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  I had handled cases which opened up gradually like fissures in the firm ground of the present, cleaving far down through the strata of the past.


  
    
  


  —Ross Macdonald, The Chill


  


  


  



  A Burial in Queens


  
    
  


  The air was bad the day of Al DiMona's burial—hot, close, sulphurous. The sky was pewter undercast in yellow and there was a noxious smell, an oil-refinery smell, as if the cemetery were in New Jersey instead of Queens. It was one of those August mornings when the streetlights still burned away; perhaps the person who was supposed to turn them off had forgotten or overslept.


  Janek looked closely at the others gathered around the grave, recognized a few familiar faces, old detectives, retired cops with sagging jaws. Lou, of course, the widow—she already had the frantic look that said, Now I have to worry about the mortgage and growing old alone and getting the oil changed. And Dolly, the daughter—her letter had been there on the card table along with the half-finished crossword puzzle and the woodworking tools and that pathetic, half-carved wooden flute. She'd written she'd decided to relocate to Houston and could she park the kids for a while and a lot of selfish crap like that. Maybe Dolly's letter had done it, Janek thought, or maybe it was something else. It didn't matter. The trigger had been ready. Whatever made Al pull it was meaningless beside the fact that it had been ready waiting to be pulled.


  He had imagined the scene: Al sitting at the card table staring into space, the sound of Lou moving around upstairs, sorting out the linens, then scouring the bathroom sink. It was a hot, humid Sunday morning and the front closet smelled like a dry-cleaning shop and the neighborhood was quiet and there was a shiny thirty-eight in the front-hall-table drawer and it took just a couple of seconds to step over there and get it out and stick it in his mouth and pull one off.


  Upstairs Lou froze, her sponge poised, the roar of the shot fading slowly, sinking deep, deep into her brain. She knew right away, didn't even have to think. She'd been to the funerals, had heard about these things, knew all about these Sunday-morning things. A year into retirement, the worst time, the time you have to worry most about. She knew, and Janek could see her frozen there in the bathroom, not even shaking, standing still as a mannequin until the sound was finally gone. She might have looked half quizzically at her sponge, dropped it into the bowl, then moved to the head of the stairs and peeked down until she could see Al's feet sticking out into the hall.


  It would be then, when she saw the worn soles of his shoes, that the bitterness would have come, feelings of despair and betrayal and unfairness too, of how horribly unfair this was. She had worried, prayed, somehow gotten them through the violent risky years only now to have to face the insidious Sunday-morning violence inside. She had known this was coming, had seen it coming for months, was afraid to mention it, afraid he'd blow up if she urged him to see somebody, talk it through and get some help. She tiptoed down, stared at him, made sure he was really dead, then turned into the kitchen and picked up the wall phone and called Frank Janek because Frank was loyal and Frank would know what to do and Frank would take charge of everything—good old trusty Frank.


  A melodrama, Janek thought, a drab, lousy, middle-class melodrama. Not even a tragedy, because a cop's guilt is too petty and his honor too ambiguous and his flaws too minor to give him tragic stature. His torment comes from little things, not grandiose schemes to place himself above the gods. And so his self-inflicted death is a whimpering little end, just another hot-August-Sunday-morning-old-cop suicide.


  There had been a time, Janek remembered, when he might have taken that way out, just after he'd killed Terry Flynn and men turned their backs on him and squad rooms turned still when he walked in. It was not remorse over defending himself but for dealing death instead of injury, and the loneliness he'd felt afterward, and the nightmares and the rejection and the endless questions he'd asked himself and the answers he'd never found. Now he wondered how many of the others had thought about suicide, as he looked at the dozen old detectives squeezed together beside Al's grave. They had the heavy-lidded eyes of men who lived by private codes. They stood there thinking about Al and what he'd done on Sunday and whether there wasn't something inside themselves they didn't know about that would come out when there were no more cases left to work, turn upon them and devour.


  The priest was muttering. Janek could barely hear him. The yellow-pewter sky was cleaved by jets and there was a tree in the cemetery choked with blackbirds shrieking out complaint against the heat. Hart was there, Chief of Detectives, his tight little eyes sparkling in his squat and sweaty detective's face. Hart would never shoot himself—no way, thought Janek, not Hart. If Hart went mad he'd kill someone else. You did either one thing or the other—that's what the police shrinks said. You turned it all against yourself or else you turned it on the world.


  There was someone else at the burial and she didn't fit in with the widow and the daughter and the Chief and the old detectives who had come to pay respects to Al. She was a tall, lean young woman in her early thirties, with very good legs and an expensive camera hanging from her shoulder. Her light-brown hair was layer-cut, she was dressed very well, her face was beautiful and she stood still and very straight.


  Janek studied her, then he squinted as he recalled Lou's words on Sunday after they had taken Al away:


  "... he was working on something, Frank. That's why none of this makes sense. He said it was an old case, one of those old ones that gnawed away at him, and he had some new ideas about it now that he had so much time to think. He said he was going to go back over things, check some things he'd forgotten at the time. He went out afternoons. Sometimes he'd stay out till nine or ten. He was working. I could tell. I hadn't seen him like that in years. He came alive, you know, the way he used to be in the old days when he was onto something and closing in. Maybe—I don't know. Maybe it was important. Maybe if he found something, Frank—you see, that might explain ..."


  Janek had nodded, though he hadn't thought Al's actions needed explanation; the scene in the house that morning, he thought, had just about said it all. But Lou was convinced Al had been working and there was always the possibility that he had, so Janek had said he'd check it out when he had the time and Lou should save everything, any papers Al might have left around the house or in his clothes, and even then it had occurred to him that maybe Al had had something going on the side. But not a girl with legs like this, a Leica on her shoulder, expensive shoes, clutching an expensive purse. She looked like a model; she wouldn't have noticed Al, wouldn't have bothered with him if she had. Who was she? Why was she here? Why was she standing as if she wanted to be here and, also, apart? Janek decided to talk to her after the burial. If she left too fast he could catch up with her at the gate or by the cars.


  The priest was finished. They were lowering the coffin. The blackbirds were shrieking even more. Lou still had that frozen, frantic widow's look and Dolly was sniffling and Hart was looking straight at Janek while he whispered to a uniformed sergeant at his side. The sergeant stepped back to detach himself from the group. Janek did the same; he wanted to edge closer to the girl. A second later the sergeant was at his side. He laid his hand on Janek's arm.


  "Chief asks if you'll ride back with him." It was Sweeney, guardian of the portals, who sat at the desk outside Hart's office directing traffic—detectives, journalists, politicians, supplicants.


  "Can't," Janek whispered. "I got my car."


  "Give me the keys."


  "What?"


  "I'll drive it in for you. Give it back to you downtown."


  "I wasn't going downtown."


  "You are now, Lieutenant." Sweeney shook his head and smiled. How funny, his smile seemed to say—Janek didn't understand; years in the department and still he didn't know an invitation to ride with the CD was nothing less than a command.


  The gathering was breaking up. Janek hurried toward the girl. She smiled softly when he introduced himself. Her forehead was damp and her eyes were brown and moist. "Al mentioned you," she said. "He trusted you a lot."


  "I'd like to talk to you about that." She stared at him curiously. "Could I have your number?"


  She studied him a moment. "Sure." She reached into her purse and handed him a card.


  


  


  



  Hart


  
    
  


  "Air's bad," said Hart. "Like breathing fumes." He rubbed the back of his neck and peered out the window with disgust. They were on the Triborough Bridge; girders were whipping by. Hart's ears stuck out and his gray hair was shaven practically to his scalp. The big black car was air-conditioned. They sat in the back; the driver was a cop.


  Janek turned, saw his own car driven by Sweeney trailing them at fifty feet. "Didn't know you knew Al."


  Hart turned to him slowly. His small cold blue eyes twinkled like freezing little stars. "I try to get to these things even if I didn't know the guy. DiMona was a detective after all."


  "He was a close friend."


  "Your rabbi—yeah, I heard. Well, it's a lousy thing, Frank. Ought to take away their guns. Never bought this idea they should keep them. Look what they do with them. Eat them for Sunday brunch." The Chief shook his head, tightened his lips, about as sensitive an expression, Janek knew, as Hart could bring himself to make. It was a major effort for Hart to pretend to be a human being. Still Janek wondered why he had bothered to attend the burial.


  "...Not working on anything important you couldn't dump now if you wanted to?"


  So that was it. Hart hadn't come to pay respects to Al but to talk to Janek on the way back into town.


  "Got something for you, Frank. You have to take it over right away. Your kind of case. Psychological." Hart winked as if he'd made some kind of private little joke.


  "Everything's psychological."


  "This is psycho-logical." He grinned, pleased with himself; master of wordplay, he wouldn't need a ghostwriter when he retired and wrote his book.


  Janek waited to hear about it, but now Hart was onto something else. "...couple asshole detectives acting like goddamn four-year-olds. Embarrassing scene, personally embarrassing to me, at the Medical Examiner's yesterday afternoon." He glanced at Janek. "You want to hear?"


  "Sure. What happened?"


  "Couldn't believe it. Couple of goddamn four-year-olds." Hart wiped his forehead. There was still a strip of sweat above his lip. "Two homicides over the weekend. One in the One-nine, the other in the Twentieth. Monday morning they find this schoolteacher. You probably read about it in the papers." Janek had read about it: a female teacher at a private girls' school found murdered in an East Side brownstone; the afternoon papers had made a big deal about it because the school was classy and the woman lived at a good address. "The second one was on the West Side. Tenement building. All-night call-girl type. They found her Monday, too, but we didn't say much about it then even though there was something peculiar that connected the two cases which we weren't actually aware of until yesterday afternoon." Hart grinned. "Tell you one thing, Frank. You never had a case like this."


  "Like what?"


  "Hold on. I'm getting to it. Understand that what I'm telling you isn't going to the papers." He turned in his seat so he was facing Janek. His voice turned serious. His tiny eyes were boring in. "The heads were switched. Get what I'm saying? The head of the teacher was with the body of the hooker and the other way around. Now, you see what that means. Someone took an awful risk. Ever hear of anything like that? Like a terror movie or a book."


  Janek looked down at the floor of the car. Hart's shoes were elevated—he hadn't noticed that before. He didn't know if it was the smell in the air, or Al's suicide, or the thought of heads being switched, but whatever it was, it was starting to make him sick.


  "...The killer decapitates victim A, then goes crosstown and decapitates B, then takes B's head back to A's apartment and places it with her corpse, then goes back crosstown with A's head and places it so it looks like it goes with B."


  Maybe much simpler than that, Janek thought, but Hart was probably right—you usually don't carry around a victim's head when you go out to kill someone else. Hart was right about the risk, too, and that the case was psychological. Some sort of crazy statement by a psychopath. But it was not the kind of case he liked.


  "...There has to be a reason, right? That's where you come in. Figure it out. I'm handing it to you. Two heads on a silver platter. Interested?"


  "What happened at the Medical Examiner's?"


  Hart groaned. They were speeding down the FDR; the UN Building was just ahead. "Couple of jerkoffs got the calls. Stanger in the One-nine. Howell in the Twentieth. Know them?"


  "Stanger—vaguely."


  "Then you gotta know he's a jerk. Take it from me, Howell's just as bad. Okay, Stanger gets a lousy ID on the teacher from her building super. They cart her downtown and then there's some trouble getting someone from the school to look at her, and her parents live in Buffalo, so they can't get down here right away. Meantime, Howell gets the hooker, they cart her down, and at noon yesterday the ME starts to scream. There's a mixup. The heads are switched. Like someone fucked the bodies up."


  "They're not perfect down there. They get sloppy, too."


  "I know, but not this time. We got photographs. That's the way the bodies were found. Anyway, Stanger and Howell rush down there and they get into a fight. 'Whose case is this anyway?' 'You got my head. I got yours.' 'Let's switch them back and do our own investigations.' 'No sweat—we'll go our separate ways.' They tried to make some kind of bullshit deal, with the photos staring them in the face." Hart shook his head. "Can't believe it. Next thing they started swinging. A fistfight down there between the bodies with the whole staff of pathologists looking on. Why? Because they're morons. They're both detectives, they each got a homicide, each guy wants to work his own case, and if they have to share—I mean God forbid the two killings should be connected!—then they both know one of them's going to end up getting screwed."


  "So now you need a lieutenant from outside."


  They were passing under the Brooklyn Bridge. "I need a real detective, for Christ's sake, Frank. That's why I'm givingthis to you."


  Two men were waiting in Hart's outer office. Janek recognized Stanger; the beefy one, he guessed, was Howell. They were sitting at opposite sides of the room studying the carpet. Stanger had a black eye. Hart didn't acknowledge them. Janek followed him in.


  "Set yourself up in that special squad office on the second floor of the Sixth. I'll call Taylor and tell him you're coming. You'll want some of your regular people, I guess."


  "Sal Marchetti and Aaron Rosenthal."


  "Don't know Marchetti. Aaron's good. Now what am I going to do about those repentant jerks out there?" Hart motioned toward the waiting room.


  "They drew the calls."


  "Yeah. And disgraced the division. Still, if you can stand them you can have them. Just sit here and nod while I tell them what kind of creeps they are."


  Stanger and Howell were called in, and Hart went at them mercilessly. They were assholes. Jerkoffs. Four-year-olds. He ought to discipline them. He ought to take away their shields. But this time he was going to be generous. He was going to give them a chance to redeem themselves. It was one case now, Janek's case. They were both going to work for Janek, and they were going to work their butts off, too. Any questions? No questions—good. Then get the hell out of here. And one other thing—not a word about the switch. Any leaks on that and the ax will fall, and then there'll be four goddamn heads rolling around the morgue.


  When Janek left, Sweeney handed him the keys. "Nice car, Lieutenant, but something funny about your engine. I happen to know an honest garage. They give a good discount to NYPD."


  


  


  



  Hallowed Ground


  
    
  


  Stanger made the presentation from the middle of the room, a studio apartment on the top floor of a brownstone on East Eighty-first. Howell stood back against the door. Sal Marchetti stayed close to Janek. Aaron was busy and would join them the following day.


  Stanger and Howell had made up. They were serious and tried to act competent and Janek was glad of that. But he had trouble concentrating. His mind kept drifting back to Al. He knew he had to bear down, give shape to this investigation. More than forty-eight hours since the discovery of the first body, a crucial period, usually the most crucial in a murder case, and this time there were two homicides and the time had been squandered away.


  "Amanda Ireland," Stanger said. "Taught French at the Weston School. When she didn't show up Monday—they're running some kind of summer makeup session now—someone called, and when she didn't answer the phone, the art teacher, male, Caucasian, a friend, taxied down here and got the super to open up. Soon as he saw the mess he turned away and vomited. Neither he nor the super looked too closely, which was why they didn't observe the other girl's head."


  Howell gaffawed.


  There was a quality to the apartment that aroused Janek's compassion. Hallowed ground, he thought. Ground that had been made sacred by the terrible act performed upon it, the taking of human life, the spilling of human blood.


  Plants hung from the ceiling in front of the windows—he felt like watering them; already they'd begun to wilt. A cloth bedspread in faded rainbow stripes—needed a laundering; now it was stiff with congealed blood. Pile of quiz papers on the desk, half of them graded, half still unread. It was the apartment of a nice person who had tried to create a little refuge for herself. A dog dish half full of water stood just outside the kitchenette. A leash and a light-tan belted raincoat hung from an old-fashioned coat stand beside the door.


  The crime-scene crew had been thorough. No physical evidence, tracks, fibers, prints. Neither apartment had been ransacked, and both were double-locked. Stanger, who was balding and cadaverous, was pointing through the bathroom door.


  "Stabbed in here. Toothbrush on the floor and toothpaste in her mouth. Seems she was brushing at the time." He stopped, noticed they were gaping. "Well, guess that's pretty obvious. Anyway, he must have been waiting for her in the tub. Stabbed her in the back through the shower curtain. Plastic's shredded. Protected him from spatter. Then turned her over, still wrapped in the curtain, and started working on her chest. No defensive wounds on her palms or arms. Looks like he took her by surprise."


  "Brilliant," whispered Sal.


  "Excuse me," said Stanger. "I'm trying to make a presentation to the lieutenant here if that's okay."


  "It's okay," said Janek. "You're doing great. Go on." He glanced at Sal, a signal to lay off.


  "After he killed her, he wrapped her in the shower curtain and dragged her over to the bed. Undressed her, laid her face down, then cut off her head. Medical Examiner says two different weapons—short pointed knife in the can, something longer with a sharp blade out here. No sexual assault—front, rear or mouth. And nothing missing far as we can tell, except her keys. No one heard anything or saw anyone enter or leave."


  Janek shook his head. "Nobody heard anything?"


  "Just the dog. The dog barked, but she did that every night. She barked whenever anybody crossed the hall. People have complained a lot about this dog. Someone even wrote a letter to the landlord a couple months ago."


  "Well, there's your motive," said Sal.


  "What happened to the dog?"


  "Injured. Killer kicked her in the head. ASPCA took her away. Put her to sleep, I guess."


  "There goes your witness."


  "Knock it off, Sal." Stanger was still too beaten down to stand up to razzing. He'd made a fool out of himself at the morgue, been dressed down by the CD, suffered the indignity of a black eye, and now Janek knew he'd be useless if someone didn't puff him up. "Any idea how he got in?"


  "Assuming for now the perpetrator's a he, Amanda could have let him in, though that doesn't fit with hiding in the shower. No sign of forced entry, so I checked out the super. He carries his keys on a huge ring on his belt, and everyone who knows him swears by him up and down. My gut feeling is our guy came in off the fire escape. Now, notice there's an accordion grill. It was closed, but there isn't any lock. Seems strange, maybe, since she's got a high-security lock on the door, but a lot of these girls are afraid to lock their grills. Makes them nervous. They want to get out fast if there's a fire."


  So, Stanger was a self-styled expert on the lifestyles of East Side single girls. Janek didn't agree with Hart, he didn't think Stanger was a jerk. Just a reasonably hard-working mediocre detective. No wonder he wanted to keep the case. A chance for glory: society girl homicide. He could hang out at Second Avenue singles bars for weeks talking to her friends, cadge himself a hundred drinks, get laid a couple times, maybe even get lucky and pick up something that would help him break the case.


  "What about a boyfriend?"


  Stanger shook his head. "She didn't go out. A loner. Lonely sort of girl. No one ever heard anything through the walls. And so far as anyone around here knows she never gave a party or had a guest stay overnight."


  "Little Miss Perfect," muttered Sal. "I don't buy that. I don't believe in that."


  "This one comes close. Good teacher. Everybody liked her. Not bad-looking either. Walked her dog on a regular schedule: before she left for work, soon as she came home, and every evening around nine o'clock. Both parents teach school upstate. A married sister in Hawaii. I think the guy came in through the window when she was out with the dog, which suggests he knew her habits. He might have seen her coming out of school one day. There're creeps who linger around up there. The school warns the girls not to talk to them. He could have spotted her there, followed her home and she never even noticed. Once he picked up on her routine he'd know when it was safe to slip inside and wait."


  A perfectly decent second-rate theory, Janek thought, except it didn't take into account the other girl and the switch. Stanger still hadn't come to grips with the fact that Amanda Ireland was not an isolated case.


  As they drove over to look at the other apartment, Janek instructed Sal. Check the taxi sheets and the drivers of the crosstown buses. Time how long it would take to walk. Talk to patrolmen who were on duty that night and find out if any cars were ticketed or double-parked. Talk to doormen along the route. Did anyone see a man coming back and forth on Saturday carrying some sort of package or bag? The killer crossed town at least twice and possibly three times. He was carrying heads, and also weapons. He returned to one of the crime scenes and possibly to both. He might have had blood on him. He might have acted strange, impatient, nervous, tense. That was Sal's job—run down the mechanics, figure out how the killer had gotten back and forth. And yes, for now, work on the assumption the killer is a male, but don't forget to ask about a woman too.


  The call girl's name was Brenda Beard; she'd used the name Brenda Thatcher in her work. She'd lived on West Seventy-third between Broadway and West End, a good/ bad block—addict center and a welfare hotel along with expensive apartments carved out of once-elegant private homes. Her studio was on the third floor of a subdivided Victorian mansion, accessible by a small self-service elevator and a set of seedy stairs. No fire escape, no way in except her door, which meant she let the killer in, which meant she knew him, or had taken him for a john.


  Howell made his presentation. There wasn't much to tell. She'd been killed in her bed, had been naked when it happened. The killer turned her over, sliced off her head, then turned her back and mounted Amanda's head on her, face up. The bed should have been drenched with blood but wasn't, which suggested something similar to Amanda's shower curtain, a plastic sheet perhaps, though nothing like that had been found.


  Late Monday morning a man had called the police emergency number. Howell had dug up the tape recording of the call. The man reported a murdered girl, gave the address, then hung up. Police broke down the door, found the body and ID'd it on the basis of documents in her purse. Howell speculated that the person who had called was not her killer but her pimp.


  "...the way I see it she was supposed to turn up somewhere and give him her money and when she didn't show up he came looking for her at home. He had a set of keys to the apartment—pimps insist on that. He took one look, saw there was a murder, knew it wasn't her, got spooked, and ran down to a phone booth and called it in. Maybe he even stuck around to see her carried out. Probably still doesn't know what's going on. I don't think the killer would have called. Everyone knows we tape, and there weren't any calls on the East Side case."


  Janek was pleased—Howell, at least, had joined the cases in his mind. "So who's the pimp?"


  Howell smiled. "Only had this case a couple hours yesterday. Give me half a day, Lieutenant, and I'll have him for you. And plenty of stuff on this Brenda, too."


  Sure of himself, Janek thought. Probably knows lots of call girls, pimps and other lowlife in the neighborhood. While Stanger was thin and his expression desperate, Howell was heavy and full of bluster, a good-natured bully, a basic street cop who happened to carry a detective's shield.


  Janek told them what to do right there in the apartment. He was tired of them, wanted to get rid of them, be alone and look around.


  "Each of you has a girl. Go to work on her. Run down everything, then write it up. How did she live? Where did she shop? Where did she hang out? Who did she know? I want their personal address books, too. Tomorrow Aaron can put them together and cross-match. Killing two people is one thing. Switching their heads is something else. Someone, let's say for now a male, knew them, killed them, then he made the switch. Why? Maybe he wanted the whore's head on the goody-goody's body, or the other way around, or both. Maybe he had a goddamn Madonna/whore complex. Maybe he had some sort of obsession about rearranging their personalities and he felt compelled to bring it off. Maybe this is voodoo, hocus-pocus, some crazy terror cult. Whatever it is, the benefits were temporary—he had a few seconds to admire his handiwork, then he left the mess for us. Didn't try to cover up. Knew we'd discover the switch, and didn't care. Why? What's the connection? Somewhere, sometime, both girls had contact with our guy. And that's how we're going to find him, by finding out where their lives intersect. Because he had a reason, sick as it was. He went to a lot of trouble and took a lot of risk to arrange things almost faultlessly in a very peculiar way."


  Stanger and Howell listened carefully. Both seemed to respond to his authority. He warned them again about leaking the switch to the press, then dismissed them but signaled Sal to stay. "What do you think?" he asked, after the other two had left.


  "I liked what you said about a Madonna/whore complex."


  "You think they knew what the hell I was talking about?"


  "Probably not. But they will when you're through with them."


  "Hart thinks they're jerkoffs."


  "They seem average enough to me."


  "Clods, right?"


  Marchetti nodded and grinned.


  He was an excellent detective, young, in his late twenties, with a good mind and the kind of willfulness Janek liked. He had thick black hair, sideburns, a mustache, was divorced, played the stock market, followed hockey and prided himself on his marksmanship. He had worked narcotics for three years and had acquired the habits of a narc—toughness, compassion, quick reflexes and stubbornness. Janek knew lots of narcotics detectives and knew all about their faults. What he liked about them was the way they leeched onto a case, then stuck to it, refusing to give up.


  "You called Amanda 'Little Miss Perfect.' Really think she's too good to be true?"


  Sal shrugged. "Don't know, Frank. Taught school. Walked her dog alone. No boyfriend. A little too young and attractive to be such a spinster, don't you think?"


  "There are girls like that."


  "Yeah—I guess."


  "Well, we'll see, won't we?"


  Marchetti nodded. Janek sent him on his way.


  He sat alone then in Brenda Thatcher Beard's apartment, trying to imagine the sort of life she'd led. Phone ringing all day, clients calling, making appointments, lots of no-shows, then strange men coming in to spend the night. The place was decent enough. There was a bamboo bar with three stools, bottles of whiskey and liqueurs on the shelf behind. The couch was the same dusty chocolate velvet as the drapes, and there were red light bulbs in the lamps, with dimmer switches attached.


  He opened the closet. It was stuffed and there was an overpowering aroma of perfume. No cheap whore's perfume, but a scent that was erotic, heavy and dark. He examined some of the clothing, a black silk nightgown, a black leather outfit complete with chrome chain belt, and a red satin dressing gown with padded shoulders and an Oriental monogram, the sort of thing women wore in 1940s films.


  It was a working whore's closet filled with the artifacts of her maligned and necessary trade: spiked heels, black underwear, douche bag hanging from a hook. In the bathroom he found an array of antibiotics, a leg razor, a hair dryer, a hair curler, cosmetics, plus assorted dildos stored with the spare rolls of toilet paper and a pair of handcuffs in the cupboard beneath the sink. Traces of an attempt at something better, too. Brenda had tried to be a model once, had had ambitions to be an actress—there were glossy photos and résumés stashed with the spare light bulbs and the sewing kit.


  Janek looked around. In both substance and mood the place was completely different from Amanda's. Not a refuge but a shop, a place to practice an ancient craft. In the stills Brenda's hair was curled, while Amanda's hung long and straight. They were completely different people, had lived totally opposite lives. But, somehow, their lives were joined.


  Something had gone wrong for both girls, someone had come in and murdered them and switched their heads, and suddenly Janek was terribly tired, weary of the case, even though he had just started out on it and it showed promise of being the kind that could make the papers and win him a commendation if he should manage to bring the killer in. Maybe that was what made him feel tired: the thought of having to hunt a person so deranged. Yes, potentially it was a great case, bizarre, spooky, the sort that gives nightmares to single women and to middle-aged detectives too. But he was already exhausted at the prospect of those nightmares, of having to go up against a mind so twisted and unfathomable that he knew he would have to reach down to the twisted unfathomable depths within himself if he was ever going to manage to link in. Hart was right—this was psychological, and he was not looking forward to becoming obsessed with it, probing himself to discover who and why.


  "Please, God, let it end tomorrow," he whispered. "Make the bastard come in tomorrow and confess."


  He was careful locking up the apartment, Brenda's lock and the police lock the crime-scene crew had installed. The door should be marked, he thought, with a cross, the way in Europe they marked a spot on a road where a fatal accident had taken place—to inform passersby of hallowed ground.


  


  


  



  The Photographer


  
    
  


  He lived fifteen blocks north on West Eighty-seventh between Columbus and Amsterdam. He walked uptown on Broadway in the early-evening heat, past old people sitting on benches in the center strip, through the crowds, the West Side ethnic mix, people hurrying home from work, stopping at supermarkets, turning into bars. He tried hard to put the case out of his mind. He only wanted to think now of Al DiMona and to grieve.


  His apartment was cool, a semi-basement with cage-door entry under the stairs to the house where his landlord's family lived. He hadn't done much to fix it up, had furnished it out of the Salvation Army, and had installed his father's old accordion bench against a wall, where it was littered now with tools and the inner workings of broken accordions. He found a beer in his refrigerator, took off his jacket and dug out the card the girl had handed him at the cemetery. "Caroline Wallace," it said, "Photographer." He sat down on his bed and dialed.


  The phone rang six times and he was about to give up when she answered in a hurried breathless voice.


  "This is Frank Janek."


  "Who? Oh—right. Hold on."


  He imagined her putting down packages, unslinging her camera, maybe blotting her forehead with her arm.


  "Yes, Lieutenant Janek—"


  "Frank, please."


  "Right. Ah—how are you?"


  "Can I see you this evening?"


  "This evening? What about?"


  "Like I told you this morning..."


  "You said you wanted to talk. You didn't say anything about a meeting."


  "Is there some problem with a meeting?"


  "No problem. I'm just curious what you want."


  "You know I was close to Al."


  "Yes. Of course..."


  "I wanted to ask you some questions about him."


  "Was there something special?"


  "Yeah. A few things I don't understand. Louella DiMona told me he was going out a lot. That he was away from the house most afternoons. And I just wondered..."


  "You wondered if I could enlighten you about where he was."


  "Yes. Something like that."


  "Well, I guess I can." There was a pause. "I'm in Long Island City. Want to come over here?"


  "If tonight's no good—I don't want to trouble you—"


  "Tonight's fine. Let's get it over with. Look—I just brought up some Chinese food. If you get here quick enough you can help me eat it up."


  He felt a little strange as he drove to Queens. He didn't know anything about her, had no idea how well she'd known Al, and from the look of her it didn't add up that she and Al had been having an affair. But she had picked up very fast on his probe about Al spending a lot of time away from home. She was going to "enlighten" him. It was as if she'd expected him to ask what had been going on.


  Traffic was light on the Queensboro Bridge. He glanced into his rearview mirror back at Manhattan, saw the city strung out with lights. There was still a glow in the sky behind the buildings. He loved this romantic vision of New York, luminous city set powerfully against a fading sky.


  Coming off the bridge he thought of Hart eating dinner with his wife (he'd seen her once, at the ceremony when Hart had been sworn in), and Stanger studying women from a lonely bar stool, and Howell shaking down a pimp, and Sal Marchetti slicking down his hair for a date, and Lou DiMona grieving, and his own wife, Sarah, sitting in the Staten Island house where he had left her two years before, perhaps missing him a little, missing his brooding presence, as she stared blankly at the television set watching the horror of the local evening news.


  Long Island City was an old industrial area just across the East River, a low-crime area inhabited by serious working-class people, members of unions devoted to their families. Caroline Wallace's building was a prewar industrial structure; she'd described her apartment as a loft. Janek knew there were painters and sculptors and photographers who had moved to this section when the Manhattan artists' area, Greenwich Village and Solo, had become fashionable and the rents had gone too high.


  He parked, entered, found her name. She'd clipped down her business card to fit the slot beside her bell.


  "Yes." Her voice was distorted by the intercom.


  "Frank Janek."


  The buzzer throbbed.


  The lobby was spacious, befitting a building of its era. There were bicycles chained to a rack bolted to the granite floor. Thick gray walls and iron stairs—she lived up two lengthy flights. There were two lofts to a floor, industrial-steel doors set opposite on the landings. As he climbed he could hear the muffled thump of rock music coming from another loft above.


  "Hi." She inspected him, then stepped back to let him in. She was wearing the same gray skirt she had worn at the cemetery, a different blouse, and sandals now in place of expensive shoes. There was warmth in her smile; she wasn't tense. Again he noticed the perfection of her legs and the dark-brown beauty of her eyes.


  There was a galley kitchen along one wall. He could smell Chinese food. She poured him a glass of wine, told him to make himself comfortable while she reheated their dinner and fluffed the rice.


  He looked around. The loft was large and nicely done. A vast wooden floor, glossy like the floor of a gym, windows on three sides, a row of structural pillars with modified Doric capitals. He noticed a pair of tennis racquets and cans of balls in a basket near the door. She had set a bottle of soy sauce on the dining table, had laid out chopsticks and napkins, little teacups and a bowl of fruit.


  He explored, ran his hand along the headrail of her brass bed, set beneath a slowly revolving ceiling fan. He found his way to a grouping of chairs, chrome legs and sling seats, arranged in an entertaining area with a couch. In one section there was a darkroom—he smelled the faint odor of photographic chemicals. She worked, cooked, ate, bathed and slept in this enormous space.


  On the walls between the windows she had hung huge mounted photographs.


  "This all your stuff?"


  She turned from the stove. "Yeah. My private gallery. Prices on request."


  He took his time examining her work, pausing before each photograph. There were two shots taken in Vietnam: dog-tired soldiers in a trench, their eyes smoldering in faces dark with agony and fatigue; an old Vietnamese woman looking up with terror, the sky behind her filled with fluttering helicopters looking ominously like wasps. There was an action shot of a boxer Janek recognized as a coming middleweight; she'd caught the moment of impact of a punch, the features distorted, the cartilage crushed against the facial bones. There was a shot, too, of a Russian chess champion, intense, studying his position, an interesting combination of concentration and fear in his eyes. She was good. She knew what she was doing, her work was powerful and there was something fearless about her eye.


  She was bringing the food over to the table.


  "Can I help?"


  "No, thanks. I got everything. Sit down."


  "Well," he said, "this stuff looks good. Not the usual carry-out."


  "It is good. Eat." She heaped pork with black-bean sauce on his plate. "I made you this morning before you came over. I knew it was you from the way Al described you once."


  He was amused to hear police jargon. "Made you," he smiled at that. "How did he describe me?" he asked, fumbling with his chopsticks, wondering if he should ask her for a fork.


  "Said you moved like Robert Mitchum. And you do, Janek. In a way you really do. Do you mind if I call you Janek? Al always did. He never called you Frank. Janek's a good name. Seems so right for a police lieutenant. Do you mind?"


  He said he didn't mind. She smiled at him and he smiled back. He liked her. She was as direct as her photographs. She didn't flinch or blink when he looked her in the eye.


  "Sorry about this morning. I didn't mean to be so abrupt."


  "That's okay. I was glad when you came over. I didn't know anyone there and I felt kind of outside the thing. But I wanted to be there anyway."


  "You and Al were pretty close, I guess."


  "Is that a question or a fact?"


  "Neither. More like a feeble query."


  "We were friends. I liked him. He liked me."


  "Not lovers?"


  "No, we weren't. It could have gone that way, at least maybe in Al's mind, but not in mine and I made my feelings clear. We gave each other signals and after that we settled down. He used to come by afternoons. He liked to sit around and talk. I liked listening to him. He talked about his work and I talked about mine. Sometimes when I was working in the darkroom he'd just sit out here reading magazines. It was good to have him around. We enjoyed each other's company. And that's all there was."


  So—they just sat around and talked afternoons; they were friends and nothing more. He believed her, had no reason not to, but still, he thought, it was a curious relationship, the old beat-up depressed retired cop and this very attractive, no-nonsense young female photographer.


  "You really liked him?"


  "He was a great guy. Told terrific stories. Loved talking about his old cases, and he had a lot of good ones to talk about. He was a real person. That's what I liked. And I guess, too, he reminded me a little of my dad. Maybe that's what we had going—a sort of father-daughter thing." She looked up at him. "I'm the daughter of a cop."


  "NYPD?"


  She nodded.


  "So we're part of the same family."


  "Guess we are. You, me, Al, and maybe one hundred thousand other people too."


  "You said Al mentioned me."


  She nodded. "He liked you very much. He was your rabbi, he told me, and I knew what that meant: the guy who watched out for you and gave you advice when you started out. He was proud of you, Janek, that you'd done so well and made lieutenant, even after that business with your partner. He said you took a lot of static over that but that you rebounded from the tragedy and turned into one of the best detectives around. He said you understood people and that's what being a detective was all about. He said you were better than he'd ever been, but maybe not so great as you liked to think."


  "He really said all that?" Janek was surprised at how smoothly she poured it out. And, too, that Al had told her about Terry, and had used the word "tragedy"—the very word he had denied to him while standing that morning by his grave.


  "He said you were very good, but you thought you were better than very good."


  He laughed. "I'm not sure I ever thought I was all that great."


  She laughed, too. "Well, maybe Al was wrong."


  A pause. Their eyes met. Then he asked her about her work. She'd done two books, she said, the first when she was starting out, a very emotional collection of stuff she'd shot in Vietnam. She'd gone out there practically as a novice. "I was very ambitious, I wanted it all. I wanted to win the Pulitzer Prize. I stayed a couple years, made good contacts, got pampered a lot by the press corps and the military because I was a woman. I was lucky. Nothing happened to me. I know now I was reckless, but back then I thought I was blessed. Anyway, the book got good notices and when I came back here I wanted to try something different, so I went into my cruel period. That's what I call it now."


  "I thought I detected a cruel streak." He gestured at the blowups on the walls.


  She shook her head. "No, not like those. My cruel-period stuff was—well, it's a little hard to explain." She laid down her chopsticks, got up, fetched an oversized book, brought it back to the table, then watched his face as he flipped the pages and looked.


  It was called Celebrities, a book of portraits of film directors, painters, famous writers, other photographers, and she seemed to have caught them all exhibiting a sad and vacant stare. Janek understood what she meant by "cruel"—there was a sameness about these people, not a physical sameness, since they were men and women, young and old, but something similar in their expressions, repeated in their eyes: meanness, selfishness, vanity, and beyond all that a sense of emptiness and vacancy, even disappointment with their lives.


  He nodded. "Yes, I see. You got them all to pose a certain way. How did you manage that? I imagine some of these people were upset."


  "Some, I guess." She shrugged. "I really wasn't trying to be mean. Just looking for something, a kind of after-effect. I'd tell them to pose, they'd puff themselves up, then I'd catch them with a second click just as they were letting out their air. I wasn't trying to say they were phonies, though that's what a lot of people thought. I was working on the premise that even the most handsome, most beautiful, richest, most successful, most secure, glamorous and confident people are vulnerable. Not that they're vain, but that they're human and that time and age will break them, too."


  She had looked right at him, giving him the feeling she was telling him something important about herself. And as he looked at the portraits again he saw exactly what she meant. Her pictures weren't cruel so much as compassionate. "I guess if you'd taken shots like these of drunks and bums, no one would have accused you of being mean."


  She laughed. "They would have called me pretentious. Mocked me for an unearned social conscience. But because my subjects were rich and famous everyone assumed I was putting them down. I wasn't. All I was saying was that their confidence was a mask, that they lived with the same background fear as the drunk and the bum—that even when life is sweet, it's much, much too short."


  He was startled to hear her say such a thing. She was young to have worked from such a vision. But he could tell from the portraits that the vision was deeply felt, not a borrowed sentiment. He looked at her again. He hadn't expected her to be like this. He had taken her for a model when in fact she was an artist. "I can see why Al liked to come around," he said. "He may have told good stories, but you're pretty special yourself."


  She smiled; she liked his compliment. "We didn't talk like this much, Janek. We really just bulled around. It was fun. That's all it was. An honest friendship. Pleasure in each other's company."


  "How did you meet?" She was loading more food onto his plate.


  "That was a funny thing. I play tennis fairly regularly at a club a mile or so away."


  "That thing on the river under the plastic bubbles?"


  She nodded. "That's the place. I generally bicycle over there. I use my bike a lot around the neighborhood. Anyway, one day I was riding home and I hit a pothole and fell down. I got bruised and twisted my ankle, and Al just happened to be walking by. He came over, helped me up, and checked my leg to see if I was hurt. He was very nice and he ended up walking my bike and supporting me as I limped back here."


  "I bet he offered to carry you up the stairs."


  "He was very sweet. I could tell right away he was a cop. When he got me to the door I thought the least I owed him was a drink. So I asked him in and we just started talking while I soaked my ankle, and that's how it started. And it just went on from there."


  A nice story—it pleased Janek, sounded like the sort of gentle pickup Al would make. A little too slick, maybe, especially the coincidence that Caroline's father had also been a cop, but such things happened and he had no reason to doubt her. He reminded himself he wasn't interrogating a suspect, just checking up on Al and his absences from home.


  "Lucky meeting for both of you. When did all this happen?"


  "Couple of months ago. Late June, I think."


  "Did he ever talk about a case?"


  "That's all he talked about. There were so many. But if you mean did he talk about a particular one, no. He'd just go on from one to the other in a chain."


  So there it was—Al had told Lou he was working on an old case because she wouldn't have understood a friendship with a girl half her age. She wouldn't believe Al just came here to talk and listen, a release from the prison of the house, a chance to laugh with someone young.


  "I had no idea he was depressed," she said. "I just couldn't believe it when I heard he shot himself. There was no sign of anything like that. He was happy when he was here. Sometimes we'd order in Chinese food like tonight, and he'd stay on until I'd throw him out. 'Go home, DiMona,' I'd tell him. 'Get your butt out of here so I can take a bath.' We'd listen to music. Play chess and talk. He seemed a reasonably happy man."


  "He kept it from you, obviously. You were probably the only nice thing he had going the last few months."


  "But why, Janek? Why did he do it?"


  He shrugged. "Old detectives, cops—it happens to us a lot. One of the highest suicide rates. No one's sure exactly why. They warn us about it. Preach to us about depression. Something to do with the job. We end up tired, disillusioned, bored. All that stress and tension, that confrontation every day year in, year out, and then suddenly nothing but your thoughts and then you start to brood. Guys take it different ways. I knew Al twenty-five years and I wouldn't have figured him for what he did. Except I've known other guys I didn't figure for that kind of move, and they surprised me, too, so now I'm not all that surprised."


  He helped her carry the dishes to the galley, rolled up his sleeves, rinsed the dishes, then handed them to her so she could place them in the dishwasher.


  "This is very domestic. You're a domestic guy."


  "It's been a while," he said. "I'm divorced a couple years. I usually eat at a delicatessen, or buy carry-out and eat off paper plates. Not much in the way of appliances where I live. Got a coffee maker and a toaster. That's about it."


  They sat in her chrome-and-leather chairs after everything was stowed away, and she told him about her current book, the one she was working on now. It was called, tentatively, Aggression. The blowups on the walls were part of it. She was shooting men at moments of physical stress: prize-fighters, football and hockey players, a truck driver yelling at a pedestrian, a cop collaring a thief, lawyers quarreling, a fencer about to thrust, a bullfighter facing horns. "The aesthetic of male aggression," she told him. "It's always fascinated me. Maybe that's why I like talking to cops so much. You guys see it all the time. You live with it constantly. Most of us just see people in vapid moments, but you see them at the heights of stress."


  "Interesting. Sort of a curious subject for a woman."


  "Come on, Janek, you don't believe in stereotypes. Anyway, male aggression can be a turn-on. I saw more than my share of it when I was covering the war, and I found myself attracted at times. So, the subject is aggression, but there's a strong erotic theme. What's next? I wonder. Still lifes? Water swirls in the sand?" She shook her head. "Wish I knew. Not going backwards, that's for sure."


  It was nearly midnight when he left. It had been an exhausting day—the funeral, the switched-heads case—but for all of that he felt refreshed. Caroline Wallace was extraordinary; he couldn't put her out of his mind. As he drove back to Manhattan he found himself starting to envy Al. Friendship with a woman like that—how very lucky Al had been.


  


  


  



  The Mystery of Destruction


  
    
  


  Chief Medical Examiner Gerald Heyman was not his usual cheerful self. "I told Hart straight out," he said, "don't send any more of your goons down here."


  Dr. Heyman was in his early fifties, with a permanent tan and the look of a man who jogged laps around Central Park at dawn. His iron-gray hair was parted in the middle. His chin was squared off and he sat rigidly in his chair behind his precisely ordered desk.


  "We have our temperamental flare-ups. We're human beings, too. But we're also professional men and we observe the normal courtesies. When we have a disagreement we talk it over. Sometimes voices are raised. What we don't do is try and settle things with fists. Another thing we don't do is get pieces of bodies mixed around. When someone's been dismembered, and I don't care whether it's limbs or heads, we tag the pieces and keep them together, and the photos always back us up."


  "There was never any question of a mix-up. Hart was very clear to me on that."


  "Fine. I just want to make sure you know where I stand. I don't want this to reach a point where some baby prosecutor or some simpering defense attorney starts claiming we made the switch down here."


  "I don't think that's going to happen."


  "I predict, absolutely, that it will."


  "The photos would certainly dispute such a claim."


  "Exactly."


  Well, then, Janek was tempted to ask, who gives a good goddamn?


  He restrained himself. No point in being argumentative. Dr. Heyman, satisfied that he had conveyed his position, turned him over to David Yoshiro, the deputy examiner who had performed the autopsies.


  Yoshiro was a short, serious, formal young Japanese-American who wore black-frame glasses and seemed dwarfed in his starched white coat. He spoke neutrally, methodically, in a deep resonant voice.


  "Ireland was stabbed through her shower curtain once in the back and an even dozen times in a cluster pattern across her chest. I found pieces of the curtain in the wounds. She was then carried or dragged to her bed, unrolled, turned over and decapitated as if by an executioner—a single powerful blow straight across the back of the neck. Later the killer or executioner made an effort to affix the Beard head to the place where the Ireland head had been. He cut both of them in the same place, so the pieces fitted together fairly well."


  Really, thought Janek, this is an atrocious case. Absolutely nauseating. "What about Miss Beard?"


  "I count eleven wounds, also in the chest. These were deep plunges, grouped closely around the heart. The extra thrusts were not necessary. Clinically speaking both women were killed almost at once. Beard was stabbed through a sheet, decapitated from the back the same as Ireland, then turned over so that Ireland's head could be pushed onto her neck. I have the impression that the heads were transported in plastic bags. Carefully, too, because the hair wasn't bloodied much. No finger marks anywhere. The killer was very careful. I suspect he handled the heads through the plastic, pulling the bags off slowly once he had them mounted the way he liked."


  Plastic bags. It was Wednesday—if the bags had been dropped into a street barrel, the evidence had long since been ground up in a cartage truck.


  "How close in time?"


  "Certainly within a couple hours. I'd say that Ireland was murdered first. I can't swear to that, but there are signs."


  "Weapons?"


  "Two. The stabbing weapon, a sharp-pointed hunting or kitchen knife, and the decapitation instrument, a long-bladed knife, very sharp, very heavy, very fine. The work was precise—single blows. The executioner did not hesitate. It is not that easy to decapitate. You can hack and hack. But in this case it was accomplished with a single stroke." Yoshiro made a gesture as if bringing down from over his head a sword gripped in both his hands.


  "Could this have been done with a sword?"


  "Conjecture. Even if you brought me such a weapon I might not be able to say for sure. It was a very clean cut. No kind of weapon signature. Of course, if I had a sword with blood and tissue on it, then I could link it to these women. But I already checked on that, and I suspect you are not going to find it uncleaned."


  "What do you mean you checked?" Yoshiro's formality was starting to get on Janek's nerves.


  "I thoroughly examined both sets of wounds. No tissue cells or blood from one in the wounds of the other. I would surmise the same instruments were used but cleaned up in between. I understand, by the way, that the drain checks were negative for blood in both apartments."


  Janek looked at him. The man was obviously upset. "You discovered the switch, didn't you?"


  Yoshiro nodded. "I was working on the Ireland cadaver and right away I realized the two pieces didn't fit." He shook his head. "We've had decapitations in here before but never with the heads placed back on. I want to emphasize the oddity of that. The heads were not placed atop the bodies casually. They were literally pressed into the bodies as if an attempt was being made to recombine the heads and bodies in a way the killer preferred."


  "Yes," said Janek. "I see. That does seem very odd."


  Yoshiro looked at him. Suddenly he swept off his glasses. "I am a forensic pathologist, not a psychologist, Lieutenant. But I would say, based on my understanding of human nature, which comes from personal observation, the reading of poetry and literature, and some courses I took at Cornell Medical School..."


  "Yes?"


  "I would have to say that it seems to me that this man was trying to create people as much as to destroy them. Do you see what I mean?" Dr. Yoshiro snatched up his glasses and put them on again. "He killed them, certainly. But to use the parts his own way. So in a sense we could say he was a creator. Destroyer and also creator. Both. It's a difficult concept, I know. I've had some difficulty even thinking about it. I can't seem to deal with it, which is strange considering the sort of work I do. Normally I am quite imperturbable. Taking apart bodies, performing autopsies—none of that disturbs me at all. But I am confused by this case. It disturbs me very much. I sense a man here who has presumed to create new human beings, who has presumed to play at being God. And now please excuse me. I have a terrible headache. I must take some aspirins and lie down. You will get a complete report, of course, as soon as we finish up. Excuse me now." He rose and bowed slightly from the waist.


  Janek nodded and withdrew. A strange little man, he thought, with a strange and sensitive reaction. A scientific man, assured and confident, until he begins to ponder the meaning of the crime and then his head aches and he becomes confused. He senses mystery, creation and destruction, vectors he cannot reconcile. And such irreconcilability strikes hard at a man who slits open bodies and weighs organs and deals daily with the gross carnality of human beings.


  It was also striking at himself, Janek thought, as he drove over to the precinct house. There was something here that transcended a brutal homicide. Something awful, evil, and fascinating too.


  Sixth Precinct headquarters was one of those new police buildings that had grown old very fast. Built a dozen years before to be as indestructible as a public school, it had quickly acquired a patina of grime and the stench of all precinct stations: stale cigarette smoke, stale sweat and the effluvia of human distress.


  Aaron Rosenthal had already organized the special squad office on the second floor in back. Desks, telephones, filing cabinets, a map, and a wall-size cork bulletin board to which he'd tacked the crime-scene photographs. The Ireland photos were on the right, the Beard photos on the left. Between them was a diagram showing the various routes between the two apartments. There was plenty of room left for any new documentation that might later come along.


  Aaron was a superb detective, a fine tracker, excellent at interrogation and brilliant on the phone. He was a forty-three-year-old detective second grade, equivalent to a sergeant, balding, paunchy, bespectacled, with hideous mutton chop sideburns, a quick smile, a lovely wife, four gorgeous daughters, and a hard-edged New York cynicism which Janek greatly enjoyed. Occasionally he wore a yarmulke to work, a mystery to his colleagues, since there was no correspondence between this action and any known Jewish holidays. There was speculation that Aaron was doing private penance for a misdeed in the past, but like so many mysteries facing the Detective Division the mystery of Rosenthal's yarmulke had been relegated to the "unsolved" file drawer.


  "How do you like the case?" Janek asked. He'd only spoken briefly with Aaron the day before.


  "Goddamn horror show. Sorry about Al, Frank. Lou all right?"


  "She'll make it," Janek said. "You talk to Taylor yet?" Taylor was the precinct commander, a uniformed captain not overly fond of detectives who used his space but were not under his control.


  "He's pissed at Hart. Wanted these rooms for a rape crisis center."


  Janek looked around. "Nice. Sweep it out yourself?"


  "Everything but the interrogation rooms. Thought I'd leave them just the way they were."


  Janek checked the pair of cubicles separated by a short corridor which allowed observation through narrow slits of one-way glass. "Better buy some roach spray," he said. "You know...yesterday I couldn't stand having to deal with this. I actually prayed aloud the guy would come in this morning and confess."


  Aaron shrugged. "Yeah. Well, when they're that easy they're no fun."


  They went downstairs, then out to the Taco-Rico on Seventh Avenue South where they ate lunch and talked. Aaron knew all about Stanger and Howell and the fistfight in the morgue. Everyone knew about it. "It's Sweeney. He blabbed, and how now they're being punished by having to work the case under you."


  "Sweeney's saying that?"


  "That's what's going around."


  "That prick. Yesterday I let him drive my car."


  "He told you you needed a ring job, right?"


  "Said my engine sounded bad." Janek glanced at Aaron. "He blabbing about that too?"


  "Not that I know of. But cars are his sideline. He owns a piece of a garage." Aaron eyed him carefully. "You know, Frank, you really ought to be more excited about this case. Got great potential. Kind that can make you famous."


  "Yeah, I know, it's the big bizarre case you wait for all your life. Great if you solve it. The worst kind if you don't."


  "We'll solve it."


  "I'm not so sure. Anyway, I don't like it all that much."


  "Right now you don't. But you will, Frank. When you get into it you will."


  
    
  


  After lunch they returned to the office and stared together at the crime-scene photographs. They each stood before a set, then changed places, then changed again. Then Janek started pacing, back and forth, looking for something which he felt was there that he had missed before. What was it? Something revealing, abnormal, even beyond the abnormality of the switch. Something about the way the crime scenes looked. Something . . . he didn't know exactly what.


  "See anything?" he asked Aaron finally.


  "Guess you do, the way you're pacing around."


  "Do you?"


  "Crime-scene photos."


  "Yeah, of course."


  "Maybe there's something else."


  Janek waited, and when Aaron didn't continue he became impatient, wondering if he hadn't looked too hard seeking an aura which wasn't there.


  "Too perfect," Aaron said after a while.


  "Interesting. What do you mean?"


  "Not sure."


  "Come on, Aaron."


  "They're contrived, somehow."


  "Yeah?"


  "Like they were meant to be photographed, whatever the hell that's supposed to mean."


  "The killer didn't take the pictures."


  "Of course he didn't. Still..."


  "You mean the scenes look like they were arranged to be photographed?"


  Aaron was bent over now, peering very close. "Hmmm. I'm not sure about that either."


  "You said 'too perfect.' Now, just what does 'too perfect' mean?"


  "I don't know."


  "Symmetry?"


  "Sure there's symmetry when you switch heads around."


  "We know that already. But is there something else?"


  "There is something, Frank. Something that hits you until you look too hard and then you don't see it anymore."


  "So what is it, for Christ's sake?"


  Aaron stood back, shook his head. "Beats me."


  "Well, I'll tell you what I think it is. Arrogance. Conceit. 'I defy you to solve this crime. I defy you to figure it out and find out who I am. I did it and I'm superkiller and you cops are suckers. You'll never find me and if you do I'll never tell you why.'"


  Aaron nodded. "Yeah. There's definitely that, and maybe something else, like our killer set this up to drool over. I think that's what I mean by contrived."


  Something to look for, if and when a suspect came along. The murders were bizarre. Maybe that was it: they were too bizarre. As if they were meant to be bizarre—crimes that were bizarre were generally not committed that way intentionally.


  Janek planted his elbows on his desk, rested his forehead against his fingers. When Sal came in he felt relieved; he could stop thinking about how crazy this case was going to get.


  Sal read to them from notes. "Taxi sheets covered. Notices up in the fleet-company garages. Circulars out to the owner-drivers. So far no one remembers any particular crosstown passengers that night. Bus drivers don't remember, either. 'Don't even look at them,' they say. Bus driver/passenger relationships tend toward the superficial. I guess that's what they mean."


  "I see this investigation is broadening your sensibilities," Aaron said.


  "I'm getting to be a regular crosstown-transit expert, yeah. Talked to some of the doormen. Nothing yet. They have special weekend shifts. The men rotate. I'll try a few more tonight."


  When Stanger and Howell called, Janek told them to come in. When they arrived the five detectives pulled their chairs into a circle. Janek turned to each of them in turn. Aaron took notes on a legal pad.


  Stanger reported that Amanda Ireland's parents were in town, staying at a Tenth Avenue motel. "Very nervous people. The kind that hate New York. The father ID'd her. Mother wouldn't go. I didn't mention anything about the switch. Thought maybe you'd want to talk to them and bring that up yourself."


  "I do want to talk to them," Janek said. "Set it up at the motel. No reason to mention the switch unless, of course, they're not sufficiently outraged."


  "Oh, they're outraged all right."


  "They say anything about boyfriends? She ever mention anyone in her letters?"


  "No one except this art teacher, the one from the Weston School. But he's gay. Very upfront about it. Nice kid. They were close. In fact—"


  "Bring him in."


  Stanger looked surprised. "I spent a couple hours with him, Lieutenant. He's okay. Remember, he threw up."


  "Something funny there. If he's an art teacher why didn't he notice he was looking at someone else's head?"


  "He's very sensitive."


  "A lot of killers are sensitive. If they were close they exchanged confidences. He may be holding something back. Maybe Amanda liked girls. You get to stay the good guy, Stanger. I want a go at him myself." Janek turned to Howell. "What about the pimp?"


  "There was one. People in the building saw him. And they were seen together on the street."


  "Who is he?"


  "An Oriental. Funny name. Bitong. Supposed to be very slick. Soon as I find him I'll haul him in. I got a theory maybe he was trying to teach a lesson. Switching the heads and all as a warning to his other girls. You know, like you get your head cut off if you don't do like you're told."


  "Doesn't sound very slick to me. Why the schoolteacher and why the switch?"


  "Who knows? Chinese mumbo-jumbo. Maybe Amanda was doing high-class tricks for him. East Side. You know—discreet."


  "Forget it," snapped Stanger.


  Howell ignored him. "Or maybe Amanda was just a target of opportunity. I mean I try to put myself in a whore's place." They all broke up at that. "I'd be scared shitless by what happened to Brenda. I'd kiss the Chink's behind all night and never think of crossing him again."


  "We're getting too theoretical," said Janek. "What have you got on johns?"


  "She ran an ad in Screw. Every other week. With a telephone number, too. What's odd about that is that when they advertise they usually work in pairs. Two girls. Roommates. That way there's some protection in case they run up against a creep. Running a phone ad's just one notch up from the street, and on the street at least you get a look at the guy. With a phone ad you're working blind. Calls from out-of-town businessmen, kids, crazies too. Anyone. Everyone. There's no protection against weirdoes. Working alone like that, Brenda took a chance every time she opened up her door."


  "I like that better than the pimp-punishment idea," said Sal. "A blind call. He sounds good on the phone. She lets him in figuring she can handle him. Then he turns on her, so fast she doesn't have time to raise her hands. Whores get nailed like that all the time."


  Howell was getting edgy. Janek could see he'd already thought of that and now was thinking that Sal and the rest of them were treating him like he was dumb.


  "A reasonable theory," said Janek, "and so is the pimp. We have to talk to the pimp to eliminate him, anyway. Now let's look at Howell's target-of-opportunity idea, look at it and turn it around. Say Brenda's the target of opportunity. She's easy. All you got to do is call her, act smooth and set up a date. But Amanda's not easy. She's not going to let you in. So say you're after Amanda and you want to do a switch, you need another head, right, so you pick up Screw, pick out a whore, and make an appointment—the whore's sole function is to provide you with that second head. Then you see Brenda's just a randomly chosen victim, and it's Amanda who's really interesting." Janek glanced at Stanger. "We got to know much more about her. And how, for sure, he got in. It makes a big difference if he came in off the fire escape or if she opened up the door. If Amanda let him in it's a whole new ball game, because that means she knew him, she's the focus and Brenda's just auxiliary."


  They all nodded. At least Janek had a theory that Amanda was the prime target, even if there were no grounds to say that yet. Before they broke up he urged them again to look for connections. "If the girls knew each other, or if their paths crossed, then at least we have a place to start. Until then we're working in the dark. So far we got a lot of notions but no clear idea what we're dealing with. Is this a one-time double homicide with a purpose, or a thrill-kill that could turn into a series? That's something we all better think about, too, because if the guy who did this thinks he's getting away with it, he just might try it again."
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