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      I don’t usually go to a bar with one of my students. It is almost always a mistake.

But Cornelius was having trouble with irony.

The whole class was having trouble with irony. They do much better with realism. Realism, they think, is simply a matter of imitating Ernest Hemingway. Short flat sentences, an adjective before every noun. Ernest Hemingway himself, the idea of him that they have from the writing, makes them uncomfortable. They disapprove of him. They don’t like him or the white hunter in “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber.” The bravado, the resentment in the writing excites them, but they cannot allow themselves to feel it. Hemingway, they’ve decided, Hemingway, the person, isn’t cool.

I considered giving them Naipaul to read, A Bend in the River or Guerrillas, but I decided that they would be so sensibly outraged by the beating, murdering and dismemberment of women that they might not be able to see the intelligence in the books. I wondered if they would like Graham Greene. Brighton Rock perhaps. But I had forgotten, I don’t know how, the dream in which the murderer, straight razor in hand, says only two words: “Such tits.”

Stream of consciousness, which some of them thought at first was stream of conscienceness, doesn’t seem to give them much trouble. They think it’s like writing down your dreams except without punctuation. Some of them admitted that before completing the Virginia Woolf assignment they’d smoked a little dope and it had helped. They make these confessions to me in a shyly flirtatious way, as if they were trying to seduce me. Which, of course, they are. Not sexually, but almost sexually. It would be sexual if they knew any better. And someday they will. Know better.

But irony terrifies them. To begin with, they don’t understand it. It’s not easy to explain irony. Either you get it or you don’t. I am reduced to giving examples, like the baby who is saved from death in the emergency room only to be hit by a bus on the way home. That helps a little. Cornelius said that he preferred realism to irony because irony turned conceived wisdom on its head. Whether he meant to say conventional wisdom or received wisdom, I don’t know. I was so distracted by an image of wisdom being turned on its head that I simply nodded and let him go on. Irony is like ranking someone or something, he said, but no one knows for sure you’re doing it.

That’s close enough, I said.

I am beginning to sound like one of the spinster ladies who used to take an interest in me in boarding school, except that they used to bemoan (a word they often used) the lack of manners, civility, and the incidence of haphazard breeding, rather than illiteracy. I hope that I don’t turn into Miss Burgess in her good Donegal tweed suit, her snappish red terrier at heel, the dog’s own tweed coat beginning to fray where it rubbed against his tartan leash. Summers in Maine with her companion Miss Gerrold in a cottage fragrant with mold. It doesn’t seem that bad, now that I’m imagining it. Hydrangeas. Blueberries. Sketching on the rocks.

I admitted to my students that I am writing a book about regionalisms and dialects, including the eccentricities of pronunciation. I want them to know that I am not against dialect, or even misusage. I like it. I like that kids now think that Nike is a word of one syllable. Why wouldn’t they? Nike isn’t a goddess. It’s a shoe. The winged shoe of victory. Despite my interest in idiomatic language, however, I do not want them to use phonetic spelling. I do not want to see motherfucker spelled mothafucka. Not yet. Get it right first, I said, then you can do whatever you like. It’s like jazz. First learn to play the instrument.

Cornelius raised his hand last Tuesday and asked, I’m afraid, if I did not think my book on slang was a diss. A diss to whom? I asked. Stressing the whom.

Cornelius waited for me at the end of class. The others lingered around him, gathering their things slowly. He said, people like you think the brothers are guinea pigs. The way we talk and shit.

The others looked at me, no longer concealing their interest.

I walked out of the room.

He followed me.

The bars in my neighborhood fill me with dread. French tourists studying subway maps, and pink teenagers from Rockland County who look and talk like they’re about to explode, perhaps with rage. I hope it is rage, since they have much to be angry about, even if they don’t know it. The blank-faced thirteen-year-old girls with fake IDs and nose studs hoping to meet some sweet-talking Jamaicans; the black boys from the projects in those wide-legged shorts that hang below the knee, and Nautica windbreakers, the shorts making the elaborate running or hiking or telephone-lineman shoes that they wear look enormous and unwieldy, the boys jerking restlessly on the streets outside the bars with bottles of malt liquor in brown paper bags.

Just the thought of Bleecker Street makes me a little anxious. Stores full of baseball caps and silver-plated ankhs. Nowhere is there a sense of peace.

Cornelius and I sat at the bar in the Red Turtle. He took off his Walkman and ordered a rum and Coke. I said hello to Lothar, the bartender, and ordered a beer.

Cornelius gestured at the Walkman. “Smif and Wesson,” I thought he said.

“Smith and Wesson? You’re listening to guns?”

“Not Smith. Smif. It’s regional. What you like.”

He made me smile.

“And ironic,” he said.

“I think it’s you who’s ironic.”

I had once asked him if he would trash-talk for me, a form of humorous verbal intimidation. There are regional styles. In Chicago, for example, it is called signifying and it must be in rhyme. It hadn’t been a success, Cornelius talking trash, or woofing as he calls it. He’d been inhibited. You can’t just woof whenever you feel like it, he said.

He was having trouble with his term paper. That is why he wanted to see me. He didn’t want to flunk another class, he said. He needed the credits.

I had asked my students to take a true story, a fact, a line from a newspaper or magazine, and turn it into fiction. An attempt to make them write about something other than themselves. It was called, rather grandly, The Re-created Event. I had encouraged them to look for a story in papers like the National Enquirer.

And Cornelius had. He wanted to know if he could turn his news clipping of the execution of John Wayne Gacy for the killing of thirty-three young men into an imagined conversation that he, Cornelius, had had with Gacy on the telephone. He wished to write about the sadness it had caused him to feel. Before his death, Gacy’s voice could be heard on a 900-number by anyone interested enough to pay three dollars a minute to hear Gacy explain that he didn’t kill those boys.

Cornelius told me he had spent close to forty-five dollars listening to the message.

I didn’t know what to say.

“No,” I said. “This is not supposed to be about you, Cornelius.”

“You said in class once that every word a writer writes, even the conjunctions, even the punctuation you said, is a reflection of him or her.”

“I don’t think I said ‘or her.’ ”

He smiled.

“I’m going to the bathroom,” I said.

That was my second mistake.

I walked to the back of the bar. There was the smell of fried garlic and spilled beer. I did not see any bathrooms, or signs for bathrooms. I went down a flight of stairs to the basement. My eyes are not very good, so I put on my glasses. There were still no signs to help me along.

I opened a door into a room full of aluminum kegs of beer. I stopped at the next door. It was slightly ajar. I leaned against it, and the door opened slowly.

It was a small room. There was a metal desk. A coffee mug was on the desk, and a small lamp and a digital clock. The number on the clock changed with a loud, reluctant click. The lamp was made from a neon beer sign. In one corner was a jukebox, a plastic garbage bag thrown over it. There was an old sofa.

And there was a man sitting on the sofa.

His head rested against the wall, his face in darkness. I could see the rest of him clearly, illuminated in the small circle of pink light from the lamp. His suit jacket was on the back of the sofa. His tie was loose, one of those muddy-looking ties you can buy on the sidewalk in front of variety stores, displayed alongside the orderly arrangements of headbands and blank cassettes. His hands lay on either side of him, indecorous, matter-of-fact, the pale palms turned upward in a gesture of supplication. There was a tattoo on the inside of his left wrist.

His legs were apart. Long. Slack. He wore black lace-up shoes and thin black socks, the kind of socks worn by a man who is vain about dress. His shoes needed a shine and that made me wonder about the vanity. There was an alluring symmetry to him, as if he were meditating, or balancing, or cajoling himself into what he knew would be uneasy sleep.

On the floor was a woman. Her hair was spread across his lap. She was kneeling, her hands on his thighs. She moved her head back and forth with a dipping motion as she took his cock into her mouth, then drew it out, then took him in again. I thought to myself, oh, I don’t do it that way, with a hitch of the chin like a dog nuzzling his master’s hand. The sound of her mouth was loud. She gave a little sigh and shifted her weight, quickening her movement. He lifted his head slowly and saw me standing in the doorway, my hands crossed on my chest as if I were about to be sacrificed.

He did not turn away. And he did not stop her. She made another little moan, just to let him know that she was getting tired, and he put his hands on top of her bobbing head, bunching up the red hair, gripping her, letting her know, letting me know, that he was about to come and he didn’t want her to fuck it up by suddenly deciding to lick his balls.

I wanted to see his face. He could see mine.

He lifted her hair so that I could at least see his cock moving in and out of her mouth, her hand around him, sliding him up and down in time with her mouth. I could see that.

There was a stiffening in his thighs and she worked faster for a short quick time, and then there was a barely audible intake of breath as if he weren’t going to give away any more than he had to, not even his breath, especially not his breath, and he held her head to him tightly. She began to slow down as he came, and I thought, this girl knows what she’s doing.

I backed out of the room like a thief and he still did not turn away, his hands in her hair, holding her there so she could not see me, so it was just the two of us.

I did not go to the bathroom. I ran up the stairs, looking over my shoulder, suddenly afraid that someone had seen me standing in the doorway of the basement room.

Cornelius was not at the bar. He had ordered fried mozzarella sticks to take out. Said he had work to do. Something about a murder. Lothar winked at me. Haven’t seen you in a while, he said.

When I paid the bill, I noticed that my hands were shaking.

It was a few days before I began to wonder why I kept forgetting to take my gray skirt to the tailor. I realized that I did not want to walk past the Red Turtle. I was keeping to my side of the park, what I think of as the Henry James side, even though those of us who live on the Square admit quietly amongst ourselves that he never lived on the Square. For a very short time, he lived around the corner on Washington Place, on the site of which there are now several quite handsome New York University dormitories.

I walked to the building on University Place where I teach twenty college freshmen what is optimistically called Creative Writing. (To my surprise, Cornelius was not in class. He seemed to be staying close to home, too.)

I walked to the market for half-and-half and cranberry juice. I walked to the post office on Thirteenth Street and Sixth Avenue where a radio is tuned to a rhythm-and-blues station and the line of silent, anxious customers snakes forward in step. I had to mail a book that I had borrowed, an oeuvre érotique, to my former husband, who is strict about things like borrowed books, as well as eroticism. He had written to remind me that I’d had the book for two weeks. The postal clerk, swaying in time to Sonny Boy Williamson, looked at the package and asked loudly, Santos Thorstin? the Santos Thorstin? Making me wonder if perhaps he had a better idea of who Santos Thorstin was than I had. My Santos Thorstin is a fashion photographer who lives in Paris, but I had not realized that his reputation extended as far as the Thirteenth Street post office. Perhaps it was that series of photographs of murdered Bengali child prostitutes that had been turned into art postcards. I think often of something he once said to me: I’m sick of beauty. The clerk asked if it was true that I knew Santos Thorstin, and if I did, would I bring him in the next time he was in town?

So I kept to my side of the Square.

I live in two rooms on the third floor of a brownstone on Washington Square. As I have no doorman, and my parsimonious landlord pretends that there is no intercom system because it would ruin the design of the nineteenth-century front hall, it is impossible to control what my landlord calls the ingresses and egresses of the house. There are two doors to the house, one opening into the entrance hall, the second interior door leading to the stairs. I know that it is not a very safe system, just pushing the buzzer and allowing whoever has rung downstairs to come into the house. But I am lazy. Sometimes I am not properly dressed, or rushing to finish a paper, or expecting a friend, and it is easier to push the buzzer than to run downstairs.

When I was married to Santos Thorstin and lived in London, studying Middle English grammar, the hall porter tried to blackmail me. The mister would be so surprised, he said, by the gentleman who has come to call during his absence. So there is luxury in the knowledge that I may come and go, and my guests may come and go, without being noticed, although Pauline points out that I could be lying next to the six-slice toaster, a melted fork in my hand, every hair singed off my body, and it would be weeks, well, days before anyone found me. Fine with me, I told her.

In other words, had I known that it was Cornelius downstairs, wearing expensive camouflage, I might not have answered the bell. I cannot claim that I was expecting anyone, just that it was two-thirty in the afternoon—not an hour I usually associate with harm. I don’t push the entrance buzzer at three in the morning.

He did not want to remove his Army jacket. He did not want to sit down, even though he thought my mother’s steel garden chairs were cool. He did not want to stay. Only to give me money.

I was confused.

“From the bar,” he said. “My half of the check.”

He took six dollar bills from his pocket and put them on top of an open notebook on my desk.

“I tried to find you the other night,” he said. “When you went to the bathroom. Where were you? I waited a long time.”

“I couldn’t find the bathroom,” I said.

He stared at me. “Is that all?”

“All?”

“All I owe you.”

I nodded, wanting him to go, turning away from him and putting my hand on the doorknob.

As I had chosen not to keep hours after class, I felt that it was unfair not to be accessible to my students in some way, especially since they were participants in a special city program for teenagers of what is called low achievement and high intelligence. One or the other of them often trails after me when I walk home. When we reach my stairs, I take out my keys and say, Until next week then. Do you think I should change my major? one of them will ask. To what? I ask. To writing; change it to writing books. Well, I answer slowly, if you’re a writer, you’ll know it. Who would choose to be a writer?

Perhaps foolishly, I had given them my address and telephone number. It would have been better, I see now, to have arranged to meet in one of the small rooms allowed to lecturers. There would have been boundaries. Restrictions. A clock on the wall. It would have been better than having Cornelius, dressed as a Green Beret, in my living room.

“I’m almost finished my paper,” he said. “I want to show it to you. It would help and shit.”

I hesitated.

“What you working on that’s better?” he asked.

“I’m writing about language.”

“Shit. You like that shit?”

“I do. I like, for example, that you add ‘and shit’ to the end of a sentence.”

He was embarrassed and I realized that he thought I was making fun of him.

“You going to write that down? What I say?” he asked.

“Maybe. I’m interested in what you say. In what all of you say.”

“Guinea pigs.”

“No.”

“You should be paying me.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah,” he said. “This is valuable shit, man.” He sighed and put his hands in his pockets. “I’ll do whatever you want. Chill if you want to chill, go to the store if you want to go to the store.”

“I have work to do,” I said. “That’s what I want to do.” I could hear horses, police horses going into the park.

“This is your scenario, man,” he said.

He brushed against me as he went through the door, his black Ranger boots loud on the wood floor. I closed the door behind him, and locked it, and because the bolt makes a loud sound when it is turned, I knew that he would hear it sliding into its rusted grooves, and I was glad.

I went to the movies with my friend John Graham. We ate Thai noodles and shrimp at a restaurant on Thompson Street that is decorated to look like a grocery story in Shanghai. Pre-Mao. You can buy the props—bags of rice and Vietnamese fish sauce. He walked me home across the park, the Rasta drug dealers watching in noisy amusement.

I extended my hand, as always, and he took it and pulled me toward him to kiss me on the cheek, and said, good night, Frannie, and I said, the movie was good and that noodle place isn’t so bad now that the models have moved on, and he agreed.

I closed the heavy street door behind me, pushing it with my shoulder to make sure that it was locked. I stooped to pick up the piles of Chinese menus that had been pushed under the door, and I saw a small white card sticking out of the corner of my mailbox.

It said Detective James A. Malloy. New York Police Department. There were two phone numbers in the top right corner.

Neither of which I thought I would call.

I used to keep a shopping bag full of the things that had been left on the stoop or pushed into my mailbox until the bag finally ripped at the sides. It had in it, among other things, a demo cassette of an elderly Welsh poet reciting eighteenth-century Cockney rhymes; a nude Barbie doll bound and gagged that my landlord brought upstairs to give to me—it had been on the Greek Revival doorstep all afternoon, he said warily, was it mine?—and a box of condoms, each one engraved or, more accurately, embossed with my name, the letter i dotted with a heart, a gift which I knew was meant for me, which I could not with absolute certainty say about the other gifts, and which I assumed had been left by someone I’d once dated.

So, needless to say, I threw Detective Malloy’s card away.

By the time he knocked on my door two days later, I had forgotten about it. It was only when he handed me another card that I realized that the card in my box had, after all, been meant for me.

“Can I come in a minute?” he asked in a low pleasant voice. “It’s better than talking in the hall.” He looked over his shoulder as if someone were standing there, listening. He held his jacket by the back of the neck. His shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow and there were wet half-moons under his arms. I wondered how he had gotten inside the house.

I was working on my monograph on Portuguese words in Rhode Island slang, but I felt that I couldn’t use that as an excuse. I decided that if he noticed my notebooks, I’d say that I was writing in my diary. A safe girl-thing to be doing. Not that I had anything to hide from Detective Malloy. I just know from experience that trying to explain what it is that I write, what it is that interests me, makes me sound a little foolish, a little ineffective.

He held out the card until I took it, the card perhaps a way of letting me know that he really was a policeman, not a stockbroker in a paisley tie who spent his lunch hour bothering women. It occurred to me for a moment, being a resident of New York City, to ask to see his badge, but that would have embarrassed me.

I invited him inside.

“Nice place,” he said, looking around quickly. “Been here long?”

“Not so long,” I said. He was big. Tall. I could smell his cologne. It was strong and sweet, a little musk in it, a little drug-store, which usually gives me a headache. “Six months,” I said. “I used to live on Seventy-first Street. Do you know that people once said they lived in a street, not on it? I lived in Seventy-first Street.”

He smiled, and I realized something that he already knew. I was nervous.

He laid his jacket over the back of the sofa and sat in one of the steel garden chairs. The chair swings low to the ground when there is weight on it, and he looked startled when it dipped close to the floor for a moment. He reminded me of a ballplayer past his prime, the old muscles still twitching, just not so fast anymore. I couldn’t imagine him chasing anyone down the street. But then detectives probably didn’t do that.

“I’m doing a canvass in your neighborhood,” he said.

He looked at the jade hairpins on the table. “There was a woman murdered on the sixteenth,” he said. “That would be Tuesday the sixteenth. Last Tuesday sometime between midnight and two in the morning. Me and my partner are questioning people in the neighborhood. Her body—” He paused. “A part of her body, to be exact, was found across the street in the park here. I wanted to talk to you in case you saw or heard anything unusual. Saw anybody.” He had a faint accent. He pronounced “saw” as if it had an r at the end of it. He lengthened his vowels, stretching the second vowel so that “exact” sounded like exaaact.

“There are hundreds of people in the street at night,” I said. “All night long.”

He nodded. “We came by the other day,” he said, “me and my partner, but you must of been out.”

He looked at the jade hairpins again, each a different shape. They had belonged to a Chinese maid in my grandmother’s house in San Francisco, whom I think of tenderly as the only person, as far as I know, that my mother ever loved. When I was a child, I’d thought the pins must have belonged to a queen. Later, when I saw the kind of hairpins used by rich Chinese women, the pins covered with knobs of coral that looked like raw meat, carved with inscriptions beseeching male children and long life, they were not as beautiful as the pale jade sticks.

“What are they?” he asked, picking them up and holding them in his outstretched hand.

“Guess. No one has ever guessed correctly.”

“No one?”

He was interested in this game, I could tell.

“Utensils,” he said. “Utensils of some kind.”

“In a way,” I said. I wondered if he had a gun.

“They’re old,” he said. “Jade. Are they for a female?”

“No questions allowed,” I said.

He was suddenly bored. “Tell me,” he said.

I shook my head, and I realized that he’d been trying to work up the interest to flirt with me. His eyes were the kind of blue that would change with the light, or the color of his shirt. They were, at the moment, opaque.

“No,” I said.

He sighed in dismissal and stood up, the chair swaying beneath him. “My ex-wife collects dolls,” he said. He put the hairpins back on the table, lining them up absentmindedly, and I suddenly wondered if he was neat. I imagined that he, too, had a collection of dolls. Lined up neatly.

“Did you see or hear anything, by the way?” he asked. “The night of the sixteenth, morning of the seventeenth? You never answered me.”

He picked up his jacket and took a pen and a small stenographer’s pad from the inside pocket. He flipped the pad open with one hand. He saw me looking at the pen. It was a maroon Mont Blanc ballpoint. He held it out to me.

“Fake,” he said. “It’s a cop thing.” He winked.

“No, I didn’t see or hear anything unusual,” I said. “I sleep with the windows open.”

“Do you?” he asked, looking up from the pad. “All the way open?”

“Who was killed?” I asked. “Not my landlord, I know.” I was surprised by my flippancy. I was still nervous. But now I knew why.

“An actress. Twenty-six years old. She worked part-time in a after-hours gambling club. She was last seen in a bar around the corner. A cop bar, as a matter of fact.”

“A cop bar?”

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s the Sixth Precinct bar. A lot of detectives go there.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Sorry that she was killed.”

He nodded.

“How was she killed?”

“Her throat was cut.” He paused. “And then she was disarticulated.”

What a good word, I thought. Disarticulated.

He slid the notebook back into his pocket and took two cuff links from another pocket and turned down the sleeves of his shirt, and I remembered that it was masculine gestures that aroused me.

He looked at me as he pushed one of the cuff links through the hole. “You remind me of someone,” he said.

I was disappointed in him. “I’m not surprised. I have that kind of face.”

That kind of ass, I thought.

“You’ll let me know if you remember anything? My office number is on the card. Call anytime.”

He walked to the door. I opened it for him.

His trousers were a little tight. Thin black socks. Black shoes, lace-up. Needed a shine. A small tattoo inside his wrist. The three of spades. But no redhead between his legs.

I dreamed about him that night.

It was near morning, really. There was faint light behind the wooden shutters. It was that time when I am finally able to sleep the sweetest, the deepest. My skin feels smooth against the sheets and I wonder why it takes until dawn to feel so smooth. It is the same leg, the same sheet, as it was eight hours earlier.

I pushed aside my pillows and turned onto my stomach. My feet hung off the end of the bed, my toes hooked over the edge. The way I do. And through my cotton nightgown, I put two fingers of my right hand on my clitoris and thought of him. Standing in a room, coming toward me, watching me undress. (It must always be through a nightgown or a pair of underpants. I’ve wondered if this is because of the greater friction. Surely that must be part of it, but there is something more, perhaps the thrill that first came to me as a small girl, pressing my fingers against myself, the cloth interceding between my fingers and my vagina, interceding between shame and pleasure. Perhaps I was afraid that I would die were there not a piece of cloth, something intervening, to prevent me from falling irrevocably into a trance of self-delighting.)

One Sunday morning in boarding school I found my roommate lying on her back on the tile floor of the shower stall. Her legs, covered with black and blue bruises from hockey, were splayed on either side of the spigots, the water cascading between her slack muscular thighs. I couldn’t imagine what she was doing. I thought that she had slipped on the wet tiles. She remains to this day the only woman I’ve ever known who spoke freely of her own masturbation. She urged me to try it. I didn’t have the courage to tell her that I had found my own way. Women will talk about anything—sexual jealousy, dishonor, the lovely advantages of eating pussy or sucking cock, the disadvantages of eating pussy or sucking cock—but they will not tell you about fucking themselves.

So there was Detective Malloy, watching me take off my clothes.

My clitoris swelled under my fingers. My breath grew short. My legs stiffened. Inside, I rose and rose, sometimes stopping short, but not without pleasure even in the prolongment. It is not the same as when a man’s fingers are there and I do not know if he will have the skill or the patience or the interest to see it through, the not-knowing causing my body to overreach, to strain too hard. I am confident when it is my hand. Sometimes I am greedy, and I get a terrible cramp in my calf and I have to leap up and limp around the room until it goes away.

Malloy was happy to wait.

This morning when I left the house, walking to the subway at Astor Place, I noticed two men sitting in a dull gray car. I noticed it because the color of the car was without shine, as if it had been sanded, and I noticed it because there is no street parking during the day on Washington Square.

Before I had time to think about this, not even realizing yet that it warranted thinking about, there was the rough grating sound of the bottom of a car door scraping against cement, and a voice said, “Oh, Miss.”

He stood with one black shoe on the curb, his arm resting on the open door. Another man sat in the driver’s seat.

“Hi, how you doing? Could we talk to you a minute?”

He leaned forward and opened the door to the back seat.

“I’m supposed to get in?” I asked.

“It wouldn’t hurt,” he said in a low voice. “Unless you want to talk in the street. I never think it’s a good idea to put your business in the street, you know what I’m saying? But it’s up to you.” His hand fell away from the door handle, as if he thought less of me for my hesitation.

My business in the street? I thought. What is he talking about?

I got into the car.

“My eyes aren’t very good,” I said as he closed my door with two hands and eased himself back into the front seat. “Someday I’m going to get into the wrong car.”

“That wouldn’t be smart,” he said, watching a white boy buy dope from one of the Jamaicans. “This is my partner, Detective Rodriguez,” he said.

Detective Rodriguez turned to look at me. “Hi, how you doing?” Another big handsome man. Black hair, black eyes. Big head. White shirt. Silver tie. A black jacket on a hook in the back next to me. This is someone who has spent some time at Club Broadway, I thought, and not at the six o’clock beginners’ merengue class.

“Hello, Detective Rodriguez. How do you do?”

The radio was on, a regular radio, not a police radio, and that interested me. Marvin Gaye, turned low, not a police dispatcher. I had read that detectives sometimes ate raw garlic before questioning a witness, so this didn’t seem too bad. I sat forward and crossed my arms on the back of the front seat, between the two of them. Malloy looked at me for a moment when I suddenly appeared at his shoulder, then turned away to roll down his window.

“We wanted to ask you some questions,” said Rodriguez. “One of your neighbors heard screams in MacDougal Alley the night in question.” He leaned forward to wipe the inside of the windshield.

“The night in question,” I said. “There are screams almost every night in MacDougal Alley.”

Detective Rodriguez looked at me in the rearview mirror. “You a teacher?”

I nodded.

“You run those prints?” Malloy suddenly asked him.

“What’s an isthmus?” Rodriguez said, still watching me in the mirror.

“Isthmus be my lucky day. You ran the prints. And?”

“And nothing.”

“Jesus,” Malloy said under his breath.

“We just wanted to double-check with you,” Rodriguez said, turning so that I could see his face and he could see mine. “In case there was something you forgot. You know, sometimes things come back.”

I did stop to think, just to be polite, lowering my eyes to appear to concentrate better, and I noticed that Detective Rodriguez wore a holster at his waist. It was brown leather, and the island of Puerto Rico was painted on it in green and red. That in itself was enough to get my attention, as well as my admiration, but what really interested me was that in the holster was a yellow plastic water pistol.

“To tell you the truth,” Rodriguez said, “the reason Detective Malloy and I thought you might be able to help is that a Mr.”—he looked down at a piece of paper lying on the seat between them—“Lothar Wilker, an employee in a bar called the Red—”

“—Turtle,” said Malloy.

“—Turtle, says you were there the evening of the sixteenth. The night in question.”

Malloy turned to look at me.

“Yes,” I said. “I was there with one of my students. I was there for a very short time, and came home.”

“What’s his name?” Malloy asked.

“Whose name? My student?”

“Yeah, your student.”

“Cornelius Webb.”

“Did you leave the bar alone?” Rodriguez asked. “I mean, did you go home alone?”

I hesitated. I wanted to tell him that it was none of his business. “Yes.”

“Did you happen to notice a young female,” Malloy asked, “mid-twenties, not too tall? Red hair. Good-looking.” He turned to Rodriguez. “Wouldn’t you say?”

“What?”

“She was good-looking.”

“Not bad,” Rodriguez said. “Were you in the front room the whole time?” He asked me. He looked out the window, picking his teeth with a match.

“Front room?”

“The bar area.”

“Yes.”

He looked at me in the mirror. “You sure?”

“I tried to go to the bathroom,” I said, “but I couldn’t find it.”

“The bathroom?” asked Malloy.

“I thought you said you stayed in the bar,” Rodriguez said. “I forget,” he said to Malloy. “Did she say that?” He turned back to me. “The deceased was also seen in the Red Turtle that night. That’s why we’re checking again with you. Seeing as how you was there. You wouldn’t object to looking at some pictures, would you? Maybe a lineup down the way?”

“She don’t see too good,” Malloy said to him.

I wondered how Malloy knew that I didn’t see too well, and then I remembered that I had said so as I got into the car.

Rodriguez turned to Malloy with a smile and said, “A day without death is a day without sunshine.” He took a color photograph from his pocket and held it so that I could see it. “She look familiar?”

I’d seen her before. “No,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“Me, too,” Malloy said.

Rodriguez put away the photograph, no longer interested.

Malloy hit the side of the door with one hand and the door popped open. He leaned over stiffly and opened my door.

He walked after me a few steps, his hands in his pockets. It caused his trousers to rise around his ankles.

“I wondered if you wanted to go out for a beer or something,” he said quietly. “There’s a bar on Sheridan Square where my cousin’s the bartender. You might of been there already. He says a lot of writers go there.”

“Now?” I was surprised. I glanced back at the car. The runner-up in the Mr. Puerto Rico contest was cleaning his nails with a small knife.

Malloy laughed. “Not now.” He had mistaken my confusion for eagerness.

“How do you know I’m a writer?” I asked.

“I can tell,” he said. “You’re making shit up in your head all the time.”

We struggled in class this afternoon with the polemical style. I thought that they wouldn’t like it, but to my surprise they seem to prefer it to other styles of writing. They are, of course, full of their own polemic. They are scared out of their wits, but they disguise it with a noisy, melodramatic pessimism. I gave them Orwell, Tolstoy and Bret Easton Ellis to read.

Cornelius waited for me on the street after class.

“Where you going?” he asked.

“I’m going to Astor Place,” I said. “To the subway.”

He walked beside me, walking the walk. “How’s that dictionary thing you making?”

“Why weren’t you in class last week?”

“My head, man. I get spells. Head-spells.”

I raised my eyebrows.

He slapped his hand down hard on a parking meter. “You think I’m lying? You don’t believe me?”

“No,” I said.

“Man,” he said, shaking his head. “I want to help you and you all is telling me I’m a liar.”

“How could you help me?”

“Tell you shit. Secret words and all.”

I hesitated, not sure if it was a good idea to have Cornelius tell me shit.

“You wouldn’t have to pay nothing,” he said.

We reached the stairs to the subway. “Maybe,” I said. “We’ll see. Do your term paper first.”

“My murder-scape.”

“Your murder-scape.”

I went down the stairs, and when I looked back, he was standing there, watching me.

Two women sitting next to me on the subway were talking about a man. One of the women said, he just want to conversate and I just want to blowse through my magazine. I could kill that man.

A dangerous combination for me. Language and passion.

I have often noticed that words that are incorrectly rendered have an onomatopoetic logic, as well as a kind of poetry, that is more appealing, sometimes even more accurate, than correct usage. The wrong words are sometimes so close to a truer meaning that they are like puns. Many of the words have to do with the body, or disease. For example, Old Timer’s Disease, rather than Alzheimer’s. Abominal for stomach. Athletic fit for epileptic fit. Chicken pops. Very close veins. The prostrate gland.

And there are other words, too. Daily-by-daily. Chomping at the bit. Autumn furlage. Unchartered waters. And what could be more alluring than breastesses?

The women left the train. I looked up and saw that the Poetry in Motion placard had been changed. The new poem was in Spanish with an English translation. It was by García Lorca, full of words like remanso, which means still waters, and fronda de luceros, or frond of stars. But the word that thrilled me was espesura. I whispered it many times, breaking it into syllables, trying it this way and that, rushing it, slowing it down, until I noticed a boy staring at me in boredom. Espesura, or thicket. Also a beautiful word, thicket. As in bajo espesura de besos. Under a thicket of kisses.

I was going to have supper with Pauline, who lives farther downtown than I do. Her building has the added advantage of a topless club on the ground floor. Although the cinder-block walls of the club are soundproofed and painted with what feels like twenty coats of tar, Pauline is kept awake at night by the music. Barbra Streisand. Barry Manilow. Gloria Gaynor. Sometimes she can’t help herself and dances to the music in the dark.

When I first knew her, fifteen years ago in London, she made a living by finding and selling paintings. Sometimes a piece of furniture. Each year it grew a little more difficult because, as she put it, there was nothing left in the world to which some value had not been attached. Even shit, she said. She’d found it hard to compete with the new buyers. I admired her discernment, and her stubborn refusal to stoop to what she considered art, which for her was a category that included most things made before 1939. She was an aesthetic snob.

Pauline has seven elaborate locks on her door. It takes her several minutes to open them. She handed me a glass of champagne as I came in, a reward for having to wait so long on the landing, listening to “Windmills of My Mind.” A favorite on the jukebox downstairs. After all, it was Happy Hour at the Pussy Cat. Or Unhappy Hour, as Pauline says. The early evening jukebox selections tended to the maudlin, which always surprises me, sentimentality being an emotion that for me usually attends later in the night.

“Sit down,” she said, lifting a pile of magazines from the chenille sofa. Pauline reads every magazine in the world.

She was wearing red and white gingham capri pants and a mohair brassiere. She has a soft, ample mouth which she claims is one of the most misleading things about her in a swamp of misleading things. Men tend to think, and to tell her, that her mouth holds a promise of proficiency, only they don’t put it quite that nicely. In fact, as she is quick to point out, she has in her own observations ascertained that the size, the construct, the suggestiveness of just about anything has nothing, regrettably, to do with its efficacy. Her mouth, she says apologetically, is not one of her areas of particular expertise. No one, however, seems to take her word for it, and her mouth, as a consequence, tends, overall, to cause her more trouble than it is worth.

She sees the diminished side of most things—she speaks of herself often (and in mixed company, as Miss Burgess would say) as a slut. She refers resignedly to her inability to find true love as if it were a congenital weakness or fair punishment for some feminist principle that she mistakenly espoused in late adolescence and cannot now abandon honorably.

“You know,” she said modestly, sounding as if we were finishing a conversation rather than starting one, “my accent took me a long way in America, but I didn’t last ten minutes in London. They knew exactly who and what I was. A little Irish Protestant scrubber. But here. Well. You could even say my accent took me rather too far. People think I’m much more than I am.”

“At least you had an accent. I wish I’d had something to take me a long way. I grew up in embassy kitchens. I was completely unprepared for New York. No one had warned me that New York is like a big dinner party. You have to be very careful about what you say and do because you never know whose feet are touching under the table. I got into a lot of trouble in the beginning.”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve always thought that you tell the truth far more than is necessary.” She smiled with a kind of abashed formality, embarrassed by revelation. There was a thwarting of words on her tongue, in her mouth.

Abashed is a good word.

“On the street tonight,” I said, “I heard a man shout ‘You the one.’ ”

“Were you?”

“No. Sorry to say. I’m afraid the one was a beautiful boy.”

“I have something for you,” she said. “A present. It’s brought me bad luck, so it’s time to pass it on to you.”

She left the room, and when she returned she held a brocade bag in her hand. She took my hand and lifted the bag and shook it, and into my hand fell a heavy gold bracelet. There were five gold charms on the bracelet.

“It’s Cartier,” she said, sitting down. She folded the bag neatly and slipped it beneath the vinyl cushions of her chair.

I took off my glasses to look at the bracelet. There was a tiny baby carriage. A cocktail shaker. A telegram.

“It belonged to my aunt. The only interesting person in my family.”

There was a gold toilet, and a tiny utensil that looked like it might be a poultry bulb-baster.

“What is this?” I asked, holding the bulb-baster out to her. It is a hard thing to say, bulb-baster. Ball-buster, on the other hand, is easy to say. The handle of the toilet was set with a sapphire.

“It was given to my aunt,” she said, “by a man. I don’t know who he was. She would never tell me.”

She was bemused and calm. Becalmed. She gave me a slightly sinister smile. “Open the cocktail shaker.”

I did. Inside was a little gold baby. I tipped it into my palm.

I stared at her, not understanding. But beginning to understand. Shocked. “A lover gave her this?”

She nodded, pleased at my distress.

“Did he think that she would wear it?” I asked.

“She did wear it. I remember it when she played cards. I thought the baby and the carriage were adorable. Maybe that’s why she left it to me.”

I sat back in my chair. I did not know what to say. When I could speak, I said something that surprised even me: “Most things, I’ve come to believe, are not intended.”

She gave me a look as if she were disappointed in me. “Can you imagine him going into Cartier and ordering it? It is not as if they have charms for the termination of pregnancy in the display case. Well, perhaps now they do, but they didn’t have them in 1956. The charms would have been made especially for him. Can you imagine! Who was this guy? He sounds like someone I might have gone out with.”

I stared at her, trying to decide if her smile could be called ghastly (I thought it could), or if she really was amused by her story.

“I’ll wear it,” I said in some impetuous, unwished-for pledge of female honor, a gesture of defiance on behalf of her aunt, the only interesting person in her family.

“I knew you would,” she said. “We’re having nasturtiums and cheese for dinner. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Of course not,” I said.

I came through the door into one of those warm strong breezes blowing from the river. The neon sign of the winking cat biting the tip of its tail turned the chrome of the cars to pink. The heavy brass-studded door of the Pussy Cat opened for a moment as two men wearing baseball caps went inside, and I could hear Whitney Houston singing one of her high school graduation songs.

Cornelius was across the street, having a conversation with a doorman.

They stopped talking the moment they saw me, as if they were speaking some language I couldn’t even begin to understand. And they probably were.

The doorman made a gesture of tipping his hat to me. I thought of pointing it out to Cornelius as an example of irony, but I didn’t.

I turned away from them, not speaking, walking, liking the way that the hot wind felt on my face, feeling the weight of my new bracelet on my wrist. I heard Cornelius cross the street. He caught up with me.

“Just passing by?” I asked, not looking back.

“We were talking.”

“What about?”

“Chicks.”

I nodded, turning the corner.

“You think it’s right,” he said, “that chicks act the way they do, you know, like captives, ’cause they be scared of male violence?”

I turned to look at him. “That’s what you were talking about just now?”

He laughed. “Fuck that shit. We were talking about chicks.” He walked alongside me. “Where you going?” He let his backpack slide from his shoulder to his elbow and put his Walkman inside, pretending to be busy, pretending that it was perfectly all right that I should find him waiting for me at eleven o’clock at night at the corner of White and Chapel streets. He fastened the buckle of his backpack.

“Where you going?” he asked again.

“What are you doing here, Cornelius?”

“I waited for you.”

“You followed me, you mean.”

He turned his cap on his head. Getting the right pose. Profiling, as he would say.

“I got on the same train as you, in the next car. I was going to my grandma’s in Brooklyn but when the car stopped at Canal I saw you get out, and I got out, too.” He paused. “There ain’t nothing wrong with that,” he said.

“Well,” I said slowly, “I think that there is. Something wrong with that.”

“I got words for you and shit.”

I did not necessarily disbelieve him, but I still did not think it a good idea that he had followed me. And waited for me. Three hours. To give me words.

“You might not want them ’cause they be words for—you know,” he said slyly.

“What?” I asked.

“You know.”

“I don’t know. What are you talking about?”

“Words for that. What you calls sex.”

I wanted to ask him what he called it. We were at the corner of Broadway and Franklin. “Look, Cornelius,” I said. “I think you should go on to your grandmother or wherever it is that you go. I don’t want to do the dictionary with you anymore.”

“I don’t want to go home,” he said, as if he were telling the truth at last. I wondered in sudden detachment if I would at last find out what it was that he wanted from me.

“Why not?” I asked.

“The man was there. He come to scarify my grandmother about some dead bitch. There’s another murder, he said. He going to a murder.”

“He going to a murder?” I repeated.

“He got no right to ask me no questions and shit,” he said petulantly.

“It’s about that murder. A girl who was in the bar was murdered. That’s what he wants to talk to you about.”

“What bar? I don’t go to no bars.”

“We went there after class,” I said patiently, wondering why I was patient with him.

“What’s up with that, man?”

“The bartender knows me,” I said. “He gave the police my name.”

“But how he know me? What the fuck I need that shit for?”

“I don’t know, Cornelius. I don’t care. I told the detective I was there with one of my students.”

We reached the stairs to the subway.

“I’m going uptown with you,” he said. “You can’t be on the Six this time of night.”

He followed me down the stairs. A train was pulling in and I quickly put in my token and he jumped the stile and we were on the train in a rush of triumph that was unsuitable the moment the doors bounced shut behind us. There were six other people in the car, three of them tired women who looked as if they were headed home after cleaning the empty office buildings on Wall Street. I noticed that the Poetry in Motion poem was new. An excerpt from The Passionate Man’s Pilgrimage. Walter Ralegh. “Give me my Scallop shell of quiet.”

Cornelius smiled at me. I suddenly wondered if he thought that I was powerless, and then I realized that I was powerless. Of course, I could always jump off the train at the next stop and find a transit cop to complain that a student of mine was insisting on accompanying me home at night for my own safety. That would be an interesting exercise.

We didn’t speak, standing because I thought that to sit would imply ease and even intimacy, swaying with the train, knees bent slightly in the way of subway travelers. The train stopped at Astor Place and we got off.

“Why they got a design of beavers on the wall here?” he asked. He was behind me. “I know you know,” he said.

I did know.

“But you ain’t saying,” he said. “ ’Cause you be vexed at me.”

A word his West Indian grandmother might use. Vex. Like cutlass. Probably brought to the Caribbean by Walter Ralegh, who was now in the subway.

“I’m safe now, Cornelius,” I said over my shoulder, going quickly up the stairs.

I walked down Eighth Street toward Fifth Avenue. I wanted to stop at the deli to buy milk for the morning, but I kept walking.

“I got you this far,” I heard him say.

As I reached the end of the block, I noticed a car parked in front of my building. It was a gray car, rusted at the fenders. A man was leaning against it.

I suddenly realized that the sound of Cornelius’s step had ceased. I turned around. He was gone.

I pretended that I did not see him. I went up the stairs.

He called my name.

I turned around.

He was below me, on the sidewalk, bouncing keys in his open hand.

“I was hoping you were in,” he said.

“I’m not in.”

“You’re not?”

He made me smile.

“I just wanted to check a few more things with you,” he said.

“A few things?”

“That’s right. A few things.”

“Do you want to come in?” I asked, surprised at myself.

“No,” he said.

I realized that I wanted him to come inside. Which surprised me even more. A decision, any decision, tends to bring flirtation to an end. Marriage, a quintessential decision, being a good example.

“It won’t take a minute,” he said. He turned and opened the car door near the curb.

I came slowly down the stairs, knowing that he was watching me, the deliberation of movement, the slow sway of hip, one hand in my pocket, the other holding the hair back from my face. I took off my glasses.

I got into the car.

He said, “Still getting into cars with strange men.”

The radio was turned to an oldies station. He walked around the car and got inside, moving as if his body were sore. “I been in the fucking tunnel all day,” he said.

“A fucking tunnel?” Sometimes I hear language in a way that causes me to appear to be more literal than I am.

He looked at me. “We got a call. There’s a dead body in the tunnel that runs along the West Side Highway. Where I used to watch the circus trains when I was a kid. Now it’s a place for homeless people. Hungarian Gypsies mostly. I didn’t even know there was Gypsies left, did you?”

I shook my head.

“We find a mummified body. He’s a mummy and he’s got numerous stab wounds all over him.”

I said nothing, fearful that he would stop. He seemed to be talking to himself. A meditation, an ordering of thought.

“First off,” he said with what looked like a smile, “we think that the guys from the Two-Oh found the body, then dragged it into the next precinct. We do it all the time. We find a floater and we kick and slap the water so it’ll float to another precinct so we don’t have to deal with it. So I went to find my old friend, Vladimir Kostov. It’s taken me years to enter his little domain. He collects water as it drips down from Riverside Park. He says the rocks filter it. He pisses round his things ’cause he says rats won’t cross the line. I almost killed him the first time I saw him. He charged me with a knife. He hates everyone in the world, but he took a liking to me. And he told us about the body. It turns out the mummy’s name is Farrington. We had to cut his fingers off.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Usually the M.E. does it. Cuts off the fingers and soaks them to get prints. When you get mummified, you lose all the fluid in your body and the skin on the fingers collapses, you know what I’m saying? You don’t get good prints. It happens with fire victims, too. You have to skin the finger, then turn it inside out and put your own finger inside the skin and roll it back down so’s you can read the print backward. Now this Farrington was a bad guy. He was locked up once for homicide. He also turned out to be a pimp for a male pross, a transvestite named Michael Tilly or Miss Theresa, depending on which one he was that day.” He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “I found Miss Theresa this afternoon in a SRO on East 126th Street, dying of AIDS. He’s got explosive diarrhea and he’s throwing up at the same time he’s going from Michael Tilly to Miss Theresa and to a third pross named Miss Honey. He’s fucked-up. But I start talking to him and slowly, eventually, I begin to put it together. Miss Honey killed Farrington because she was afraid of him. He was taking her money, slapping her around. Making her blow all sorts of people, the prick.”

I was confused.

“Anyways,” he said, “I left him there to try to get Social Services to put him in a hospital. When I went back, he was dead. She was dead. They were dead.”

“Cornelius says there’s been another murder near here,” I said.

“Who?”

“Cornelius Webb. My student.”

“Now why would he tell you that?”

“I don’t know,” I said, wondering myself.

“What did he tell you?” There was a change in his voice. He was alert. No longer dreamy, no longer anecdotal.

“That another woman was killed.”

“When did he tell you this?”

“He said that you told his grandmother. He said that you said that you were going to another murder.”

He looked at me. “Another funeral, maybe,” he said. “Not another murder. There’s been two women murdered in Manhattan South in the last seventeen days. What does that tell you?”

I didn’t think that I should answer flippantly. About men and women, that is. I said nothing.

“I’ll tell you what it tells you. One killer isn’t doing all of them.”

He was both veiled and exact. Selective, but not averse to giving a suggestive illustration. “Multiple killers have a thing, a way to kill effectively that they use over and over again. It’s like anything. We all do it. We use what works, and usually it’s the easy way. A killer learns on the job. He gets better at it. But he’ll do it the same each time. These two homicides were different. Different styles.”

I looked out the window at two young girls walking slowly along the edge of the park, looking for trouble.

“Why did you become a policeman?”

He looked at me, surprised. “I don’t know. I just did. Listen, when did he say I was going to another murder?”

I didn’t know if he was asking when Cornelius had told me or when he was supposed to be going to another murder. “About ten minutes ago,” I said.

He nodded. “I believe,” he said, “I believe what I said to Mrs. Webb is I was going to another funeral.”

I looked at him.

“A funeral,” he said. “Not quite the same thing, you know what I’m saying?”

I could smell his cologne or his aftershave, whatever it was that he was wearing, and I suddenly remembered that my father used to say, Gentlemen don’t wear scent. This wasn’t scent. The air-conditioning was on, and it was cold inside the car. It made the smell stronger. I rolled down the window, and he leaned forward and turned off the air conditioner.

He reached beneath his suit jacket as if he had an itch and pulled out a small black beeper and tried to make out the number on it, leaning forward to catch the light from the streetlamp. He sighed, and clicked off the beeper, hooking it with difficulty back onto his waistband. “It wasn’t that kid you were walking with just now, was it?” he asked. “That black kid. Cornelius.”

“You’ve been following me, too,” I said.

“Following you?” He laughed.

He turned up the radio. “It’s in His Kiss.” Betty Everett. I looked at his hands. He wore a big gold ring on the third finger of his left hand, like a college ring. On the little finger of his right hand was a small gold ring, two hands holding a heart. Mick shit. I wondered if he had a shamrock on his ass.

“Where you from?” he asked suddenly. Before I could answer, he said, “I’m from Washington Heights.” He stopped to listen to the music. “You know, there was nothing better than, when you were a kid, you know, making out and shit.”

I was silent, refusing to give him the advantage he’d just taken.

“You from the city?” he asked.

“The Philippines,” I said.

He looked at me in interest. “Get the fuck out of here!”

“Yes,” I said. “It’s a terrible country.”

“Get the fuck out of here!”

“My father was in the State Department.”

“No shit.”

“Whose funeral are you going to?”

He laughed again. “I’m not going to no funeral. Not tonight anyways. I’ve been to a lot of funerals, but not too many at night. I was at an autopsy today, does that count?”

“Maybe.”

“That girl who was murdered last week.” His voice became low and intimate. “You know, if someone is killed by manual strangulation or blunt force trauma to the stomach, it might not be visible the first time you look at it. I can examine the body at the scene and not know for sure. I can say this looks like a homicide, this smells like a homicide, this is a homicide, but that don’t mean I know why it’s a homicide. Nobody can enter a crime scene without changing it in some way—adding to or taking away. Usually adding to it. You know what I’m saying? But bodies talk to me. A dead body can tell me lots of things. All I need to know, sometimes.”

He turned down the radio.

“Listen,” he said. “I’ve been going back over that girl’s homicide. The redhead. That’s why I came by. There’s something missing. A piece. Something I know that I don’t know yet.”

“Disarticulation,” I said.

“How do you know that?” he asked, looking at me curiously.

“You told me. I looked it up.”

“You confuse me,” he said.

“Confuse you?”

“I thought I was going to buy you a beer.”

He stood at the bar and pulled out a stool. I sat down and he asked what I wanted and I said a beer, hoping he wouldn’t ask what kind of beer, quickly adding, whatever you’re having. He ordered two Guinnesses and put a twenty-dollar bill on top of the bar. It was not something a woman would do, lay money on a bar like that. I am very interested in the ways that men are different from women.

“Do you still live in Washington Heights?” I asked.

“I never left Washington Heights. Not really. I tried, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, I tried, but I didn’t get too far. I have to cross the George Washington Bridge two times a day when I come in to work. I know I’ve been a New York City detective too long when I can feel my stomach start to turn the minute I get off the bridge in Manhattan. I actually get sick to my stomach now. My old partner used to say, Malloy, you got to get out when it’s no fun no more. You’ll know when it’s over the day it’s no fun anymore. You know what I’m saying?”

“I do,” I said.

He looked around the bar. He had chosen the far end, and he stood facing the front door. He was wearing, I noticed, what looked like a tie from Hermès, one of those ties that rich boys wear with a design of animals on it. Giraffes or anteaters. He saw me looking at it.

“A gift,” he said. “A gift from a East Side DOA. You like it?” He lifted the end to look at it. He liked it.

“A gift?” I didn’t understand.

“Look,” he said with a smile, “I been two steps away from prison my whole life.”

“You still haven’t told me where you live.”

“Rockland County. You know where that is? Upstate New York. Other side of the Hudson.” His arm brushed against my knee and he said, “Pardon me.”

He reached for the big glass of Guinness and I noticed again the beauty of his hands, the wrists, the clean plain nails. The tattoo.

He saw me looking at his hands.

“I got faggot hands,” he said.

I wondered if he felt the same way about his eyes. Faggot eyes. I had a feeling that he liked his eyes.

“What about the tattoo?”

“I’m in a club. A secret club.”

“Are there a lot of members?”

“Just a couple.”

I nodded. Pretty much what I’d thought.

“I live with my ex-wife. To answer one of your many questions.” He took a drink and wiped a line of pale foam from his lip.

For some reason, I wasn’t surprised.

“I went back five years ago. To tell the God’s honest truth, I was exhausted. When I got divorced, I lived with my mother in Washington Heights, surrounded by Dominicans. It was a little embarrassing being divorced and living with your mother, you know what I’m saying? not knowing how to say it at the end of an evening, you know, we got to go to your place ’cause my mother might be up saying the rosary, I promise I’ll be gone by morning.”

“Not a bad idea.”

He looked surprised.

“Leaving before morning,” I said.

“A woman don’t want you to spend the night, either, right? Women don’t want to wake up with some big lug in the morning. I have to be at work at four in the afternoon some days. She don’t want you around all fucking day. Many women that I know take you home, you make love, it’s all over, you get up, you can see the relief on their faces: Not only does he fuck me well, he leaves. You don’t want to wake up in the morning and see her, either. Everybody’s happy.”

He gave me a big smile and picked up his glass of beer. I picked up my glass, too, and the charm bracelet made a sound on the bar.

“Nice bracelet,” he said, putting down his glass. “Listen. I can be whatever you want me to be. It’s what I do. It’s what I’m good at. Just remember that. You want me to be your best friend and fuck you? No problem. You want me to romance you, take you to dinner and shit? No problem.” He took a drink. And added as an important afterthought, “Only thing I won’t do is beat you up.”

Now it has been my experience (after all, I am almost thirty-five years old and I know a little about these things), it has been my experience that when two people talk about sex, sex in the abstract, if there is such a thing, it is a way of fucking before you get into bed, trying it out, seeing if it’s going to work. And it seemed to me that this is what Detective Malloy was doing, sitting there with his smile and his faggot hands and his eyes. Giving me a play. He was moving a little fast, but he’d put it right out there. He’d put it in my head. Or in my lap. Not that it wasn’t there already.

“It mustn’t be too easy living with your ex-wife,” I said.

“What do you mean?” He looked surprised.

“Dating. Not beating up girls.”

“You don’t know any cops. I have friends who haven’t been home in years.” He looked at me. “Look, cops make the worst husbands. You know what I’m saying?”

“Sounds like they don’t make such great boyfriends, either.”

“Cops go through girlfriends like they go through veal cutlets.”

I found myself wondering idly if he was the type who needed to talk about it after, maybe on the phone a couple of days later. The more polite ask if your vagina has retained its shape. Not too sore. Not stretched the size of Shea Stadium.

I suddenly didn’t want to talk about girls. Or veal cutlets. “Why does your partner have a water pistol in his holster?”

“They took his gun away. He’s still working. He’s just not working with me tonight.”

“You’re working now?”

“Yeah. Shit, yeah. What’d you think we were doing? This is what’s called a canvass. Right now. I’m questioning you. That it happens to be in a bar don’t make no difference. Listen,” he said with a weary sigh, “the bureau’s changed a lot since I first come on the job. Being in Homicide now is really just EMS for dead people.”

“Why is your partner on leave?”

“It’s called restricted duty, not leave.” He took a drink. “His wife caught him with another woman. A big fat chick. He likes fat girls.”

“Infidelity is reason to take away a cop’s gun?”

“His old lady ran outside and scratched her name with her keys on the hood of his new car. By the time he got outside, she was on the second n. Her name’s Lonnie. L-O-N-N-I-E. He lost his temper and went after her and she ran inside the apartment and threw his Hispanic Society trophy out the window.” He frowned. “And, ah, that’s, you know, when he tried to kill her.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Richie wishes he could be a dyke ’cause then he could just have sex with women and forget all the other shit. You know what I’m saying? Marriage and kids and shit. Mortgages. Only I tell him he wouldn’t be too good at it.”

“Why is that?”

“What some people call oral sex. Spanish guys, black guys don’t like it. Richie says he won’t eat nothing that gets up and walks away.”

“I’m glad you told me,” I said.

“Richie loved that trophy, man. It was for the San Juan Citizen of the Year or some shit. He takes that stuff seriously. It means a lot to him.”

The story made me smile and I wondered if it made me smile because I wanted him to like me. I was a little worried when I realized that it was more than wanting him to like me. I realized that I wanted to be like him. “Yes,” I said. “It is a good reason to kill your wife. I mean, of all the reasons I can think of.” Wondering if I meant it. Worried that I meant it.

“They took his gun and his shield and put him on restricted duty. He’s a housemouse now, filing papers. When they first questioned him downtown he asked if they wanted to see his official letter from the police shrink. He got it two years ago when his old lady called the chief of detectives and threatened to kill herself unless Rodriguez came home. They said, yeah, let’s see the letter. He showed it to them and the fucking fat fucks confiscated it.”

He began to laugh. He lifted his foot onto a rung of my barstool and I saw the black holster around his ankle. “They told him they’d give him back the letter when they returned his shield and his gun. So now he’s got nothing. No wife, no gun, no shield, no note that says he’s not nuts. The note’s the worst part. He looked at that note every day, man.”

“What are housemouses? Housemice, I mean.”

“Housemouses.”

“Housemouses.”

“Guys who put their balls in a drawer. Guys who take promotion tests. Guys who don’t want to be in the street. Guys who are lazy. Or scared.”

He ordered another round, even though I had not finished my drink. The bartender took a ten-dollar bill from the change on top of the bar. Like most people who are anecdotal, he told me nothing. He revealed nothing about himself. He talked a lot, but he only told me what he wanted me to know. Which wasn’t much.

“You sure we don’t know each other?” he asked suddenly. “I swear to Christ I seen you somewhere before. You ever been down the shore? Maybe that’s where I saw you. You wear a polka-dot bikini?”

I looked into those cold blue eyes. Something in me, some old, stubborn resistance-fighter tactic made me lie, made me say, “No, I don’t. Know you.” It would have been my third or sixth or tenth mistake. I’d stopped counting. “I just remind you of someone,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said, looking around. “That must be it.”

There was a pretty black girl sitting at the bar, near the door, and when I looked up I saw that she was staring at him. I turned to see if he had noticed. I should have known better.

“You stare back at them,” he said, leaning close to me. “That’s how you flirt with black girls. But with white chicks, I myself like to look, get caught, look away. Five or six times is good. Then she thinks she’s got you.”

He looked at her again. “You want to pick her up?”

I looked at her, surprised that I was considering it, although it was not something I’d ever done, fuck a man and a woman at the same time. I realized with even more surprise that while it already seemed that I was interested in doing whatever it was this man wanted, I did not want to pick up another girl. I would be too jealous. I didn’t want to share him.

“No,” I said.

“Listen,” he said quietly. “Just so’s you know. There’s not too much I haven’t done.”

Always an interesting move, I thought. Feeling my body flush. Boast disguised as confession. Threat disguised as confession.

“Ever fuck somebody dead?” I asked. I wasn’t nearly as good as he was, I knew, but I could at least try to stay in the game.

“Someone dead?” He laughed. “No. No one dead. No one that I knew was dead.”

“That boy was with me tonight. The one you wanted to talk to.” Changing the subject again.

He wiped his mouth. “I don’t need to talk to nobody.”

I was surprised.

“Not yet. Whoever did this one broad knows all about bodies. It’s not easy to cut a throat like that. Your friend Cornelius isn’t into popping arms out of sockets and ripping them from the body, is he?”

“Not that I know.”

“You got to meat-cut it, like cutting up a chicken almost, you know what I’m saying? how you take the legs off a cooked chicken? Pop.”

He took my arm and held it away from my side, putting a hand between my breast and my arm. I felt as if I’d been branded.

“The humerus here,” he said. “And this joint at the shoulder. Very difficult. You got to know what you’re doing.”

Like you, I thought.

He suddenly smiled. And let go of my arm.

I looked over my shoulder, wondering what had distracted him.

Big handsome Detective Rodriguez who don’t eat nothing that gets up and walks away.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi, how you doing?” He looked around the room.

“How’d you get out, man?” Malloy asked, his voice changing from his talking-to-a-broad voice to his talking-to-a-man voice. “They let you out?”

Rodriguez grinned. “What the fuck, I’m not going to do nothing. What can I do?” He reached inside his coat and pulled the plastic pistol from his holster with the map of Puerto Rico and shot a thin spray of water into Malloy’s face.

I handed Malloy my paper napkin and he wiped his face. It was a girl thing, handing him the napkin, and I regretted it.

“If loving you is wrong,” Rodriguez said to Malloy, “I don’t want to be right.”

“No, you don’t,” said Malloy.

“I had to park on Christopher Street. There were a hundred fucking guys looking to have a couple hundred sexual encounters each.” He shook his head in disgust.

“You wouldn’t mind if some guy were trying to fuck a hundred women a night,” I heard myself say.

“How’d you know?” he asked. He ordered a vodka and cranberry juice. For his cystitis. From sitting on top. I had a sudden dislike for him, which surprised me, given his great personal, or more precisely his great impersonal, beauty, a male characteristic I tend to value, and his very cool, very still, very uninterested manner, which I value even more.

He said to Malloy, “One of the civilian secretaries, you know her, Dewanne, the skinny broad, said to me today, ‘What’s the difference between sixty-nine and the police department?’ ” He looked at me. “You know this joke?”

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

He turned back to Malloy. “In sixty-nine you only have to look at one asshole.”

Malloy smiled. “She’s a good kid. She writes out my messages three times.”

“She wants to suck your dick,” Rodriguez said. He looked around the room again, and he, too, saw the black girl. He smiled at her. Malloy caught me watching Rodriguez and winked at me.

“I thought you only liked dark meat on Thanksgiving,” Malloy said to him. He ordered another round. “We know each other twenty years,” Malloy said to me.

“Longer,” said Rodriguez, not taking his eyes from the girl.

“Where’s Marty?” Malloy asked him.

“He called in for a Twenty-eight. Said his mother was sick.”

“There was a homicide in the Three-Four,” Malloy said. “A ground ball. Some spic did his wife. The captain went up.”

Rodriguez nodded. “She must not of known when to shut up.”

I wondered if Rodriguez thought of himself as a spic.

Rodriguez looked away from the girl and said, “You know, all you really need is two tits, a hole and a heartbeat.”

Malloy said mildly, “You don’t really need the tits.”

Rodriguez said, “You don’t even need the heartbeat.”

I reminded myself that Pauline says they have to despise us in order to come near us, in order to overcome their terrible fear of us. She has some very romantic ideas. I tried hard, but there must have been something a little pinched in my face, a momentary faltering, because Rodriguez said to me, “You’re one of those broads, right? You know, man, one of those feminist broads.” Working a lot of gender into one sentence.

“I was thinking you might be one, too,” I said. “Detective Malloy told me you like fat women. And that made me think you had a generous, perhaps even sympathetic view of women.”

To my surprise, he smiled, the irritation fading from his big handsome face. I was beginning to think he wasn’t so good-looking after all.

“Did Detective Malloy tell you why?” he asked.

“I never got that far,” Malloy said. He looked a little embarrassed.

“Fat chicks,” Rodriguez said, “are always in a good mood when you call, even if it’s late. They always say, come on over, I wasn’t asleep. They cook for you. Even if it’s five in the morning. They’re cool.” He nodded, pleased with himself.

I looked at him, wondering if thin girls made a practice of refusing to cook for cops. Maybe.

“You probably never been fat your whole life,” he said to me.

Although I do not like anyone intervening on my behalf, especially a man, I would have been very happy if Malloy had told Rodriguez to go fuck himself. I looked around the bar. Almost everyone seemed to be dressed for traveling. Shorts. Flip-flops. Sweat suits made of crinkled parachute silk. Pauline has the best clothes-sighting on an airplane, having sat next to a man in a wet bathing suit on a flight from Miami to New York. Malloy and Rodriguez were the only men in suits. White shirts, ties. They even kept on their jackets.

Rodriguez looked at his watch. “I got to be getting back. I’m going fishing tomorrow.”

“You really eat those things you catch?” Malloy asked. “They’re in the Hudson, man.”

“What’s wrong with the Hudson? There’s all kinds of shit in the Hudson.”

Malloy laughed. “Well, don’t drown.” He pronounced it “drownd.”

“You want me to sign you out?” Rodriguez asked him. I wondered if this was something he did for Malloy on a regular basis. Cover for him. Break the rules. What he was doing, I realized, was letting both Malloy and me know that he knew Malloy was trying to fuck me.

“No,” Malloy said. “I’m leaving, too.”

I felt myself blush with disappointment. I looked away, afraid that they would see it.

“Well, I’ll catch you over there, man,” Rodriguez said. “Catch you later.” He turned to me with a small smile of triumph. “You come here often? I mean, it’s your neighborhood, right? Your local.”

“She hangs out in those real downtown places,” Malloy said.

I wondered if he meant the Pussy Cat Lounge. My local.

“I’ll drop you off,” Malloy said to me.

“See you later, man,” Rodriguez said, already moving through the crowd.

“Does he really fish in the river?”

Malloy watched him leave. “He goes to this place near the George Washington Bridge. There’s a little lighthouse there. It’s locked to the public, but he goes there.”

“How does he get in?”

He smiled. “We’re detectives.” He picked up the money on the bar and counted it, leaving five dollars on the counter. “We can do anything we want.”

On the way home, I noticed that he didn’t drive the way most men drive in New York. He was slow, deliberate, confident. One foot on the gas, one foot on the brake. He didn’t honk his horn or call anyone an asshole. I wondered if he fucked that way.

I didn’t find out until later, in bed, dreaming him through my nightgown.

I’ve begun to keep a dictionary in preparation for a paper on New York street slang. It is a fluid list as the words are sometimes in use for only a month or two, the meaning of the word varying in different parts of the city, signifying one thing in Brooklyn and something else in the Bronx. The words themselves—in their wit, exuberance, mistakenness and violence—are thrilling to me:


virginia, n., vagina (as in “he penetrated her virginia with a hammer”)

belows, n., pl., bowels, intestines

wig hat, n., wig

freezerator, n., refrigerator

yams, n., pl., legs

gangster lean, n., the cool way to sit in the driver’s seat of a car, leaning to the window side

snapper, n., vagina

gash-hound, n., someone who loves gash

brasole, n., vagina (from the Sicilian? bresaola? cured meat?)

to skeeve, v., to disgust, repel; also a skeeve, n., a disgusting person (from the Italian schifoso?)

to pinch, v., to get or have (as in “to pinch some conversation”)

tenderhooks, n., tenterhooks (misusage)

besides himself, phr., beside himself (misusage)

dishonorable recharge, phr., dishonorable discharge (misusage)



Well. I don’t know where to start. What to say. What to think.

I don’t believe in astrological charts or psychic readings or harmonic convergences or that the Pyramids were built by extraterrestrials, and I don’t believe in reincarnation. At least not for me. Perhaps Mike Tyson will come back as a snow leopard, although a snow leopard would appear to be already too evolved, seeming feminine and mysterious. (In trying to teach both anthropomorphism and simile to my class, I asked them to make a list of animals and their attributes. Wise as an owl, strong as an ox. I then asked them to explain the difference between the two. No difference, they said. Owls really are wise.)

I don’t believe in destiny, although I am sometimes tempted by the freedom implied by inevitability, at least in the Appointment in Samarra sense. Unfortunately, it is not Death who is waiting to take my soul at Houston and Broadway, but the crosstown bus I do not see coming.

Which leads me to coincidence. I do not believe in coincidence when it is manifested in behavior. There are exceptions, of course, but I tend to the view that most behavior is neither accidental nor haphazard. For example, when my old boyfriend Curtis happens to stop by late at night when my new friend Teddy is trying to make a modified sailor’s knot on the panty hose wrapped around my wrists, I do not believe it is coincidental.

What I am trying to say is that I do not think that any of the things that have happened to me in the last two weeks are the result of chance. Cornelius’s difficulties with his murder-scape, as he calls it. Detective Malloy coming to see me. Even the gift of the baby bracelet.

This morning there was a rubber hand, the nails painted red, the kind of thing you can buy around Halloween, actually all year round now, in the front hall under my mailbox.

It is possible that it was left for the elderly man on the top floor who has not left his apartment in the seven months that I have lived here. I have let in the anxious Haitian delivery boy from Gristede’s many times, so I know that Mr. Seidman is alive and fond of Aunt Jemima pancakes and kosher knockwurst, even if I have never laid eyes on him.

It is possible that it was left for the young couple who live one floor above me who own an Italian restaurant in SoHo and whose comings and goings are so satisfyingly regular that I know that it is one-thirty in the morning by the sound of their step in the hall. They are in love. They have had only one quarrel in six months, which came to me by way of the fan vent in the bathroom. She works at the restaurant as a hostess. He was angry because she had lingered a little too long at the table of a movie director whose name I could not quite hear.

But I do not really think the hand was left for Mr. Seidman, even to chide him for his poor tipping habits. (Good word, chide.) And I do not think that it was left as a warning to the sweet-natured girl upstairs to keep her hands to herself.

I think it was left for me.

I suspect that one of the reasons that John Graham is my friend is my weakness for humorous incongruity, although I prefer my humorous incongruity in language—the placid, volatile, clumsy lace-maker, for example.

John was an actor before going back to school to study medicine (what I mean when I say incongruity—in this instance, the incongruity of category). He is interested in the ear. That is his larger, or perhaps I should say smaller, field of study.

He often accuses me of being a word casuist. Which could be taken for a good thing, provided you think, as I do, that casuism is a precise and decorous examination. But I know what he means. I taught him the word in the first place. I do possess a certain rigidity, a certain prudishness. I hate it in myself. I even divide words into good and bad.

John believes that revelation, in particular revelation of self, constitutes so high an interest as to be, as he would say, a personal code. He told Pauline within minutes of meeting her that he thought he had been molested when he was fourteen years old. He still does not understand why I minded. It was only once, he said, referring to the possible assault, rather than the frequency with which it comes up in conversation.

But there he was last night, standing on the stoop, yelling up at my window to let him inside.

I let him in.

The first thing he said was that I did not look well.

I thanked him.

“No, really,” he said.

I told him that I didn’t need convincing, if that is what he meant.

“You look all tense and tired. Like when you’re writing. You’re not writing another book, are you?”

“I’m fine. Just fine. Although sorry to disappoint you.”

“You need a back rub,” he said. “That’s what you need.” He moved behind me and put his two hands on my shoulders. “I could give you an anatomy lesson at the same time.”

“Only if you promise to skip the ears.”

“Really?” He leaned around me, a hesitant smile on his tanned face.

I pulled away from him. “Are doctors allowed to have suntans?”

“I was walking Skip in the park late last night, late for me,” he said quickly, “because I get up early to watch those news shows in the morning, everything that’s happened while I’m asleep, and I saw you come in. I was going to come over, but I know how you feel about Skip.”

“I thought you went to the park in the afternoon,” I said, closing my notebooks, moving them to conceal a half-eaten hard-boiled egg. The egg was too spinsterly-looking a snack, too lonely-seeming, and I did not want to be lectured about my diet. Or my loneliness.

I do not like anyone looking at my work or reading my students’ papers. I was convinced for a while that John had a crush on my student Andrea after he read a series of poems she’d written about her first sexual experience with her boyfriend Manny called the Ying-Yang Sonnets, which I, having difficulty giving her a grade, had foolishly left on my desk. It is hard for me to grade my students’ writing. I cannot imagine a standard of measurement that would be appropriate. If Faulkner is an A, Andrea, in that case, is an F. I cannot use their own work as a measure since there is not enough of it to judge. It is, I’ve explained to Mr. Reilly, who teaches English Literature, an exemplary instance of grading for effort. Which is why I announce at the beginning of each term that unless they fuck up really bad (what’s fucking up really bad? Cornelius had asked to much hilarity), I will give each of them an A.

Mr. Reilly, of course, disapproves. He is not especially interested in what he calls the teaching process. He thinks teaching is a job like any other, as opposed to a calling or a dedication, and I agree with him. He does not bother to conceal his boredom whenever we are forced to talk about the curriculum. Or curricula, as he quite correctly says. His interest is food. He tells me what he has just eaten and what he is about to eat, his pockmarked face full of ecstasy as he describes for me the perfect bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich. He once ran down the hall to show me a passage in the correspondence of Jane Austen in which she admits that good apple pie was a considerable part of her domestic happiness. I would mind, I think, if it were a conventional pretension, if he went on for twenty minutes about the perfect leek remoulade. But as his taste runs to Johnnycake with Ritz crackers and syllabubs of candied fruit in aluminum ice cube trays—foods possessing a kind of sugar-based post-modernism—I mind it less.

Mr. Reilly thinks that I am too easy on my students. His wife told me so. She teaches art at a girls’ school. I met her at a school production of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in which the roles of slaves were played by the Caucasian and Asian students and the parts of white southerners were taken by black students. At Mr. Reilly’s request, she had given the Design Committee a few misleading tips on painting canvas scenery. She had come to the final performance and been mildly surprised, but not apologetic, to see the scrims drift suddenly to the stage, draping the actors in a web of dusty gauze. Mr. Reilly, she said to me as if in explanation, always refers to his students as his drops-in-the-ocean. That’s where we differ, I said to her. I like my students.

She stood next to Reilly in the back of the auditorium after the performance, holding his arm tightly. I could see that he despised her. He despised her ceramic brooch. He despised her eagerness to be introduced to what she called his colleagues. When he went off to find Miss Wein, a nearly deranged biology professor, Mrs. Reilly told me that her husband worried that I was handling my students all wrong. Handling? I asked. In a matter of seconds I, too, had come to despise her. Too lenient, she whispered. Letting them come to my apartment. Easy grading. It was too bad, he’d told her. I was going to get into trouble.

I did not bother to explain myself. It would have taken months. Years.

Mr. Reilly returned with two paper napkins of tiny pastel marshmallows. One for himself, and one for me. There are some people, Pauline says, usually women, whom you can fuck only if you have permission to kill them immediately afterward. Mr. Reilly would qualify. Mrs. Reilly you couldn’t fuck at all.

“Well, the dog was depressed again,” John said. “It was hot today, wasn’t it?” He looked around my apartment. “I was wondering whose car that was last night.” He, too, picked up one of my mother’s jade pins, and balanced it on his palm. The plump pad where his thumb joins the rest of his hand to make the Mound of Venus is unusually strong. He exercises his hands with weights. He is fastidious. He brushes his dog’s teeth. He removes the staples from magazines before recycling.

“Whose car what was?”

“You got out of.”

I didn’t answer.

He said, “You got out of a gray car that looked like it just came from Beirut. I don’t get how people can ride around in a filthy car.”

“Oh,” I said. “That car. One of my students.”

I have been telling a lot of lies lately. When I talked to Pauline, she asked what I’d been doing, had I met anyone? what was going on? I said, nothing. Keeping Malloy a secret.

“One of your students? One of your student’s fathers, maybe.”

I wondered why it should matter to him.

“Well,” he said, suddenly animated. “I really dropped by to see if you wanted to go to the movies tomorrow. There’s that movie about Canadian orphans and priests.”

“Maybe,” I said. I was suddenly exhausted. It was a curious feeling, an actual physical tiredness as if I’d spent the day slapping my man’s shirts against stones in the river. Grinding flour for his tortillas.

“I’ll call you,” I said.

“You say that, but you never do.”

“Well, I will.” Promising myself that if someone ever said that he would call me and then did not, I would not complain.

He nodded and walked to the door. I opened it, and he said, “Skip says hi.”

I smiled. Wanting to shove him into the hall with its red-flocked Victorian wallpaper, not able to comfort him, not wanting to comfort him.

“Well, ciao,” he said.

“Goodnight,” I said. And closed the door and locked it and sat in front of the empty fireplace and wondered if he, too, was following me.

I have many more words for the dictionary, a lot of them cop words now. (I find myself looking at cops on the street, in their cars, on horseback in the park. I walked past two young officers at the corner of Waverly and MacDougal where the men play chess, never any women playing, and I heard one cop ask the other, Do you use butter or margarine?) I never paid much attention to cops before, and if I did, I saw them as adversaries. Not unlike the way Detective Malloy sees women.

On the subway this afternoon, the man sitting across from me was sucking his thumb, his forefinger curled gracefully over the bridge of his nose. He smiled and, lifting one finger from his nose, pointed at me. Not enough meat on you bones yet, he said, and got off the train at Fifty-ninth Street.

There seem to be more synonyms for guns than vaginas on this list. For a change.


bis, biscuit, n., hand gun

jammie, n., gun (perhaps of inferior make? one that jams?)

Kron, n., gun (maker’s name)

oo-wop, n., gun

to trap off, v., to plea-bargain

mongo, n., scrap-metal scavenger (Brooklyn word)

to cap, v., to shoot (as in “to bust a cap in his black ass”)

bomb, n., drug package

spot, n., apartment used specifically to sell drugs

fugazi, adj., phony (from the Italian?)

props, n., proper respect

heave, n., hideout, place where you sleep

coop, n., hideout

hummer, n., sexual act of holding testicles in mouth and humming; also hum-job (Bronx word)

skins, n., sex from a female (as in “getting some skins from the pretties”)

t’ain’t, n., the space between the vagina and the anus (as in “t’ain’t pussy and t’ain’t asshole”)

meow, n., expedition, usually to make trouble or to shoplift (Brooklyn word)

toasted, adj., burned-out (as in “he’s been a detective too long; he’s toasted”)



I walked across the park last night. The linden trees are in bloom for that short time each year when they cause the city to smell like someplace else. Or rather to smell the way I imagine Baden-Baden smells.

Pauline and I had sushi and cold sake at Sushi Girl and then went to the Pussy Cat, sitting at our favorite table in the back, a little round black metal table whose top was so sticky that my elbows were glued to it momentarily when we first sat down. Pauline was wearing a Japanese happi coat in honor of dinner, over a 1950s elastic bathing suit, and high-heeled Lucite mules.

It was Tuesday, our regular night at the Pussy Cat. The other patrons tend to be a refreshing blend of downtown artists who think it’s cool to be in a bar filled with truckers on their way back to New Jersey, and the truckers themselves, who look almost exactly as you’d imagine (and not bad, by the way). It is unusual to see two women together at the Pussy Cat. The topless waitresses now and then put down their trays to dance for the customers, so perhaps the gentlemen in the bar assume that Pauline and I are Lesbians. They don’t bother us. Which is just fine with us. (One of the advantages of living downtown is that the whispers and leers one encounters in other parts of the city take on a different tone once you get below Fourteenth Street. There are very direct requests for specific acts to which one can answer yes or no with equal directness, no feelings hurt either way, or bitchy remarks about one’s appearance, not as in “great ass,” but as in “terrible scarf-tying, girl.”)

Tabu works Tuesday night. She is from Rumania. Despite having been at the Pussy Cat only five months, she has already mastered the art of lifting paper money, preferably twenties, from the bar-top with her vagina. Perhaps it was my complimenting Tabu late one night (she had accrued about a hundred dollars by then, as far as I could figure) that led to friendship. She probably thinks we’re dykes, too. She offered to teach me the vagina trick but I explained that I had trouble enough with sit-ups. She thought my eyeglasses were an asset, giving me a kind of sexy schoolteacher look. That’s what she is, Pauline shouted.

Pauline, who claims completely disingenuously to fuck only married men because she prefers to be alone on the holidays, began scolding me the moment our drinks arrived. It upsets her that I wear clothes that she considers so loose-fitting as to be like clown suits, and it upsets her that I do not have a boyfriend. She claims to understand why she does not have one, but she thinks it is preposterous that I don’t. Both my clothes and my solitary life being instances of my unwillingness to seek romance. In her heart of hearts, she worries that I am going to end up like Miss Burgess, only without Miss Gerrold.

“I don’t want a boyfriend,” I said. “I don’t even want any more friends.”

“What about a fuck?”

“That would be fine.”

“Any of your students look promising?”

“A little young. Besides, I’m trying to convince them that self-expression in itself is not a criterion for anything. Well, maybe sex. Certainly not art.”

“It’s not?” She sounded disappointed. “I thought it was the only reason.”

“No,” I said.

“I’ve stopped seeing Mr. Kaplan,” she said, looking around the bar. “Well, let’s be honest, he stopped seeing me.” She brought a shot glass of tequila to her mouth and threw back her head, drinking it in two gulps. Her eyes were suddenly full of tears, and I leaned across the table, squinting at her. “Don’t,” she said quickly. “It’s just the tequila.”

Pauline is organized. Massively organized, as she would say. She has money now, thanks to her ability to anticipate what it is that the public will next decide is indispensable. It is Pauline who dreamed up coffee bars, and I am grateful to her. She just knows these things, she says, and I believe her. Unlike myself, she has the accident of style rather than the intention. No one in New York can open a restaurant without paying her a lot of money to tell them how to set up the tables. Her sexual swagger is only the convention of a woman who suspects that there is little hope for happiness with a man, and who hedges her bet by pretending that she is grateful to be alone.

“Have you noticed,” I asked, “that grown men and women now refer to their fathers as ‘my dad’?”

“I’m glad to see you’re wearing the charm bracelet, even if your luck hasn’t changed.”

“How do you know my luck hasn’t changed?”

“Your clothes. Your trousers have pleats.”

“What’s wrong with pleats?”

She waved her hand vaguely. “Too hard to explain.”

“Mr. Kaplan doesn’t deserve you. You didn’t loan him money, did you?”

“No,” she said. “It was my fault.”

I waited for her to go on.

“Sexually,” she said. “I was too aggressive.”

I was immediately angry on her behalf. “Perhaps in the sense of frequency?” I asked.

“No, not that. More like, could you do this, no, thanks, not there, there.”

I have noticed that if a woman can manage to tell a man what it is that she would like him to do to her body, the more accomplished the man believes himself to be, the more middle-aged he is, the harder it will be to get his attention. That is why it is so nice to sleep with a young man. You can say to him, Do this, sweetheart, now do that, and he’s neither impatient nor offended nor intimidated. He’s grateful. And obedient. The best lovers, Pauline and I agree, are men who have been seduced when they were boys by older women.

“What exactly was it that you wanted Mr. Kaplan to do?” I asked.

“I think it was, fuck me from behind.”

“Oh. What an unreasonable request.”

“You know,” she said dreamily, “I can remember every man I ever fucked by the way he liked to do it. Not the way I liked to do it.”

“Yes,” I said with a loud, sympathetic sigh that made me think I might be drunk. I looked around the room. A man in a suit and tie at a table near the door was staring at us a little more than I’d come to expect in the Pussy Cat given the other, more obvious distractions in the room. I wondered if he was one of those men, of whom Pauline tells me there are many, who likes to watch two women make love.

“I think sometimes it’s just me,” she said. “Are other women able to say, Bend over the sofa, suck my dick, pinch my nipples?”

“Probably not suck my dick.”

She raised an arm to order more drinks. “I’m paying tonight,” she said.

“No, you paid last time.”

“I have more money than you.”

“Too bad.”

“Did you ever fuck Mark Handlish in London?” she asked.

“No, you’re thinking of Gavin Bromelly. We both slept with Gavin Bromelly. Mr. Thimble. Although not at the same time.” I was suddenly depressed.

“I had him after you,” she said. “You probably taught him that trick with the martini olives. Or did I? I can’t remember. The only way I could tell he’d come was that he’d look at his watch.” She took a drink of tequila. “I was sitting in a restaurant the other night. There were twelve people at the table and I knew that there was something odd, something eerily familiar, and by dessert I’d finally figured it out. I had slept with three of them. What was so upsetting was that it mattered so little. It counted for nothing. Nothing, I tell you. Not to me, not to them. It was terrible.”

“Do you remember Tony Garr? He was at Cambridge when Anton was there. He used to insist that I wear all of my clothes in bed. I was inexperienced, I admit, but I knew that you were supposed to take off your clothes. It was so uncomfortable.”

“Not to mention the laundry bill.”

“I used to wonder what he would have done if I’d insisted he keep on all of his clothes. I mean, a blow-job is one thing. But in bed. And in those big manly clothes. The shoes.”

“Do you think Gavin Bromelly really believed that fucking in the sink was a comfortable position?”

“Gavin used to fuck you in the sink?” I asked, a little hurt.

“Once,” she said quickly. “Only once. When his wife was in Marbella.”

“Oh,” I said, mollified.

“Maybe one other time.”

“Hey, babe,” I said. “Love hurts.”

“No,” she said. “I thought of that. The mirror was the point. He liked watching himself in the mirror when he came.” She lit a cigarette. “How is it that you aren’t addicted?”

“You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“You may drink too much now and then, but that doesn’t count.”

“It’s because I’ve spent my entire life with old people. First my parents and then my husband.”

“That doesn’t rule out pills. Old people take pills.”

“I was corrupted in other ways. I was led to believe that intelligence made a difference.”

“Hi, ladies,” said our waitress as she put four shot glasses of tequila on the table.

“Hi, Janey,” we said.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“Talking about hard-ons,” Pauline said.

“Oh,” she said, disappointed. She was wearing a thong, and white beaded Indian moccasins, the kind you can buy in airports.

“I didn’t order all of these,” Pauline said. “Although I might have.”

“That guy over there said to send over doubles of whatever you gals wanted,” Janey said, gesturing with her chin.

We looked behind her. There was no one there.

“What guy?” I asked.

She shrugged, already busy at another table, either trying to put a man’s hand between her breasts or take it away, I couldn’t tell. I watched her move gracefully around the tables, joking with the men.

“I’m going home,” I said to Pauline.

“Yes,” she said, “me, too.”

She allowed me to pay half the bill and we kissed goodnight and she went up the stairs to her apartment.

I stood on the street, smelling the diesel from the trucks on the West Side Highway and the odor of brine from the Hudson River, too faint to be really pleasing, and that particular New York smell, at least in summer, of urine.

It was not far to Washington Square, an easy walk, but as it was one o’clock in the morning, I decided to forgo my usual habit of walking up Broadway and walk along West Broadway instead. Broadway, although well lighted, would be deserted. At least West Broadway, despite the odd turn that it takes near Lispenard Street and three rat-stricken blocks, has a few restaurants that I knew would be open to light my way.

As I walked north, cars shooting past now and then like noisy comets, I decided that I would not mind excessively the seeing of a rat (Pauline once saw hundreds of them pour out of a Con Edison hole at the corner of Desbrosses and Hudson and undulate in ripples across the cobbled street and then undulate back again, diving into the hole as if the Pied Piper himself had summoned them back), but I would not be very happy to hear a rat. The sound fills me with particular dread. It is a high, beseeching call, like that of newly hatched birds, and it causes my hair to stand on end. I imagine that it causes the hair of most people to stand on end. I would almost rather a rat trot across my feet, as happened to a friend pushing her baby in a carriage in Central Park, a friend who not coincidentally left for Los Angeles the next morning, than hear a rat.

So I was on the lookout, if I can use that word in regard to listening, jingling my keys, swinging my arm so that the charm bracelet would sing its metallic song, giving any smart rat time to change his mind before leaping out of the vacant lot at the end of the block. Andrea, one of the more opinionated and thus more interesting students in class, once asked me why I had corrected the phrase “listened out of the corner of her ear” in one of her stories, and I had struggled for a few minutes, citing the mixed metaphor rule and other stylistic rigors, all the while thinking to myself that of course she was right to object. Fiction is just that. Well, I’d said, teasing her a little, if you can make it a magical ear, a Borges ear, perhaps you will convince me.

I walked along, having myself a time given the possibilities, given the fact that just that week a rubber hand had been left in my front hall. I had not mentioned it to Detective Malloy when I spoke to him on the phone. I could add it to a list of things that I seemed to be keeping from Detective Malloy. Questions that I was surprised I had not asked him. I wondered if he knew that I was the girl in the dark basement room. I wondered if, in some way that I did not understand, he was using that knowledge to presume an intimacy between us, as if we shared a secret that was exciting because it was dangerous to both of us: A woman with red hair had been on her knees with his red cock in her red mouth a few hours before having her throat cut and her arms and legs pulled from their sockets.

I walked north on West Broadway, a little drunk, harking for rats, wondering if he liked the way she sucked his cock, when I heard the sound of footsteps behind me, beneath the distant swish-sound of the trucks. I looked over my shoulder.

There was no one there. Which frightened me. Because I could hear him.

I was not far from Canal Street. There was a café on Canal that would be open. I would go inside. I had just enough money to order an espresso, New York waiters being difficult about women smelling of mescal rushing in from the street shouting that they are being followed. I smiled at myself. For a moment, I had even imagined that I could hear breathing.

There was the sudden sound of a car alarm and it made me jump. I looked behind me.

Clothed not in the black suit of an undertaker, not even black-skinned, but in some black and shiny material like plastic or, more terrifying, rubber, an arm wrapped casually, easily around my neck. My head was yanked back, my neck pulled taut, a hand over my gaping mouth.

He wore a black stocking mask, black holes for eyes. There was a strange odor on his gloves, like glue or acetone. Formaldehyde.

He moved me forward with his legs, my feet dragging on the ground. There was a car parked in the empty lot ahead and I realized that he was not going to kill me. Not kill me there on West Broadway. He was going to take me someplace else. And kill me.

I jammed my feet into the pavement and threw back my head, grabbing at the mask, convinced that if I could see him I would at least know that he existed, that he was not an incubus, a hoodoo sent from the depths or even from Samarra to take me away.

The keys were in my uplifted hand as I caught hold of the bottom of the mask. He pressed his chin deep into my shoulder. I dragged the keys across his neck, hurting him, and in the instant of his startled recoil, he let go of me and I fell away from him, onto the pavement. A taxi rounded the little bend at Walker Street as I rolled into the street. The car stopped with a streak of brake and the stink of slopped gasoline, and veered onto the curb.

I looked behind me.

He was gone.

The driver, a nervous young Pakistani who thought that I wished to harm him in some way with his employer, his wife, the consul general, allowed me into the back of his car and took me home, promising the whole way that there would be no charge, no charge, the meter was off. Just for me. No charge.

I dialed his beeper number and he called me back five minutes later. I’ll be right there, he said when I told him. Are you okay? I’m on my way.

I put on my glasses and ran downstairs and sat on the top stair of the stoop, leaning back against the front door, waiting for him, jumping up and then sitting down again, watching the last drug dealers walk round the corner of the park and back again, working late. This must be the shift they give the new men, I thought, drug dealing being a candidly hierarchical arrangement.

He was there in ten minutes. “I was near here,” he said, coming quickly up the stairs.

He took me by the arm and helped me to my feet and we went inside.

“Near here?” I asked.

“That gambling club above the Red Turtle. The one a friend of mine owns,” he said. “The ex-cop. I mentioned it to you once before.”

I shook my head.

“You don’t remember.”

We went into the kitchen and I asked him what he wanted and he said, “Bourbon.”

I gave him the drink and he sat down in the living room. My hands were trembling.

“That’s good,” he said, tasting it. Looking at me.

I walked back and forth.

“Tell me what happened,” he said quietly.

I told him, grateful not to be scolded, trying to keep it simple the way one learns to do, not telling your doctor or your pharmacist or your police officer everything that has pained you in the last two years, and he listened without interruption, only stopping me to ask, had I seen the man’s face? could I identify him? He asked me twice.

When I finished, he put down the drink and said, “It sounds like someone just trying to take your money. Take your purse. That’s what it sounds like. What about your friend, what’s her name, Pauline? Did she get a look at anyone?”

“She wasn’t with me. She lives above the bar on Chapel Street.”

“She lives alone?”

I nodded.

“On the second floor?”

“Third.”

“Is she careful?”

“Careful?”

“More careful than you? I’m surprised only one guy tried to jump you. Walking on West Broadway.”

“I do it all the time.”

“Well, don’t.”

“Where was she killed?”

“Who?”

“That girl with the red hair. The girl who was killed in the Red Turtle.”

“Who told you she had red hair?”

“Your friend.”

“My friend?”

“The man with the water pistol.”

“My partner. You mean my partner.”

“He showed me a photograph. In the car that night when you questioned me.”

It was suddenly difficult to breathe. I closed the windows and turned on the air conditioner.

“She wasn’t killed in the bar,” he said slowly. “You’re confused.”

I could see one of the drug dealers from the window, standing under the Hanging Elm, looking up at me. “What is disarticulation exactly?”

“I told you.”

“Tell me again.”

“It is when an arm or a leg is pulled out of the joint, not cut, not sawed, but pulled out. Probably with a foot placed on the shoulder or hip. For leverage. It makes a funny sound.”

“That girl was killed that way?”

“No.”

I waited for him to go on, but he was silent.

“How was she killed?” I asked.

“With a straight razor.” He stopped. “It seems to me like maybe he was trying to take the head and something happened. Maybe he wasn’t too good at the cutting part yet. He was trying to fit her into something. A bag, maybe. A box.”

“The cutting part?”

“Somewhere between the fifth and sixth cervical vertebrae.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Is that all?”

He didn’t answer.

“What else?” I turned to look at him. “You said there were two murders.”

“Did I?” He ran his hand through his hair. “A disarticulated body, cut the same way, was found six months ago. Well, parts of a body. We don’t know yet if it’s connected to the DOA last week. They don’t think so. Richie don’t think so. But I think so.” He stood up. “Why don’t you come over here and sit down.”

I shook my head.

“What was her name?”

“Whose name?”

“The girl in the Red Turtle. The DOA, as you call her. The girl with the red hair.”

He was silent. Waiting. Then he said, “Angela Sands.”

“And it was the same killer.”

“We don’t know yet.” He spoke slowly, deliberately. “I personally think it’s the same killer. But I can’t prove it. Not yet. I can’t even explain why I think it. Richie thinks I’m crazy. A dismembered female body was found last January along the river. She was wrapped in sections of the Sunday Daily News.” He paused. “This happens all the time,” he said. “You know what I’m saying?”

“What happens?”

“Murder.”

I was silent.

“That’s the thing about it. It never stops. Never.”

“Why do you think it’s the same killer?”

“Because something was taken from the bodies. Something was missing.” He spoke reluctantly. “A souvenir. What’s called a souvenir. The slashing is the same. He cuts a certain way.”

Yes, I thought, I know that. The difference between male and female perversion. The action of the man is directed toward a symbol, not himself. The woman acts against herself.

“Souvenir? You mean, like a memento?”

“The killer gets to do it over again whenever he wants. You know. Fantasize. In private. Like jerking off.”

“Like jerking off?”

“Jerking off.”

I nodded. I was suddenly afraid that if I seemed too upset or afraid, too crazy, he would stop. “What did he take from her?”

“You really want to know this shit?” he asked, frowning.

“Someone,” I said, “left a rubber hand under my mailbox.”

“When was this?”

“Last week. Tuesday. Monday.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Does he take hands?”

He stood, the chair still startling him a little, even though he’d sat in it a few times by then. “Tell me again,” he said. “What happened to you tonight. Go over it once again. Come here. Show me.”

He came up behind me and pulled me back against him, my head against his shoulder. I took his right arm, bending it at the elbow, and laid it across my neck. I could feel his breath against the side of my face.

Like this, I said. Like this.

He let his arm fall from my neck, down across my chest, until his hand was on my breast, his fingers finding the nipple. He pulled me back against him. He had an erection. I could feel it.

“All right,” I said. “All right.”

He followed me into the bedroom, taking off his clothes, having trouble for a moment unbuckling the ankle holster, laying the revolver on the mantelpiece.

I looked at him. He had a long scar down the right side of his stomach. He was high-waisted. Strong. Black hair on his shoulders. More than I like. He had no shamrock tattoo. In fact, he didn’t have much of anything on his ass.

He lay on his back on the bed, hands folded behind his head, and watched me as if it were his habit. His due.

I took off my glasses. I took off my blue and white striped dress, watching myself through his calm, shrewd eyes, standing alongside the bed, still wearing underpants.

“Take those off,” he said.

I shook my head.

He sat up quickly and pulled down my underpants, and with one hand at the small of my back pushed me face down on the bed while he put his other hand between my thighs, spreading me apart, opening my legs for his mouth.

He put his tongue inside of me, in my vagina, in my ass, and then he lifted my hips and turned me so that I was on my back, my legs over the side of the bed, bent at the knee, and he kneeled on the floor, his fingers inside of me, too, hooked deep inside, the way a man carries something hooked on a finger over his shoulder, and he sucked my clitoris into his mouth.

There was nothing intervening. Not a nightgown. Not even a penis.

“Come all over me,” he said.
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