it: alive, Luther hugged the speed limit like a grandma with a learner's permit; dead, he had the pedal to the mothering metal.

Elvis waggled Luther from side to side, and Luther's Reebok came off the gas. The Volare slowed down and down. Elvis steered to a stop on the verge. He lifted his arms off Luther and slid back along the seat toward Jenny, who had the key to the cuffs.

Luther pitched forward on the horn button, scaring the shit out of Elvis.

There wasn't much traffic and what there was was people hauling ass to get home before the snow hit—eight inches to a foot was the last forecast they'd heard before Jenny axed if either of them minded if she turned off WINS and put on the Christmas tape, but with Elvis Polk's born-under-a-bad-sign-if-it-weren't-for-bad-luck-he'd-have-no-luck-at-all-luck, some good mothering Sumerian would think he was honking for help and pull over, and he'd have to pop him too.

Elvis got Luther by the collar of his Ice-T jacket and pulled him off the horn and propped him up. He got the key from the side pocket of Jenny's leather jacket and unlocked the cuffs.

When he'd rubbed the tingle out of his wrists, when he'd reached over the seat to the dash and turned off the key, killing the lights and the engine and the tape that was starting to wear him out,  when he was breathing regular, Elvis thought about pulling off the road somewhere and turning Jenny Swale, dead or not. Jenny wasn't Elvis's type of she-ra—she had little tiny tits and scrawny bowlegs; Elvis liked serious hooters and a wide load—but she was the only she-ra on hand. And Elvis hadn't turned a she-ra, his type or not his type, he'd just been turning Japanese or getting lips or hips from some rookie in the J since the last time he was on the street, after he did points for what he didn't even remember, a summer when miniskirts were supposed to be making a comeback, the hooker he picked up on Forty-deuce and turned at a motel on Twelfth Avenue was wearing one up to her love slit, and now minis were gone again, so he'd heard, she-ras were wearing dresses down to the floor practically, and with Elvis Polk's born-under-a-bad-sign-if-it-weren't-for-bad-luck-he'd-have-no-luck-at-all-luck, he'd missed the whole mothering thing.

Trouble was, Elvis knew he wouldn't be able to turn Jenny with Luther sitting there, dead or not. It would be dissing Luther, as much as it would be dissing Luther to dump Luther out on the cold ground while Elvis turned Jenny. Elvis supposed dumping Jenny out on the cold ground and turning her wouldn't be dissing Luther quite as much, but it would word up be a way to freeze his Louisville Slugger off.

Elvis hardly knew Luther, but Luther was special to him: He wanted to be Luther. A blond-haired, blue-eyed hunkie, bearing (burdened with, was his view of it) the name of the most famous hunkie of all time, just about, a man whose fans wouldn't let him die in spite of the photographic evidence (pictures don't mothering lie) of him lying there dead, wrapped around his mothering commode, Elvis Polk had run most of his life with home boys (and from hunkie five-ohs), in the J and on the street. Elvis walked home boy, talked home boy, thought home boy, felt home boy. Trouble was, in the J and on the street, Elvis had been short of decent home-boy role models—with the result that he had spent as much time as he had in the J and on those particularly mean streets.

Elvis hardly knew Luther, but Luther was a home boy Elvis could model himself after; Luther was a home boy Elvis could admire; Luther was a home boy Elvis could just about love.

Riding down from the J, Elvis had grooved on hearing Luther talk about growing up in East New York, running with a posse (only they didn't call them posses then, Luther said, they called them just plain gangs), rumbling over turf with other gangs, roughing Jews and wops and micks, copping forty-five records and comics and sodas and Twinkies and Kools, then one day seeing the light when a toy five-oh from Narcotics gave a talk at Luther's school and housed Luther by saying how having a number on a badge was a sight better than holding one up in front of you for a mug shot or having one on a tag on your toe in the morgue. Maybe if Elvis had met Luther a little sooner in his life, if he hadn't been born under a bad sign, if he had some luck at all besides bad luck, maybe Elvis would've turned out to be a five-oh too. He hoped it wouldn't be dissing Luther, he hoped it would be a kind of r-e-s-p-e-c-t that Luther might could even understand and appreciate, if Elvis slipped out of the skiffs he was wearing and into Luther's toy Reebok Twilight Zone Pumps, something to remember Luther by.

And anyway, Elvis wouldn't feel right turning Jenny Swale after how nice she'd been to him, recuffing him, buying him lunch, letting him stay recuffed for the drive back, axing Luther and axing him if they minded if she turned off WINS and put on the Christmas tape. Elvis had trouble turning she-ras who were nice to him: He couldn't get hard, he stayed all soft and shriveled up. She-ras who treated him like shit he could turn till they were sore and so was he, he could turn them till his Louisville Slugger fell off.

So Elvis got out and stretched and walked around the back of the Volare and got in the driver's door. He heaved at Luther with his hip till there was room to work the old-time steering-column shift lever. He turned the key and the lights went on and the engine started up and Eurythmics started singing all over about sleigh bells ringing and snow glistening and shit. Elvis never wanted to hear the mothering song again and he switched over to the radio just in time for the WINS five o'clock news.

The usual shit: some plane crashed somewhere; somewhere else an earthquake; some coffee company said it was a mothering lie that there was scutter in their Colombian coffee; the mayor said he hadn't meant to say the governor was a wimp; the governor said she hadn't meant to say the mayor was an asshole.

Elvis didn't need to lobe this shit. What he needed. was some Frankie Crocker on the radio. Like Frankie liked to say, Whenever Frankie Crocker isn't on your radio, your radio isn't really on. Elvis switched to 107.5, but there was news on there too, some she-ra announcer saying a former hero cop was hoping the New Year would be an unhappy, unhealthy one for cop killers in the Empire State.

"State Senator Steven Jay Poole of Manhattan," the she-ra announcer said, "a New York Police Department undercover officer paralyzed from the waist down in a 1978 drug shootout, is optimistic about chances for reinstatement of the death penalty in New York State, which hasn't had an execution since 1963. Speaking at a news conference on the steps of police headquarters, Poole sounded a warning to anyone who turns a gun on a law-enforcement officer. . . ."

Then a man's voice, smooth. Not Frankie Crocker—smooth. When Frankie Crocker said something like, well, when he signed off the same way night after night after night—"It's been real and you've been regular. May each of you live to one hundred and me to one hundred minus a day, so I'll never know nice people like you have passed away"—just before he played "Moody's Mood," you knew he knew it was smoke, some of it, anyway. This wack Poole motherfucker was just ice, that's all, just ice, smooth and at the same time jagged and sharp and cold and killing.

". . . Life in jail for an animal who kills a cop, a sheriff a deputy, a prison guard, a state trooper, any guardian of law and order, is a strangely luxurious punishment for murder. How do we explain to the loved ones left behind by the murder of a cop, a sheriff, a deputy, a prison guard, a state trooper, any guar—"

Elvis didn't need to lobe this shit. He switched off the radio. First off, any time anybody called New York the Empire State it made Elvis think of his moms, who when Elvis was a kid and thought people were saying New York was the Vampire State thought it was so mothering cute she made him say it all the mothering time; she'd point to the Empire State Building, which they could see from where they lived in mothering Corona, and say, "Now what's that big building called, Elvis?" and he'd say, "The Vampire State Building, Moms," even after he knew it wasn't the Vampire State Building. Thinking of his moms was worse, just about, than lobing wack motherfuckers wishing cop killers an unhappy, unhealthy New Year.

Elvis did some calculating. Not quite an hour before they were supposed to be back at the J, before they'd try to clear the count and come up one short. He could go fifty miles in not quite an hour, easy; without riling a Smoky, he could be in another state. So maybe his born-under-a-bad-sign-if-it-weren't-for-bad-luck-he'd-have-no-luck-at-all-luck was changing. Maybe this was Elvis Polk's luck.

He switched the radio back on in time to miss the rest of the news and in time to hear Frankie Crocker say another thing he liked to say, "There ain't no other like this brother," and give the call letters —"WBL Kicking S." Then Frankie kicked back Foxy Brown's cover of Tracy Chapman's "Baby Can I Hold You."

Elvis sang along,

"Sorry, is all that you can't say.

Years gone by and still words don't come easily.

Like sorry, like sorry.

Forgive me, is all that you can't say.

Years gone by and still words don't come easily.

Like forgive me, forgive me,"

the first flurries of snow swirling in the headlight cones, on the seat beside him, their blood and their brains on the dash, on the seat, on the windshield, two dead guardians of law and order.
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"Could you please ask the deejay to play a slow, humping song?" Ann Jones said.

Joe Cullen concentrated on keeping what he thought was time to Kyze, "Stomp (Jump Jack Your Body)."

"Feeling old?"

"Old-fashioned. I like to make contact with my partner every forty or fifty tunes. Ask him to play 'As Time Goes By.' "

"I don't think this kind of deejay plays requests. He's an artist on a roll."

"Is that like a ham on rye? Maria said Quincy tried to get Frankie Crocker to deejay."

"Frankie'd be great," Cullen said.

Ann rolled her eyes and walked off the ballroom floor, leaving Cullen in mid-shimmy. He pretended for a while that he'd rather dance alone than quit before he'd had enough, then followed after her. He pressed the heel of his hand into his left hip, which truly ached from the uncustomary gyrating.

Ann was leaning on the banister of the staircase spiraling down to the main floor. She turned sharply as Cullen got close. "Jesus, it happened again. I thought you were coming from in front of me, not behind. This is a strange place."

Among the strangest: Out somewhere near where Queens and Nassau counties blur together, looking like a vast bowling alley or maybe a discount appliance dealership. On the outside, a thousand cement mixers' worth of reinforced concrete, the crude angles only somewhat softened by the half-foot of snow that had fallen overnight and that traffic had already transformed from virginal to slatternly; and on the inside, a fragile fist in a rough-tough glove, miles and miles of mirrors. Walls, ceilings, doors, halls—anything that wasn't carpeted was mirrored. All of the mirrors reflected all of the others—and reflected everyone and everything reflected in them. And had them reflected back, and reflected them back again, on and on, in and in. That man coming toward you (or was he going away from you?)—was that you, or was it someone else? That coquette—was she smiling at you, or at someone else, or at herself? In certain narrow corridors, a rank of oneself receded forever on one's right, back into history, while on one's left another rank advanced into the future. Or was it the other way around?

Alone (he had thought) in a men's room, Cullen had sung softly but out loud Tracy Chapman's "Baby Can I Hold You." Coming out of the stall, fussing with his breast-pocket square, he had blushed to find himself surrounded by a dozen men fussing with theirs, then had snorted when he realized they were he and he was they.

The place had a name, Boulevard Manor, but might as well have had none, for Boulevard Manor gave no hint of the place's raison d'être: weddings. Industrial-strength weddings with bridesmaids and groomsmen and ring bearers and flower girls; with the bride's cousin (or was it the groom's aunt?), who once auditioned for Star Search, singing, a capella, "Both Sides Now" or "The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face"; with royal-blue (in this case) plastic swizzle sticks—MARIA & QUINCY 14 DEC. 1991—topped by figures of a generic Caucasian bride in veil and train and, half a head taller, in a morning coat, a generic Caucasian groom—never mind that the flesh-and-blood bride was Hispanic, wore a strapless minidress, and was the same height as the African-American groom, in a powder-blue tuxedo, only because he had a four-inch-high fade haircut.

The wedding, in the Tristan—Isolde Room, of Maria Esperanza, a detective second-grade in the Internal Affairs Unit of the New York City Police Department, and Stacy Ladislaw, a bailiff in the Bronx County Criminal Court, was one of a bunch in progress that afternoon. Down a hall of mirrors to the left, in Dante—Beatrice, Tamara was marrying Nathan. (Cullen, also a cop, Maria Esperanza's partner, hip to clues, had learned as much from a swizzle stick dropped by one of several young ushers who had escaped the celebration for a while and were dueling in the hallway, stirrers simulating rapiers.) To the right, in Romeo—Juliet, Lourdes was marrying Jaime. In Hero—Leander, on the other side of the second-floor lobby, Antonia was marrying Antonio ("Sounds like Shakespeare," Ann had said as she and Cullen studied the notice board in the lobby). In Orpheus—Eurydice, Poppy was marrying Barry.

And those were just the matinees. Lourdes and Jaime's maitre d' was checking his watch and twisting his forelock because the wedding was running on Latin time—running two hours late—and the maitre d' (a gringo) had Amy and Nguyen booked in R—J at six. Sharon and Neil, Melanie and Don (emphatically not Griffith and Johnson), Latifa and Sharif, Ye-Mei and Shi Jei, had scheduled their leaps to matrimony that evening in, respectively, Pygmalion—Galatea, Cupid—Psyche, Apollo—Daphne, Echo—Narcissus. ("A lot of these couples didn't make it," Ann had said. "Do you think they know that?" And: "They forgot a room for Bonnie and Clyde.")

Ann sat sidesaddle on the banister, making Cullen, a mild acrophobe, nervous, and watched Antonia and Antonio posing on a banquette for a photographer with a Hasselblad and an unshakable sense of which stances connoted bliss and which didn't. The black-eyed Antonia's rigid lips and askew elbows said she thought the photographer was full of shit; Antonio, getting razzed by groomsmen and ushers on the sidelines and fearful of Antonia's black-mustached mother, who stood hip-to-hip with the photographer, trying to muscle a peek in the viewfinder, grinned goofily and did as he was told.

"I've decided," Ann said, "to become a vegetarian."

Cullen smiled—with relief. He'd been pretty sure she was going to say something about weddings, especially about their having been together four and a half years without having one. "That roast beef was pretty grim."

"It was calamari that did it," Ann said. "I like calamari in restaurants, but I've never thought to make it at home. The other night I stopped after work at the twenty-four-hour fish store on Broadway. I was thinking shrimp—it was cocktail sauce I really wanted—but the calamari was on sale, so I got some. I figured I'd shake it up in bread crumbs and fry it, but for the hell of it I looked in the Joy of Cooking. It said—I'll never forget this as long as I live—it said: before cooking squid or octopus, make sure it's dead.

"There was more: something about 'a conclusive blow,' but I only skimmed it. A conclusive blow, salt to taste, sauté in super-unleaded olive oil."

Cullen laughed.

Ann got off the banister. "What about it? Is Maria an extra virgin?"

He took a step away—to get a better look at her and just in case. Sometimes like an errant Ping-Pong ball, sometimes like a ricocheting bullet, her mind worked mysteriously. "You okay?"

"Come on—you must've talked about things like that, riding around in the old whitetop, when you weren't nabbing perps and getting little old ladies' cats out of trees and giving tickets to double-parked stretch limos and adding Pakistani news vendors to the pad: where you lost your virginity, and if not, why not? Is Maria an extra virgin or an extrovert?"

Cullen was about to quibble—that they drove their own cars, his Valiant, Maria's Taurus, not squad cars; that they didn't do felonies or pets in jeopardy or traffic; that the pad was ancient history, modern cops put the arm on criminals with lots of ready cash and an inability and reluctance both to holler cop—to quibble and to wonder what the hell was bothering Ann. Maria Esperanza reprieved him by walking up to them just then, a lodestone with her spectacular figure for the eyes of Antonio's groomsmen—and for Antonio, a popinjay for darts fired by the black-eyed Antonia and her black-mustached mother. "Hi, guys."

"Hi, yourself," Ann said. "You look like a goddamn goddess. I was just getting on Joe for having a goddamn goddess for a partner." Was that what she'd been doing? Cullen didn't think so.

Maria smiled, but her face was cloudy. "Maslosky called the banquet office for you, Joe. They couldn't find you, so I took it. He apologized—Maslosky—he was about as civil as it's possible for him to be, he really was."

"As civil as a boa constrictor?"

"He really was. He wouldn't tell me what it's about, he just said you should call A.S.A.P."

Cullen's hip began to throb all over again. He touched Ann's elbow in an attempt to seem unconcerned, an attempt to get her to be unconcerned at yet another inconvenient call from duty. "Maslosky won't learn the computer; he always needs help finding things. That's probably it."

Ann's elbow was icy and hard. His probably was transparent; it didn't show up in any of the many available mirrors, like a vampire's. "I sometimes think," Ann had said the last time a telephone had tolled for him in the middle of some fun, or maybe the time before, "that you like being a public servant because it so often gets you off the hook of your private responsibilities." "We came in your car, don't forget. I don't want to be stuck out here in the middle of nowhere in all this snow. I'm sorry, Maria. It's not the middle of nowhere, I just don't want to be stuck out here."

Maria touched Ann's hand. "I couldn't find my way home." In a gravelly voice she added, "Fuckin' Maslosky."

Ann echoed her. "Fuckin' Maslosky."

"I'll be back," Cullen said, and went downstairs, limping a little.

"He'll be back," Ann said.

"He will be back," Maria said. "They always come back. . . . So what is it, Annie? Do you always get edgy when another one bites the dust?"

"That's what men say, isn't it—guys say—when one of the guys gets married."

"What do you say, when a sister gets married?"

"Mazel toy. How do you say it in Spanish?"

"Felicidades."

"Felicidades."

"Is that really what you say? De veras?"

Ann shrugged. "Whatever I say, I sometimes think, 'Fuck you. I don't want to get married anyway, so fuck you.' Joe's made this . . . stipulation. He wants to wait to marry until both his kids are in college. James started at Rutgers this year, Tenny has two more years of high school. I'm afraid when she starts college he'll say he wants to wait till they both graduate, then till they get Ph.D.s, then till they get jobs, then till they marry."

"Quincy had a stipulation," Maria said. "He stipulated we wait till he was making as much money as me. I told him 'Stipulate this.' Men are undependable wimps. It's up to us to take them down the road to new experiences, leading them by the hand and kicking them in the ass at the same time."

"They act so smart," Ann said, "so able. They act like they know everything about us, and they don't know shit. That's what I hate about Frankie Crocker."

Maria laughed. "You do hate Frankie Crocker."

"Not his ain't-no-other-like-this-brother attitude. I can live with that, it's colorful, it's harmless. I hate his condescension. The Evening Bath. Do you know about the Evening Bath?"

Maria made her voice Frankie Crocker—smooth and sable. "Tension-busters. A chance for working women everywhere to relax and let the cares of the day slip away. . . . Quincy's usually home in time for the bath," she went on in her own voice. "Sometimes, when I'd be coming over after work, he'd tape it for me to listen to when I got there. The music's toy, Annie, you can't deny that. Frankie has dope taste."

"It's his arrogance. Imagining himself getting into the tub, scrubbing our backs, rubbing our necks, drying us off, putting on creams and powders. Waving his dick in our faces is what he's saying, he just doesn't say it."

Maria heard her name being called and gestured that she'd be right there. "My mother's probably afraid Quincy and I've already had a fight. Don't get so worked up about Frankie Crocker; he's just another dude. I'm rooting for you and Joe. He's a very decent man. And muy guapo."

"Joe calls me guapa—he learned it from you—when things're a little tense. He thinks talking like a mambo king will soften me up."

Maria started moving away but took Ann's hands and squeezed. "I want to spend time with you, Annie just us two—when we get back from the islands. But I want to say to you now that I really like what you're doing in your new job. I know you were ambivalent about working in television. I know it must be hard working with Samantha Cox—"

Ann laughed. "Hard? Samantha?"

"—but I think what you're doing is a lot more immediate than your magazine stuff. More important to more people. I especially like your Quintana Davidoff stuff. It's very powerful."

"Quintana Davidoff. Everybody's favorite victim. Do you think it's because of her name?"

"It's because of her promise."

Ann nodded. She kissed the bride's cheek. "Thanks for saying all that. It's nice to hear. Felicidades. Now get back in there."

"Hi."

Ann looked at Cullen's reflection in a mirror but didn't face him.

"Computer anxiety?"

"Two detectives got killed. Luther Todd and Jenny Swale, Air Cargo Hijacking. A con named Elvis Polk. A job at Kennedy last month had the same MO as one a couple of years ago. Polk was doing points for fencing goods from that job. The Ds brought him down from Wallkill to see if he'd serenade them with some names."

Cop talk. He didn't usually talk cop talk off-duty. Cop shooters hit each and every cop. "I'm sorry. Did you know them?"

"No."

"Do you have to go?"

"Not right away. I'm in on a meeting at five."

"Were they dirty?"

"Not that I know of. But it's SOP to check them out."

"That can't be fun." He was guapo, damn it. There was plenty of time between now and five to take him home and fuck his brains out, and that was what she wanted to do. But she knew that wasn't going to happen. His left hand was a fist and it was grinding into his left hip. That meant his hip hurt and the reason it hurt was that one hundred forty-three days ago (but who was counting?), he'd been winged in that hip. His hip hurt all the time as it was; it was so often the reason he couldn't get it up and keep it up; now he would be all pain, all hard except where she wanted him hard. "Where did Elvis Polk get the gun?"

"It wasn't Todd's or Swale's. Polk dumped them on a back road in Rockland County; their pieces were on them. He took Swale's car and Luther's shoes."

"His shoes?"

"You know—his power sneakers."

Ann took his arm and hugged it in both of hers. "I'm sorry. And I'm sorry I was cranky before."

"Weddings."

"Work. This isn't the time to talk about it."

"Talk about it. I'd rather not talk about dead cops."

Ann faced him, so she couldn't see herself in any mirror. "People think working with Samantha is what's wearing me out. Samantha's fine, she's who she is; she's a star and I'm a bit player and that's fine. What's wearing me out is going into people's homes night after night. You have to dress for it, you have to be on. It's not like at the magazine: No more blue jeans, T-shirts, sneakers; no more feet up on the desk, laptop on my lap, a bag of Fritos in the drawer, picking my nose if I felt like it, plucking at my panties if they got all in a bunch, taking all afternoon, all day, several days, to come up with a lead, a word. I'd come up with a lead and I'd take the rest of the day off—go to a movie at the Thalia, when there was a Thalia, or Theatre 80. Now I have to go on the air and share my lead with millions of strangers.

"I never wrote anything that was so immediate to so many as the stuff I've done on Quintana Davidoff. An old-timer at the News when I was starting out said once if I ever got two letters about a piece I'd written I'd be entitled to say I'd gotten a 'flood of mail.' And he was right. But the television audience is connected to you; you can feel the tingle. Most nights we're not even off the air yet and the phones light up. People want to tell you what they feel about what you just said; they want to talk back, argue, correct, agree. It's tiring." Ann looked at her watch. "Can we dance a little more before you go? Or would that be ghoulish?"

"I haven't had a chance to talk to Quincy," Cullen said. "I should do that. Is there something new on Quintana?"

Ann shook her head. "No. Quintana's still dead."
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"When I'm president, once a year people will have to go to work in their bathing suits. Everyone: the boss and the kid in the mailroom, the principal and the custodian, the mayor and the meter maid. Not to be provocative, not to make fun; to humble, to equalize. Everyone will see everyone else's imperfections, and their own. Everyone will be nicer, the rest of the year, nicer to each other."

So said Connie Carrera, lying on her back on a Snoopy towel at Jones Beach, June 1972, her hands behind her head, a crop of stubble in her armpits, to Joe Cullen, propped on an elbow beside her. Cullen knew he loved her because he didn't mind the stubble, the stubble wasn't putting a dent in the erection he'd had for some time now, ever since Connie sat up to reach for her Coppertone; she had come to a stop at the top of her sit-up, but her bikini top, whose straps she had untied for even tanning, kept on going—a body in motion tending to remain in motion. They would laugh about it in years to come, but at the moment they were pretending it hadn't happened. They had known each other just two months tomorrow (she taught at a nursery school that had its outdoor playtime in Washington Square Park, where he, a uniform in the Six in those days, walked a beat) and had done only some light fumbling, so her words on the abasing effects of near-nakedness were admonitory: He still hadn't seen everything, and he had shown her no more than had the guy on the next blanket, or the next or the next.

Two hundred million years later, having married, bred with, divorced, and seen everything of Connie Carrera, Cullen remembered her campaign promise as he sat at a long, long table in a police headquarters conference room, listening to men deficient in humility be everything but nice to one another or to anyone else. They were fully dressed, mostly for the weekend (Cullen had come straight from dropping off Ann and still had on his only dress suit, blue), and getting them less dressed would have been prodigious; a world in which fifth-rate asshole scumbag dipshit punks blew away cops two at a time was not a world in which they intended to walk around in their jocks.

The epithets had been heaped on Elvis Polk by Police Commissioner Phil Hriniak, who was wearing a suit too, the black that befit condolence visits. As others around the table had put on the table what few facts they had in hand, Hriniak had sunk lower and lower in his leather armchair, until he appeared to Cullen, nearly facing him, like a sixty-year-old child who had crashed a meeting of grownups. Finally, having been debriefed all he cared to be, thank you, Hriniak had winched himself up straight, struggled out of his coat, yanked at his tie. He centered the yellow legal pad on which he had made a few notes, abused Elvis Polk, and began the summing up that was his perquisite—and was also his way of letting you know how he would have put it.

"So . . . the Mercury Freight Thanksgiving Day heist and the SpeedAir heist, May '88, had the same handwriting. Detectives Luther Todd and Jennifer Swale, Air Cargo Hijacking, noticed the similarities, similarities Captain Conigliaro has made intelligible to those of us without experience in this area."

Conigliaro, commander of Air Cargo Hijacking (royal-blue velour polo shirt, acid-washed jeans, navy Adidas), pinched the sides of his mouth, lest he smile. With two detectives hammered, even if the PC stroked you, you didn't strut.

"Todd and Swale," Hriniak continued, and interjected, "—Todd was thirty-four, twelve years in the Department, married but separated, no kids, lived with his parents; Swale, twenty-seven, five years, single, lived with a roommate, female—Todd and Swale got word Elvis Polk was proposing a serenade. Polk was popped in August '88 attempting to sell items from the SpeedAir job to a fence, a Department sting. He denied involvement in the heist and copped to possession of stolen property. He's doing two to six, and blew a parole opportunity last month when he stabbed another con with a screwdriver—an argument over what radio station to play in a day room. There's an interesting document here"—Hriniak slid a bureaucratic flimsy out from under his pad and held it up by a corner between thumb and forefinger—"a psychiatric evaluation that says Polk suffers from the delusion—did I say he's blond and blue?—that he's an African-American. Probably wanted to hear WBLS."

The room's only, and the Department's highest-ranking, African-American, Chief of Department Powell Ruth (gray flannel slacks, maroon cashmere turtleneck, double-breasted blue blazer, Gucci loafers—Ruth dressed down looked more dressed up than most cops dressed up), laughed. "That's WBL Kicking S, Commissioner."

Hriniak's eyes lost their focus for just a moment while he wondered if he'd heard what he thought he'd heard and what it meant if he had heard it. Then he said, "Is it?" and laughed too, so anyone who wanted to could.

Cullen only smiled. You could divvy up the world, he believed, according to tastes in radio stations: Over here were the National Public Radio types, over here the Soft Rock/Lite FMers, over here Classical, over here Jazz. MOR, AOR, Classic Rock, Oldies, Country, All-News, All-Sinatra, All-Elvis, Talk, Soul, Salsa, Hip-Hop, Metal, Zydeco, Religion, Sports—you were one or you were another; you were rarely more than two, almost never more than that. Cullen was suddenly interested in Ruth, who he would have said was too exalted to listen to anything everyone could tune in on. The next time Frankie Crocker (There ain't no other like this brother) came back on the air after the news and the weather and the traffic and did a box check—"Check the treble, check the high hat, check the bass. Yo, 'cross the street there, crank it up, home boy: Mantronix featuring Wondress, 'Got to Have Your Love' "—Cullen would try to imagine Powell Ruth, up in his brownstone on Hamilton Terrace, pinning the needles on his rig.

"Elvis Polk"—Hriniak tipped back in his chair and through the half-glasses on the end of his nose read from the pad he'd scribbled on; his right arm was up and crooked and the middle finger of his right hand traced the perimeter of the widening bald spot on the back of his head, a sentry guarding against further defections—"like I said, Caucasian, thirty-one, five-eight, one-fifty, blond and blue, gold-capped front teeth, like a home boy, pair of dice on one cap—two threes, six the hard way—a crown on the other, five tattooed teardrops on his left cheek, a tattooed heart on his left bicep with the words 'Undertaker, Undertaker,' a tatooed coffin on his right bicep with the words 'Fixin' to Die.' The teardrops mean tours in the J; I don't know what the 'undertakers' mean." Hriniak looked over the top of his glasses. "Anybody?"

Cullen waited. He figured it was Ruth's to answer if he wanted to, if he could. Finally he said, "It's from a gospel song, 'Will the Circle Be Unbroken."Undertaker, undertaker, won't you please drive real slow. That's dear sweet old so-and-so. I hate to see him go.' Fixin' to Die' is a Bukka White song. Dylan covered it."

Legs were uncrossed and recrossed, crotches eased, throats cleared; sidelong looks crept around the table; water was poured, coffee sipped from Dunkin' Donuts containers. That Cullen, subordinate to everyone there (except Patrolman Sid Braverman, Hriniak's driver-bodyguard, seated like a Semitic Buddha by the door), went back a long way with Hriniak, superior to them all, was well known. (Back to the days B.C.—Before Connie—when Cullen, a City College student, worked nights in a Duffy Square record store that was on the beat of Hriniak, in uniform in Midtown South and a jazz collector; they got to talking over the Getz—Gilberto bin the way he and Connie would one day get to talking over the sandbox.) What wasn't known, least of all by Cullen and Hriniak, was what to do about the friendship, especially since, as Hriniak had moved first indoors, then downtown, then upstairs, it had come to consist mainly of chance meetings at which they shrugged and shucked in semi-mock dismay at how long it had been since they had gotten together socially. (At the last dinner chez either of them—Christmas 1979—Cullen was a detective two and still married to Connie Carrera; Hriniak was a deputy chief inspector with all his hair, Beryl Hriniak was still a blonde.)

Then there was the Department-wide bewilderment at Cullen's store of music trivia. He had won the Detectives Endowment Association's Jeopardy! Night with a run of correct answers—correct questions—in the category Pop & Rock Music (A: Gordon Sumner, Robby Van Winkle, and Dave Evans. Q: Who are Sting, Vanilla Ice, and The Edge? A: British rock bands that suffered the tragic deaths of their original drummers. Q: Who are Led Zeppelin and The Who? A: The setting of a Bruce Springsteen song about the doomed love affair between Spanish Johnny and Puerto Rican Jane. Q: What is Fifty-seventh Street? A: He was caught in the rain with his friend Billy half a mile from the county fair. Q: Who is Van Morrison?) and was favored against the champs of the Patrolmen's Benevolent Association and the Sergeants Benevolent Association in an impending Jeopardy!-Off for the benefit of the Police and Fire Widows' and Children's Fund right after the New Year.

Looking sorry he'd asked, for word that he'd been mining Cullen's musical lode was sure to get out, and, bingo, charges of nepotism, Hriniak went on: "Todd and Swale, like I said, got word from Polk's lawyer, Margaret Morris, Legal Services, that her client was more interested in singing a SpeedAir serenade than in the past, seeing as how, thanks to his handiwork with the screwdriver, he was a little farther than he had been from the mouth of shit's creek. They took custody at Wallkill at ten A.M. yesterday and drove to Cargo Hijacking at Kennedy, arriving about twelve-thirty. At approximately one-fifteen they were joined by Margaret Morris and Queens County ADA Carlton Woods. They talked about an hour, no deals were cut, but there was a, uh, understanding, Captain Conigliaro tells us, that further discussions could be profitable to both sides.

"Todd and Swale left with the prisoner at approximately four P.M. It was Swale's car, but Todd was driving, Swale riding shotgun, Polk in the back seat. It's a two-hour drive with traffic. The warden got on to the Troopers about six-thirty when they couldn't clear the count, the Troopers got on to us. By the time I was notified by the first dep it was eight-thirty. Some kids out sledding found the bodies this morning, in a culvert near Nanuet. Why is it always kids—kids having fun?"

And where was the first dep, Cullen wondered, First Deputy Commissioner Susan Price, Hriniak's second-in-command, the Department's highest-ranking woman? Were they going to strip down, after all, and were they more afraid of her showing them hers or of showing her theirs?

Hriniak drank some coffee and grimaced it down. "Near as we know—Rockland County's in on this and we've got to do some stuff twice—they were hammered around five, five-thirty, at extreme close range, Swale in the back of the head, Todd in the forehead. They were not hammered in the culvert, they were hammered somewhere else and dumped there. Polk is sayonara, Swale's car, an '86 Volare, is missing. Smart money says Polk has different wheels by now. He also appears to have Detective Todd's shoes, Reebok basketball sneakers, the kind you pump full of air to make them fit better. He'll need a lot of air, Polk; he's a size nine, Detective Todd was a twelve.

"The piece was a small-caliber handgun, a twenty-two or a twenty-five. I figured, I guess everybody figured, it was somebody's off-duty piece, Polk got it from a locker somehow at Air Cargo. But preliminarily all the off-duty pieces are accounted for, none of the lockers were broken into. That's not to say Polk couldn't've opened a locker and relocked it, that somebody's short a piece and not telling. He was cuffed in front, Polk."

Hriniak sat forward, took off his glasses, put aside his pad. "A violation of procedure, against the regs, not repeat not SOP—we all know that and we all know it's not the first time and it won't be the last. Polk ate a sandwich, he had coffee, he went to the can, he took some notes on a pad his lawyer gave him." Hriniak flicked his fingers across his pad. "Hard to do with your hands behind your back and hard to get a man with his hands behind his back to roll over for you. You can break him down, sure, make him tell you he killed Lincoln just to get you out of his face, but not easy to get him to roll over on somebody. Anybody says otherwise has never had to do it. Plus, it's Christmastime, for Christ's sake.

"Polk was by himself more than once. He was by himself in Todd and Swale's office, cuffed to a radiator, according to Captain Conigliaro, but only by one hand because that's when he was eating lunch. He was by himself in an interrogation room, cuffed but not to anything because the door locks from the outside only and everything inside is bolted down. He was not by himself, exactly, but alone in a hallway with his attorney, both hands cuffed, plus she was his bond. Leaving him by himself all those times would be a major fuck-up if Polk were a violent felon, but aside from poking this con with a screwdriver—it barely broke the skin, the warden tells me; the guy was out of the hospital the next day—he has no record of violent felonies."

Hriniak put his glasses back on and pulled his pad close. With a pencil point he ticked off Elvis's blemishes: "He's been doing this seventeen years, since he was fourteen: truancy, possession of a gravity knife, petty larceny, truancy and escape, possession of burglary tools, grand theft auto. Like I said, he's a fifth-rate asshole scumbag dipshit punk, but does he sound to anybody like a cop killer?"

He sounded to Cullen restless and ornery, a Jeopardy! answer to the question: Who is Merle Haggard?

"The media," Hrinialc said, "—when did the press become the media? Did they take a vote on it or what, or did somebody just decide?—the media is dancing all over the graves of these poor fucking cops.
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They're lining up outside, snow or no snow, to point fingers. You saw, you who were at the press conference, you saw them put Suzie Price through the wringer, she was so wrung out I told her to go down to the gym for a half hour, slam the shit out of a heavy bag. Samantha Cox, shit. Samantha Cocksucker."

This time, everyone looked right at Cullen—Ruth and Conigliaro, Hriniak and Braverman; Chief of Detectives Paolo Abruzzi (lamb's wool polo shirt, sharkskin slacks, Guccis too; the joke was that if Abruzzi and Ruth couldn't outsmart John Gotti, they could at least try to outdress him); Captains Richie Maslosky of Internal Affairs (red Gore-Tex running suit; he'd switched addictions from smoking to jogging after a mild stroke) and Elihu I. Novak of Homicide (wash-and-wear shirt, the pants to an old suit, Hush Puppies—Novak might take a day off, but he wouldn't enjoy it); Detectives Mike Radnor of IAU and Donnie Drago and Tim McIver of Homicide (all in baseball caps, ski jackets, blue jeans, black leather training shoes—to anyone but a blind man, cops). So this was why he'd been summoned here this late afternoon—because they thought him in cahoots with Samantha Cox.

Some collaboration. Samantha was the first-magnitude star of Channel 14's six and eleven o'clock newscasts, on which Ann was—Ann's phrase—a forty-watt bulb. Ann, not he. His . . . his girlfriend, not he. He had been in Samantha's gravitational field just once. She had touched him once, taking his hand in her cool, hard hands; she had commanded in her cool, hard voice that he call her Sam; she had concluded that they must do lunch and do it soon; she had conveyed unmistakably the impression that she had been motivated since getting out of bed that morning by the prospect of finally meeting him—and yet had all the while looked with her cool, hard eyes right past him, right through him, at someone else, someone more interesting to her than he, who, having been met, netted, pinned up, mounted, labeled, catalogued, was now of no interest whatsoever. With a crisp move of her slim wrist, she had propelled herself around him (his memory had offered up an image from his misspent youth: a roller-derby queen, tousled and tough, cracking the whip), around him and past him and across the room, where she had extended her cool, hard hand at her quarry and commanded that he call her Sam.

A few more times that night—Channel 14's annual Midsummer Night's Ball, a ticket so hot people forsook the Hamptons, the Cape, the Vineyard, to attend—Cullen's eyes had encountered Samantha —er, sorry—Sam Cox's, and had been brushed off. The only indication that he was even a smudge on her memory had been Ann's report, just before Thanksgiving, that Sam had asked if she were spending the holiday with him—"with Jim."

Hriniak: "Samantha Cox and a crew were out at Kennedy this morning, doing a story on air-traffic controllers. Some whistle-blower talking about drug abuse. When they heard about the hammer, they came down on Air Cargo like vultures. Conigliaro was in Nanuet, there were only junior people on hand, Cox chewed them up and spit them out. They didn't know what hit them." Hriniak tipped his head at Braverman, who got up out of his chair and went around to a television and a VCR on a rolling table in a corner. "This was on at six; there'll be more at eleven."

Braverman switched on the TV and the VCR. Clicks, whirrs, then Samantha Cox in a trademark red outfit, a suit this time, with a short, tight skirt that ended above her knees and a jacket with Star Trek shoulder pads, offensive-lineman shoulder pads. Her hair was ultrablond, ultracoiffed; her lips were ultrared, ultrasucculent; her teeth ultraperfect, ultraivory; her skin ultralucid, her figure ultralithe, her carriage ultrasovereign. If Samantha Cox were to go to work in a bathing suit, if she were to go to work in a gunnysack, the effect would be like that of a neutron bomb. (In fact, Samantha fully clothed had been pretty decimating: Channels 2, 4, 5, 7, 9, and 11 obstinately continued to broadcast local news shows after Samantha's arrival from Los Angeles a little over two years ago, but from the ratings books it appeared that only a few friends and relatives of the principals were watching anything but NewsFocus 14. And who knew that those friends and family weren't participants in the ritual conducted by hundreds of thousands who weren't home at six P.M. or still up at eleven of—as New York magazine put it in a cover story on the practice—"Videotaping Samantha: The Town's Latest Guilty Pleasure—Using the VCR to Trap Cox the Fox"?)

A sorceress when it came to telling a story with images and sounds, Samantha began beguiling her audience this time with a tracking shot through Air Cargo Hijacking's squalid Quonset in a patch of Kennedy airport that in the snow looked more like the South Pole than south Queens. The moving camera on the cameraman's lurching shoulder represented the edgy eye of the sociopathic prisoner, looking here, there, everywhere for a way out, a weapon, a chink.

Down a hall, through a door, through another, into a room with a thick metal door that slammed shut behind "the prisoner." Where there had been noise—raised voices, ringing phones, the bang of a drawer of a cheap metal desk, typewriters, jetliners laboring aloft—there was now (nice touch) suffocating silence broken only (brilliant touch, award-winning touch) by nervous nasal breathing. Sociopathic breathing.

Two metal chairs and an old metal desk were the room's only furniture, and after enduring the awful silence for a moment, "the prisoner" swiftly opened and shut the desk's six drawers. Empty. Shit.

The door was opened then and "the prisoner" was escorted down the (noisy) hall to another room, an office, clearly less secure, less intimidating than the first room. There were two newish metal and laminate desks in the office and on them and on the bulletin boards over them were photographs, cartoons, funny greeting cards (the reigning Peanuts gang and the pretender Garfield), Post-it notes, while-you-were-out telephone messages, coupons, clippings, pennants, lapel buttons, train schedules.

Left alone again, "the prisoner" rifled the desk drawers, three in each desk. Envelopes, paper, Post-it pads, note pads, legal pads, steno pads, rubber bands, paper clips, staplers and staples, pens, pencils, rulers.

(No scissors, Cullen noticed. He had scissors in his desk, which probably wasn't very smart, was it? He had used them just yesterday to cut from the Times an ad for a watch he liked, a "faux classic with yesterday's style and today's accuracy." He had given the ad to Ann that morning on the way to the wedding in response to her ultimatum that he tell her what he wanted for Christmas or he would get ankle socks and boxer shorts. She had looked at the ad, rolled her eyes—at the "faux," he knew—and put it in her handbag.

(Cullen noticed too that "the prisoner's" hands, which appeared in the frame from time to time, were manacled with what looked like Department-issue handcuffs. [Maybe that was why he was here—to roll the head of whatever cop had lent his cuffs to the simulation.] But how did the cameraman, if those were his hands, get them in the frame and still operate the camera? He
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