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    Night is the nature of man’s interior world.


    —WALLACE STEVENS, A Word with José Rodriguez-Feo
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    Electra-Glide in Red


    
      
    


    It had been a frustrating day for Sharan until she heard, or thought she heard, the sound of her stolen motorcycle. After that, thanks to her impulsive nature, the day quickly got a lot worse.


    She was in the Laundromat of the modest shopping center across from Skinner’s Texaco and the new branch post office on East Fourth Street. The spin cycle of the washer she was using had finished, and she was separating the few things she didn’t want to go into the dryer when the familiar sound of a Harley engine running too rich on idle caught her attention, like a bee sting at the base of her neck. The carburetor might well have been the used S and S Super B she’d been jetting, a trial-and-error process, on the Sunday when her iron was swiped. It was now Wednesday afternoon, and her outrage was still fresh.


    Sharan sprinted out of the Laundromat and stopped, shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand as she scanned the street. Continuing to hear the motorcycle (there was nothing else in the world that sounded like a Harley) but not seeing it—then, there it was, coming slowly around from the rest room side of Skinner’s, as cruddy as a motocross bike from hard use but still with the distinctive, not-so-common customized X-Sportster front end, the chromed bullet-style turn signals looking like dirt daubers’ nests from splattered red clay. For several seconds she couldn’t quite believe it. Not three miles from her front porch, and there he was riding around Tombetta, Georgia, all gall and brass and wearing a black helmet with a bronzed face shield that mirrored the sun as he turned his head.


    Sharan didn’t recognize him, but his style was familiar. He wore low-cut biker boots, Levi’s torn across one knee. His black T-shirt was a souvenir from a death-metal concert. There were blue stains of tattoos on his sunburnt forearms. He had that small-time, redneck, dropout look.


    He might have noticed her. Rider and Harley were motionless for a few moments. The engine stumbled but didn’t die. A mail delivery Jeep pulled out of the post office driveway and turned left, momentarily blocking Sharan’s view of the Electra-Glide thief.


    “Hey!” Sharan hollered. And took off running.


    Simultaneously the Harley’s engine revved and he headed up Mulhern Street, backfiring, black smoke erupting from the twin exhausts. Past the low stone wall of Greater Gethsemene Baptist Church and cemetery, disappearing from sight as Sharan reached the pump island on the Mulhern side of the Texaco station.


    Some Mexican bricklayers were drinking Pepsis in front of Skinner’s while one of them shimmied under their pickup truck to look for a source of trouble. No help there, Sharan decided. There was a dark blue Dodge Caravan with no one in it parked by the pumps, the door on the driver’s side open. Keys left in the ignition. Sharan hesitated, dismayed and angry, adrenaline turning her blood to rocket fuel. She looked at the Mexicans.


    “That guy stole my motorcycle! I am borrowing this vehicle! Comprende? I’m going after him, and I need to borrow the vehicle! Tell whoever owns it, it’s an emergency! Emergencia!”


    Maybe they understood her, probably they didn’t. Sharan unbuckled her fanny pack and hung it on the pump beside the van. Her wallet was in the fanny pack, forty-two dollars and her driver’s license in the wallet. SouthTrust Mastercard, not quite maxed out. Whoever owned the van, she thought, would surely appreciate her motives in this crisis, realize that her intentions were honorable. Sharan had nine thousand dollars tied up in her motorcycle, which was all the transportation she owned.


    Meanwhile the Electra-Glide thief was putting more distance between them.


    Sharan jumped into the van and took off after him, past the old cemetery with its weather-riddled, hand-hewn tombstones lopsided all over the hill, through a shady tunnel of oak trees that enclosed the narrow blacktop, out into the sun again at the crest of the hill and the intersection with Gun Club Road. The Electra-Glide thief had found the lumpy surface of Mulhern tough going and had turned west, toward Stone Mountain. Gun Club was two lanes with a turn lane down the middle, and there was traffic. The tires of the van screeched as Sharan ignored the blinking stop light and a delivery truck halfway through the intersection.


    “Way cool,” the kid in the backseat said.


    Startled, Sharan glanced over her shoulder and thought, Oh, no.


    He was eleven or twelve, husky, with one of those Dutch-Boy haircuts severely buzzed around the ears. He was wearing a little-league uniform, smudged here and there with Georgia red clay. Her quick wide turn had sent him sprawling across the middle seat of the van. He looked up with a flush of apprehension, tooth edges showing white as eggshell, his eyes locked on her; but he seemed determined to be a good sport.


    Sharan said, smiling tensely and returning her attention to the road, a live wire of guilt and consequence snapping sparks in her breast. Nothing much to do now but get on with it.


    “Who’re you chasing?” the kid said.


    “Somebody who stole my motorcycle.”


    “Are you a cop?” he asked, making an effort to give her some legitimacy.


    “No. Not anymore.”


    In the rearview mirror Sharan saw him sit up and lean forward, as if he had just noticed what was unusual about her.


    She had the van up to sixty on a straight stretch of road, using the turn lane to pass slower vehicles, gaining on the motorcycle. The huge bald dome of Stone Mountain was off to the left, about three miles away, but looking much closer in the clear air, a red cable car riding high in the unclouded sky.


    “What’s your name?” Sharan said.


    “I’m Jesse.”


    “Are you going to be late for your game?”


    “No ma’am, we played this morning.”


    “How did you do?”


    “Two for four. I had a double. You’re driving kind of fast.”


    “I’m a good driver, Jesse.”


    “What are you going to do when you catch him?”


    “I don’t know yet. Get my bike back.”


    “Is that a bionic hand?” Jesse said. His head appeared between the seats as he stared at the prosthetic device on the steering wheel. “It almost looks real.”


    “Bionic? Not quite, this one runs on batteries and nerve impulses. It’s a pretty good hand, though. I can do all kinds of things with it. Pick up a needle if I want to. You’d better sit back and fasten your seat belt.”


    Less than half a mile to the intersection with, U.S. 78, and a long light that had just turned red. The Electra-Glide thief was slowing. As yet he hadn’t looked around to see if he was being followed. Sharan slowed down, too, but stayed in the empty turn lane. Now she gave serious thought as to how she was going to handle it, thinking how nice it would be to see a cop approaching the intersection on 78. Unfortunately the van didn’t have a phone, so she couldn’t call for help.


    “What’s your name?” Jesse asked.


    “Sharan. Sharan Norbeth.”


    “There’s this boy in fifth grade at school, he’s got, like, part of his arm is missing, but he was, like, born that way. Were you—”


    “No, I lost the hand, Jesse. I mean it was cut off. Do you have your bat with you?”


    “I’ve got a couple of bats. Cut off? Jeez.”


    “Pass one up here to me, would you please, hon?”


    “Sure.”


    The Electra-Glide thief had stopped for the red light at 78, behind a Ready-Mix truck and a couple of cars. A county crew with backhoes was working on a utility out beside the road, separated from the traffic lane by a line of orange-and-white striped barrels. No escape for the thief in that direction. A rebuilt seventies sedan partly primed and partly repainted had pulled up behind the muddy red motorcycle, bass cannon booming, three teenage boys cutting up. The thief had not left much room between himself and the Ready-Mix truck. Sharan stopped in the turn lane to the left of the thief, took the metal baseball bat in her prosthetic hand and got out of the van. She walked around the front end and through the cloudy heat of the Ready-Mix truck’s exhaust to the right-hand lane and planted herself in front of the Electra-Glide.


    “You’re in possession of a stolen motorcycle. I know, because I own it. Switch off the ignition and stand aside. Do it now.”


    His face was invisible behind the face shield of his helmet. For several seconds he was motionless. Then he gunned it and tried to drive between her and the right front fender of the van. Sharan stepped nimbly aside, hands halfway up the taped handle of the well-used bat, and hit him on the front of the helmet as the Electra-Glide roared by, jolting him in a backward somersault out of the saddle.


    The Electra-Glide struck the high bumper of the Ready-Mix truck and flipped wide open across the turn lane, then went skidding to the opposite side of the road, shedding chromed bolt-ons and an exhaust pipe. Sharan glanced at her bike, fearful of fire. How much was she going to be out of pocket trying to get it up and running again? There was a high deductible on her insurance, at least five hundred dollars. Angrily she turned to the thief and pinned him to the asphalt, fat end of the bat pressing against his solar plexus. His face shield had popped off. He had a nosebleed. He was dazed from the impact and from the hard fall. She still didn’t know who he was: friend of a friend of somebody who lived at the mobile home park, maybe. She kicked his feet wide apart and leaned on the bat until he hollered. Sharan was as thin as a bicycle racer but strong, five feet ten inches tall, her height giving her good leverage. He’d hurt his shoulder. One thing was for sure: there was no fight in him.


    “Just stay put until the cops show up and sort this out,” she told the Electra-Glide thief. She glanced up then and saw Jesse grinning at her from the van. She grinned back, but halfheartedly, perspiration running down her cheeks while traffic piled up and passersby gaped at the scene, searching for meaning, as if it were impromptu theater, or a religious tableau.


    
      
    


    Ryan McClendon lingered inside the garage of the Chevron station at one corner of U.S. 78 and Gun Club Road watching the incident play itself out, drinking canned iced tea and mopping his forehead. No breeze and the afternoon temperature in the low nineties. A fire truck showed up first, who knew why, maybe because there was a station only a couple of blocks away and the wrecked Harley was smoking. Then two units from the sheriff’s department, paramedics and an ambulance, followed by state cops, who had a hysterical woman with them. Apparently the mother of the kid in the baseball uniform, the way she hugged him and carried on. The kid kept saying in a disgusted voice, “Jeez, Mom.”It was an interesting scene, but violence is always interesting.


    For the most part he kept his eyes on the tall woman with the prosthetic hand who had done such an efficient job of relieving the redneck-type of a motorcycle that didn’t look worth fighting over in the first place. Ryan liked the fact that she stayed calm, even when, inevitably, two of them escorted her to a squad car. No handcuffs—but of course there was no point in attaching a shackle to a prosthesis.


    He’d made his usual weekly visit to his grandmother at the nursing home in Loganville and was heading back to his office in downtown Atlanta when the front end of his Lexus started to shimmy. Pulled into the Chevron where the problem was diagnosed as an improperly seated lug nut on the right front wheel that had nearly sheared off. Two mechanics were still trying to drill what was left of the nut off the wheel bolt.


    As the sheriff’s deputies were seating the tall woman in the back of the unit he tossed his empty Fruitopia can into a barrel and sauntered to the edge of the road, taking out his ID. He showed it to the overweight deputy sweating behind the wheel of the unit.


    “Ryan McClendon, United States Attorney for the Northern District of Georgia.”


    He glanced at the woman behind the thick grillwork separating her from the front seat. Her head was up, but she wasn’t studying anything. She seemed drained of energy, damp bruised-looking eyelids half-closed. She was a strawberry blond, lanky but not awkward-looking, kind of a tomboy beauty, but certainly no kid.


    “Where’re you taking her?” Ryan asked.


    “Jail, partner,” the deputy said, looking from the wallet card to Ryan himself, squinting a little in the merciless sun.


    “It’s not an idle question, deputy, and don’t be taking that tone with me.”


    His own tone of voice caused the woman in the back seat to look at him, mildly curious.


    “Sorry,” the deputy said grudgingly. “She’s going to the Jubilation County sheriff’s office. This is Jubilation County, which I reckon you didn’t know, Sir.”


    “What’s she charged with?”


    “Couldn’t tell you.”


    The woman said in a clear unemotional voice, deeper than he had expected, “They’ll likely start with theft by taking and kidnapping. But I didn’t know the boy was in the car, or I wouldn’t have—” She made a fist on one thigh and grimaced slightly, commenting on her rashness and subsequent folly. She was one of those few redheads, he had noticed, who could lay on a tan and not resemble a speckled trout.


    “What’s your name?” Ryan asked her.


    “Sharan Norbeth.”


    “Norbett?”


    She spelled both names for him, carefully:


    “Do you have a lawyer, Sharan?”


    “No. Maybe. I’ll probably call Kennesaw Wilkie.” She took a deep breath that turned into a sigh. “But he’s probably off fishing somewhere.”


    A hard-eyed woman deputy came toward the unit, saying to Ryan, “Sir, step away from there, please.”


    Ryan asked Sharan, “What did the guy on the bike do to you?”


    “It’s my iron. He stole it.”


    “Sir, I don’t want to have to tell you again—”


    Ryan smiled at Sharan Norbeth and stepped back from the sheriff’s car.


    “Accept some advice. Don’t open your mouth again unless there’s counsel with you.”


    “Thank you,” Sharan said. “But I’ve been there.” She turned her head slightly to look at him through the side window. Her eyes were so bright her sandy lashes seemed to disappear in that blue inquisitive blaze. The woman deputy gave Ryan a brush-back stare before getting into the front seat. He passed his handkerchief, which was now a little soggy, over his sweltering forehead and watched as they drove east toward whatever the seat of Jubilation County was. He couldn’t remember; Georgia had more counties—159 of them—than any other, state in the union except Texas. Obsolete little fiefdoms in which pissant politicians quietly munched away at the tax dollar:


    The Electra-Glide had been moved from the eastbound lane of Gun Club Road to the side of the Chevron’s garage pending impoundment by the sheriff’s department. Ryan looked it over while he thought about Sharan Norbeth, wondering what it was, beyond her considerable physical appeal, that he found so memorable about her. The artificial hand came as a shock, of course, but after a few minutes it wasn’t something he dwelled on or pitied her for. She had committed what under the circumstances should be simple assault—no criminal purpose—but if the biker’s injuries turned out to be severe it could go to aggravated. One to twenty in this state. She had reacted with dignity to the consequences, no defensive tantrum or shrill accusations. She had made what she considered a necessary explanation and refused to say more. Obviously Norbeth possessed a temper and a maverick sense of justice, but also she had a sense of self-worth. Thank you, but I’ve been there. Been where? In the joint? Or maybe she was talking about a background in law or law enforcement—her expert handling of the Little League baseball bat, only a half swing, not trying to take his head off, and her correct usage of “theft by taking” according to the Criminal Code of Georgia—Ryan began to feel a resonant excitement. He just might have found the right woman, he thought, for someone who could do him a great deal of good when the next vacancy occurred in the Federal District Court, his next step on the way to the Supreme Court of the United States.


    In the garage they were nowhere near finished with his car. Ryan decided to put his waiting time to good use by establishing a relationship with the District Attorney of Jubilation County.
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    Leave It to Cleaver


    
      
    


    Coleman Dane left his office at the Justice Department in Washington shortly before seven o’clock and took a government jet from Andrews Air Force Base to Atlanta’s Peachtree Dekalb Airport. ETA 10:20 P.M. He was accompanied on the trip south by a staff assistant named Fitzie, whom he appreciated for her brains and loyalty, and a former FBI official who had helicoptered, courtesy of the Justice Department, from his centuries-old retirement home on the Potomac River in southern Maryland to meet Dane.


    “How are the renovations coming along?” the Deputy Attorney General asked, when they were airborne.


    “Put it this way,” Dayton Emmons said. “It would have cost about half as much to tear the house down and rebuild from the original plans.”


    “What, and lose all that historical significance?”


    Emmons smiled painfully and accepted a cold Amstel from Fitzie. Coleman Dane was drinking premium Scotch, one ice cube, no water. He had taken off his loafers and loosened his tie. He wasn’t interested in fashion: long ago he had adopted English traditional tailoring and stayed with it. Dark gray suits, shirts with spread collars and French cuffs. Dane was a rawboned, intense man with the workaholic’s look of chronic impatience, one of those apostles of high seriousness whose dedication to the law of the land took precedence over personal ambition, which was tempered by the fact that he had been born rich. He was forty-four. Divorced. Two kids. Probably at the height of his career, Emmons thought. The ongoing conflict between personal and legal ethics and the DoJ’s complexity, a medieval sprawl of largely unassociated departments with no central control, had discouraged many good men at the executive level. The average stay for deputy or assistant directors in the department was less than twenty months.


    “How’s Misty?” Emmons asked.


    “Good. Real good. Bone marrow reports are all positive. She’ll be six months in remission come Labor Day.”


    “What’s the cure rate these days? About seventy percent?”


    “Something like that. All we can do is pray.”


    “You should bring Misty and Griff down for a weekend before school starts. Dot keeps asking. We’ll do some clamming, just putter around.”


    “Yeah, that would be great for them. I’m definitely going to do that, Day.” Tugging at his tie, massaging closed eyelids. Dayton Emmons smiled sympathetically. The grind. The pressure. He knew. He was a little more than twenty years older than Dane, but already harboring a fortune in artificial body parts.


    “Would you like a sandwich, Day? Fitzie loaded up from the commissary before we left.”


    “Rare roast beef on rye, touch of mustard,” Emmons said to the discreetly posted Fitzie.


    “Boss?”


    “I don’t know. Don’t think so, right now. Bring me my laptop before you get busy in the galley, Fitz.” He fidgeted in the wide leather seat opposite Emmons, unable to make himself comfortable. Emmons, white-haired and with a sailor’s indelible tan, sprawled smiling in his own chair, beer in hand, a little drowsy at five hundred miles per hour, the somber red light of sunset on his brow.


    “We may have a way in,” Dane said finally, energized by the arrival of his ThinkPad. He turned his chair to a fold-down table and opened the portable computer where they could both see the color screen. He tapped away at the keyboard. Dayton Emmons reached into his shirt pocket for glasses that corrected his astigmatism.


    “Pretty woman,” he said in response to the sharp images—full face, right profile—on the active-matrix screen.


    “Her name is Sharan Norbeth. Age thirty-five, single. Right now she’s cooling out in a holding cell at the detention center in Jubilation County, Georgia. She’s seen her lawyer, but they haven’t transferred her to the jail. I don’t want her there yet, anyway.”


    “What did she do?”


    Dane told him.


    “So?”


    “The man she busted with a baseball bat may be an innocent party, as he claims, although it’s fair to say he knew the bike was stolen.”


    “The kidnapping charge is bullshit,” Emmons said thoughtfully. “Has she been in trouble before?”


    “She got aggressive with a guy who had been romancing her. Tossed him into a fountain at the mall where she works sometimes. He claimed personal injury.”


    “Sharan has a temper.”


    “Her ex-suitor pressed charges. Misdemeanor battery. After the bargaining-down she paid a fine and did some weekend community work.”


    “One prior? What’s she looking at currently? Did she cross a state line with the kid or the van?”


    “No, but the van was a government vehicle. The boy’s father is a soil scientist with the Department of Agriculture. Which gives me—”


    “An edge.” Emmons nodded. “Why her?”


    “Sharan Norbeth is an amputee. Right hand and wrist, a couple of inches of forearm. She wears a prosthesis, courtesy of the U.S. government.”


    “She was in the service?”


    “Comes from a military family. Army of the Cumberland, Seventh Cavalry, AEF, Big Red One.” Dane tapped the keys again. “Her father was a career noncom. Two tours of Vietnam with a Ranger unit. One of two hundred and thirty-nine Medal of Honor winners in that war. Posthumous. Threw himself on a grenade to save some of his men. It’s astounding how many Medal of Honor winners had the balls to do that.”


    “Her father’s medal entitled Sharan to a free ticket to West Point.”


    “Class of Eighty-three. She was recruited by the Military Police, then joined the CID two years later. Undercover work in Germany, until—Jesus, Day, I’m telling you. Sharan Norbeth is just what we’ve been hoping for. Better. She has investigative experience.”


    “How did she lose the hand, Cole? Accident?”


    Dane was silent for a few moments. He had returned Sharan Norbeth’s image to the computer screen. “A drug bust didn’t quite go off as planned. Some Albanians were operating a butcher shop in Old Sachsenhausen for cover. Maybe she got a little careless. Maybe one of the Albanians took her by surprise.”


    He glanced, a little sulkily, at Emmons, whose eyes were closed in contemplation.


    “You’re grinding your teeth, Cole.”


    Dane relaxed his jaw muscles. “I can tell what you’re thinking. Post-trauma syndrome. Night sweats. The horror.”


    “She must have had psychological counseling.”


    “I don’t have those files yet. I’m getting them,”


    “Under the circumstances—”


    “You think she’s wrong for it.”


    Dayton Emmons looked out, at dark blue clouds filled with a celestial light. “I’d have to talk to her. Events already indicate she’s impulsive, too much of a risk taker. That may be what got her into nearly fatal trouble in Germany. There’s bound to be a lot of anger. How does Sharan Norbeth really feel about herself? Right now she’s sitting in a detention center cell hating the world. Almost as much as you do, Cole.”


    Emmons smiled as Fitzie brought him his sandwich on a tray. He ate most of it while Coleman Dane rigidly digested his analysis of Dane’s motives.


    “I hate that son of a bitch Dix Trevellian,” Dane said finally. “I wake up nights thinking about him. Getting away with it. I want him. I’m going to get him. Whatever it takes, whatever I need to do—”


    “Whoever you need to use,” Emmons suggested, unnecessarily. “If I were Norbeth’s lawyer—”


    Dane’s lips had thinned to an incandescent white line. “He’s an old country warhorse. The best he could hope to do for her is two years.”


    “She won’t serve a day’s worth of that time, Cole. She’s attractive, she had reasonable cause.”


    “Two years. Then I’ll push for Alderson. Five on top of two. The Justice Department will come down on the back of her neck if she won’t cooperate with me.’


    “Listen to you.”


    “I’m not waiting any longer. It’s been almost three years. I’m bringing it to Dix Trevellian. He’s going down, I swear it. All I need—“


    “This isn’t rational of you, Cole.”


    It seemed to wound Dane momentarily, to be thought irrational.


    “I’ve considered the action very carefully. I’ll be with Norbeth every step of the way.”


    “I promised your father I’d keep you out of trouble, but you’re making it difficult. Two billion, and their money just keeps flowing in. Think about the protection it buys Dix Trevellian. Not that he needs it. For all his excesses, he’s very clever when it comes to murder. If indeed there have been any murders.”


    “Felicia is dead.”


    “We don’t know for sure.”


    “Doll Gaffney said she was no longer on the earthly plane.”


    Emmons shifted uncomfortably in his seat.


    “Christ, Cole, a psychic—”


    “The Bureau’s used her,” Dane said, not defensively but with a heads-up earnestness that denied refutation. “Police departments from Seattle to Memphis. She’s pretty damn amazing. Felicia is dead, all right. My sister is… dead.” The word discharged so much blocked emotion he suffered a temporary attack of hiccups. Fitzie brought him a six-ounce bottle of Evian. He drank all of it slowly, and was calmer, but bleak. “All the others, probably.” He looked frankly at Emmons. “I can’t care as much about them. I only think about Felicia, and what she overcame to go on living, and how he—he took all the love she had to offer him, then disposed of her like garbage.”


    “You know what you really want, Cole. A body this time. And her blood still-wet on Trevellian’s hands.”


    Dane shook his head as if the image depressed him. “I can protect her. It doesn’t have to be that way.”


    “What about the political implications? The Trevellians can apply a lot of pressure on the tender parts.”


    “I’ve already briefed AG. The operation’s okay with him, as long as it’s NMF.” No memos filed. “The Director needs to be on my good side, since I’m about to go to bat for him before the Finance subcommittee on the digital telephony matter.” Dane tried to look as if he hadn’t surrendered his pride. “I’ve learned how to use my clout, Day.”


    “Your case would have to be built like a brick shithouse.”


    “I’m good at what I do. Let us not forget.”


    “It’s high-octane stuff,” Emmons reminded him, and was silent, thinking about his role in the risky scenario. “I can brief you on Norbeth, after I’ve had a couple of sessions with her. But who can predict? When I’ve explained Dix Trevellian to her—”


    “That’s why I invited you along.”


    “—based on everything I learned while I was running VICAP, then—tell you what my hunch is, Cole. Once she knows all that can be deduced about Dix Trevellian’ s personality, she’ll be happy to do the time at Alderson or anywhere else, thank you very much.”


    
      
    


    The women’s holding cell in one wing of the Jubilation County Detenion Center hadn’t been designed for overnight stays. It was ten feet square, with only an eight-inch-square window in the steel door, steel bench seats bolted to the walls and worn smooth by a lot of restless bottoms, a seatless toilet but no sink. Sharan had the cell to herself. They’d brought in a cot for her, a small pillow and a blanket. Sharan lay on the cot with her running shoes off and her left hand behind her head, looking at the door. The cell shared a wall with the jail laundry and another with the kitchen. The hall outside was quiet, a blessing. She wondered if Bessie Chick had picked up her laundry in town, and if Kennesaw Wilkie had gone by the mobile home park to feed her cat, as he had promised. He seemed a little more vague and prone to forget things since the last time she’d seen him. But at the age of eighty-one he was better than the public defender of Jubilation County, whoever he might be. She wondered if she might not have reacted differently to the day’s principal event if she hadn’t spent part of the morning arguing a disputed bill at the telephone company, which had cut off her outgoing service.


    Sharan was too tired to think about the trouble she was in. That would be a lot like thinking about hell, when she was six years old. She couldn’t cope with the possibilities right now, defend herself against the fear.


    Couldn’t sleep, either. They’d taken her Seiko along with her belt and West Point ring. She didn’t know the time, but the sky had been dark for quite a while.


    So the kid she’d bopped wasn’t the thief, but he probably knew who was. A gang of them, maybe. No trick to stealing a motorcycle, even a big one. All you needed was muscle and a pickup truck. There was no such thing as a foolproof security system, when the thief had the leisure to work on it.


    She didn’t know why they were still keeping her on hold. Maybe the jail was overbooked. First-appearance hearing tomorrow. How much bail depended on the judge. She’d lived in the area going on two years. A lot of friends from the Rising Fawn Mobile Home Community would vouch for her. That was a comfort. According to a friendly deputy who had passed the word back to Sharan, they’d called and come by the sheriff’s office in the other wing since hearing about her arrest. So had some of the guys from Prexy’s Hawg Heaven. Harley owners were the best damn people on earth. Maybe the judge would release her on her own recognizance. Of course she didn’t have steady employment. Sharan marshaled points in her favor. West Point graduate, twenty-second in her class, Purple Heart. So how to handle the judge—tears and regrets, a plea for leniency? It hadn’t been murder. No realharm done. Just let me out of here, I’ll be good.


    Ham and cheese sandwich for dinner, potato salad with too much dill, but not bad for jail food. Never eat cold potatoes on a nervous stomach, however. She was going to have to try to move her balky bowels again before long, even though that was difficult for her, hunkered down peasant-fashion over a lidless toilet.


    When she was agitated and uncomfortable, Sharan usually thought about faces. She had total recall of great portraits by great painters. Courbet, whom she’d fallen in love with the moment she laid eyes on his darkly soulful self-portrait in the Musee d’Orsay. Classically handsome, with the deeply romantic eyes of a youthful genius, a laborer’s large, strong hands. Renoir’s buxom, contented young women. Gauguin’s brawny Tahitians. Someday I want to do that…


    Sudden, overwhelming sorrow. Sense of failure, sense of doom. Her eyes burned wetly, and she closed them. Defend yourself against the fear. No, she would not feel bad about what she had done. Popped him just right with the baseball bat, otherwise he would have flown away again on her motorcycle. MP training, some kendo for sport, expert with any kind of club. She remembered the face of the boy in the van, impressed, grinning at her. His name was Jesse. She’d seen the exact same face somewhere else, not too long ago. The guileless bright eyes and snub nose. Haircut was different, though—Billy, Wally—sure, that was it. He looked just like the kid who’d played Wally on Leave It to Beaver. The old shows still around on one cable channel or another. Wally and the Beav. And their parents were—hold on a second—June, and, um, Ward. The famous double entendre. June to her husband: “Ward, you were a little hard on the Beaver last night.” Then there was the obsequious blond boy with the ferret eyes. Eddie, the conniver, almost like one of the Cleavers himself. All of them more familiar, more kin to Sharan than her own messed-up family…


    She dozed and dreamed herself among them. Impeccable June-mom, dinner on the table promptly at six, didn’t smoke didn’t drink didn’t go out on dates in order to make car payments during the long stretches when she was left alone with the kids, or slug it out with her old man when both she and the Sarge were on a toot. Two adorable brothers who would never never wind up in juvenile court or one detox center after another, and finally: Dad, wholesome, humane, wise; she could curl up in his lap after supper and tell him all the secrets of her day, all the bitter bad hateful things, too, and he wouldn’t get upset. He’d know just what to say to make all the hurts better, to make her laugh. And he would sternly discipline the boys when they got rowdy, invaded her room, did mean things like hide her hand where she couldn’t find it, so that she had to use her left hand, the clumsy uncooperative left hand. Going sinistral meant using the other side of her brain, which caused severe headaches, such intense emotional anguish it would be a relief to die…


    How did it happen? She and the Beav fooling around in the backyard with Wally’s sharp tomahawk, that’s how. Hold the balloon at arm’s length, and—Oops. No blood this time, as in some of her other, more realistic nightmares, the silly little hand just lying there palm up in the green grass. Beav tried to put it back on with airplane glue but got it backwards. Ho-ho, leave it to Cleaver. Sarge was going to be real upset with both of them when he came home for supper; but of course she never saw him again. When he did come home it was in a closed coffin and there was this big to-do at Bragg, his Medal of Honor, the neatly folded flag in Mom’s lap (Mom looking badly in need of a beer) and ritual guns firing crack-crack-craaack into the cemetery air…


    
      
    


    The door to the holding cell was unlocked.


    “Sharan?”


    She raised up groggily from the cot. It was the deputy who had brought her supper at seven-thirty, a crew-cut kid with an interior lineman’s neck and upper body who reminded Sharan of her brother Lyle. There was a woman deputy with him, a homely country girl with tobacco-spit freckles all over her face.


    “Are you taking me somewhere?”


    “Jest over to the courthouse,” the woman said.


    “What’s going on?” She heard the courthouse clock tolling, but lost track. “What time is it?”


    “Five minutes to midnight. That old clock has been sounding off early since Jesus made corporal.”


    “You need to come with us, that’s all I know.”


    “Could you give me a few minutes? I have to—”


    “Surely,” the woman said, nudging the other deputy, and they withdrew, leaving Sharan to wonder why she needed to be appearing at the courthouse in the middle of the night. She shivered; too much air-conditioning. Tried to move her bowels. Knots in the colon. Painful. Thirty-five years old. She was already a pitiful wreck.


    The courthouse was a block away. There was a freight train sitting on one set of tracks that diagonally divided downtown Tombetta. A single pickup truck moving slowly on their side of the street as Sharan walked between the deputies. Otherwise they were alone. The night was muggy and still. They had given her a cherry Coke to drink in a paper cup. Sharan let a piece of ice melt on her tongue. The deputies complained about the discomfort of having to wear protective vests in the summer’s heat. Lightning flickered in clouds higher than the Himalayas.


    Lights in two windows on the second floor of the courthouse, south side. Black custodian polishing a brass stair railing inside. He didn’t look at them as they walked up the marble steps, scooped out nearly an inch in the middle from a hundred years of use. Echoes beneath the rotunda’s dome. Down a hail. Shadows behind the pebbled glass of a door. County Prosecutor. Sharan’s pulse was faster. They went in.


    A stout fortyish woman with dyed black hair was eating from a paper plate of microwaved Krystals at the receptionist’s desk. She looked up at Sharan without expression. A young man, probably still in his twenties but balding, was at the water cooler. He looked around, a little red-eyed, as if he was up well past his bedtime. Wrinkled tan suit, knit tie askew—Jubilation County probably the last place in the civilized world where knit ties were still a fashion statement. Sharan thought she had seen him at the sheriff’s office when she was brought in.


    “Hi,” he said. “I’m Roy Starks, District Attorney for Jubilation County.”


    Sharan sighed. “Is my lawyer here?”


    Starks looked a little surprised. “Mr. Wilkie? No. Do you want him here?”


    “That depends. What am I—”


    “There are some people down from Washington who want to talk to you, Sharan.”


    “Washington?”


    “The Deputy Attorney General of the United States,” Starks said, making an effort not to sound reverential. Sharan stared at him.


    “I’ll let them know you’re here,” said the woman who had been eating Krystal cheeseburgers. “By the way, I’m Fitzie.”


    Sharan nodded as if that explained one of the essential mysteries of the universe. Fitzie licked her fingertips and went to one of two office doors off the reception room, opening it enough to get her head inside.


    “They’re using my office,” Starks explained to Sharan. He honked into a handkerchief, as if the blades of the creaky ceiling fan had stirred up an allergy.


    “Do you want to sell me what this—”


    “I don’t know,” Starks said, with a shrug and a bemused smile. “Would you care to have some water?”


    “No.” Murmurs from the District Attorney’s usurped sanctum. Fitzie turned and beckoned with a smile.


    “Right this way, please, Miss Norbeth. That name’s English, isn’t it? Names are a hobby of mine. I’m kind of a nut on genealogy.”


    “It’s Welsh,” Sharan said. She was more confused than intimidated, and now with a surge of blood to her cheeks. Her eyes flashed but she said nothing. Fitzie held the door for her, smiling. Sharan went in.


    
      
    


    Both window shades pulled down. Single lamp with a metal shade on one corner of the desk. Window air conditioner on low, but still noisy. One man, sixty or so, sitting in an armchair in a shadowy corner with his tanned spotted hands, lighted like the centerpiece of an altar, folded on his midriff. Hard to make out his face, which was above the oval of lamplight cast his way.


    But the man behind the desk was easy to see. Lean; about six-two; slicked-back graying hair; black, wide-awake, searching eyes. High cheekbones, deep brackets around his mouth. He had the warrior look. Not necessarily a soldier. But someone with an avid interest in territory. The territory of the ego, maybe. His suit looked like money.


    “Please sit down, Miss Norbeth. I’m Coleman Dane. This gentleman is Dayton Emmons.”


    Sharan looked at the shadowy man, then at the cracked red leather in the offered chair directly in front of the desk but angled a little to the left. She moved sideways into the chair, then turned it squarely to the desk. Feet on the floor, back straight, hands in her lap. She looked only at Coleman Dane. He, obviously, was dealing.


    “You’re in a great deal of trouble right now,” Dane said after a few moments.


    “Why are my troubles worth your time?” Sharan asked him.


    Dane reacted with a slight contraction of his brows and a quick glance at his partner, barely moving his head. Most women would find him handsome, Sharan thought. But he would be hard on all of his women. A glint of amusement at her reply? He seemed to be approving of her, as if she cared.


    “Speaking frankly.”


    “Please do.”


    “I see you as someone who can help me with an ongoing problem I have.”


    “What do you know about me?”


    “Everything that’s a matter of record. Of course—” Another flick of his gaze toward the shadowy man. “—we’ll want to get better acquainted.”


    Sharan’s mouth was as dry as if it were packed with gauze after dental surgery. She tried to work up some spit. Pulse fast, blood zinging to her temples. She hated the way Dane was studying her, as if she were a trophy he had already pursued and shot.


    “What is it you want me to do?”


    “Investigate a possible criminal act. Or acts.”


    “What do you mean, ‘possible’?”


    “We have no evidence that a criminal act has taken place. We only strongly suspect.”


    “We being the Justice Department?”


    “Among other government agencies, here and abroad.”


    “The FBI? Treasury?” Dane’s expression gave nothing away. “I did undercover work for the CID. Drug cases. I was good at it. But that was—almost seven years ago. I’m retired.”


    “We know, Sharan.”


    “Everybody makes that mistake. Calling me Share-un. I’m used to it. But the correct pronunciation is Sha-rahn. My mother named me for the Vale of Sharan in Connemara. She was born there.”


    Dane listened gravely.


    “I assume you have the FBI and your own investigators to work up the case you want to prosecute.”


    “The situation is complex. Unexplained disappearances in widely separated locales, involving citizens of several countries, lacks a necessary imperative, particularly when there’s no task force involved, a common authority to designate a primary suspect.”


    “I’m on partial disability. Nine hundred sixty-seven bucks a month for the rest of my life, plus medical. A new glove every couple of years, the latest in SOF technology. If I had lost both hands, I’d get twice as much. Fortunately I was only half-stupid.”


    “How did it happen, Sharan?”


    “That’s better, but not quite. Hit the last syllable a little harder. Sorry. I don’t talk about it. Not to you, or anybody else.”


    “I understand.”


    “Are we going to continue this?”


    “Are you in a hurry to go back to jail?”


    “No.”


    “Then we’ll continue.”


    Dane opened a folder with a Justice Department seal on the cover.


    “August 10, 1987. Almost ten years ago today. Full moon. A twenty-seven-year-old actress named Thursday Childs failed to show up for rehearsal of an off-Broadway play at a Sheridan Square theater. No trace of her was ever found.” Dane paused, raising an eyebrow. She’d been waiting for that. He seemed to be the sort to raise one eyebrow inquiringly. It looked like kind of a neat trick. Sharan didn’t say anything. There was a photograph attached to the page he’d been reading from, but she couldn’t make much of the face from where she sat. Blond kid with a fluffy hairdo.


    Page two.


    “Astrid Wulff,” Dane said. “West German distance runner, silver medal winner in the two-thousand-meter race at the eighty-four Olympics. Disappeared while training on a foggy morning near her Black Forest home. April 17, 1988. New moon. Has not been seen since then.”


    Page three.


    “Kerry Rogers. Full-blooded Cherokee and a gifted violinist. En route to Edinburgh, Scotland, from London on 29 December 1989. One day after the new moon. Reportedly she left the train when it stopped at Nottingham. Vanished.”


    Sharan suppressed a shudder.


    “May 28, 1991. Buenos Aires, Argentina. Full moon. An internationally known theatrical designer named Caterina Chiado left a party at the flat of a friend in the Recoleta. She left alone. It was raining. She was observed accepting a ride from someone in a white Mercedes Benz, someone she apparently knew, but Señora Chiado was never seen after that.”


    Page five.


    “Robin Smallwood. Novelist and poet. Trevellian Prize winner for her memoir of growing up black in a Jamaican mountain village. Left her apartment in Philadelphia on July 14, 1992, to walk to a veterinarian’s office two blocks away, and hasn’t been seen since. The moon was full that day.”


    Dane paused then, a hand to his forehead, mouth pursed in deepening brackets. He turned to what seemed to be the last page in the folder.


    “Felicia Dane. Explorer and ethnobotanist. Trevellian Prize winner, 1993. Last seen on the corner of Eighth Avenue and Fifty-Fourth Street on her way to Carnegie Hall, the night of December 2, 1994. Snow on the streets, but the sky was clear and there was a new moon.”


    “Felicia Dane?”


    “My sister. Two years younger. We were—always close. She’s probably the most courageous person I’ve ever known in my life.”


    “But now you think she’s—”


    “Dead? I’m convinced of that.”


    “And the other women, too.”


    “I have no doubts.”


    “Why? Is there a connection?”


    “Persuasive, in my view.”


    “I wonder if I could have a drink of water.”


    Dane nodded, got up and went to the office door. Sharan shifted her attention to the other man. He was smiling at her.


    “Don’t you talk?” she said, a little crossly.


    “I haven’t meant to be rude.”


    “What is it you do? Are you with the Justice Department?”


    “I’m retired from the FBI.”


    “Women disappear all the time.”


    “Unfortunately, yes.”


    “But these women—they were all well-known, weren’t they? Trevellian Prizes—that’s big-time.”


    “They were all quite accomplished in their respective fields.”


    “They had—they have—families? People who care about them? Who are still looking for them?”


    “Yes,” Emmons said, a little sadly. “Thousands of hours have been devoted to some of these cases. I couldn’t say how much money—most of it for private investigators. Local authorities have these tremendous caseloads. They lack manpower. Often they lack motivation in the event of a mysterious disappearance. They want tangibles—a ransom note, a body. People do walk away from their lives, start over with a fresh perspective, a new lover.”


    “Is that what you do now? You’re a private investigator?”


    “Only a consultant. My family and Cole’s family have known each other since before the turn of the century.”


    Dane came back with two small paper cups of water, one for himself.


    “Sorry, there wasn’t anything larger.”


    “Thank you. This will do.”


    He sat down behind the desk again.


    “The best investigative talent money can buy,” Sharan said with a glance at Emmons, but her attention was focused on Coleman Dane. “So what is it about me that had you rush down here from Washington?”


    Dane crushed his empty cup and dropped it in a wastebasket.


    “Six women, all of them accomplished and attractive to the same man, himself charismatic and possibly a genius, but erratic and apparently subject to a compulsion we have no name for. ‘Serial killer’ doesn’t really get it.”


    “Oh, God.”


    “Thursday Childs had hereditary arthritis that eventually would have made her a helpless cripple. Astrid Wulff was a hemophiliac. Kerry Rogers was born with Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, a connective tissue disorder, which coincidentally gave her the long and spiderlike fingers that helped her play so beautifully. Catenna Chiado survived a plane crash that killed a hundred and twenty people, but she was severely crippled during her escape from the wreckage. Robin Smallwood was stricken with Stargardt’s disease when she was eight years old. Stargardt’s is an incurable, genetically caused degenerative eye disorder; one in ten victims also becomes deaf.” Dane paused, and there was something more than expressionless about him: static, enduring, oddly menacing in the fullness of his grief. “Felicia—my sister suffered severe exposure on Aconcagua in Argentina, which cost her part of a foot and the sight of one eye. She wore a black patch, which didn’t diminish her beauty. It seemed to make her that much more desirable to the man who, we believe, had affairs with all six of them.”


    “Please don’t tell me.”


    “Who apparently is very attracted to women who are beautiful, talented and flawed in some profound way.”


    Sharan sat there for longer than she knew she should, then got up with an expression of pain. “Would you excuse me? I’m having some problems and I need to find a bathroom.”


    “That door right there.”


    She barely got herself ready when her bowels let go in a torrent they probably could hear through the closed door.


    When it was over she put her head down, tingling and cold, feeling exhausted and near tears.


    After ten minutes there was a knock at the door.


    “Coming.”


    Dane had thoughtfully brought her another cup of water.


    “You’ve put it together by now, haven’t you? What do you say, Sharan?”


    “What do I say? Never. It’s crazy. I wouldn’t do it.”


    Dane tapped a pencil eraser against the desk blotter, smiling, benign but uncompromising.


    “How does it work, Sharan? The artificial hand, I mean.”


    “It’s a sense-of-feel prosthesis. Transducers on the thumb and forefinger control a small servomotor that operates a cuff around the residual arm. Pressure from the cuff tells the brain how much pressure is exerted by the thumb and finger. I also have a hot-and-cold sensory system: thermopile electrodes operating off two nine-volt batteries. But I still don’t do much with the new hand. When I was struggling with less sophisticated prostheses I switched over to being left-handed. It’s the hand I paint with now. In fact, I didn’t paint at all until I was left-handed.”


    “The right hemisphere being the imagistic brain. Visual and spatial abilities. Also the site of the oblique intellect. Insight, intuition.”


    “You know more about it than I do.” She drank some water. She wasn’t sweating, her skin was too cold. She felt nauseated.


    “I’m not prepared to take no for an answer, Sharan.”


    “I’m sorry about your sister. But this—is not something I could carry off. For one thing, I’m not particularly good with men.”


    “You don’t like men?”


    “I didn’t say that. I just don’t have much confidence in relationships these days.”


    “How’s it going with that Ranger instructor from Benning?”


    It was an interrogation technique she would have employed herself, not so long ago. How quickly they could get to know you, and know just how to use what they knew. She refused to reveal annoyance and shook her head negligently, her Carolina accent thickening a little, more brown sugar added to the slow-cooked sweet potato.


    “JimTom? Well, it’s been off and on, mostly. He wanted to get married, but I—”


    “Don’t have any confidence in relationships. That’s good, actually. To be a little nervous, uncertain. It’s disarming.”


    “You know you can’t force me to do this. You don’t even have jurisdiction.”


    “I’ve got a piece of you, Sharan. Enough to get you four or five years at the Women’s Correctional Facility in Alderson, West Virginia. There’s no early release in the Federal Penitentiary system, Sharan. You do at least eighty-five percent of your time.”


    “A piece of me?”


    “That vehicle you stole—”


    “Borrowed.”


    “Stole, was government property.”


    This was news to Sharan. She put a hand to her forehead, rubbing slowly, eyes turning bleak.


    “You’ll never prove intent. We’ll let a jury decide.”


    Dane shrugged. “Okay. And while you’re tied up in state and federal courts, figure a year at least, postponements and so forth, you’ll be out on bond and under house arrest. You know what that’s like, don’t you? Think you can keep up the payments on your double-wide with your government disability check?”


    After a considerable pause Sharan said, “I count for shit, don’t I?”


    “You’re very important to me, Sharan,” Dane said soothingly. “The most important person in my life right now.”


    Sharan drew a long breath.


    “I think my lawyer should know about this conversation.”


    “That old fuddy-duddy? Sure. Tell him anything you like.”


    “I’ll be getting a different lawyer. Somebody who’s not afraid to play hardball.”


    Dane looked amazed. “With us? With me? I don’t care who you hire, my dick is bigger than his dick.”


    Sharan said, exasperated, “Take me back to lockup.”


    “Okay. The deputies are waiting outside. No problem. Try to get a night’s sleep while you think it over.”


    “I won’t think anything over.”


    Coleman Dane looked at Sharan, and looked at the door. She got up slowly.


    “I mean, you just come whizzing down here from Washington, expecting—”


    “But I was never here. You never spoke to me. Sharan Norbeth, who’s that?”


    “The most important person in your life, sixty seconds ago,”


    “Oh,” he said, smiling, as if he had just remembered, or she had rekindled his interest.


    “It’s what I resent most, the wham-bam-you’re-screwed routine.”


    “I promise you. We’ll never be out of touch. You’ll be as safe as churches.”


    “Some wannabe Aryan Brothers burned one down in my neighborhood two weeks ago.”


    “Bad analogy.” Dane lowered his head, revealing the beginning of a bald spot. “Well, good night again.”


    “Does he work for the government?” Sharan said.


    Dane looked up, then at Emmons, and back to Sharan.


    “Six women missing, in four countries. That means, accepting the hypothesis that there is one man responsible for these disappearances, that he gets around. Enjoys some sort of prominence. A government official, international businessman, maybe an entertainer.”


    “He’s an architect. Offices in all four countries.”


    “Well off, possibly rich.”


    “I’m rich. He’s in another universe from me. Family money.”


    “Jet-setter. Huge ego. A lot of women. But no bimbos. He’s interested in achievers. Sports, the arts. He doesn’t feel threatened by women with brains. Or does he?”


    “Do you want to sit down again, Sharan?”


    “No. I want to go home.”


    “Okay,” Dane said. “You can go home. Federal marshals will watch over you the rest of the night. At nine tomorrow morning you’ll be driven to the courthouse for your first-appearance hearing. Prosecution will accept your counsel’s recommendation that you be released on your own recognizance. You’ll be nolle prossed immediately after your court appearance. Do you know what I’m talking about?”


    Sharan said with a shrug, “I go free, but you have the right to refile anytime within sixty days. Should I have a change of heart.”


    There was silence in the office. It lasted. They studied each other, from a fresh point of view, newly linked together in a chain-gang of consequence.


    “There’s something else I—require.”


    Dane smiled slightly and leaned back in his swivel chair, arms clasped behind his head.


    “Do you know who Jules Brougham is?”


    The name seemed familiar to Dane. It took him several seconds


    “Brougham Gallery on Fifty-seventh?”


    “Yes.”


    “What about him?”


    “I want a show of my work there.”


    “Uh-huh. Well, that could take some arranging.”


    “I know you’ll find a way. You’re the great arranger.”


    “Some purpose to this, other than feeding your artistic ego?”


    “Think about it,” Sharan said. “I don’t travel in the same circles as our guy. But I’ll bet Jules Brougham does.”


    Coleman Dane looked at Emmons, beaming now.


    “What’ya say, Dayton? Can I pick ’em? Isn’t she something?”


    Sharan paused with her hand on the doorknob.


    “Good night,” she said, “Mr. Dane. And fuck you.”


    She didn’t wait to see his expression change. Maybe it didn’t change at all. He already knew she was afraid of him.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    
      
    


    Comanche


    
      
    


    Forget-Me-Nots


    
      
    


    Dempsey Wingo had been drinking fairly steadily for the better part of two days when he got it into his head that he needed to crash his ex-wife’s party at Trevellian House.


    He was pissing between parked cars in the gutter outside Barefoot Perkins’ tavern when the idea came to him. Sometimes he got his best ideas while relieving himself. And a few of his worst. The obscure street, in the least civilized part of the West Village, was almost deserted. Nobody would have paid attention to him anyway. There was no street etiquette to violate in this neighborhood, the only rule being mind your own business and watch the back of your neck. Dempsey had no problems with muggers or the randomly violent. By daylight he was formidable; at night he could be scary. Six-two, about 230 these days. Smoothed-down raven hair, center-parted, two wings framing huge cheekbones. He had an icon’s spacious brow, a chin like a butcher’s block. In between his youthful good looks lingered, much diminished by adventuring and betrayals of the soul.


    Barefoot’s tavern was the latest and most remote of several he had visited, seeking the company of artists who weren’t painting and writers who weren’t writing. Inactivity brought out the craziness in most of them. Brooding on their lack of inspiratioti, shuffling through the assortment of available women in places like Chumley’s and the Horse, arguing esthetics, picking fights with one another. The downtown Art Scene. Locations and the names of the dwindling supply of Village bars changed, but not the Scene. Have a few belts, close your eyes in any of the watering holes and hear Hart Crane or the young de Kooning or Jack Kerouac. The air so rich and warm with bullshit you could grow tomatoes in it.


    What Dempsey heard now was familiar laughter as a couple of literary groupies came out of Barefoot’s with their catch of the evening, Peter Troy, a young novelist with good credentials from the MFA crowd. Promotable looks, prestige publisher, impressive notices from reviewers who had come up through the same farm system as Troy to what passed, these days, for the literary major leagues. Two novels and a book of poetry before he was thirty; now he had dried up.


    Dempsey had talked with him earlier. The kid wasn’t a drinker, his was a controlled-substance generation, but he was paying homage to a sturdier tradition. He had actually read Fitzgerald, a talent that may have scared him. At the moment, in the clutches of the sex debs, he looked abnormally pale and sounded incoherent. It was only a little past eleven o’clock. Dempsey had the notion that the sex debs might not appreciate just how bad off Troy was, and before the night was over feed him something that would put him in cardiac arrest.


    So he zipped up and sauntered over, to the women who were trying to keep Troy on his feet and said, “Hey, thanks, I’ll take him now.”


    One of the debs had thick glossy hair like warm tar, a provocative petulance and eyes drowsy with carnal mischief.


    “He’s with us.”


    Dempsey said, “I promised his mother I’d have him home in time for Vespers.”


    The other deb said, “Vespers was hours ago, like, at sunset. I was born Catholic. So forget about it, you don’t even know his mother.”


    She had the blonde stubble of a drastic haircut and hydrangea-blue eyes. She wore a tight tube top through which her nipples and nipple rings showed plainly. She looked about as clean as a sink trap.


    “Not kidding you, I guess, Cuddles. But he’s coming with me anyway.”


    Peter Troy raised his curly head slightly and said something that sounded like “shitless.”


    The dark-haired deb said, “Don’t I know you? You been around the Deshazio Gallery lately? I work there.”


    The other one said after a thoughtful reappraisal, “No, he’s a writer. He wrote a play or something. Won a prize. That was a long time ago, wasn’t it, dude?”


    Dempsey felt an unexpected ache in the dry bones of ambition. “Yeah, a long time ago. Want to hand the kid over? He’s not going to be very entertaining the rest of the night.”


    “Fuck you, Maggot Eye,” said the first deb. “What, you looking to get into his pants?”


    “Shitless,” Peter Troy said earnestly, as if he were struggling to communicate the essence of a brilliant idea.


    “Let’s not be hostile,” said the second deb.


    “No, let’s not,” Dempsey said agreeably.


    “You could come with us if you want. Have some laughs. I’m Nickie Rae, and I’d like for you to meet Chantal, my roommate.”


    “I’m a performance artist,” Chantal said, posturing a little.


    Nickie Rae accepted the cue to establish her own creative identity. “I was, like, with a band, you know, but now I’m doing poetry.”


    Peter Troy held himself erect for five full seconds and said clearly, “To be recognized as a poet is to be shitless in the outhouse of fame.”


    “Finally got that out,” Nickie Rae said admiringly. Maybe, Dempsey thought, the boy had genuine talent after all.


    “If we’re gonna be a foursome,” Chantal said to Nickie Rae, “you take him.”She shuddered superstitiously. “I don’t like the looks of that eye, man.”


    “Stop talking about my eye,” Dempsey advised her. “Nothing wrong with it. It just happens to be a different color from the other one.”


    “It looks like a fucking pea. What’s that from, defective genes or something?”


    “But I’ll bet a lot of women get turned on by it,” Nickie Rae said diplomatically. “Youknow?”


    “No defective genes in my family. My great-great-grandfather was Quanah Parker.”


    “That sounds like the answer to a Trivial Pursuit question.”


    Peter Troy’s knees were mush. They were having a hard time getting him to stand up, and beginning to look as if he wasn’t worth the trouble.


    Dempsey scooped the medium-sized Troy out of their grasp’ and piled him on one broad shoulder.


    “One of the last of the great war chiefs,” Dempsey said. “Cochise. Geronimo. Crazy Horse. Quanah Parker.”


    “You putting him in your car?” Nickie Rae asked. “Better make sure he barfs first. That’s us, the No Radio sign. Also the Stolen License Plate sign. Also no windshield wipers. I mean, why drive a good car in the city? Like, forget about it.”


    “Where do you sweeties live?”


    “Twenty-sixth and Ninth. It’s called the Palm d’Or.”


    “You lead, I’ll follow,” Dempsey said, having no intention of following them anywhere.


    He put Peter Troy in the front seat of his Bondo Special, a twenty-year-old Plymouth that had once been blue but was now, in the gritty poisonous-looking light of the city street, a shade of purple. He settled into the bead-covered seat behind the wheel and started the engine, the one thing about his Bondo Special that made it worth stealing. The chromed V-8 thrummed, the car trembled.


    He was pulling away from the curb when a big new Suburban with a rack of lights mounted at the roofline came roaring around the’ corner from Seventh Avenue, as startling a sight in the urban dreariness as the Batmobile. Dempsey had a premonition. Although he drank a lot, he never got very drunk. And he seldom forgot
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