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Swaddled in an unseasonable great gray coat, the shape could have been man or woman.

He or she—or it—came from between two of the delivery vans parked in a row along the west side of Crosby between Prince and Houston—vans that by day ferried the wares of chic gourmet foodshops and boutiques and art galleries.

The runner faltered, unaccustomed to seeing anyone on his early-morning run. Anyone, that is, who approached him, hand outstretched, as did the shape.

This morning, the runner had gone out even earlier than usual—by accident. It was a while before he realized how much earlier. He’d noticed, while running past Washington Square Park, that there were no other runners out, which was odd because at this time of year serious runners were upping their distance in anticipation of next month’s marathon, running twice a day, some of them, at all hours in all weathers. Odd, too, that there were so many people in the park. Yes, it was Indian summer, and the park was still frequented round the clock; but what was odd was that the hangers-out were awake, were running on the energy of the night before, not run down and hung over in the grip of the morning after. One of them, a black teenager, ran beside him for a few strides along Washington Square West, turning down his blaster to make conversation. “Hey, bro. Got a match?” He stopped and laughed at his own joke and turned the Commodores back up loud: “Night Shift.”

On MacDougal Street, between Third and Bleecker, he noticed that the steel shutters were drawn on the falafel stand that was always just opening up as he ran by a little after six. (Morning after morning he wondered why: Who ate that kind of food at that hour? Or was it a front for something?) Across Houston, just north of Prince, he saw from the clock in the window of the storefront day-care center that it was just after four.

He’d waked himself, he concluded, though he’d imagined the alarm had gone off and grappled with the clock as if turning it off; without looking at the clock, he’d gotten out of bed and gone into the bathroom and dressed in his running clothes, hung from the shower rod to dry from yesterday’s run. So as not to wake her, he hadn’t gone into the kitchen to put water on a low flame to be ready for coffee when he got back, hadn’t put on the radio to hear the temperature. He would put water on while he showered when he got back; he could tell from a hand out the bathroom window that he didn’t need a sweatshirt or sweat pants, though he had the week before, when autumn sent a scouting party. It must have been quarter to four when he’d awakened: No wonder she hadn’t stirred; no wonder the doorman had slept on his stool.

MacDougal ended at Prince and he turned east to Sullivan and ran south on it until it ended at Broome, then down Sixth Avenue to Grand, then east again, across Thompson, West Broadway, Wooster, Greene, Mercer, Broadway. He turned north on Crosby and ran past Spring, past Prince.

She might not wake when he got back. He might shower and shave and dress and be gone without rousing her. That might be better: He could call her later and say that he was sorry, and having missed him and wondered about him and perhaps even worried about him, she would have forgotten how angry she was. She hadn’t, after all, been so angry that she’d walked out, gone home, saying it wasn’t going to work and she was going to stop trying because he just wouldn’t try, not hard enough.

The runner faltered, for he was accustomed to seeing only a few other runners (all of whom circumnavigated Washington Square Park, a route he found tedious, hence his foray into SoHo); the bodies draped on the benches in the park, run down and hung over in the grip of the morning after; the counterman in the falafel stand; sometimes a middle-aged man—a different one each time—walking a dog—a different dog—on MacDougal or Sullivan; the counterman at a deli that opened early at the corner of Sixth and Broome (though not so early that it had been open this morning); the attendants at the all-night garage; some feral men who slept on a brightly lighted loading dock on Crosby just north of Houston; an NYU guard, maybe, stepping outside the security office on Washington Place for some air; the runners-around-the-park again, for he swung back for a quarter lap around the park before ending his run under the arch at Fifth Avenue; and, of course, his doorman, Teddy—and, on weekends, Pat. No one, that is, who approached him, hand outstretched, as did the shape.

He faltered and had three thoughts:

The first, that he or she—or it—was offering him something: a talisman or a treasure to be cached away. A romantic, ridiculous notion.

The second, which stepped on the heels of the first, that he was being challenged, that the shape was the street’s guardian, it’s . . . What was the name? Cerberus? No, Cerberus was a dog, a three-headed dog. Charon—that was it; Charon the ferryman. More apt because more sinister, but no less silly. For one thing, did Charon ever turn anyone back from Hell?

The third, which ought to have been his first (this was New York City, after all, the Capital of the World, home to thousands—often, it seemed, millions—of homeless), that he was having the touch put on him for a handout. That made sense, although it made no sense at all that a panhandler would think someone dressed in a singlet, shorts and running shoes had any spare change.

The runner’s third thought was his last, for what the shape held out was not a trinket, not a prohibitive hand, but a gun. The bullet blew a hole in his forehead and put an end to thinking.

“You hear that?”

“What?”

“That noise. Like a backfire.”

“All I can hear, Jer, is the surf on the beach at Waikiki, which is where we’re gonna be, we’re gonna kiss this crummy garage, these crummy cars goodbye, soon’s we figure a way to beat the Lotto.”

“There’s no way to beat the Lotto, Artie.”

“There’s action, there’s a way to beat it.”

“Tell that to Jackie Sharps.”

“Whattaya mean?”

“I mean he’s doing points in Rahway, that’s what I mean. Tell him, ‘Jackie, there’s action, there’s a way to beat it. Fact you’re doing points in Rahway, Jackie, breaks a the game.’“

“He found the way, Jerry. He was in the bank when they nailed him.”

“And now he’s in Rahway, getting some shvartzer’s shmeckle up his ass. You bring down the blue Marquis?”

Like all good comedy teams, they were mismatched—Jerry short and stout, Artie tall and lank. Like all good comedy teams, they were asynchronous. “What about the ping-pong balls?” Artie said.

“The blue Marquis’s for six. You should a brought it down. What ping-pong balls?”

“Guy wants it at six, I’ll bring it down at five a six. They pump air into those big jars full ping-pong balls, right? The balls fly around, they open the little trapdoor, one a the balls flies up and the number on it’s one a the numbers that wins, right?”

“What about the gray Fleetwood?”

“The gray Fleetwood’s for seven, for chrissake. Bring it down now, where you gonna put it, in the street? The street’s full a vans. We could fix the balls, Jerry, is what I’m saying. I mean, somebody makes the balls, right, somebody puts ‘em in the big jars. Maybe there’s a way to fix ‘em so they’re too heavy to fly up when they open the little trapdoor or too big to fit through it, like, all but the ones we bet on, the ones we get the guy who makes ‘em or the guy who puts ‘em in the big jars to make sure they’re, you know, not like the other balls.”

“Hey, who’s that?”

“You listening to me, Jer? Or what?”

“There. ‘Cross the street. One a them bag ladies, looks like.”

“Looks like a guy.”

“Looks like a bag lady, wearing a lot a coats.”

“The fuck can they wear all them coats in the middle a summer?”

“It was cold last week. I wore long johns.”

“‘Cause you’re a scumbag, Jerry. . . . What about the broad takes the Ping-pong balls out a the jars? For a piece a fifty-two million you think she’d, like, pick the balls we bet on?” Jerry laughed. “Sure, Artie. Call her up, why don’t you?”

“What if I told you I got a date with her?”

“Bullshit.”

“I knew if I told you that’s what you’d say. Face it, you’re jealous.”

“No shit. You’re jealous, babe. You’re jealous ‘cause you know she’s got nice tits—you said so yourself, last time we watched the Lotto on TV.”

“What’s her name?”

“You think I’m gonna tell you?”

“What’s her name, Artie?”

“Angela.”

“Angela what?”

“Muldoon.”

“Bullshit.”

“What can I tell you? She’s half guinea, half mick.”

“What half s her box?”

“Hey, watch your mouth.”

“When’re you going out with her, Artie?”

Artie bent to tie his shoe.

“Yeah? Yeah?”

“I’m not going out with her, but I like, you know, met her, like. Her sister’s a nurse, like my sister. I could definitely get a date with her, I axed her. First I wanna work out a plan.”

“Know what somebody told me once, Artie?”

“That you’re a scumbag?”

“Somebody told me once don’t mix business and broads. Know who told me that?”

“Your mother?”

“Keep my mother out a it. You don’t want me axing what half’s Angela’s box, you keep my mother out a it. Who told me don’t mix business and broads was Jackie Sharps.”

“Jackie Sharps, Jackie Sharps, Jackie Sharps.”

“Who’s doing points in Rahway on account a he mixed ‘em, business and broads. Before he hit that bank, he went out with a teller worked there. She told him the layout, the days they made the Purpleator Courier drops, the setup. Jackie thinks she sang.”

“Hey, look.”

“What?”

“Look, Jer. A guy. Let’s go see.”

“I ought a bring down the blue Marquis.”

“Come on.”

They moved sideways, on the balls of their feet, arms outstretched. Urban crabs.

“Holy shit.”

“Jesus.”

“Don’t touch him, Artie.”

“I gotta touch him to see if he’s dead, don’t I?”

“He’s dead?”

“Oh, fuck. Look. Right between the eyes.”

“I’m gonna be sick, man.”

“What’s this?”

“Come on, man. We should call the cops, or something.”

“Look. Jerry, look.”

“I don’t wanna look.”

“Jerry, look. Sticking out a his shorts.”

“I don’t wanna look.”

“It’s a Lotto ticket.”

“Who the fuck cares, man?”

“What if it’s the winning ticket, Jer?”

“Who the fuck cares, man?”

“I’m keeping it.”

‘‘Artie.”

“Don’t say nothing, Jer. When the cops come. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Don’t say nothing, Jer. Swear to God?”

“Yeah.”

“Swear to God?”

“I said yeah.”

“Do it.”

“I . . . I swear to God.”
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Charly Johnstone wedged herself between the arms of a seat in the center of the third row orchestra of the Kean Theater just as the curtain went up. “Another opening, another show,” Charly hummed.

The curtain went right down again, for this was a rehearsal, not a performance, and a technical rehearsal for the stage crew, as well. The director, Jay Dillen, wanted a rise that—as he put it to the stage manager—”has some tension in it.”

“Tension,” Charly whispered to her companion, a reporter from a suburban New Jersey newspaper (the East Underpass Gazette, Charly’d been calling it around the Mayfair Public Relations office), “is something this production has a plethora of. Don’t write that, love. Write that the rehearsals and previews have been a soufflé of unprecedented smoothness. That’s s-o-u—”

“Charly!” Dillen said, for Charly’s whisper could command a taxi from a block away. He added sweetly, “Thank you, darling.”

They watched the curtain go up and down a few more times.

“That last one felt plenty tense to me.” Charly leaned away to look the reporter over. “I’m sure I’m not the first to remark on your uncanny resemblance to Woody Allen. Is the, uh, rialto your regular beat? I think not, for Charly knows every scrivener and freeloader on Broadway, not to mention every whore and cutpurse.”

“I cover local politics, mostly,” the reporter said. “Town council, the school board. But I also do neighborhood theater and opera. On my own time.”

“Right.” Charly slid down in her seat. There was no such thing, ran the motto of the publicity racket, as bad publicity, and no newspaper too inconsequential to place an item in; but there were also opportunities, not to be squandered, for catnaps.

The reporter got out a minute spiral notebook with a yellow cover. “Uh, what’s the play about?”

“A good question. A question that in my time—we’re talking geological time here: eons, not just a few decades—I’ve heard not a few critics ask their wives at intermission of not a few plays, lest their reviews betray that they were snoozing when they ought to’ve been paying heed to the poetry being proclaimed above their pin-sized heads. The play is a play within a play within a play within a play within a play and so on, back —or is it forward?—to infinity. It’s a play—this is so terribly clever—about an actress who is murdered on the eve of her Broadway debut in a play about an actress who is murdered on the eve of her Broadway debut in a play about an actress who is murdered et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. A play that makes Noises Off look like Godot, a Chinese box of a play, which reminds me of a delightfully filthy joke I just heard. Two, uh, Oriental gentlemen were walking down the—”

“Charly!”

Charly clasped her hands in front of her, like an attentive schoolgirl. When nothing happened, she twisted around in her seat. “Well, what’s holding things up, then? Ah. I see. This is a banner occasion, a red-letter day. This is in the nature of a command performance, love. The gentleman in the gray suit—the eight-hundred-dollar gray suit? Martin Klein, the last of the great Broadway moguls, a man who eats David Merrick for lunch, with Jimmy Nederlander for an appetizer and Joe Papp for dessert. The old bag—make that dowager—on his arm? Vivian Thibault Wyndham, heiress, benefactress, and any other -esses you care to throw in. A rich old broad, in a word, who’s underwriting this here endeavor to the tune of— Well, never mind. That’s not for your ears, love, I’m afraid. Sitting down at the end of the row here, just so you’ll have all the players’ names and numbers, looking like a bad copy of Keith Richards, is Kevin Last, Dimanche’s main squeeze and, in the play, her antagonist, making, like Dimanche, his first appearance on the stage of legitimate theater, although, like her, he’s brought down the house at many a rock-and-roll emporium with his ‘eavy-met’l antics. Kevin doesn’t make his entrance till Scene Two. The chap in the leather shmatte, you must know, is Jay Dillen, the director, the man without whom the play would be just words on a page, the actors just so many lumps of—”

“Quiet please, ladies and gentlemen. And Charly. Curtain, please.”

“Funny. Very funny. . . . Ah, there she is, the fabulous Dimanche. Would you look at her. Isn’t she lovely? God, what a face! A Modigliani face, People magazine once called it, inaccurately. A face by Giacometti, Newsweek said, ditto. The face of an alien priestess, Rolling Stone hazarded, scoring, I think, a near miss, but then smudging the image by calling her a white Grace Jones. Grace Jones, puh-leez.

“You’ll want to make a note of what she’s wearing. Women readers love it, and your editors, well, they’ll be so impressed. As you can see, this scene takes place in a dressing room backstage at a theater not unlike this theater, a theater at which there is to be a performance of a play about an actress who is murdered on the eve of her debut in a play about an actress, and so on. She’s wearing the sort of thing the playwright, at any rate, imagines actresses wear in repose, and apparently the costume designer concurs—a white quilted polyester robe with black velvet lapels by Fernando Sanchez from Bergdorf Goodman. Underneath it—you’ll glimpse them if God is your copilot; they’re all she has on underneath—black silk tap pants by Argenti, the name on every smart woman’s hips. Her hair . . . you’ll want to write about her hair . . . natural blond—trust me—cut short and blunt not at some salon where all they know are the styles they see in magazines but at Astor Place haircutters, where the customers and the barbers conspire daily- hourly—to set new styles. A dream, ain’t she? A walking, talking, living, breathing—”

“All right, could we hold it a minute, please?” Jay Dillen strode down the aisle from the temporary desk at which he’d been sitting halfway back in the orchestra, a pair of horn-rimmed glasses flapping from his neck on a cord. He ran a hand through his wavy pepper-and-salt hair. “Dimanche, honey, the line is—”

“I know the line,” Dimanche said, demurely belting the robe, which she’d worn brazenly open, albeit with her back to the footlights, during the scene, a scene in which she occupied the stage alone, soliloquizing at her reflection in a mirror.

Dillen spread his arms. “Well, then?”

“You see, love,” Charly whispered, “we’re witnessing yet another in a series of what folks in show biz call creative differences. Dimanche knows the line, she avers, and I believe her, but it’s her considered opinion that the line is deficient in . . . whatever. It rings falsely to her, not only in the context of the play but in that of what actors call subtext, which, if I had to define it, and I can see by the furrows in your brow that I must—”

“Goddamn it, Charly!” Dillen was at the end of their row and glowered down it.

“Jay?” Dimanche had come to the front of the stage and sat cross-legged. That singular face—narrow, angular, austere, alien—could, when she wanted it to, become the face of a waif; a persona her posture contributed to. “I’m not being difficult. You feel one way, I feel another. I’ve been acting according to your feeling for a while now. All I’m asking is that you give me a chance to act according to mine. Just to see how it plays. Cass wins every exchange she has. If she’s to be sympathetic, she has to lose a few; she has to be at a loss for words now and then. I like the idea that the time she’d most be at a loss for words was when she was talking to herself: which is why I tried stammering just now, which you took to mean I hadn’t learned my lines. I know my lines. I’ve known my lines since a few days after I got the part. You’re a professional. I’m new at this. But I’m not new at living. If Cass doesn’t seem real, if she doesn’t seem alive, then no one’s going to care that she gets killed.”

“Hear, hear,” Charly whispered. “You’ll notice, by the way, that a figure who would seem to be pivotal to such an exchange—i.e., the playwright, B.G. Harris—is not present. The reason for her absence is that she’s at this very moment tap, tap, tapping at her typewriter in a room backstage, trying to reshape another scene whose, uh, viability Dimanche called into question.”

Dillen puckered his lips repeatedly, looking like a fish out of water. It wasn’t his idea of collaboration to allow himself to be contradicted openly—and so gently—and he searched for a way to rejoin. Then he saw the gun peeking from the pocket of Dimanche’s robe. “What the hell is that?”

Dimanche knew without looking what he was talking about. “Jay—”

“Goddamn it, Dimanche, first you had it sticking out of your pants in Scene Four, now you want the audience to wonder about it from the minute the curtain goes up?”

“Wonder about it, yes.” Dimanche raised a finger as if at a precocious pupil. “But that’s all. Not know what it means, not know that it’s a prop from the play within the play. Just wonder.”

Dillen lifted his arms and let them fall. “What I wonder is where’s the motivation?”

Dimanche smiled. “By Scene Four, Jay, when they see Cass has the gun in the hip pocket of her jeans, they’ll understand what the motivation’s been from the start. It’s simple enough: Cass wants to die. She’ll kill herself, if that’s what it takes; she’ll kill someone else, and take death as the consequence; she’ll struggle with someone—her mother, Buddy, Todd, Diana, it doesn’t matter—in the hope the gun’ll go off and kill her. You’re a professional. I’m new at this. But you don’t have to be a professional to understand the motivation. You only have to’ve lived a little life.”

Dillen struck the pose of a man who had lived a great deal of it. “Which brings us to something I hadn’t proposed to bring up right now, but since it’s come up, Freddy tells me you’ve been taking that gun home with you, that you’ve been taking it out in the street. That’s crazy, babe. You’ll get arrested. You’ll get killed. What if it falls out of your pocket? What if you get hit by a bus?”

“Freddy,” Charly whispered, “is the stage manager. Keeps track of props, that sort of thing.”

Dimanche’s smile was sadder. “Jay, if I don’t know what it feels like to carry a gun around, I won’t know what it feels like. If I get hit by a bus, people will know what they’ve always wondered about”—she lifted a panel of her robe, not provocatively but like a child showing off a new garment—”that I wear black tap pants. Cass needs the gun, Jay, the way she needs oxygen—more than she needs oxygen. Without oxygen, she’d just be dead; without the gun, she’d be nothing.”

“God, what an insight,” Charly said. “Too bad she’s not reviewing this production, instead of laboring in it. You’re not to write a word of this, love. If so much as a comma of this exchange appears in your quaint little publication, I’ll beat you to death with a Playbill and hang your carcass from the halfprice-ticket booth in Times Square.”

The threat was unnecessary; the reporter was still transfixed by the glimpse of Dimanche’s underwear, a secret that, since God was not only not his copilot but not even in the same squadron, he’d never dreamed he’d share.

Dillen, a six-footer, seemed to be getting shorter. “All right, maybe. But a real gun? I mean, carry a prop gun. We’ll get you a prop gun, Dimanche, with a shoulder holster and everything.”

“Jay, we’ve been through this. I stood at the back of the orchestra while Freddy walked through Scene Four with a prop gun in his pocket and it looked like a prop gun, a cheap prop gun. He said that was the best props could come up with, and if that’s the best, I don’t want it.” She took the gun from her pocket and held it out in both hands. “Do you know how heavy a real gun is? Feel it. It’s astonishingly heavy.”

“All right, Dimanche. On stage—maybe. But on the street?”

Dimanche waved a hand in exasperation. “It’s not as if I’m—” she began, but was interrupted, or let herself be, by a mild ruckus at the rear of the theater.

Dillen turned, too, to see what it was, and so did Charly.

“Oh, Christ. Exeunt omnes—or the lady who signs the checks, at any rate. Now you’re not to write, love, that Mrs. Wyndham left the rehearsal prematurely, in high dudgeon and her Silver Cloud. Come to think of it, why don’t you come back another day, closer to opening night, when all the wrinkles’ve been ironed out, all the snags unsnagged, all the—”

“Charly, I want to see you in my office.” Dillen headed back up the aisle. “We’re going to take a half-hour break, everybody. Be back here at three-thirty sharp.”

Charly tapped a fingernail on the reporter’s notebook. “Soufflé. S-o-u-f-f-l-e, accent aigu.”

Hands on her hips, holding open her Fernando Sanchez robe, facing the mirrored wall of her dressing room, Dimanche studied with as much disinterest as she could summon up the woman it gave back to her: blond hair cut short and blunt; yellow-green eyes in that singular face; an eminent collarbone; small breasts with strikingly dark areolae given that she was a natural blonde; a high waist made higher by her black silk tap pants; dancer’s legs and feet. With as much disinterest as she could summon up because Dimanche rarely met a mirror she didn’t like. This one was generous enough to subdue the bruises.

She startled at a knock, and closed her robe. “What?”

“It’s me.”

“Go away.”

Kevin Last opened the door and came in. “You okay?”

“No, I’m not okay. And no, I don’t want company.”

He sat on her couch. “You want me to help you with your lines?”

Dimanche picked the script up off her dressing table and threw it in a corner—near him, but not at him. “You’re as bad as the rest of them. I know my lines. The lines don’t make sense.”

Kevin breathed in through his nose. “Maybe we should do a couple of lines.” He put a hand in the pocket of his Kenzo jacket.

“I told you—no drugs. This isn’t rock-and-roll, Kevin; it’s Broadway.”

“Shit, babe. You’re number one with a bullet. You don’t need this gig.”

She crossed her arms. “You know what our problem is, Kevin? I speak English; you speak musician.” She cocked her head thoughtfully. And their problem was the play’s: She topped Kevin every time.

“Bad Brains’re at CB’s,” Kevin said, which followed from what she’d said but not from its implication. “You want to catch them?”

She turned back to her dressing table. “I have to make a phone call, Kevin. Would you please excuse me?”

He was up and at the door faster than she’d anticipated. “Our problem, bitch, is you forgot who you used to be.” He slammed the door after him.

Dimanche sat for a moment, her hand on the receiver. Crossing her legs, she felt the heaviness in the pocket of her robe. She took out the .38 caliber revolver and put it on the table.

On the street. It’s not as if I’m on the street, out with the people. That was what she’d started to say back in the theater. She wasn’t on the street at all, except to get from the stage door to her limo, from her limo to her front door. She never went shopping anymore; the designers came to her, staged private fashion shows in her living room, displaying endless variations on black leather miniskirts, black camisoles, blue denim jackets, purple lace fingerless gloves, purple stiletto heels (while she sat there smiling secretly at the .38 Special in the waistband of her black leather miniskirt). She never went to restaurants (except for private parties), museums and galleries (except for openings), movies (except for screenings), concerts or clubs (except when the public was excluded). She never went, without exception, for walks, bus rides, subway trips, to parks, to the beach, bicycling, roller-skating, ice-skating, to a pizza parlor, to toss a Frisbee—all the things she’d done before she got so famous that to do any of them would be to start a riot, one that in her mind would end with the streets littered with the bodies of hundreds of teenage girls, all with blond hair cut short and blunt, black leather miniskirts, black camisoles, blue denim jackets, purple lace fingerless gloves, purple stiletto heels, one bracelet of elephant hair, one of copper, rhinestone chokers around their necks. She’d tried doing a few of those things for a while after getting that famous, doing them in disguise. It didn’t take much—off with the bracelets and the choker, a bandanna on her head, a pair of unfashionable dark glasses, a baggy sweatshirt, a pair of old jeans, sneakers; she still had such things around, on high shelves and in the backs of closets. And it had worked: Once, she’d walked from Fifty-ninth and Fifth to Thirty-fourth and Seventh, then taken the subway to the Village, without getting a second look from anyone who noticed her; another time, she’d walked over to Washington Square Park, sat on the edge of the fountain, read Rolling Stone, had a hot dog, watched Tony the fireman do his shtick, gone home, without even an attempted pickup, without a solicitation from the Home Boys selling drugs. But both times she’d wanted to blow her cover, to tear off the rag on her head and hurl away the glasses and strip off the sweatshirt to reveal the camisole she’d worn underneath—to stay in touch with who she really was, or had become—and stand with her trademark spread-leg pose, arms akimbo, and whisper, as she did into a microphone when she came onstage, as she was sure she would be able to do unamplified and be heard as well as if she’d screamed, “Who wants to party?” For it sustained her now, her fame; she needed it as she needed oxygen, as Cass needed her gun.

So Kevin was right, or partly. She hadn’t forgotten who she used to be; she just couldn’t risk remembering.

She dialed the phone and brightened when it was answered. “Hi. Can you come see me for a little while? I need a friend.”
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CHAPTER 3
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“He knows.”

“Who?”

“The cop. McIvan.”

“The fuck could he know, Jerry?”

“Lookit the way he’s watching us.”

“No, Jerry, don’t lookit the way he’s watching us. You keep on looking it the way he’s watching us, he’s gonna start wondering what you’re looking it, what’re you so nervous about.”

“What if he axes us about it?”

“Relax, Jerry.”

“About the Lotto ticket, I mean.”

“Hey, Jerry. If you say it one more time, maybe he’ll hear you, then he will ax you about it. Right now, he don’t know from no Lotto ticket, so don’t keep saying Lotto ticket.”

“You’re saying it.”

“‘Cause I know how to say it quiet, like, without moving my mouth a lot.”

“He knows. Lookit him.”

“All right, lookit him, Jerry. Lookit him. He doesn’t know shit. Does he look like he knows shit? Lookit, he’s patting all his pockets, like he forgot something, like he forgot who he is.”

Detective Lieutenant Timothy McIver was only taking inventory: In one hip pocket, he had a handkerchief with his initials on it, and in the other, a comb with the name of the pharmacy that had given it away as a promotion.

In his left pant pocket, along with a grocery list (tuna fish, bread, chicken noodle soup, chicken breasts, Stove Top stuffing, Pepsi, Bud Light), he had a ticket from a Chinese laundry and a stub from the RKO Proctor’s Sevenplex in New Rochelle, where the night before he and his wife had seen Hollywood Vice Squad II. In his right pant pocket, along with two dimes, a nickel, two pennies and two subway tokens, he had two tens, a five and two singles in a silver-plated money clip with his initials on it (a present from his daughter for his fiftieth birthday).

In his left sport coat pocket he had a flier announcing a meeting of the Detectives Endowment Association, in his right a pack of Merits and a gold-plated lighter engraved To Tim, With love, Margaret, a twentieth wedding anniversary present from his wife. In his left inside pocket he had a wallet with his driver’s license, membership cards from the DEA, the Automobile Club of New York, the Silver Screen Video Club and the New Rochelle Y, an A & P check-cashing card, a Social Security card, a Blue Cross Blue Shield group identification card, a Westchester County Board of Elections identification card, a blood donor’s card and a card that came with the wallet, with his name, address and telephone number filled in—by Margaret, who’d known he wouldn’t.

In his right inside pocket he had his shield and his Police Department ID card. His shoulder holster had his name embossed on the strap; his service revolver had a registration number. On his left ring finger was a St. John’s University class ring, class of ‘58, with his name on the inside of the band. His shirt had a laundry mark, his sport coat still had a dry-cleaning tag stapled to the lining. The keys on the ring on his belt were stamped with the names of locksmiths.

Why couldn’t the two carhops from the E-Z-Park Garage have found his body in the middle of Crosby Street? He’d’ve known in a few seconds who the DOA was and all he’d have to do was find who killed him.

The DOA in the middle of Crosby Street wasn’t as forthcoming. Except that he was six two or three, weighed one sixty to one seventy, had wavy brown hair and no identifying marks, McIver knew nothing about him.

For one thing, the dead man’s face wasn’t what you could call a face anymore, not after serving as the target, at pretty close range, for a .45 caliber bullet. For another, the dead man wore a red Hind singlet, blue-and-white-striped Brooks running shorts with a built-in supporter, white footlet socks, gray-and-red New Balance running shoes—and that was all. He had no watch, no bracelet, no rings, no chains around his neck; he carried no wallet, no keys, no money, no nothing. The pocket of his shorts—if you could call it a pocket; it was an inch wide and two inches deep—was empty.

McIver stepped over the chalk outline of the dead man in the middle of Crosby Street and walked the thirty yards to the E-Z-Park Garage, where the carhops who had called 911 were sitting on folding chairs, telling their story for the several dozenth time to other garage employees, customers, passersby, people who worked in the other loft buildings along the street doing jobs that if McIver spent all afternoon and night and all the next day he wouldn’t know any more about than he did now, which was nothing.

He kept on going past the carhops—for he’d heard their story three or four times and knew that they didn’t know the dead man, that they hadn’t seen or heard anything or anybody, that they weren’t witnesses, they just happened to be in the neighborhood—to where his partner, Detective Sergeant Nate Bloomfield, was leaning against a wall writing in his notebook.

“I got hold of the shoe company, Tim,” Bloomfield said. “They’re up in Mass. Guy I talked to said he thought if they looked at the shoes they could tell when they were made, maybe narrow down when they were shipped, maybe to where. He gave me the number of their New York sales rep, to save us a trip to Mass. He can look the shoes over if we want him to.”

McIver grunted.

“He didn’t know for sure, the guy at the shoe company, but he said maybe the same thing’s true of the shirt and the shorts and the socks—if the manufacturer looked at them they could tell when they were made, maybe narrow down when they were shipped, maybe to where.”

McIver nodded.

“You got any other ideas, Tim?”

McIver shook his head.

“It’s a bitch.”

McIver tucked in his shirt.

“Remember the time we had a DOA with no clothes on over by Roosevelt Hospital? Or was it St. Luke’s? Anyway, the guy was spread all over the sidewalk. Turned out to be a piece of cake, didn’t it? The guy had a hospital ID bracelet on his wrist and the glass was broken in the window he jumped through. It was St. Luke’s.”

McIver sniffed.

“Or the DOA—a broad—with just a bra and panties and half her guts leaking out in the lobby of the Chrysler Building? Another piece of cake—except we had to climb about twenty flights. We just followed the bloodstains up to where she worked—what was it, a travel agency? No, a, uh, you know, place where they change foreign currency—and there was her boss with his brains all over the desk.”

McIver scratched his ear.

“This one’s tougher.”

“Umm,” McIver said.

Bloomfield laughed. “You know, Tim, I was just thinking about all the stuff I got in my pockets—a wallet, a shield, all kinds of ID, a driver’s license, cards, a dry-cleaning ticket, all kinds of stuff. Why couldn’t they have found my body? We’d know who the DOA was and all we’d have to do is find who shot him. Speaking of shooting, Tim, the girl’s here, the woman, the filmmaker, the director, the one who’s making a movie about us, about cops, Nell Ward. She’s got a cameraman with her, she wants to know if she can shoot the DOA—” Bloomfield laughed. “I said, ‘Shoot him? Somebody already did.’ She said she meant film him with, you know, a camera.”

“Film him just lying there?”

“I guess so, yeah.”

McIver shrugged. “I guess so, yeah.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Nell Ward was at McIver’s elbow.

He looked at her, then looked away, for he couldn’t just look at her, he had to stare. She was beautiful and strange, not like other women he came across, who even when they were beautiful were never strange—unless they were hookers or dopers or losers, in which case their strangeness was just sadness. Nell Ward was strange because she dressed in men’s clothes—not just slacks and blouses and low-heeled shoes, but men’s clothes: a double-breasted navy blazer, today, over a white cable-knit tennis sweater, baggy white slacks, saddle shoes, a pinstripe shirt, a bow tie; no hat, today, but her long blond hair was pinned up and from the front her hairdo looked like a man’s—and strange because when he did look at her, looked into her eyes, he saw a sign that said No Trespassing. “It’s not, uh, pretty, Miss Ward. You should keep the blanket over him.”

“Of course. I’m not trying to shock people. I’m trying to show what it’s like.”

“It?”

“Police work. Who do you think killed him, Lieutenant? Not what individual—I know it’s too soon for that—but what sort of person?”

McIver shrugged. “A killer sort of person.”

Nell Ward smiled. “Okay, it was a dumb question. I asked only because I’ve been playing cop and figured I already knew the answer.”

“Yeah? What’s the answer?”

“I’d just be playing cop.”

“Play. There’s no charge.”

“Don’t people often get killed by people they know?”

“Sometimes, yeah.”

“Often.”

“Okay, often.”

“I think he was killed by someone he knew, not knew personally necessarily but who’d seen him before and whom he’d seen, someone who knew his route, who knew how vulnerable he’d be, dressed in as little as he was. Clothes do more than conceal, they protect.”

“Umm.”

“Someone he recognized, maybe—would slow down for. His speed—one assumes he was fast—was his only defense.”

“Hunh. Interesting. Killed him why? For his wallet, his watch, his jewelry? He doesn’t have any of those things on him, but maybe he never did. I don’t know anything about running and I’ve never mugged anybody, but if I was going to I don’t think I’d mug a runner dressed in as little as they are.”

Nell Ward touched his elbow. “Just playing cop, Lieutenant. Excuse me while I go play director. Thanks for letting me shoot —uh, film.”

“Yeah,” McIver said. He went over to Bloomfield. “Have another go at the carhops, Nate. They’re acting funny; they keep looking at me like they think I know something they don’t want me to.”

The killer was looking at Tim McIver too, wondering what he knew, wondering if it passed through his mind that the killer might be standing there watching.

Somewhere, sometime, the killer had read something about pyromaniacs, about how they often watched the fires they’d set, about how an arson investigator could sometimes look over the crowd gathered at a fire and pick out the individual who’d lighted it. Could a cop look over the crowd gathered at the scene of a murder and know that the killer was present?

Astonishing, how cool the killer felt, how relaxed. A flushed face, sweat under the arms—that would be normal; but there was no fever, no perspiration, testimony that everything had gone perfectly.

Perfectly, though not as planned. He’d gotten up earlier than usual, but that had perfectly suited the killer’s plan, for it had been that much darker and the streets had been that much emptier. Perfectly dark, perfectly empty.

His regularity had been his undoing, the unvarying routine he’d lived by—the asshole. He’d bragged about it, as if it were a virtue—that he ran from A to B to C to A again, at so many miles per hour, so many feet per minute, so many inches per second: he’d worked it all out, calculated, measured, figured—the asshole.

What a high it had been, seeing him stagger, seeing him fall, seeing his calculated, measured, regular life come crumbling down around him; seeing his mouth moving, as if he were trying to formulate what was happening to him, seeing the pain in his eyes that wasn’t just physical pain but distress at his inability to do what he did to everything else in his life—reduce it to safe, manageable numbers.

The asshole.
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Martin Klein wept real tears. “I’ll be a laughingstock.”

“Mamet who?” Charly Johnstone tucked the phone into the folds of her chin and lighted a Sherman’s cigarette with an Ohio Blue Tip match from the box she carried in her pocketbook—a yellow drawstring net bag labeled URGENT NEWSFILM. “I don’t care if there’s an O’Neill opening the same night. I want Tavern on the Green. . . . Yes, O’Neill’s dead, Mickey, and yes, I don’t want Elaine’s, it’s too far uptown, and yes, I don’t want Sardi’s, it’s too small.”

“Forget the opening night party,” Klein said. “I’m going to kill myself—tomorrow, maybe.”

Charly raised her voice from a shout to a yell. “Mickey? We definitely need Tavern on the Green. Martin’s going to kill himself. Call Liz Smith, will you? I’ll call Suzy.” She hung up.

Jay Dillen laughed.

“The fuck’s so funny, hard-on?” Klein felt in his pockets, came up with a napkin from the Carnegie Deli and blew his nose.

“Life.” Dillen filled a coffee mug from a bottle of Peters Val mineral water. “Every waking minute.”

“Tell it to Vivian Thibault Wyndham. Call Vivian Thibault Wyndham—when was the last time you saw a principal backer walk out of a rehearsal?—and tell her how funny life is. What kind of water is that? It’s not Perrier.” Klein pronounced it to rhyme with derriere.

“It’s German,” Dillen said.

“You drink German water in my office? Water made by the scum gods of the earth. What do they charge for that?”

“This is my office, Marty. It’s two for ninety-nine at Gristede’s.”

Klein snorted. “You better start shopping for bargains and forget about your kids’ orthodontia and maybe stop in a pawnshop and get an estimate on that watch—what is it, a Rolex? —because this play doesn’t start looking like a Broadway play pretty soon and not a Hadassah fund-raiser, you’re going to be up the creek without a pot to piss in.”

Dillen took a sip of water. “I don’t have any kids, Marty. And we’ve got three weeks of previews left.”

“Yesterday I want this play looking like a Broadway play, not in three weeks, not in three days, not in three hours.”

Dillen looked at his watch—an Omega. “In three hours, B.G.’ll be finished with the new scene.”

Klein picked up the mug and sniffed at the water. “That was my first mistake, backing a play by a woman writer.”

Charly wagged a finger. “Careful, Martin. Tread lightly, my love.”

“A woman who doesn’t even use her real name—”

“History is replete, Martin, with unkind mothers who give their daughters names that hang about their necks like albatrosses—albatri?—all of their natural lives.”

“B.G. What is she, a rock group? What is it, this albatross of a name? And Dimanche”—he made it rhyme with the ranch—”what kind of name is Dimanche, anyway? She’s not French. Is she? That was my second mistake, hiring an actress who’s not an actress, she’s a pop star, according to what I read in the papers today in a little item about how this play’s in trouble. What is a pop star, anyway? Is that pop like in popular? How many people does it take to be popular, enough to pay the nut?”

Dillen, whose real name was Davidovich, said, “The play just needs some fine tuning, Marty.”

“No play is writ in stone, Martin,” Charly said. “A play is a living thing—a living, breathing organism.”

“Fine tuning. I should get a mechanic, not a writer. I should get a mechanic, not a press agent—Charlene. I don’t understand why I have to read in the papers day after day how this living, breathing organism’s in trouble. I know it’s in trouble; what do I have to read it in the papers for? It’s your job to keep things out of the papers as well as get things in. I should get a mechanic instead of Dimanche, a mechanic instead of a director, ‘cause you know what occurred to me, Jay, while you were standing there listening to her saying she knew her lines, she just doesn’t like her lines? It occurred to me that you might’ve said it’s not her job to like them, it’s her job to say them. Was I wrong to think that? Am I old-fashioned? It’s not like I sit around talking about the Lunts all the time, the way some people do. Helen Hayes, the Barrymores. I’m a pretty hip guy. I went to see the Living Theatre once. I hired a pop star to play the lead in a goddamn Broadway play, I should’ve had my head examined, I should be doing the crying.”

“You’re a prince, Martin,” Charly said. “A traditionalist, but not so freighted with nostalgia that you cross the street without looking out for the cars, dreaming of hansom cabs and one-horse open sleighs; a perfectionist but with a mind open to the possibilities of improvisation. A prince, in short. A legend, a—”

“Stop jerking me off, will you, and give me a good reason why I shouldn’t get a new publicist, a new director, a new leading lady, and send the Bee Gees back to Australia.”

“Indiana,” Dillen said.

“It’s his simple, Martin,” Charly said. “What’s the old saw? ‘First the page, then the stage.’ Not to mention first the casting, the blocking, the rehearsing, the flacking—”

“Tell it to Vivian Thibault Wyndham,” Klein said. “Call Vivian Thibault— Where’re you going?”

“To the ladies’.” In a black broad-brimmed hat, purple caftan, gray shawl and red-white-and-blue Etonic running shoes, Charly looked like a ship under full sail without any rigging.

“That’s why there’ll never be a woman President,” Klein said. “The Russians’ll be landing off Coney Island and she’ll be in the ladies’. What do you want?”

Dillen’s assistant, who had put her head about an inch in the doorway, retreated half that distance. “Mr. Dillen, I’m having trouble getting through to the coast. They asked me to try again in about half an hour.”

“Thank you, Mindy,” Dillen said.

Klein picked up the cup again and took a sip. “Now Mindy’s a nice name. The coast? What call to the coast? Hey, Jay—what’re you, lining up a gig directing a picture so when this play goes down the tubes you’ll be sitting pretty? Or what?”

“Amanda’s in L.A.”

“You’re not still pissed off about that, are you? About Dimanche getting the part instead of Amanda?”

Dillen shook his head.

“Don’t lie to me, Jay. You are.”

Dillen shrugged. “I was disappointed, yes. Was. I was looking forward to a chance to work with Amanda. Now it looks as though she’ll get the Roeg film, so everything’s worked out for the best.”

“Amanda Becker. Good name. A real name—like Meryl Streep, not like Dimanche. I should’ve listened to you, Jay.”

“I think, Marty, that I was the one who said Amanda wasn’t right—that the part was too much against type.”

“Type, schmype. I want a hit, not a bomb. You want a hit, you
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