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CHAPTER ONE

The dying man in the white Cadillac moaned and said a name that the driver didn’t catch. He was not in any case interested, although he was mildly surprised that the man was still alive. The driver peered through the swishing wipers, looking for a good place, trying to control his irritability. He thought he was too old to be driving around with corpses; it was something he had done a good deal of in his youth, and he believed that he had more or less put away childish things.

The driver had planned at first to dump the car and the body in a parking lot at Kennedy, or alternatively, to drive down some mean street in south Jamaica and leave it. The problem was that the guy wouldn’t die, and the driver had a long-standing objection to shooting people where there was even the slightest chance of a witness. In this way he had survived nearly all of his contemporaries. He was fifty-four, in good shape, and at the top of his profession.

When he saw the small, darkened shopping center looming through the light rain, he made a quick decision, pulling off Jamaica Avenue into the parking lot, signaling carefully as he did so. A second car, an anonymous blue Chevrolet sedan, entered the lot behind him. The Cadillac led the Chevrolet around to the back of the long commercial building. Both cars shut off their engines and their lights.

The driver of the Cadillac switched off the dome light and left the vehicle. He was a medium-sized, stocky man of vaguely Mediterranean appearance, a look accentuated by his deep tan. His most remarkable feature was his mouth, which was large, floppy and bent down, like that of a flounder. In this mouth was clenched the stump of a thick cigar. He wore hornrimmed glasses and his pepper-and-salt hair was conventionally cut. Against the chill rain he had put on an unfashionable little waterproof tan cap, and as he stood waiting for the other driver to emerge, he hugged a tan raincoat around his body. It was not really adequate for the weather, but he owned no winter clothes anymore. Although he had been raised in New York, all his business interests were now in warm climates, and he intended to keep it that way. He wore old, thin pigskin gloves, as he always did when working, even in a warm climate.

The other man was younger—in his mid-twenties—and shorter, despite the lifts in his small, pointed tan loafers. He wore black gloves and was dressed more suitably than his partner in a thigh-length leather coat. Despite the November cold, however, he had the top two buttons of this coat open, revealing a sprout of dense hair at the V of his patterned silk shirt, amid which nestled a set of heavy gold links. Visible among these were a cross, a St. Christopher medal and a charm in the shape of a hand making a rude gesture with the middle finger, all in gold.

Above this mass of metal was a jowly dark face that bore a thin, down-hooking nose and a sensual, petulant mouth. The eyebrows were heavy and touching each other, and the eyes were small and too close together. It was a face made to sneer.

The younger man approached the Cadillac. “So, Carmine—what’re we doin’? Where the fuck is this place?”

The older man said, “He gets off here.” He pointed over at the end of the lot, where a big semi-tractor, a red Toyota and an old panel truck were parked, and added, “Go over and make sure nobody’s in those.”

“What the fuck, Carmine! They’re empty. It’s fuckin’ one in the morning. You think they’re making deliveries?”

The older man suppressed a sigh. “Just do it, Joey, huh? Just once, do something I ask you to do, without a song and dance, OK?”

Joey muttered something and stalked off across the gleaming asphalt. He glanced cursorily through the front windows of all three vehicles—he had to climb the step on the semi to do so—and then trudged back to the cars.

“Like I said, nothin’.”

Carmine nodded. “You thought, but now you know.” He gave a last look around the full circle of his vision. It was a good spot for a spot picked at random. The back of the shopping center gave onto a straggling high hedge shielding a cyclone fence, beyond which was the blank rear concrete wall of a tire store. There was no view of the streets on either side.

“OK, let’s move him to the driver’s side,” said Carmine.

Joey was about to complain about this too, but stifled his remark. Guy wanted to be an old lady, let him. The two of them dragged the dying man out of the passenger seat and wrestled him behind the wheel.

Joey was panting from the exertion. “Now can I do him, Carmine?” he asked irritably.

“Yeah, go ahead—no, from the passenger side, not through the window.”

Joey grunted, pulled a large automatic pistol out of his waistband and stomped around the front of the Cadillac. He leaned in through the open door and fired two shots into the temple of the man in the driver’s seat. The sound echoed off the concrete walls, and the interior of the car lit up like a little stage. Joey put the gun away and slammed the car door.

“I do that right, Carmine? You got any comments on that?”

Carmine looked at his cigar, which had gone out in the light, misty rain, and without further comment entered the Chevrolet. Joey got in and they drove back to Jamaica Avenue and several streets east on it in silence. Then Carmine pulled the car over under a street lamp.

“What now?” asked Joey.

“Map. I want to see what’s the quickest way to La Guardia.”

He studied the map for a moment, then folded it neatly and put it away in the glove. But as he made his instinctive glance at the rearview mirror, he checked and cursed.

“What?” said Joey.

“Look out the back, Joey. What do you see?”

Joey looked, and saw a semi-tractor pulling out of the parking lot they had just left. “What the fuck! Carmine, I swear to God I looked in the fuckin’ truck—it was empty.”

“It wasn’t empty enough. They got a place behind the cab where the guy sleeps. Did you check that? No, what am I, crazy? Why am I asking?” He gunned the car into a wide U-turn and shot off west in pursuit of the tractor.

“Maybe … shit, maybe he didn’t see nothin’,” said Joey.

Carmine did not consider this comment worthy of reply.

Patrolman William Winofski, of the 105th precinct, cruising his radio motor patrol car down Braddock Road in Queens Village in the calm center of the graveyard shift, was entirely justified in expecting that nothing would trouble his working life. Cops love Queens. The City’s largest borough sprawls toward the rising sun from the broken and troubled lands of Brooklyn, a boundless inhabited steppe, until it merges with the uttermost and mysterious East, Long Island. Cops love Queens because it is calm: in its vastness occur each month fewer crimes of violence than take place in a single Harlem or Bedford-Stuyvesant precinct. Cops love Queens so much that they park their families there; more NYPD officers live in Queens than in any other borough. Easy living and easy policing—on the leafy streets of Queens the only gunshot to be heard from one year to the next is from a cop committing discreet suicide in his finished basement. It was, additionally, a Tuesday night, just after Thanksgiving, chilly and raining: good cop weather. Even down south in the 103rd, in Jamaica, Queens’s own excuse for a high-crime area, things would be quiet.

That was fine with Winofski. He realized how good he had it compared to others on the Job. The 105th was one of the City’s quietest, a long, narrow strip making up most of the border with Nassau County, so far east that nomadic Mongols could often be glimpsed on the horizon. His major worry in life came not from the guns of malefactors but from the current plight of the City itself. It was 197, and the town was broke. Winofski had only three years in; he would be one of the first to go if the promised cutbacks actually hit the NYPD. He had already glanced at a post office recruiting bulletin. The benefits were better, and carrying mail would be exciting compared to patrolling the 105th in the wee hours.

Winofski looked at his watch: nearly 4:00 and halfway through his shift. He would cruise through the little shopping mall at Jamaica Avenue near Springfield Boulevard, check the back to insure that nobody was doing any unauthorized Christmas shopping, and then run west on Jamaica to one of the few all-night restaurants supported by the quiet, early-to-bed neighborhoods of the 105th precinct.

The parking lot of the mall was black and shiny and empty of cars. He swung the RMP around the stores to the service area and drove slowly down the narrow alley. As expected, the corrugated iron delivery doors were shut and intact, and the back door to the buildings were at least closed. Everything was as it should be, except for the white Cadillac Coupe de Ville parked in the middle of the service alley. The car registered but dimly on Winofski’s mind. He was not anxious to get out in the rain to check it out.

But when he came around the other side of the mall, instead of pulling out onto the avenue, he swung around for another pass, one that brought him closer to the white Caddy. The car was new and clean, glistening in the rain, its windows giving back the gleam of the alley’s fire lights. As he passed it, he slowed. Winofski was raw and lazy, but he was still enough of a cop to sense in the fact of a luxury car parked in the back of a deserted parking lot, glowing like a beached whale, that air of indefinable wrongness that the police learn to associate with crime.

He backed up and studied the car for a minute. The interior was invisible because of the reflections. He took down the license and called it in for a stolen-car check. The car looked intact and undamaged—still, joy-riding teens were the likely cause, at least in this precinct.

The check came back negative. The car was registered to a M. C. Simmons, at a Forest Hills address. Winofski figured some housewife had lost her keys just before the mall closed and hadn’t wanted to pay a locksmith overtime. Her car would keep until tomorrow, and if anything went wrong, she had zero deductible.

The rain was heavier now and very cold. Winofski cursed softly and pulled the collar of his black slicker up as he scuttled over to the driver’s side of the Cadillac. He snapped on his six-cell flashlight.

The left rear window was punctured and crazed and stained red. There was a human face pressed against the glass of the driver’s window. The face was dark, sucking up the beam of the flash, but the single eye that was showing bulged hideously and gleamed like a cue ball in a spotlight. Winofski’s heart jumped; he touched his gun and looked inanely about, although there was no one awake within a half mile of him. He then peered more closely at the window, moving the flash around to illuminate different planes of the man’s face. Winofski’s experience with violence was limited, but he knew what a bullet hole looked like and that a man who had two of them in his head was likely to be a victim of homicide.

Winfoski was not a particularly ambitious policeman, nor did he consider himself clever. As a result, he did not touch the car, or drag the body out, to see if it was really dead, or go through its pockets, or investigate the glove compartment or the trunk. He did, in fact, none of the things that patrolmen occasionally do when they find dead bodies in cars, but instead—now in a mild daze—fell back upon his excellent police academy training and did it by the book. He (1) secured the crime scene. No problem there. And (2) he called it in. And (3) he waited for the arrival of a sergeant and a homicide detective.

The sergeant was there in eight minutes. The ambulance from the New York Medical Examiner and the man from Queens Homicide both arrived about five minutes later. The sergeant was grumpy and appeared to blame Winofski for getting him out on a night like this. The man from the M.E. was quick, casual, and exhibited the cheerful and vocal cynicism of his kind. The homicide detective was old, tired and quiet, dressed in a gray plastic raincoat buttoned up to the neck and a shabby tan canvas rain hat. His name was Harry Bello. Winofski thought he was the oldest serving officer he had ever seen; he looked like Winofski’s grandfather, who was seventy-five. In fact, Bello was fifty-six, but with a lot of hard miles.

Unlike Winofski, Harry Bello had, of course, seen a lot of bodies, most of them killed violently. He looked at the dead face pressed against the window, then at Winofski, with eyes that seemed to the young patrolman to be only slightly more lively than those of the victim.

“You touch anything?” he asked.

Winofski said he hadn’t. The sergeant agreed. Then Bello asked what time he had found the car.

“A little before four,” answered Winofski. Bello grunted and turned away. The van for the Crime Scene Unit arrived, and the crime-scene detectives rolled out and began taking photos, stringing yellow plastic tape and looking for clues. One of them was singing “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas.”

After checking with the CSUs, the M.E. opened the door of the car, and the man’s head and upper body slumped out of the car. The two holes in the man’s right temple showed matte black against the shiny brown of the skin, and the exit wound showed the usual soufflé of hair, bone, blood and brain tissue bulging out of the skull like a mushroom. With the head down, this began to ooze and elongate in a manner that brought sour gases into Winofski’s young throat.

The M.E. said, “I’m gonna take a chance and pronounce this guy dead at the scene.” Then he and his assistant rolled up a gurney with a body bag lying open on it, and began to heave the corpse out of the car. It took a while.

When the body was lying flat on the gurney, Bello stepped forward slowly and looked at it. The man was dressed in a loose suede car coat over a turtleneck jersey that had once been bright yellow, but which was now thick with dark blood. He had dark slacks on and suede loafers. The belt of the car coat hung down almost to the ground. Bello picked it up and tossed it onto the body. It had a dark, oily stain at its end. Bello reached into the corpse’s back pocket and drew out a wallet.

“Jesus, he’s a big motherfucker,” said the M.E.’s assistant. The man was so tall that the body bag would not zip up all the way.

“You think he’s with the pros?” the M.E. asked. The others all looked thoughtful. The equation was simple: black man, height of a giant, expensive car.

There was no money in the wallet. It contained, however, several credit cards and a driver’s license in the name of Marion Simmons.

“It’s Marion Simmons,” said Bello in a flat voice.

“No shit!” said the M.E.

“Ay-ay-ay!” said the ambulance assistant.

“Marion Simmons?” said one crime-lab guy, a Lebanese who didn’t follow pro basketball.

Winofski, who did, simply gaped at the enormity of it all, and mentally kicked himself for not having recognized the name when he made the stolen-car check.

The other crime-lab guy didn’t respond at all, since he was buried in the well of the backseat, where he had just found another ejected case of a 9mm pistol cartridge. There was one on the front seat too. He placed it in a plastic bag and crawled backward out of the car.

When he stood up, the M.E. called out, “Hey, Ernie! You know who this is? It’s Marion Simmons.”

Ernie said, “Who, the stiff? Jesus!”

All the men paused for a moment in silence, watching the rain bead up on the body bag. With the exception of the Lebanese immigrant crime-scene tech, each had seen Simmons alive, and not just alive, but radiating the fierce energy of the professional athlete in the first flush of youthful prowess. That he was now mere meat shocked even these professionally unshockable men.

Then Bello coughed heavily and asked Ernie for a plastic bag to put the wallet in, and Ernie showed Bello the 9mm cases, and the Lebanese began to dust the interior of the car for prints, and Winofski remembered that he was supposed to call for a tow from the police pound for the Cadillac and walked back to his RMP, and the M.E. said, “Shit, I’m freezing out here. Let’s get this thing on ice, Julio.”

Bello went back and sat in his car with the door open and lit another cigarette from the butt of one in his mouth. He was trying for cancer, but no luck yet. He thought about taking a hit from the flat pint of CC he kept in the plastic briefcase lying on the seat. But no, he hadn’t actually ever drunk at a crime scene yet: before, yes; after, God, yes, but not actually at. That was one rule. Another was, he was not going to bite his gun. He was not going to end up in a body bag with the M.E. cracking jokes by way of a send-off.

Stupid, but there it was. The rules and habits formed over twenty-five years on the Job were rooted deeper than even his despair.

“Hey, Harry, check this out.”

It was the crime-scene tech, Ernie, and he was holding up a large plastic bag containing another plastic bag full of white powder.

“It was in the glove,” said Ernie. “Must be eight hundred grams.”

“Toot?”

“You betcha. Good shit too. Commercial grade. My tongue is still numb. Now we know how he could jump like that. Coupla hits of this and I could get fuckin’ rebounds off of Kareem. Jesus, what a thing, though! Kid was averaging, what? twenty-five, twenty-seven points a game the last six games, getting triple doubles too. The Hustlers are fucked.” Bello was unresponsive; Ernie paused and said, “You a fan?”

Bello shook his head. In fact, he watched a good deal of basketball. It was basketball season, the City was a basketball town, and Bello spent most of his off-duty hours staring at whatever the TV threw up at him, and drinking, until either the station signed off or he did. Necessarily, some of what he watched was New York Hustlers games, so he had seen the thing on the gurney leaping through the air and doing the other skillful contortions characteristic of NBA stars. But he had not envied Simmons his skill as he now envied the athlete’s current state.

Ernie saw that he was not going to generate a conversation about the Hustlers’ prospects without their star power forward and drifted back to his van. Bello stared out the window for a few minutes. There were half a dozen things he should be doing now: minutely inspecting the car, getting the feel of the scene, making sure the crime-scene guys hadn’t missed anything, scanning the neighborhood, insuring the integrity of the chain of evidence. He should have found the shells and the dope. He should be on the horn now, trying to establish what Simmons had been doing during the last evening of his life.

Homicide—at least the kind that cops called a mystery, like this one here—was like an hourglass: the sand started running at the victim’s last heartbeat, and after that you had twenty-four hours to figure out whodunit. After that the odds that you would ever find the killer went down precipitously. Bello wasn’t jumping on this case because his jumping days were over and because he was fairly sure that it was not going to be his case. Not once the brass found out who the victim was.

He looked up. Winofski was standing there, dripping and looking ill at ease. He said, “Um, they said to hold everything just like it is.” Winofski had never been the first officer on a homicide before, and since he had learned about Simmons he had been filled with both apprehension and excitement. People would be buying him beers for the rest of his life on this one. He was worried about Bello, though. The homicide DT was supposed to own the crime scene after the first officer, but this guy didn’t look like he owned his raincoat.

“Do you need, like, any help?” Winofski offered.

Bello looked at him. His eyes were like lumps of burnt coal. He shook his head.

Sirens sounded in the distance. Winofski looked startled and became even more nervous when, after a few minutes, they could see flashing red and blue lights as what appeared to be a motorcade swung into the alley. Shortly thereafter, there were three more cars parked at different angles around the crime scene with a large white van from one of the TV stations disgorging cameras and mike booms and a blow-dried reporter.

The suits were out in some force, looking remarkably spiffy for men who had been dragged from bed in the deep of the night to observe the loading of a body bag into an M.E. bus. There were five of them: a preppy blonde from the Deputy Police Commissioner for Public Affairs; the Chief of Patrol, Queens, in full uniform; the Chief Inspector in charge of Queens Homicide; a man from the Queens D.A. named Thelmann, and Detective Lieutenant Brian McKelway, who was Harry Bello’s watch commander.

These, with their associated drivers and the TV crew, made a considerable crowd as they wandered around shaking hands with one another and observing the scene, so that the citizens of the City might know, when they saw this scene for eight seconds on the news, that justice was being served, and that the murder of one of the most famous people in the City was not being casually ignored.

They were also there to begin an operation known to members of the NYPD as a slick. In the Vietnam War, a slick was a medical evacuation by helicopter—a rescue. In the NYPD the term had come to mean a gathering of suits at the scene of a politically important crime in order to pre-establish credit and protect against blame. If the murder of Marion Simmons resulted in an arrest and conviction, they would share in the credit. Were they not there at the very beginning, expressing confidence and professionalism before the cold white glare? Exerting leadership right on TV? If the result was failure, surely it was the fault of incompetence in the lower ranks, and one of the main functions of a slick was to choose a fall guy.

As the brass milled around, getting wet and waiting for the TV to set up, Lieutenant McKelway wisely headed straight for Harry Bello, as being the only person likely to know anything. Bello had been only six months on McKelway’s watch, and the lieutenant was not pleased that this particular case had fallen, in the luck of the draw, to the man he considered least likely to succeed in solving it.

He led Bello by an arm away from the crowd and the lights.

“What you got, Harry?”

Bello looked at his lieutenant blankly. McKelway was a medium-sized, scowling man with short red hair and freckles. Bello didn’t know whether he was impatient and irritable with everyone or just with him, nor did he much care.

“I got a dead basketball player,” he responded in a dull voice. “Took two in the head at close range. A nine. We got the casings. And the car’s full of dope.”

“Dope! Oh, Christ!” said McKelway. He glanced nervously over to where the suits were conversing. McKelway was a hard-charger, twenty-three years younger than Bello, bound and determined to make captain by fifty, and pinched by the fate that had placed him in one of the relatively unmurderous precincts of Queens. This Simmons thing was a case that could get him to Manhattan, where juicy cases dropped from the trees every day, or to Brooklyn. Brooklyn was where Bello had made his own spectacular reputation.

He turned back to the older man, and wondered yet again whether this feeble boozer was really the legendary Bello of Bed-Stuy. McKelway realized that they had parked Bello with him as at a rest home, but he had also thought that the magic of the name might have added some luster to his group. But in this he had been disappointed. Bello did not tell cop stories; he was not free with tricks of the trade; he did not respond to the good-natured jibes that passed for social interaction in the squad room. He was quiet and punctual, but passive as a rib roast and about as useful in a homicide investigation.

Nevertheless, he was the responding officer of record on this mess, and would have to be handled, forthwith.

“Ah, Harry—this case—you’re gonna need some help with it, right?”

Bello looked at him noncommittally. He might have been watching a late movie.

“So I thought I’d call in Fence and Morgan to, ah, do the field work and just support the case. We’ll get together tomorrow when we’re all fresh and decide how to play it, OK?”

Bello nodded.

“OK, good. Now on this mess here—me and the chief inspector’ll handle the questions. You just stand by in case we need you. And for chrissake, don’t say anything to anybody, especially about the dope.”

McKelway walked back to his lords and masters. Bello stood at the edge of the crowd, the rain dripping down his hat, trying to fix in his mind why he didn’t just hand in his shield. He remembered. It was to avoid having to spend seven, rather than just two, days a week sitting in front of the TV getting drunk. On nice days he sat in Doris’s garden, out back, watching the weeds take over. He wasn’t sure he could take it full-time, not with a gun in the house.

Two more TV vans had arrived, and another couple of cars containing police officers. Bello saw Darryl Fence and his partner, Chick Morgan, get out of their unmarked and confer briefly with McKelway. Fence and Morgan were hot this year. Bello didn’t blame McKelway for steering Simmons to them. He had been a hot detective too, once, him and Sturdevant. He shook his head violently. A silly thing, but he always did it when the image from the hallway on Lewis Avenue came into his mind.

It was down to a couple of times a week now. It would pop into his head, a scene lasting little over a minute that turned his whole life into shit. The booze helped. Maybe it would kill enough brain cells after a while, maybe the very cells that stored the memory: he didn’t know, but he was willing to try.

A sudden actinic glare told that the suits were on TV. They spoke into the mike booms, poking at their faces like the greedy mouths of nestling birds. Nobody asked Bello’s opinion. He spoke briefly with the crime-scene people, collected his evidence, got back into his car and drove away.

The next day was a regular day off. He stayed drunk most of the morning. In the late afternoon he made himself a ham sandwich and staggered out into the backyard. Wet leaves from the big sycamore lay in dark piles on what used to be flower beds. In the yard next to his, he could see through the low chain-link fence that his neighbor was out wrapping his fig trees in burlap. All over the City, men of Italian extraction were doing, or had done, this homely task so that they could cheat nature and grow figs in a climate hostile to their cultivation. Bello had a fig tree too, but it wasn’t wrapped.

His neighbor waved to him, and Bello waved weakly back and then got up and went into the house. The neighbor was the kind of man who liked to chat across the fence, and today he didn’t want to talk to the guy. The neighbor was a retired cop, shot in the line of duty. He had his three-quarter pension, a wife, a large and noisy family, his fucking fig trees, and … What else?

His … Bello’s mind couldn’t formalize the concept of honor, but the loss of it had strangled his heart. He could think only that his neighbor hadn’t let a partner of twenty years get killed in a stinking hallway in Bed-Stuy. Bello sat in front of the TV and watched nothing in particular until he fell asleep.

His next shift was a swing, and he arrived promptly at four at the homicide squad room in the 105th, a building on Hillside Avenue, not far from the Queens County courthouse. There was a note on his desk that McKelway wanted to see him. He knew what it was about. He took out his notebook and sat down at the old Royal and carefully typed out his notes from the Simmons killing. He put them, together with the DD5 situation report, in a case jacket. Bello was a rapid and accurate typist. He could even type drunk. He had typed up all the reports when he and Jimmy Sturdevant … he shook his head from side to side like a housewife trying to shake a spider from a rag mop. Then he picked up the large manila envelope that held the evidence bags from the crime scene and went to see McKelway.

He knocked on the door and went in and mutely placed the stuff on the lieutenant’s desk. He said, “This is all of it. I don’t have the autopsy yet.”

McKelway looked surprised. “What’s all this?” he asked.

“The stuff on Simmons. I figured you wanted it for Fence and Morgan.”

McKelway leaned back in his swivel chair and gave Bello a look that even in his fogged state struck him as very peculiar—appraising, contemptuous, but with a tinge of something close to fear.

“No, Harry,” said McKelway slowly. “What I wanted to say was that it’s your case. All yours.”


CHAPTER TWO

Far from Queens that day, on the isle of Manhattan, on the tenth floor of the Criminal Courts Building at 100 Centre Street, Roger Karp, called Butch by his few friends and “that big son of a bitch” by his more numerous enemies, sat at the prosecution table and watched the jury in People v. Dodd file back into the courtroom and take their seats in the box.

Ramon Dodd, twenty-three, street name “Baggy,” was watching too from his seat at the defense table, flanked by his glum Legal Aid Society lawyer. The Legal Aid lawyer was glum because this had been a shitbag trial, which he never would have got into if his client had shown any sense, and taken his advice and pleaded guilty.

Of course, if Ramon Dodd had had any sense, he would also have not shot dead his local drug dealer at six o’clock on a spring evening in front of a street full of people, after a loud and noisy argument. If he had had any sense, then, having done it, he would have ditched his pistol, or at least stashed it with somebody other than his girlfriend.

But Ramon Dodd’s life had been but a twenty-two-year prelude to his current state, devoid of sense from its beginning to the present moment. Even now, as his doom approached, he glanced vaguely around the courtroom as if its proceedings had nothing to do with anything he had actually done. He was a typical professional low-level New York street criminal—that is, a mildly retarded black man with a ten-minute attention span and the foresight of a trout.

Asked to decide between (a) a long career of moving heavy objects around for intermittent minimum wage and (b) a brief life on the streets, where he might hold as much as a thousand dollars in cash in his hands (this had happened to him twice), Dodd had had no trouble choosing the latter course. Given the clearance rate for the kind of crimes Dodd was capable of, it was not entirely an irrational decision.

This trial was his eleventh appearance in court on the present indictment, a number not unusual for a New York County felony. The Legal Aid lawyer appointed to his case knew that delay favored the defendant. Witnesses might forget, might die, might get sick of the whole thing and not show up. Evidence might get lost. The prosecution might relent or slip up in some way.

In this case, delay had not worked for the defendant. Karp did not relent and he had not yet made an important slip in twelve years of practice as an assistant D.A. And he wanted Dodd, who had already killed two people that Karp knew about. He had done his first murder at age sixteen, had received a juvi sentence and served four years in kiddie jail. Starting fresh, as the law requires, he had lost no time in killing again, this time his sister’s boyfriend. He had copped to manslaughter and served twenty-seven months.

With this as background, Dodd might have been justified in thinking that killing people was but a minor irritant to society. Like most petty criminals in New York, he had an understanding of the real constraints of the system that would have done credit to a full professor at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice.

The jury trial, for example. Dodd understood that every accused felon was entitled by law to a trial like the one he had just had. But with New York County racking up one hundred thousand felonies a year, this was clearly impossible, and the well-known institution of plea bargaining blossomed forth. It was a kind of ameliorative magic: robbery became larceny; burglary became trespass; attempted murder became simple assault; and murder became manslaughter. The law accepted conviction on a lesser crime than the one that was actually committed in order to avoid a complete breakdown of the system; it preferred corruption to strangulation.

Corruption it was, for what had started as an expedient became a virtue, almost the only virtue. The skills of the trial lawyer, which had been prized above all else in the New York D.A.’s office, had fallen into disuse, while the ability to make convenient deals was praised, not least by Sanford L. Bloom, the district attorney, who was not, and never had been, a trial lawyer.

Still, murder was an exception, even now. Under the laws of New York state, if you were judged guilty of murder you had to serve a minimum of fifteen years in prison. For other crimes you were subject to the max-out rule, which said that you couldn’t serve more than two-thirds of your maximum sentence. Thus, if you could beat your murder rap down to manslaughter, and pulled a two-to-ten sentence, you couldn’t serve more than about six years, and you might serve a good deal less: a lot better than a sure fifteen plus.

Of course, whether they would let you cop or not depended, oddly enough, on whom you killed. Not all lives in New York state are worth the same. If the life you take is a policeman’s, or a jailor’s in the line of duty, then it is murder one, and you are in serious trouble indeed. Aside from those privileged lives, murder in the Empire State is only murder two. If you’re looking to cop a first-degree manslaughter plea on murder two, first try to kill only those close to your own age and socioeconomic and ethnic background, and second, try to do it as spontaneously as you can manage, and without endangering others.

Dodd had scored high on the first criterion, since his victim was a black street criminal, but rather worse on the second, since he had told at least four individuals that he was gonna off that motherfucker Bennie D., giving approximate time, place and method, and exhibiting the .38 Smith with which he had eventually done the deed.

Dodd was mildly surprised when they didn’t offer him man one. Because if they didn’t let you cop to a lesser, of course, they had to take you to trial on the top count of the indictment, and a murder trial took not only skill and confidence, but also balls, because if you lost the trial, the defendant would be free. He wouldn’t be shuffling off to Attica even on a reduced charge; instead this guy that you had painted during the trial as the soul of depravity would be out on the street, thumbing his nose at you, and the whole world would know it. But Dodd had not, of course, counted on Karp.

It was not that Karp had never offered a reduced plea. It was a necessity. But he was not in the least afraid of trials. He loved trials.

And, having read over Ramon Dodd’s yellow sheet, he had decided that killing three people in a relatively short span of time pointed to a social dysfunction so severe as to require at least fifteen years of the sort of kind and usual punishment they dish out in the state penitentiary. So Karp had offered nothing but a guilty plea to the top count, murder two. Dodd had refused, and so here they all were.

The jury was seated now, and the clerk of the court asked the foreman if the jury had come to a verdict. The foreman, an erect elderly gent, stood and answered that it had.

“On the charge of murder in the second degree, how do you find: guilty or not guilty?” asked the clerk.

Karp’s stomach tightened involuntarily. A thousand hours of work and six months were about to be distilled into a single word. He looked over at Dodd, who was licking his lips nervously. Perhaps he was now thinking that he should have taken the plea. If he was actually convicted, he had nothing to go on, no other angle to play. He would have to pay for his crime, not something that had previously been an issue to him.

The foreman cleared his throat and said, “Guilty.” The courtroom murmured in that special way that courtrooms do when a verdict is announced and which, if you are a lawyer on the right side of a verdict, is sweeter than the impassioned cheering of thousands. The jury was polled. They all said “guilty” too. The judge set a date for sentencing, thanked the jury, uttered a short homily to the effect that crime did not pay, and banged his gavel.

Men came to take Ramon Dodd away. If he survived his time in prison, when he next breathed free air he would be considerably older than Karp was now.

Karp did not watch Ramon Dodd’s translation from person into statistic. He gathered up his notes and transcripts into the manila folders where they belonged and shoved them into the hinged cardboard box—the literal “case”—in which he kept all his personal file records for each trial.

Then he rose from the table. Karp was a very tall, well-built man, in height a little over six feet five inches, and rangy, with broad shoulders, long arms and extremely large, bony hands. The features of his face were large too. The nose was broad and long, and had been broken and reset with a bump in it. The mouth was wide with a hint of sensuality. Under a heavy, bony brow, above high cheekbones, sat the most remarkable feature of Karp’s face, his odd, slanted gray eyes. Narrow but at the same time extraordinarily wide, they had small yellow flecks in them: the eyes of a not entirely domesticated animal.

Karp moved up the aisle of the courtroom with his characteristic lope, the loose-limbed stride of a natural athlete. Which he was.

As he walked through the hallways of the Criminal Courts Building, he received in passing the accolades of other assistant district attorneys—respectful and nearly awestruck in the case of the younger ones, flippant from friends, envious or grudging from others.

Karp had some good friends among the other A.D.A.s, but he was not generally a well-liked man. He combined impatience and an almost brutal frankness with very high standards of performance, never the foundation for settled popularity. And those who came to the New York D.A.’s office with strong ambitions quickly found out that being nice to Karp was not the way to the heart of District Attorney Bloom. Rather the opposite, in fact.

Karp entered his office, on the sixth floor of the building. He was at this time the bureau chief of the Criminal Courts Bureau, which was responsible for misdemeanors and a mixed set of the less egregious felonies. Within this homely operation Karp, remarkably, ran what amounted to a homicide bureau.

There had once been a genuine homicide bureau, founded by Bloom’s predecessor, the legendary D.A. Francis P. Garrahy, and staffed with the best prosecutors in the world, of whom Karp had briefly been one. But the bureau had been dissolved. Murder, the reasoning went, was just another felony, and there already was a Felony Bureau.

But Karp understood that murder was different, and through a series of manipulations and pressures, playing subtly on Bloom’s enmity (for Bloom could not imagine that anyone could actually relish the political danger inherent in a major trial for murder, and lived for the day when Karp would ruin himself), he had arranged things so that he and a group of lawyers that he would supervise and train would be responsible for a substantial number of murder trials.

Karp waved to Connie Trask, the bureau secretary, seated at her big desk in the center of the bureau’s outer office, and received a gold-rimmed toothy smile in return.

“The good guys win again,” she said.

“Every time, lady, every time,” replied Karp.

“Don’t forget four o’clock for you-know-what,” said Trask.

“You-know … ? Oh, yeah. Christ, I almost forgot!”

“Your ass if you did, boss,” said Trask caustically, “and he wants to see you at a quarter to five.”

The male pronoun used with the particular inflection Trask put on it, and in the present context, could have referred to only one person, the district attorney.

“What does he want now?” asked Karp sulkily.

“Probably wants to congratulate you and give you a raise,” said Trask, in a tone so slyly parodistic of a brown-nosing employee that Karp laughed aloud.

Trask was a treasure, a handsome black grandmother in her late forties, a representative of the class of minor civil servants, often women, without whom grass would grow in the streets of the cities of the Western World. She forgot nothing and took shit from no one, and ran the administrative end of the bureau with such merciless skill that Karp had enough time to do trials—not a typical occupation for the average bureau chief.

Still smiling, Karp walked through the outer office and into his private one. He hung up the coat of his blue pin-stripe, picked up the case file for Dodd and walked over to the row of five glass-front bookcases lined up along one wall. In these Karp kept a personal file for the murder cases he had handled. Each had four shelves and each shelf held just five case files. Karp slipped Dodd into the last remaining slot on the top shelf of the last bookcase. He would have to write a note to Connie to order him another one. There was plenty of room along the long wall under the window.

He sat down behind his desk and considered the rows of cases. A simple multiplication popped into his mind, and he realized with a faint shock that he had just finished his hundredth murder case. And, although he did not think of it at the time, every one of them had been a conviction.

A couple of hours later the outer office of the Criminal Courts Bureau was packed with people giggling and trying to be quiet under the continual shushing of Connie Trask. The ceiling of the office was decorated with balloons and crepe paper, and a long folding table had been covered with a cloth and drinks and snack food.

Karp felt the first stirrings of the unease that the prospect of a party always brought on. He did not like either the taste of alcohol or its famous effects on the brain, which in his case were instantaneous and devastating. Nor did he enjoy the familiarity that drink engendered in others. But, although he would not go out of his way to attend one, in the course of his management of the bureau many parties had been placed in his way. There was some sort of celebration nearly every week: a birthday, an anniversary, a holiday.

The secretaries and clerks seemed to think that the last few hours of the day, especially on, as now, a Friday, were not strictly the Empire State’s to dispose of. In this Karp meekly deferred to Connie Trask’s opinion that since much of what they did was bureaucratic make-work in any case, the diversion of work time for partying was more than made up by improvements in morale. And it was true that he had no cause to complain of the office staff on those occasions when heroic effort was required.

Karp’s role in this particular party was special, as he was by way of being the author of the feast. The party was in honor of the (temporary) departure of Marlene Ciampi, an A.D.A. who had become Karp’s wife that past summer and was now spectacularly pregnant. Karp and Marlene had, of course, cohabited for many months before the wedding, an open secret from one end of Centre Street to the other, and the baby was both unplanned (the result of a statistically improbable failure of a birth-control apparatus) and most welcome.

“Here she is—shussh!” said someone in a stage whisper. The door opened and in stepped Marlene Ciampi. “Surprise!” shouted the company, and Marlene, who was no more surprised than the Democratic party is when it elects a mayor of New York, mimed the most profound astonishment, as was expected.

As always, Karp’s spirits lifted at the sight of her; he was besotted by love as he could never be by alcohol. In late pregnancy she radiated a glow that could be felt across the room, and her marvelous tawny skin seemed to shine. She wore a maxi-skirt of a shimmering gray material and a white maternity blouse under which she seemed to be concealing a basketball.

Karp did not have much experience of pregnancy, having been the youngest of three brothers in a particularly isolated family, but he had been amazed at the matter-of-fact way in which his pregnant bride had dealt with this momentous change. It had something to do with her own position as the middle child in a family of six, and that family but one of a vast interrelated tribe of Italians, several of whom were bearing children at any one time.

Marlene, after some initial and typical sickness—which she, confounded by her clever but treacherous IUD—had not even recognized as being what it was, had not flagged an instant at work. She was, in fact, more energetic than usual, since she had taken up the task of establishing a new, though tiny, bureau devoted to the prosecution of rape and other crimes of sexual violence, which had become her chief interest.

He waved to her and she circulated through the crowd until she was smiling up at him.

“Drunk again, I see,” said Marlene.

Karp swished his plastic cup, which contained an inch of white wine and the rest 7-Up.

“I can’t keep away from it since you corrupted me.”

“Yes, and unlucky me, I’ve lost my taste for it, just when I need it to drown the boredom. Tab for another month. I’m getting hog fat anyway.”

Marlene was, in fact, thinner than when Karp had first met her, four years ago. Then she had possessed the spectacular beauty of a magazine model: finely sculpted cheekbones, a firm little chin, a straight, long nose with a charming dip, and a broad, high forehead, all dressed in that miraculous skin. Her eyes were glossy black and heavily lashed.

Karp had by now grown used to the odd way she held her head when in close conversation, cocked to the right so that a wing of thick, shiny black hair fell over the right side of her face. Her right eye was glass. She was also missing most of the two smallest fingers from her left hand, both losses the result of having been blown up by a bomb meant for Karp himself. The scarring had been repaired by surgery of colossal expense, worth every penny in Karp’s opinion, but she would never again possess the flawless beauty that she had once had. Instead there was something that Karp found even more breathtaking, a spare and almost feral loveliness, like a falcon’s.

“Nice crowd,” said Karp.

“Yes, I’m popular,” said Marlene. “It’s my deodorant. I heard Raney and Balducci are supposed to show up.”

“You heard? It was supposed to be a surprise.”

“Hey, am I a trained investigator or what?” she replied, and then looked long at the throng. “I’m going to miss this place,” she said sadly. “Just when things were really rolling.”

“You’ll be back. Luisa will watch your little empire.”

Luisa Beckett was a tiny dynamo of a criminal prosecutor who had been recruited from the Brooklyn D.A. to second Marlene in the new sex-crimes unit. “Yeah, the Bureau-ette will be fine. What bothers me is the kid. Six weeks off and then I leave her with some Guatemalan. I know, I know, we’ve been over this, but it still sucks.”

“What, you’re afraid when he’s twenty-one, he’ll say, ‘Mom, I don’t want to go to college. I’d like to pick coffee’?”

“Very funny, but one-liners are not what she’s looking for,” said Marlene with a flash of irritation. “Sympathy and sincere concern is the ticket.”

“Sorry,” said Karp automatically, and assumed the distracted blank look he wore when he was about to be lectured.

Marlene caught it and changed the subject. “By the way, congrats on Dodd, my hero.”

“Yeah, yet another dumb, skinny black kid in the can,” said Karp, bitterness touching his voice. “The grinder turns again.”

“They’re not all like that.”

“No, but most. Speaking of which, I figured out today that Dodd was my one-hundredth win. How do you like that?”

“It’s only what I expect,” said Marlene complacently. “Why do you think I sucked the genes out of your young body? Shouldn’t we celebrate?”

“Yeah, we could throw a party in the Tombs,” said Karp.

“Good idea. What do you want for a present?”

“I don’t know,” said Karp. “There should be a list of the appropriate gifts for each round number, like for wedding anniversaries.” Karp mimicked the plummy voice of an etiquette mistress: “Fifty is the vase of sewage sludge. Seventy-five, a selection of matched dog turds, and finally, one hundred, the most discriminating go for used Kleenex.”

“Hey, Butch, you hear about Simmons?” said a voice behind them.

Karp turned to regard a squat man of about forty-odd, wearing the opened vest of a three-piece suit and a smudgy white-on-white shirt with its tie yanked down four inches. His face had the wise, monkeyish ugliness of the revered Yogi Berra, whom he resembled in physiognomy, in ancestry, and, to an unfortunately much lesser extent, in baseball talent. He was an A.D.A. and his name was Raymond Guma.

“Yeah, I caught it on the news, Goom,” replied Karp. “Hell of a thing.”

“A guy I know in Queens says it was a drug hit,” said Guma. “His car was full of it.”

“A drug hit? Simmons was pushing drugs? What, steroids?”

“No, toot. A ton of prime flake, apparently.”

Karp gave him a disbelieving look. “Goom, the guy makes—made—a million and a half bucks a year. He’d have to work full-time selling dope out of his car to clear that much. And who is he selling to? The fans? Kids in schoolyards? The guy was six-ten, for crissakes.”

Guma shrugged. “Hey, it’s Queens anyway. What the fuck do they know? Meanwhile, the Hustlers are gonna be dead without him.”

“There’s other guys on the team,” said Karp.

“Yeah, but they can’t fly like Marion,” said Guma.

“Who can’t fly?”

This question was asked by Roland Hrcany, as he came up behind them, beer in hand. Hrcany was taller than Guma, but looked even less like a typical lawyer. His fine white blond hair was neck-length, and his body was almost grotesquely overdeveloped. His pale eyes and square-cut lumpy face was rescued from an appearance of brutality only by his engaging, if bad-toothed, smile. He was a ferociously aggressive prosecuting attorney and looked it.

“Simmons could fly,” said Karp. “We were speculating on the Hustlers’ chances without him.”

“Yeah, hell of a thing,” said Hrcany. “I figure they’ll move James into power forward.”

Guma said, “James is no Simmons, one, besides which he’s hurt. If they were smart, they’d convert Blanding from a center to a power forward …”

“Blanding can’t shoot for shit,” Hrcany retorted.

“He doesn’t have to shoot, Roland,” said Guma impatiently. “What he has to do is catch the fuckin’ basketball and put it in the basket. He’s seven fuckin’ one, for chrissake!”

“That ain’t the game, Guma,” began Hrcany, at which point Marlene said, “Uh, guys, excuse me, sports talk generates the deadly rays of boredom which are dangerous for the development of the foetal brain.”

“Marlene, what the hell,” said Guma. “If it’s a chick it won’t matter, and if it’s a guy, Karp’ll teach it to shoot hoops and it still won’t matter.”

Marlene gave him the finger in a friendly way and scooted, to the extent that she could still scoot, into the crowd.

The three men talked about the Hustlers and about basketball in general, the kind of impassioned and knowledgeable talk that constitutes ninety percent of the off-job conversation of the majority of American men. Karp was conscious, as he always was, of the deference they paid to his opinions. This was not because he was their boss, but because he had been at one time one of the best high school basketball players in the country, two years high school All-American with his picture in Sports Illustrated, on three all-state teams, the state championship, full scholarship to Cal, where he had burned up the PAC-10 in his sophomore year.

Then, in the second game of his junior year he had been submarined under the boards. There was a massive pile-up and a 250-pound forward had dropped his full weight across Karp’s left knee as he was struggling to rise. Everything had torn loose, and Butch Karp had instantly become one of the might-have-beens that litter the back alleys of big-time basketball.

Through a monumental act of will, Karp had refocused his competitive energy on the law. An indifferent student in high school, he had applied himself in college and later in law school and had won himself a place in what had then been the best prosecutorial staff in the nation.

But his injury created a kind of pain that was not merely physical. (The literal injury now represented little more than a twinge in cold weather and the need to watch himself during exercise.) For most of his young life, the jock world had supported and encouraged him, sheltering him from loneliness.

But as soon as it became clear that he would not be able to play during his college years, that world had dropped him without a thought. His coach at Cal, a surrogate father, who had invited Karp to his home, who had listened to his problems and shared his confidences, became a stranger. The friends, the girls, the hangers-on, vanished as well.

Karp had been devastated. Lost and miserable, he had drifted into his hasty first marriage. Recovering, he had discovered in the heady competition of the courtroom some of what sports at the highest level had once supplied, and enough camaraderie from similar men. There were an unusual number of almost-great athletes in the New York D.A.’s office. Guma had been good enough for tryouts with the Yankees. Hrcany had won letters in both wrestling and football.

Yet in his heart, Karp believed he was different, that had it not been for the accident he could have gone all the way, and become another Bill Bradley or Pete Maravich.

“I know Nadleman,” Karp said. The conversation had come around to the Hustlers’ coach.

“Yeah?” said Guma.

“Uh-huh. Not well. He was playing his last year for UCLA when I started with Cal. I played against him a couple times.”

“No kidding! Any good?”

“He was all right. An OK college point guard. Not that athletic.”

“No you, you mean,” said Hrcany.

Karp smiled tightly and shrugged. He never talked about his life in basketball. He never wanted to hear coming out of his mouth the pathetic reminiscences of a has-been. This was unusual, he knew. Everybody in the Criminal Courts Building had heard about Guma’s afternoon with the Yankees and how he had talked with Phil Rizzuto and Mantle.

But Karp had cut basketball out of his life with a thoroughness that amazed his friends. Karp knew it was mere petulance, a childish attempt at revenge on the sport: if he couldn’t play in the big time, he wasn’t going to participate at all, not as a fan, not as an amateur player or coach, not even—beyond the dictates of cordiality—as a water-cooler guru. When he saw basketball on TV by accident, or passed a playground with a lively game, the pain was undeniable; that it was also ridiculous did not make it less so.

Several other men had joined the conversation about the Hustlers and basketball, and Karp was able to slip away. He went over to Marlene.

“I got to go,” he said. “Bloom called a meeting at a quarter to five.”

“On a Friday?” said Marlene in tones of outrage.

“He’s a busy man,” said Karp, who, though he deferred to no man in his contempt for the exiguous Bloom, had lately come to believe that a perfect and chill correctness was the only appropriate response. This he did not in any hope that Bloom would reciprocate, but because he had always felt a vague uneasiness at participating in the casual and profane deprecation of the D.A. that took place in his bureau. The man was, after all, the district attorney, and Karp was in his chain of command.

He kissed Marlene good-bye and assured her that he would see to her cartons of personal gear. Then he left and took the elevator to the twelfth floor.

As he ascended, he prepared himself by assiduously thinking good of Bloom. The man was undoubtedly a fine politician. He knew every source of power in the state and was well in with nearly all of them, from the unions to the governor’s staff. He was a shrewd conniver for budgets, and in this he compared favorably with the late Francis Garrahy. Garrahy had believed that working for the New York D.A.’s office was in itself so great an honor as to render any other reward superfluous. Thus his minions had labored (and happily, for the most part) in cramped, dirty quarters at derisory rates of pay.

This situation Bloom had improved, as he had the office’s record keeping and other details of administration, for he was at heart an administrator, as Garrahy had at heart been a prosecuting attorney. He was also skilled in public relations, so that the office had kept much of the reputation (if not the abilities) it had built up in the Garrahy years. That was all Karp could think of by the time the elevator stopped.

Karp emerged in the D.A.’s reception area, which was decorated in corporate modern: teak furniture, upholstered in shades of leather, a patterned gray carpet, abstract paintings, and a young and lovely receptionist who took his name and told him to sit. Although it was the stroke of the appointed time, Karp knew he was in for a wait at least of fifteen minutes. He read the new Sports Illustrated. Another plus: Bloom kept all his office magazines up to date.

Called in at last to Bloom’s office, Karp was surprised to see another man seated in one of Bloom’s maroon leather side chairs. Karp recognized him as Kevin McHugh, the director of Bloom’s public affairs office.

Karp was gestured into another chair, and Bloom gave him one of his patent toothy false smiles and took up some minutes with jocose small talk. Bloom had the perfect teeth and the perfect, slightly tanned skin of the extremely wealthy. He had large, moist muddy eyes, a full mouth and a thin, prominent nose. His hair was light brown and carefully razor-cut. He was near fifty but looked younger, like the anchorman on a suburban TV station.

“So this is Mrs. Karp’s last day on the job,” said Bloom. “I trust her unit won’t suffer from it.”

After taking a brief moment to figure out who “Mrs. Karp” was, Karp said, “Luisa Beckett’s in charge while Ms. Ciampi’s out.”

“That little colored girl?”

“She’s a fine attorney,” Karp said flatly, amusing himself by imagining what the feminist typhoon that was Luisa Beckett would have done at hearing herself so described.

Bloom grunted noncommittally and said, “I’ve asked Kevin to sit in here because I’m concerned with this damned Chelsea Ripper case.”

Karp glanced over at McHugh, a slight, genial man with a fringe of reddish hair decorating either side of a bald head. He wore thick tortoiseshell glasses and an owlish expression.

“The Phelps case,” said Karp. “But public affairs … ?”

“Yes,” said Bloom. “It’s a big case. There’s national press involved. The whole thing has to be very carefully managed. And on top of that … Kevin, you tell him.”

McHugh said, “The New York Times Magazine is doing a cover story on the office. We’ve been trying for this for months, and they finally rolled.”

Karp slipped into the usual pose of polite incomprehension he affected when publicity was the issue. “I don’t understand. What does that have to do with the Phelps case?”

Bloom looked at him in disbelieving pity. “What does it have to do … ? Christ, Butch, I said national press. We have to put this bastard away. What I want to know is, are we going to?”

Karp said, “Well, I could get my files up here if you want to discuss the legal situation in detail.”

“No, no, we don’t need the details,” said Bloom impatiently. “Just the payoff. We got to try this case and win it. Now, what I’m concerned with is this insanity business, the what-d’y-call-it—”

“The competency hearing,” Karp said helpfully.

“Yeah, the competency hearing. Are we going to have trouble with that?”

“Well, that’s up to the docs in Bellevue. If they declare him fit to stand trial, he will. If not, there’s not much we can do about it. It’s not like we think he’s malingering.”

“What do you mean?” asked Bloom.

“I mean he may well be a genuine nut. Look, the guy broke into three apartments that we know about and murdered and mutilated four women. He kept souvenirs too, which was how they caught him. The smell, I mean. So there’s no question about guilt right now, but only whether he’s capable of assisting at his own trial. Then, at trial, he could also plead insanity, and then the docs can argue about whether he knew what he did when he did it and that it was wrong.”

Bloom looked at him peculiarly and smiled. “There’s no way we could, say, sway their opinion? Or overturn it?”

Karp looked at him blankly. Bloom knew that Karp had, in fact, once overturned an insanity determination by a Bellevue panel, although in that case the doctor had fudged procedure and lied about it under oath, and in that case the defendant had been a cold-blooded killer who knew exactly what he was doing and didn’t care that it was wrong.

“Maybe we should wait for the competency decision before we think about that,” said Karp in as equable a fashion as he could manage.

Bloom stared at him, as if expecting some further reaction, and then said, “Yes. Well. I’m sure it will work out. I’m counting on you, Butch.” This with another flash of teeth.

“Thank you,” said Karp. “Is that it?”

Bloom signaled that it was indeed it by turning away and talking to McHugh about another subject. Karp got up and left, his leaving unremarked.

“What a pain in the ass!” exclaimed the younger of Marion Simmons’s two murderers as the two men watched the second day of television coverage of their handiwork. They were sitting in one bedroom of a small two-bedroom furnished apartment in Manhattan, Joey lying in bed and Carmine occupying a vinyl armchair. “Shit, that blow must’ve been worth fifty large, maybe seventy-five. And it was right there. Fuck!”

Carmine looked at his companion bleakly. It had been too much to hope that Joey would see what a blessing the discovery of the drug cache had been for the two of them. “Joey, it’s the best thing that could’ve happened.”

“What’re you talkin’ about?” said Joey, his exiguous forehead knotted in puzzlement.

“They found dope, which means they’re gonna be looking at that angle—the cops, I mean. That means they’ll stay out of our business, which is good because, like this situation here is unusual because, when you whack somebody, the smart thing is to clear out of town, which we can’t do, because of that little problem we got.”

“What, the truck driver? So we whack him too; so what?”

“No, listen to me, Joey. Try to think it through. Whacking a guy is not just you go up and stick a piece in his face and bang-bang. Not if you want to keep healthy.” He saw the boredom creeping into the other man’s face, but persevered. He had been told to show the kid the ropes, and he had never done less than his best at anything. “It’s like craftsmanship, Joey. There’s a right way and a wrong way. OK, we seen the wrong way, the last couple things we did. Now we’re gonna try the right way, which is we think it all through before we do the guy. Now, we checked the guy out—what do we know about him?”

“What’s to know? He’s an asshole, drives a truck.”

“Yeah, right, Joey. He works for Korvette’s out of a yard in Jamaica. He goes to a warehouse in Jersey City, picks up a trailer of appliances, TVs, and drops them off at different stores in the city and out on the island. Then he takes his tractor back to Jamaica, gets in his car and goes home to Hempstead. Anything pop up at you?”

“Yeah, you wanna write his life story before we hit him,” said Joey in a tone of affected weariness.

“No, Joey,” said Carmine patiently, “I mean what’s he doing in an alley in Queens in the middle of the night?”

“Sleeping? Jerking off? The fuck I know!”

Carmine ignored this and continued, “OK, there’s also a red Toyota and a panel truck in the lot. So I check, and the truck belongs to a plumbing supply in the shopping center, but nobody heard of the Toyota there. So the story is … hey, you following me, here?”

Joey had turned back to the TV, where a more interesting story was obviously being played out. Carmine walked over and snapped the TV off. Joey stared up at him in sullen irritation.

“The story, Joey, is that he had somebody in the back of the truck with him.”

“He did? Like a chick, you mean?”

Carmine forced an encouraging smile. “Yeah! Very good. He was meeting a girlfriend. She drove her little red car there and they went into the back. So that means the girlfriend saw it all too.”

Joey brightened. “So we gotta whack out the honey.”

“Yeah, but first we gotta find out who she is, which means we got to have a talk with what’s-his-name, Stanley Malinski. OK, let’s talk about the setup. The first thing is, you got to boost a car …”

Carmine kept talking for some time, the details of how they were going to lift and question and kill the truck driver, and more boring crap about protecting the deal and how they couldn’t use any local talent because nobody was supposed to learn that they were even in town before the deal was ready to go. Joey listened with half an ear. Whacking out a chick was what his mind was on, and the fringe benefits that would accrue to him personally when that went down.
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