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Аннотация
PULP HEAVEN is proud to present THE COLLECTED PULP FICTION OF LEN LEVINSON, beginning with a taut, no-holds-barred hunt for a vicious serial killer originally published in 1981:
WITHOUT MERCY
Cynthia Doyle worked in the flesh trade in New York�s Times Square, the sex capital of the world. Bodies were her business, massages were her medium� and death was her destiny.
Cynthia met all types in her trade. There were married men, dying for the novelty of another woman�s body. Lonely men, dying for a woman�s company. And there were just a few weirdoes dying to get their hands around a woman�s throat.
Usually Cynthia could weed out the weirdoes from her serious customers. But one night when she left the Crown Club, she didn�t realize she had made one deadly mistake, one that left her in a dead end alley, without defense, facing a dangerous man� without mercy.


Len Levinson
writing as Leonard Jordan
WITHOUT MERCY


To Peter McCurtien
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PART ONE � RACKMAN


Chapter One

It was night, and the street was cluttered with patrol cars and vehicles from the medical examiner�s office, the photo and fingerprint units, and the press. Detective First Grade Danny Rackman drove up as close as he could, parking his unmarked, green Plymouth beneath a street lamp. He was the duty homicide detective and had received the call while doing paperwork in his office at Midtown North. A girl had been found with her throat slashed in an alley on Forty-Fifth Street between Ninth and Tenth Avenues, not far from Times Square.
Rackman got out of his car and strode toward the alley. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and wore a black turtleneck sweater under a brown leather safari jacket. His straight, black hair was parted on the side, and he had a nose like a hawk. At the entrance to the alley a cordon of cops kept back neighborhood people, their coats thrown hastily over their pajamas. Rackman walked past them, some reporters, and swarms of other cops. A searchlight shone into the alley, and halfway down was a crumpled figure soaking in a puddle of blood. A few feet behind her were four overflowing garbage cans that stank of rotten meat.
Rackman stopped beside the girl. She wore jeans and a navy pea coat, and appeared to be in her early twenties. The blood from the gash in her neck was turning into jelly. She had blonde hair and was reaching toward the brick wall of the tenement building. Shock and the horror of her ordeal were still on her face and in her eyes. He studied the position of her body and the dirt around it, looking for something that might be significant; it could be anything, but he detected nothing.
Sergeant Bob O�Grady of Midtown North came to his side. Rackman turned to him. �Who found her?�
O� Grady pointed to windows of the tenement across the alley, where faces looked down at them. �Some people up there heard the screams and dialed nine-one-one.�
�Who got here first?�
�Patrolmen Wheatly and Farelli.�
�Where are they?�
�Around here someplace.�
�Get them for me.�
O�Grady walked away. Rackman studied the dead girl again. He wondered if she�d known her killer or whether some nut had cut her down for the hell of it. Her shoulder bag was lying beside her legs. He wanted to go through it to see if she�d been robbed, but didn�t know if the photo unit was finished yet.
Sergeant O�Grady returned with Patrolmen Wheatly and Farelli.
�When�d you two get here?� Rackman asked.
�Three forty-three,� replied Wheatly.
Rackman checked his watch. It was almost five-fifteen. �See anybody running away?�
�No.�
�The people upstairs see anything?�
�Two of them said they saw somebody running out of the alley.�
Rackman took out his notepad and pen. �What�re their names?�
�Sylvia Suarez in apartment 5-L of 429 West Forty-fifth Street, which is this building right here. Also Reynaldo Pifla of the same apartment.�
�Nobody else saw anything?�
�Nobody we know of.�
Rackman turned to Sergeant O�Grady. �Send your men into these buildings. Find out if anybody saw or heard anything. And check the stores on Ninth and Tenth Avenues. Maybe the killer stopped somewhere for a pack of cigarettes or a bottle. Get me the medical examiner.�
Sergeant O�Grady walked off, and Rackman squatted beside the body. Dried blood could be seen around the girl�s nose and the corner of her mouth. He looked at her cold, stiffening hand; she had long fingernails. There were bruises on her cheeks. The medical examiner, a lanky man wearing a topcoat, came over. Rackman stood.
�What do you know so far?� Rackman asked.
�Her throat�s cut and she�s been punched around.�
�What came first?�
�I don�t know yet.�
Medical attendants arrived with the stretcher and rolled the girl onto it. They covered her with a sheet and carried her out to the wagon. Now Rackman could look in the girl�s shoulder bag. He knelt down and upended it. Cosmetics, Kleenex, and a wallet tumbled to the ground. He opened the wallet and found three hundred dollars and a blue plastic ID card from Roosevelt Hospital in the name of Cynthia Doyle, 429 West Forty-Ninth Street.
As the various police and press cars left the scene of the crime, the neighborhood people dispersed. Uniformed policemen spread throughout the area, waking people up and asking questions. The alley became deserted except for Rackman, who shuffled around the spot where the body had been. Slinging the bag over his shoulder, he went next door to see Sylvia Suarez and Reynaldo Pifla.
It was a decrepit old tenement building whose hallways smelled like fifty years of cooking odors. He climbed to the fifth floor and knocked on the door marked 5-L. It was opened by a Puerto Rican woman around fifty years old, wearing a threadbare yellow bathrobe.
�Mrs. Suarez?� he asked.
�Yes?�
He showed his shield. �I�d like to ask you a few questions.�
�Come in, please.�
She opened the door and he entered her kitchen. The shiny Formica, linoleum, and tile were spotless but uneven because the walls behind them were caving in. A man in jeans and white tee shirt sat at the table. He had corrugated black hair and a thin mustache.
�This is Reynaldo Pifla,� Mrs. Suarez said to Rackman.
�I�m Detective Rackman.�
The men said hello and shook hands.
�Have a seat,� Mrs. Suarez said.
�Thank you.�
�Would you like to have some coffee?�
�That would be very nice.�
She poured some thick black coffee from a silvery pot into a white china cup and placed the cup before Rackman. He poured in some milk and sugar, tasted it, gave it another shot of milk, and lit a Lucky. For a few seconds the only sound was the faucet dripping into the sink.
�I know you�ve already talked to the police,� Rackman began, �but I�m a homicide detective and I�d like to get the information from you directly, if that�s all right.�
�Sure,� said Mrs. Suarez, sitting beside Reynaldo on the other side of the table. Pifla nodded his head in agreement.
Rackman took out his notepad and pen. �You heard screaming sometime tonight, is that correct?�
�Yes,� Mrs. Suarez replied.
�What were you doing when you heard the screaming?�
�I was asleep in my bed. It woke me up.�
�Was Mr. Pifla with you at the time?�
�Yes.�
�Do you remember what time it was?�
�Around three-thirty.�
�How do you know?�
�Because Reynaldo told me afterwards.�
Rackman looked at Reynaldo. �How did you know?�
�I looked at my watch.� He held up a stainless steel wristwatch with a matching expansion band.
�You were looking at your watch while the girl was screaming?�
�Yes.�
Rackman looked at Sylvia Suarez again. �And then what happened?�
�We ran to the window and looked down. A person was running out of the alley, and then we noticed that somebody was lying in the alley near the garbage cans. I ran to the bedroom and called nine-one-one.�
�Let�s go back to the person you saw running out of the alley. Was it a man or a woman?�
�I couldn�t say for sure, but I think it was a man.�
�What makes you think so?�
�He moved like a man, and not like a woman.�
�What do you mean by that?�
�What do you mean, �What do I mean by that?��
�How did the person move that made you think it was a man?�
�He moved like a man�I already told you.�
�How does a man move?�
�Strong�you know what I mean?�
Rackman looked at Reynaldo. �Did you see the person?�
�Yes, and it looked like a man to me too.�
�Why?�
�Because women run on their toes, and men run on their whole feet. This person ran on his whole feet. I�m sure he was a man.�
Rackman decided to stay with Reynaldo. �Can you describe him in any way?�
�We only saw him for about a second or two.�
�Was he tall or short?�
�It was too far away to tell. But he was wide.�
�Wide?�
�Yeah, he looked big.�
�Heavy?�
�Yeah.�
�What else?�
�We didn�t have a chance to see much else.�
�Was he wearing a hat?�
�I don�t think so.�
�Was he wearing a topcoat?�
�No.�
�Then he must have been wearing a jacket.�
�I don�t know, but he wasn�t wearing a topcoat.�
�You could tell the color of his hair?�
�No.�
�Could he have been bald?�
�I don�t think so. It looked like he had hair.�
Rackman turned to Sylvia Suarez again. �Did you see anything that Reynaldo didn�t see?�
She shrugged. �Reynaldo seen more than me, I think.�
�Could I see the window you looked out of?�
�Sure.�
They led him into the living room and then the small bedroom. There was barely space for the bed and dresser. A plaster statue of Christ on the cross was nailed to the pale blue wall above the bed. They stood at the window and looked down the alley.
It was a long way down, and Rackman realized it�d be difficult to see anything at night. It was hard to believe that dirty, deserted alley had been filled with cops and reporters looking at a murder victim named Cynthia Doyle a half-hour ago.
Rackman moved back from the window and turned to Sylvia Suarez and Reynaldo Pifla. �Thanks for the information. If you can think of anything important after I�m gone, call me at my office.� He reached to the inner breast pocket of his leather jacket and took out his card, which he handed to Reynaldo. �And thanks for the cup of coffee.�
Downstairs, Rackman threw his cigarette butt into the gutter and got into his unmarked Plymouth. He lay the girl�s shoulder bag on the seat beside him and started up the engine. The street was deserted, and a lone truck rumbled past the intersection at Tenth Avenue. The first glimmering of dawn was coming up over the East Side.
Rackman stopped at an all-night pizza joint on 9th Avenue near Twenty-Third Street and got a meatball hero, which he ate while driving downtown to Police Headquarters in the new red stone building behind City Hall.
He took the elevator down to the basement, where the medical examiner�s office was. Giving his name to the officer on duty, he was escorted back to a white room where a doctor was bending over the naked body of Cynthia Doyle. Her belly was as white as the belly of a dead fish, and her neck was cut from her right ear nearly to her left. The open flesh looked like corned beef. A puncture mark was under her left breast.
�Death was from massive hemorrhaging caused by a severed jugular vein and windpipe,� the medical examiner said. �Other injuries consist of bruises on the face that were caused about the same time as the injuries that caused death. If I had to guess, I�d say they were caused slightly before death.�
�Were the bruises heavy or light?�
�Heavy. Whoever hit her evidently was pretty strong. He cut her throat several times and went pretty deep each time.�
�Did he fuck her?�
�Somebody did about an hour before she was killed. She�d washed her vagina but there were still traces of semen. The tissues looked like she�d been having a lot of sexual activity. If she wasn�t a pro, she was a very bad girl.�
Rackman pointed to the mark under her left breast. �What�s that?�
�I can�t say for certain, but it occurred at around the time of death. I�d guess that the killer jabbed her with his knife.�
�Anything under her nails?�
�Just the usual dirt.�
�Where are her clothes?�
�At the front desk.�
Rackman handed him his card. �If anything comes up, give me a call.�
Rackman went to the front desk, signed for the girl�s belongings, sat in a wooden chair against the wall of the waiting room, and went through them. The jeans were Levis, her blouse came from Alexander�s, her underpants were made by Bonnie Dee, the expensive leather boots were from Bloomingdales, and her pea coat was marked Schott Bros. Co. In the pea coat were a pack of Virginia Slims and a throwaway cigarette lighter. The pockets of the jeans carried some marijuana in a plastic bag and a pack of Job Cutcorners rolling paper.
Rackman returned to his car and drove uptown to Roosevelt Hospital, where he parked in the lot next to the Emergency Room and went inside to the Records Room. He showed his shield and Cynthia Doyle�s blue ID card to the attendant on duty, and was led to a file cabinet, where the attendant took out a thick folder.
Rackman sat at an empty desk and went through the folder. He found a description of Cynthia Doyle that matched the way the victim looked, confirming her identity. The address given was 449 West Forty-Ninth Street, just like the blue card. Cynthia Doyle had been in various clinics at Roosevelt Hospital for influenza, an ear infection, eye infection, bladder infection, and pregnancy. It was noted that she�d taken care of the pregnancy at an abortion clinic. She�d told her doctor that she smoked marijuana and used to shoot speed.
Rackman returned the folder to the attendant, and drove to 449 West Forty-Ninth Street, between Eleventh Avenue and the defunct West Side Highway. It was a neighborhood of slum tenements and warehouses, next to railroad tracks that weren�t used anymore. The little valley where the railroad tracks ran was filled with garbage, old mattresses, beer cans, and wine bottles. Rackman double-parked in front of the building and pulled down the Official Police Investigation sign on the visor, then got out of the car and slung Cynthia Doyle�s bag over his shoulder.
There was no buzzer system in the building; you just walked in and went to whatever door you wanted. If you were a thief, you broke down the door, took whatever wasn�t nailed down, and split. Rackman climbed the stairs to apartment 4-C, located in the rear. The stale hallways smelled of urine. He knocked on the door.
There was no answer. He knocked again. Still no answer. Opening the shoulder bag, he was fishing around for Cynthia Doyle�s keys when he heard light footsteps on the other side of the door. He knocked again.
�Who is it?� asked the voice of a black man.
Rackman held his shield before the peephole in the door. �Police�open up.�
There was a pause. �What you want?�
�I want to talk to you.�
�You got a warrant?�
�Yeah.�
�Just a second.�
The footsteps retreated from the door, and Rackman figured the man was either hiding something or putting on clothes. The footsteps returned and the door opened. A long-faced black man stood there, his head appearing lopsided because his afro was matted down on one side. He must have been in bed.
�Lemme see the warrant,� the black man said gruffly.
Rackman held up Cynthia Doyle�s bag.
�Where�d you get that?� asked the black man, reaching for it.
Rackman pulled it back. �When�s the last time you saw Cynthia Doyle?�
�What you wanna know for?�
�You live here with her?�
�You ain�t showed me no warrant yet.�
�I�m afraid I�ve got bad news for you. Cynthia Doyle is dead.�
The black man blinked. �Huh?�
�Cynthia Doyle is dead.�
�Dead?�
�As a doornail.�
The black man forced a smile. �You�re shuckin� me, man.�
�I wouldn�t shuck you about a thing like that.�
The smile evaporated. �She�s really dead?�
�Really.�
The black man�s face became contorted as the reality sank in. He breathed hard and looked scared. �How�d she die?�
�Somebody killed her.�
�Somebody killed her?�
�I�m afraid so.�
�Who killed her?�
�I don�t like to talk about things like this in doorways.�
The black man�s hands were trembling. He was bony and around thirty years old. �Come on in.�
Rackman followed him through a vestibule to a living room whose upholstered furniture was stained, torn, and sagging. The air smelled dirty. Rackman sat on the sofa and took out his pack of Luckies. �Want one?�
�No thanks,� replied the black man, sitting opposite him.
Rackman lit his cigarette. �What�s your name?�
�Lorenzo Freeman.�
�When�s the last time you saw Cynthia Doyle?�
�She went to work around seven-thirty. Where is she now?�
�In the morgue.�
�The morgue?�
�That�s where dead people go.�
Freeman closed his eyes tightly, then opened them and stared at the floor. A few minutes passed. Then he looked up and asked, �Who killed her?�
�I don�t know yet. I was hoping maybe you could give me a lead.�
�How�d she get killed?�
�You think you can handle it?�
�I can handle anything,� Freeman replied bravely, but the tremor in his voice said he was shaken badly.
�You sure?�
�Lay it on me.�
�Somebody cut her throat in an alley on Forty-Fifth Street between Ninth and Tenth.�
Freeman�s face collapsed and his eyes went white.
�And punched her out a few times.�
Freeman covered his face with his hands. Rackman sat quietly, puffing his Lucky and observing Freeman. He thought Freeman�s emotion was genuine, that Freeman had not murdered Cynthia Doyle, but he had to get the hard facts.
�Where were you at around four-thirty this morning?� Rackman asked.
�Right here.�
�Alone?�
�That�s right.�
�Can you prove that you were here alone?�
�How can I do that?�
�Did you talk to somebody in the building a little earlier, maybe? Somebody came by selling Girl Scout cookies or something?�
�I didn�t talk to nobody. I watched the tube until around two in the morning and fell asleep.� He looked squarely at Rackman. �You don�t think I did it, do you?�
�I can�t be sure that you didn�t.�
�She was my old lady, man.�
�A lot of guys kill their old ladies.�
�I wouldn�t kill her. She was okay.�
�What did she do for a living?�
Freeman looked away. �She worked in one of them massage parlor places.�
Rackman took out his notepad and pen. �Which one?�
�The Crown Club on West Forty-fifth Street.�
�She wasn�t going to leave you, was she?�
�What for?�
�I�m asking the questions.�
�Nah, she wasn�t going to leave me. We was in love, man.�
�I�m going to be investigating this case, Freeman. If I find you�ve been fighting with her and slapping her around, you�re going to the joint.�
�Nobody�s gonna tell you that unless they�s lying. I never hit her since we was in Cincinnati, and that was over two years ago.�
�Was she having problems with anybody?�
�Not that I know of.�
�If she was having problems with somebody, would she tell you?�
�Sure she�d tell me. We was very close, man.�
�Come on Freeman, she must be having trouble with somebody. Those girls are always having trouble with somebody.�
�There wasn�t nothing big.�
�Let me be the judge of that.�
Freeman reflected for a few moments. �Well, she told me she�s been hassling with one of the girls she works with, name of Carmella. And there�s Luke the Duke. He tried to game her, but my baby, she don�t like to work the streets. She likes to stay indoors where it�s dry and warm.�
Luke the Duke was a well-known Times Square pimp, and it was believed that he�d had a few women killed, although there was never enough evidence to charge him. �I�ll check them both out,� Rackman said, making notes.
Freeman looked out the dirty windows at the tenement roofs. �I can�t believe my baby ain�t never coming back,� he said in a spacey way.
Rackman obtained the address of Cynthia Doyle�s family in Cincinnati, gave Freeman his card, and left.
Down on the street, he slid behind the wheel of his Plymouth and looked at his watch. It was eight o�clock in the morning and he�d been on duty since six the previous evening. He was exhausted; his head felt like it was caving in. It was time to finish up and go home.
Driving up Eleventh Avenue, which was rumbling with early morning trucks and cars, he wondered sleepily about Cynthia Doyle and who had killed her. The motive wasn�t robbery, and her boyfriend probably didn�t do it unless she was planning to leave him for somebody else. Rackman would have to check that out. He�d also have to talk to Luke the Duke and the people Cynthia Doyle worked with at the massage parlor. Somebody killed her, and somewhere in the city there was a trail of evidence that led to the murderer. Rackman had to find that trail out of the millions of other trails that crisscrossed the city.
He parked the Plymouth in front of the Midtown North building on West Fifty-fourth Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenues. It was a grim old fortress made of gray stone blocks fifty years ago, and he walked into the main reception area, where a bunch of uniformed cops were hanging out around the sergeant�s desk. He climbed the stairs to the Detective Division, a small room jammed with desks and stinking of cigar smoke. Sitting at his desk, he lit another Lucky and typed his report of the Cynthia Doyle murder, using his forefingers and the hunt and peck method, indicating what he�d found out so far. He dropped the report on Inspector Jenkins� desk (Jenkins wasn�t in yet), checked Cynthia Doyle�s bag and clothes into the Property Room, and went home before somebody found something else for him to do.
He lived around the corner on West Fifty-fifth Street in an old brick apartment building that had been constructed as a comfortable middle-class residence in 1917, and was still in fairly good shape, although the elevator broke down about once a month, and several times each winter there�d been no heat or hot water. Close to the Broadway theater district, Carnegie Hall, and Lincoln Center, it had become a haven for has-been actresses, would-be dancers, aging producers of forgotten flops, directors with holes in their shoes, various musicians, a few unsuccessful writers, and a number of low echelon office workers.
Rackman unlocked the front door and entered the tiny lobby. He went to the mailroom, opened his box, and took out bills from Con Edison and Master Charge. Returning to the lobby, he waited for the shaky old elevator, and then rode it to the eighth floor, the top floor of the building. His apartment was at the corner in the back. Unlocking his door, he stepped into night again, because of thick drapes over the windows. Turning on a few lights, he hung his leather jacket in the closet and peeled off his black turtleneck sweater, which he threw onto a chair that had become the receptacle for so much assorted clothing it looked like a display in a thrift shop.
The living room had a sofa, coffee table, and two matching chairs. He�d bought the stuff at a sale that Macy�s had had at the time his second wife had thrown him out. The furniture wasn�t very good, but Rackman had learned that women usually wind up with a man�s furniture, so it didn�t pay to invest very much in it.
On the wall above the color television set, which he seldom had time to watch, was an eleven by fourteen framed photograph of his twelve-year-old daughter, Rebecca, who lived with her mother, the first Mrs. Rackman and her latest husband, in the Forest Hills section of Queens. Rackman felt guilty whenever he looked at the photograph, because he seldom had time to see the child. Somehow he had to get out there this weekend. Almost six weeks had elapsed since the last visit.
He almost never thought about the second Mrs. Rackman, an airline stewardess to whom he�d been married for less than six months when they�d split up. He couldn�t understand what had happened, so preferred not to think about it. Maybe it had something to do with his emotional immaturity, which is what her laywer had said in court.
He went to his cubbyhole of a kitchen and drank a glass of milk, because he was an insomniac and had read someplace that the calcium in milk helps one to sleep. He�d never had trouble sleeping before he became a cop; the weird hours had screwed him up. After downing the milk he washed his face and hands and brushed his teeth in the bathroom that he told himself he had to clean one of these days because it was starting to smell like an army field latrine. He should find himself a cleaning woman but didn�t know where to look.
He went to the bedroom and took off his clothes. In a silver frame on the wall next to his dresser was the silver pin they awarded him when he qualified as a paratrooper in the US Army. He�d gotten it in 1963, long before the Vietnam War got serious, and he still felt he�d missed something by not being in the fighting. It wasn�t because he thought front line combat was glamorous, or because he�d believed in the war, but because war showed whether you were strong or weak, brave or cowardly, a leader or a follower, quick or dead. Rackman wanted to know these things about himself, and thought battle was the ultimate test of them. Now he�d never know for sure.
The women in his life had often told him how silly his attitudes were about those things, but he thought most women and a lot of men just didn�t appreciate the qualities and shadings of courage.
Naked except for his jockey shorts, he moved toward the bed. On the night table beside it was a sound machine he�d bought from Hammacher-Schlemmer. It imitated the noise of rain falling on a roof or surf on a beach or just made �white sound,� which was similar to the sound of an air conditioner. Rackman needed the machine because there were several stereo enthusiasts in his vicinity, plus one trumpet player who blew his horn as though he was on top of a mountain or in the middle of a forest. The machine blocked out all those sounds and helped him to sleep. He turned it on, crawled into bed, and closed his eyes.
It took a long time for his knots to loosen. He thought about his daughter and his buddies at Midtown North, his girl friend and the four unsolved homicide cases he was working on. The last image in his mind was of the pudgy blonde lying crumpled and bloody in the alley.

Chapter Two

Rackman returned to Midtown North at five thirty in the afternoon. He wore his leather jacket with a blue chambray shirt underneath. Detective Third Grade Johnny Olivero was the only one there, and looked up from his New York Post when he saw Rackman.
�Jenkins wants to see you,� Olivero said.
�What about?�
�How should I know?�
Inspector Jenkins occupied a small private office next to the one used by the detectives he supervised. Rackman knocked on the door.
�Come in,� croaked Jenkins from within.
Rackman entered the office. Jenkins had a piece of correspondence in his hand, and pointed with it to a chair. Rackman sat and crossed his legs. Jenkins was a husky man of fifty-five with a florid Irish face and red hair. His suits were always too big for him and looked as though they also served as his pajamas.
�You see the papers?� Jenkins asked in his gravelly voice.
�I haven�t even seen breakfast yet.�
Jenkins threw him the Post and the News. On the front page of each was a photo of Cynthia Doyle in the alley where she met her death and a big news story. The mayor, Manhattan borough president, police commissioner, and chief of detectives had issued appropriate statements about finding the killer and cleaning up the Times Square area.
Rackman handed back the papers. �I guess the pressure�s on.�
�You�d better believe it.� He picked up a piece of paper. �The lab report�s in, but I don�t suppose there�s much in it that you don�t know already. I read your report, and I guess Luke the Duke is the best suspect so far.�
�Maybe, but a dead girl can�t make any money for him.�
�She might have put him down in a way that embarrassed him in front of his friends. You know how sensitive those pimps are. They worry more about their image than General Motors.�
�Anybody talk to him so far?�
�Nobody�s been able to find him. He�s like the stars, he only comes out at night. He should be in the Times Square area in a few hours.�
�I know where he hangs out. Anything happen at the massage parlor?�
�There�s a different shift on during the day, so you�ll have to check that one out too. If the management gives you any shit, just call for a backup and bring them all up here.�
�I don�t think I�ll have any trouble. Those people are all afraid of getting closed down. Has any useful information come in while I�ve been off?�
�We�ve been talking to people in the neighborhood all night and all day and nobody saw anything, although several of them heard the screams and called nine-one-one. We also checked out the victim�s boyfriend�we think he�s clean.�
�I�d hoped a lead or two might have come up.
�The only way they�re going to come up is if you dig them up. Anything else?�
�No sir.�
�Then get going.�
Rackman went out to his car and drove cross-town to Broadway, where he parked in front of a hydrant and went into a little restaurant for a breakfast of ham and eggs, coffee, and newspapers. It didn�t escape his notice that the people around him were having dinner, and it made him feel good to be out of sync with the rest of the world, as though he weren�t a member of the great herd.
He returned to his car and drove down Broadway slowly, close to the curb. It was dusk and the area was a pulsating sea of rainbow lights. He looked at pedestrians and the fronts of movie houses, pokerino parlors, penny arcades, and peep shows. Part of him hated the area�s filthy tawdriness, and another part of him was fascinated by it. The weirdest people came here in search of paradise, and some acted as if they�d found it. You could smell crooked money in the air along with the hot dogs, souvlaki, pizza, and exhaust fumes.
At Forty-ninth Street he turned the corner and parked beside a ticket agency closed for the night. It was a no parking zone so he pulled down the Official Police Investigation sign on his visor. It was too early to look for Luke the Duke, so he walked to Broadway and meandered downtown, trying to soak up Cynthia Doyle�s milieu, hoping an inspiration would come from somewhere. People rustled against him, and a guy coming from the opposite direction carried a big portable radio that blasted salsa music.
On the next block was a peep show, and Rackman walked in, following his instincts. It was modern and clean with chrome and Formica covering the walls and ceiling. Behind the counter was a big black guy and a metal tube filled with quarters. Rackman got two dollars worth, then passed the tables covered with porno books and magazines and entered the area of private booths, where for a quarter you could watch ninety seconds of a hard-core porno film. In front of each booth were large photographs of scenes from the films on display, and Rackman chuckled at the picture of a blonde girl in pigtails sucking two cocks at the same time. The next booth showed a brunette being screwed by a dog. Then he came to a photo of seven lesbians in a big sexual pretzel.
Other men were looking at the photographs and entering or leaving the booths. They didn�t appear filthy or depraved, and probably were ordinary office workers, tourists, students, union members, the guy who lived next door. They came to places like this, got horny, and sometimes visited one of the whorehouses in the neighborhood. Rackman wondered if Cynthia Doyle�s killer had been in a place like this last night, or if he was just a crazy bastard hanging out on West Forty-fifth Street, deciding to commit a murder just as Cynthia Doyle happened along.
At the rear of the peep show area was a series of booths with a sound system playing funky rock and roll. Rackman entered one of the booths, closed the door behind him, and dropped a quarter in the slot. There was a motorized humming sound and a little screen lifted, revealing two naked girls dancing in the small area that the booths enclosed. One of them, a white girl with short dark hair, was hopping around and wiggling her ass, moving from window to window and giving everyone a close-up show of her ass and genitals. The other girl was black and lay on a circular revolving platform in the middle of the floor, spreading her legs and fingering her labia while screaming obscenities.
The dancing girl stopped before Rackman, winked, and whipped her ass around. She spread the cheeks of her ass and pressed it against the window in front of Rackman�s nose.
�How does it look?�
�Okay.�
The girl turned around and dangled her low-hanging breasts in front of the window. �Like �em?�
�I guess so.�
The motor hummed and the curtain came down. He dropped in another quarter, and up it went again. The girl had moved to the next window, and Rackman could see across the dance area to the windows on the other side, where guys were drooling and ogling the girls. He felt sorry for them because he figured they were lonely and didn�t have women. He�d gone through a long period of loneliness himself, and it�d been awful. All you could think about was women and fucking. Sometimes it got so intense that you�d pay for it, and there was nothing so degrading as paying for it, because it was an admission that you couldn�t get a woman on your own.
The screen dropped again. Rackman left the booth and roamed farther back to another room where some guys were slouching around in front of booths that had photographs of naked girls on them. The deal here was that for four quarters you could talk privately to a naked girl, separated from her only by a plastic window. With only a haphazard glance at the photograph in front, Rackman walked into a booth and dropped his coins into the slot.
A curtain that ran the full length of the opposite wall raised slowly, revealing a young blonde girl sitting on a chair. She wore a flimsy nightgown that was unbuttoned, her legs were wide open, and you could see her snatch and breasts. Rackman stared at her and didn�t know what to do.
She had a telephone in her hand, and pointed to the one hanging beside her. He picked it up and held it to his ear.
�Hi,� she said.
�Hi.�
They looked at each other for a few moments, and the silence hung heavy.
�Are you married?� she asked in a sprightly way.
�Not now.�
She looked disconcerted because she thought he meant he didn�t want to talk about his marriage just then and that she�d said the wrong thing.
�I meant that I�m not married now,� he explained.
�Oh.� She smiled again.
�Are you married?� he asked.
�No, but I�m getting married.�
�Congratulations.�
�Thank you.�
He looked at her and wondered what to say. Most guys told the girls to stick their fingers between their legs, press their coozies against the glass, or get into obscene poses. �Where are you from?� he asked at last.
�Florida.�
�I�ve been to Florida a few times. What part?�
She thought for a few moments because she didn�t want to tell him where she was from. �Jacksonville,� she said finally, and it was a lie.
�I�ve never been to Jacksonville. My parents live in Miami Beach.�
�It�s nice down there.�
�Yeah.�
The curtain came down. Rackman walked out of the booth, out of the room, and through the peep show area to the street. He thought about the girl in the plastic booth and wondered why she had such a shitty job. Maybe she was lazy and it was easier than working as a secretary. It almost certainly paid more. She mustn�t be very bright. Nobody with smarts would do something like that.
Out on the sidewalk, he walked past a hat store, a pizza stand, and one of those stores that sell cameras, transistor radios, watches, and knives at alleged discounts. In doorways and alleys were the ubiquitous slobbering drunks. He passed a noisy gathering of black dudes, and wondered if one of them was the boyfriend of the girl in the plastic booth. They were a weird subculture of dumb little girls and violent guys, who saw the rest of the human race as suckers to be intimidated or ripped off. Their attitude was understandable because the rest of the human race had permitted them to sink about as low as human beings could go.
He turned right on Forty-eighth Street and walked past a few hotels and bars patronized by the down and out. On the corner of Eighth Avenue was a hamburger parlor bearing the name of one of the lesser-known national franchise chains, this one a hangout for pimps and whores and those trying to become pimps and whores.
Two uniformed black guards stood near the entrance, and around the orange Formica tables inside sat an assortment of local types, many of whom Rackman knew personally because they�d been in Midtown North at various times for involvement in crimes of prostitution, narcotics, theft, assault, burglary, and so forth. Occasionally one of them would push things a little too far and kill somebody. Perhaps Cynthia Doyle�s killer was sitting there right now.
Luke the Duke sat at a booth facing the front door. He wore a pearl gray sombrero, black suit, and red silk shirt open at the collar. Next to him was one of his whores, and opposite were two black guys also dressed like pimps. Luke looked at Rackman icily as he approached down the aisle.
�Hiya Luke,� Rackman said, his hands in his pockets.
Luke nodded without smile or sound. He knew Rackman and didn�t like him for no other reason than that Rackman was a cop.
�Let�s have a talk,� Rackman said to Luke.
�I ain�t in the mood,� Luke replied in his lazy Tennessee drawl.
�We can talk quietly here or you can come down to the precinct with me. It don�t make a fuck to me either way.�
�What you want to talk to me about?�
�I�ll tell you when we get alone.�
Luke turned down the corners of his mouth. �You motherfuckers are always messin� with me. I ain�t doin� nothin� wrong.�
�Nobody said you were. I just want to have a little friendly chat.�
�We ain�t friends, and I got nothin� to say to you.�
Rackman took his hands out of his pockets. �I�m going to count to five. If you�re not on your feet by then I�m going to put you on your feet.�
Defiance glittered in Luke the Duke�s eyes.
�One,� Rackman said.
Luke knew that behind Rackman stood the entire New York Police Department, all the district attorneys, and all the judges. The defiance gave way to a look of resignation. �I�m comin��I�m comin�.�
The whore beside him got up, and Luke slid out of the booth, stood, and adjusted his sombrero. He had a thin mustache, and his eyes were slanted, with delicate facial features tapering down to a narrow chin that sported a little black goatee.
�Let�s go over there,� Rackman said, chinning toward an empty booth on the other side of the restaurant.
Luke strutted to the booth and Rackman followed, passing a junkie tearing a plastic straw into tiny pieces with his trembling, filthy hands. Luke sat facing the door and Rackman sat opposite him. Rackman took out his pack of Luckies and held them before Luke, who shook his head and took a Nat Sherman panatela from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Rackman lit the cigar and his cigarette with the expensive Dunhill lighter given him by his girl friend Francie, whom he reminded himself he�d better call soon. Both men blew smoke around and tried to intimidate each other with their eyes.
�What�s the problem, Rackman,� Luke said at last.
Rackman flicked the ash off his Lucky. �Cynthia Doyle.�
�What about her?�
�Who killed her?�
�How the fuck should I know?�
�You know the scene here better than anybody else. I thought you might be able to tell me something.�
�You thought wrong.�
�Did you kill her?�
Luke pshawed. �I wouldn�t dirty my hands with the little bitch.�
�I heard you were mad because she wouldn�t go to work for you.�
�I wasn�t that mad.�
�You know Lorenzo Freeman.�
�I know who the little freak is.�
�Think he did it?�
�I don�t think he�d have the guts to kill anybody.�
�Would you have the guts to kill somebody?�
�What do you think?�
�I don�t think a human life would mean a fuck-all to you, Luke.�
Luke smiled. �Depends on the human life, Rackman.�
�How about Cynthia Doyle�s human life?�
�I told you, man. I wouldn�t dirty my hands with her. People like her don�t exist for me.�
�Maybe you paid somebody to do it.�
�She wasn�t worth the price of a bullet.�
�Who do you think did it?�
�Could have been anybody. She wasn�t exactly a popular person.�
�Where were you at four-thirty this morning?�
Luke closed his eyes. �Four-thirty this morning�lemme see.� He thought for a few moments. �Oh yeah, I was in a bar.� He opened his eyes. �The Reno Lounge on Eighth Avenue. I was there with a few of my hoes. You want their names?�
�They�d tell any lie you told them to.�
Luke smiled modestly. �Well I do have the little bitches trained, don�t I. But believe me, I didn�t give a shit about Cynthia Doyle. The bitch had no class, no style, no figure, no face, no nothin�. Once I realized what she was I put her out of my mind.�
�I�m going to check on all this, Luke.�
�Waste your time if you want to.�
Rackman took one of his cards out of his shirt. �If you hear anything, give me a call.�
Luke let the card fall in front of him. �I don�t cooperate with cops, Rackman.�
�A man in your position can�t afford not to cooperate with cops, Luke. You�re liable to need us some day.�
�I don�t think so.�
�You�re going to wind up in a tight corner sooner or later. I�d pick up that card if I were you.�
�You ain�t me.�
Rackman slid out of the booth, stood up, and stretched. �See you around, Luke.�
�Go slow, big man.�
Rackman ambled out of the hamburger joint and down Eighth Avenue, passing porno theaters and sleazy bars, junkies, whores, and congregations of small-time pimps. Something told him that Luke the Duke wasn�t mixed up in the murder of Cynthia Doyle, although he, certainly wasn�t one of her fervent admirers. If she�d stolen from him or double-crossed him he would have skinned and boned her alive, but it didn�t appear that the beef he had with her was that heavy.
A washed-out teenaged whore stood in the doorway on the Forty-sixth Street block. �Wanna go out?� she asked Rackman.
He shook his head.
Passing Rackman on the left was a black guy murmuring, �I got ups, downs, hash, and cocaine.�
Rackman ignored him and the guy kept on trucking up the avenue, swinging his arms and bobbing his head. If you arrested him all you�d get was aspirin and powdered sugar. Rackman continued up the garish, sleazy strip on Eighth Avenue, turned left on Forty-fifth Street, and spotted the sign for the Crown Club.
The black hawker in front smacked his leaflets and shot one at Rackman. �Beautiful girls upstairs�check �em out!�
Rackman climbed the creaky wooden stairs, saw some big guys in the hall. To the left in the main room was a redheaded guy sitting behind a table with a roll of tickets in front of him. Rackman entered the room, glanced left, and saw the whores sitting on couches smiling alluringly at him. The walls were cheap paneling that bulged and yawned weirdly. The drapes looked like they came from the Salvation Army warehouse.
�Step right up, sir!� said the redhead.
Rackman stepped up and took out his shield. �You the manager?�
The redhead looked at the shield. �What�s the problem?�
�I asked if you were the manager.�
�Yeah.�
�What�s your name.�
�What do you want to know for?�
�I said what�s your fucking name.�
The redheaded man scowled. �John Genrizi�s my name. What can I do for you?�
�I want to talk to you about Cynthia Doyle.�
�I don�t know anything about her.�
�If she worked here you must know something about her.�
�She just came here and did her work. That�s all I know.�
There were footsteps behind Rackman, and he turned around. Two men in raincoats, who looked like office workers, entered the room carrying attach� cases and sheepish faces. Rackman stepped out of the way.
�Right over here, gentlemen!� Genrizi said in his booming voice, and the whores did their gyrations. Rackman looked at them. They were the usual massage parlor conglomeration of messed up bimbos who thought they were outsmarting society, when in fact society had utterly destroyed them.
The two business faces approached the desk, paid their money, and got their tickets. Nervously they studied the girls, then one headed for a Latin whore with eyelashes so long it was amazing she could hold her lids up, while the other gave his ticket to a chubby little whore who was young and bore a faint resemblance to Sophia Loren. Rackman thought the latter was a good choice and a bargain for ten bucks. The two couples went into the corridor and disappeared.
Rackman looked down at Genrizi. �Is there someplace in here where we can talk alone?�
Genrizi held out his palms and made an exasperated face. �I ain�t got nothin� to tell you, cop.�
�How�d you like to go up to Midtown North right now?�
�I�m tryin� to run a business here.�
�I don�t give a shit.�
Genrizi exhaled loudly and turned to the big guys in the hall. �Hey Angie�sit at the desk for awhile, will ya?�
Angie, a big pot-bellied guy, came rumbling to the desk. Genrizi got up and led Rackman across the floor and down the corridor past the private cubicles, from which came moans and sighs. At the back was an old beat-up refrigerator and a toilet with the door hanging open. The area was lit by a bare bulb dangling in front of the refrigerator, and Genrizi�s features were chalky as he turned to Rackman.
�What do you want to know about Cynthia Doyle?�
�Where were you at three-thirty this morning?�
Genrizi thought it over. �I was here, closing up the joint.�
�Was anybody here with you?�
�Angie and Bobbie, and a few of the girls were still here.�
�Which girls?�
�Demaris and Carmella, and Mary Gomes.�
�Is Carmella here tonight?�
�She�s the girl who just went into the room with the John�I mean the customer.�
�I hear she didn�t get along too well with Cynthia Doyle.�
�Where�d you hear that?�
�I�m asking the questions.�
Genrizi narrowed his eyes at Rackman and debated with himself whether he should try to find out what Rackman was made of. Rackman lunged forward, grabbed Genrizi by the front of his jacket, lifted him off the floor, and slammed him against the wall. Rackman�s nose was an inch from Genrizi�s, and the back of Genrizi�s head hurt from where it had collided with the wall.
�I guess we�re gonna have to go to Midtown North, huh?� Rackman asked.
�No, we can talk here,� Genrizi replied, his lips white.
Rackman let him go and stepped back. �We were talking about how your girl Carmella didn�t get along too well with Cynthia Doyle.�
�Yeah.�
�Is it true?�
�None of the girls liked her too much.�
�Why not?�
�She used to get a little cunty at times.�
�You didn�t kill her, did you Genrizi?�
�I was here. I couldn�t have killed her.�
�But you could have had it done.�
�What for? Cindy was one of the top moneymakers. I wish I had more like her.�
�Were the other girls jealous of her?�
�Some of them probably were, I suppose. The girls are always hassling with each other about something one day and making up the next.�
�But you said yourself that none of the girls liked her very much.�
�They didn�t, but I don�t think things got to the point where somebody would go as far as to kill her.�
�You know anything about her boyfriend?�
�Never met him, and don�t want to.�
�Did you know she was having a problem with Luke the Duke?�
�Who?�
�Don�t play dumb with me.�
�I didn�t know she was having a problem with him.� His voice took on a pleading tone. �I�m not interested in these girls� lives. All I want them to do is show up on time for work, look nice, and don�t hassle any customers.�
�Did Cynthia Doyle ever have trouble with customers?�
�From time to time all the girls have trouble with customers.�
�Since she was a little cunty, I guess maybe she had a little more trouble.�
�Maybe.�
�She have any trouble last night?�
Genrizi puckered the space between his eyebrows. �I don�t remember nothin�.�
�You sure?�
�I�m not even sure that I�m me and you�re you, but other than that I�m sure.�
Rackman took out one of his cards and handed it to Genrizi. �If you remember anything, give me a call.�
Genrizi glanced at the card and pushed it into his shirt pocket.
�Now I want to talk to Carmella,� Rackman said.
�She�s with a customer right now.�
�I�ll wait.�
�Can you wait back here?�
�Why back here?�
�Because you�ll scare the customers away. You look too much like a cop.�
�Oh come on. You look more like a cop than I do.�
�I do not!�
�Sure you do. Anyway, if I have to wait, I�m going to wait up front where I can see the show.�
Genrizi didn�t appear happy about that, but he led Rackman up front and relieved Angie behind the table, while Rackman sat on a chair against the wall beside the door. The whores looked at Rackman uneasily, not sure of his status. He took out a Lucky and lit it up. A black teenager dressed like a college boy entered the room.
�Step right up, sir!� said Genrizi, a bit less enthusiasm in his voice now that a detective from the NYPD was there.
The black kid was well fed and bright looking, with no furtive street mannerisms. Rackman figured he came from a nice middle-class home situation and had conned some money out of somebody so he could get laid. The black kid placed ten bucks on the table, got his ticket, and instead of taking it to one of the girls immediately, sat beside Rackman and appraised them with the eye of a connoisseur. This kid was not going to be rushed. He would not make any precipitous decisions. This kid was making sure his investment paid off.
The whores did suggestive things with their lips, fluttered their eyelashes, wiggled their shoulders, and shook their asses. Rackman wouldn�t pay five cents for the lot of them. He thought of his girl friend Francie. If he didn�t call her soon, she was going to get awfully mad.
The black kid wiped his nose, got up and walked to the youngest blondest hooker on the sofa, handing her the ticket. She took it, smiled, tucked it into her bosom, and led him to the corridor. Rackman puffed his cigarette and winked at Genrizi. �Ain�t love grand?� he asked.
Genrizi snorted and looked the other way. After a while one of the business faces came out of a corridor, a little pale. �My friend still in there?� he asked Genrizi.
�Yeah.�
The embarrassed and guilty-looking business face sat next to Rackman, who noticed a wedding ring on his finger. His wife probably was sitting on some guy�s face in the No-Tell Motel in Queens. Five minutes later the other business face came out, looked at his buddy, and grinned. They left together, murmuring as they descended the stairs. Carmella came down the corridor, looking kind of perky. She wore red tights, had a big ass and big boobs, and was a little knock-kneed. She sat on the sofa and crossed her legs. Rackman stood up, catching her eye. He walked toward her and she smiled as he drew closer. Her smile evaporated when he took out his shield.
�I�d like to have a few words with you if you don�t mind,� Rackman said.
�What if I mind?�
�It won�t matter.�
�Are we gonna talk right here?�
�In back.�
He led the way to the back room and offered her a Lucky, which she accepted. Her sweet, flowery perfume wafted over him, and she wore the customary long eyelashes but not much other makeup. He lit her cigarette and she inhaled, leaning against the refrigerator and looking him up and down.
�You�re not bad-looking, for a cop,� she said.
�I bet you say that to all the cops.�
�Fuck you.�
�Where were you at three-thirty this morning?�
�Three-thirty this morning?� She thought for a few moments. �I was here.�
�Alone?�
�No.�
�Who else was here?�
�Genrizi and a couple of the other goons. Also Mary Gomes, Barbara Leeds, and I think Demaris Garcia.�
�What were you doing here?�
�I was waiting for my boyfriend to pick me up.�
�I understand you didn�t like Cynthia Doyle very much.�
�I didn�t, but I didn�t kill her, if that�s what you�re thinking.�
�You�re not sorry that she was killed, though.�
�No. We didn�t get along. None of us up here liked her.�
�Why not?�
�Because she was always playing silly fucking games.�
�Like what?�
�Oh, she always used to act like she was better than the rest of us. But no John ever went back to her twice. That�s the kind of whore she was.�
�Did she ever have any trouble with her Johns?�
�Once in a while one of them would complain about her, but Genrizi would just tell them to pick somebody else next time. They�d never fire her because a lot of black Johns and P.R.s like young blonde girls.�
�Did she have any trouble with any of her Johns recently?�
�I don�t think so, but I didn�t exactly keep track of her.�
�How about last night?�
�I can�t think of anything last night.�
�How about the night before?�
�I don�t remember. All the nights seem to blend in together here. Oh yeah, something happened last night�I remember now. There was some john of hers who couldn�t get it up, and she made a few remarks when he was leaving. He looked pretty mad.�
�Did you get a good look at him?�
�I don�t know how good it was, but I saw him. He was a fat guy.�
�How tall was he?�
�About six foot tall I�d say.�
Rackman wrote on his notepad. �What color hair did he have?�
�Dark hair.�
�Like mine?�
�Yeah.�
�What was he wearing?�
�I don�t remember.�
�Could it have been a suit?�
�No, he was more like a working guy.�
�Was he wearing a topcoat?�
�It was some kind of jacket.�
�What color?�
�I don�t remember.�
�Was he wearing glasses?�
�I don�t remember. It happened very fast.�
�What did his face look like?�
�He was ugly, but I didn�t get that close a look at him.�
Rackman puffed his cigarette and looked over her shoulder. Sylvia Suarez and Reynaldo Pifla had seen a fat guy run out of the alley where Cynthia Doyle was killed. That might not be the same fat guy, and in fact it probably wasn�t, but it was a lead.
He took out one of his cards. �If you think of something else, give me a call.�

Chapter Three

On Sunday, Rackman had the day off. No new information had developed in the murder case, and he felt he should go to Queens and see Rebecca, his daughter. He took a quick shower and shave, threw on jeans and a tweed jacket, and left his apartment before the phone could ring.
At the McDonald�s on West Fifty-sixth Street he had eggs and sausages for breakfast while looking out the front window at a black man fishing with a string and magnet through the subway grating for stray coins. After breakfast Rackman strolled to the public telephone on the corner and called his first ex-wife to tell her he was on his way. She told him he should have given her more notice, and that it was about time.
He rode to Forest Hills on the E train, the only detective in Midtown North who didn�t own a car. He didn�t need one, because he lived around the corner from the station, whereas most other detectives lived on Long Island and commuted. He�d owned a car when he was married to his first wife, but she got that in the divorce settlement along with everything else. It had been a 1965 Chevrolet Corvette, the model with the split window in back, very rare. If he could have kept it, it would be worth more now than he paid for it, but his first wife traded it in right after the divorce on a Buick sedan.
He�d met Sheila when he was a rookie patrolman in Brooklyn. Her father owned a big drug store on Flatbush Avenue and she worked there after classes at Brooklyn College. The store had been on his beat, and he often stopped in to buy cigarettes. When they started going together, her parents became unhappy because they wanted her to associate with doctors, lawyers, and CPAs. The marriage lasted four years and produced one good thing, little Rebecca. Sheila now was married to a garment center character who manufactured ladies� dresses.
Rackman got off the subway at the Jewel Avenue stop and walked down Queens Boulevard past the Chinese restaurants, bagel shops, clothing boutiques, and kosher delicatessens. Forest Hills was the last Jewish gold coast in New York City, and he felt as if he had blipped into another world. The children were clean and well dressed, the adults appeared to be on vacation in Miami Beach, and there were no pimps, whores, or junkies skulking in doorways.
He turned left on 72nd Avenue, a narrow street lined with tall luxury apartment buildings. Late model cars were parked along the curb, and no one had torn off their aerials. Young mothers pushed baby carriages, teenagers flirted with each other, children played Frisbee on lawns, and Rackman thought he must be getting jaded by Times Square, because this looked so strange. He entered the lobby of a building and took the elevator to the twentieth floor, where he pressed the button on a door.
Sheila opened it up. �Hello Danny,� she said with exaggerated friendliness. Her jet-black hair was coiffed so that it made her look taller than her five feet two inches, and her figure still wasn�t bad. She wore too much eye makeup and lipstick, but so did most Forest Hills women.
�Hi Sheila.�
Rebecca came dashing out of nowhere and clasped her skinny arms around Rackman�s waist. �Daddy!�
Rackman bent over and kissed her forehead. �Hi baby.�
Rebecca was almost five feet tall, lanky as a boy, with breasts like tangerines. Her curly black hair was done in pseudo-afro style and her slanted brown eyes were a reminder that Jews are an oriental people. Suddenly she stepped back, wrung her hands, and became shy.
Sheila�s present husband bounded forward, his hand outstretched and a big smile on his face. �Hello Danny,� he said cordially.
�Hiya Sam.�
�How�s it going?�
�Not bad. You?�
�Can�t complain. Come in and have a drink.�
This was the part Rackman hated most, but he couldn�t refuse to sit with his ex-wife, whom he didn�t like, and her husband, whom he pitied, because it might cause bad vibes in the home where his daughter lived. Furthermore, he was afraid of provoking Sheila into getting together with her lawyer and contriving a new horror for him.
So he sat on a stuffed chair and Rebecca plunked herself on his lap although she was nearly full-grown. Sheila went to the kitchen to get food, and Sam stood in the middle of the living room, grinning like a baboon. He wore blue and white checkered slacks, a yellow shirt, and white loafers with tassels.
�What�ll you have?� Sam asked.
�A straight shot of bourbon with a water chaser.�
Sam walked to the bar, which was an elaborate piece of furniture in a corner of the living room. Sheila returned, carrying a platter covered with cold cuts. �Go light with the whiskey, Sam.�
�Oh stop it, Sheila.�
�Don�t tell me to stop it. You stop it. He might look like a grown man but he�s got the mind of a child and I don�t want him walking around drunk with my daughter. I know him better than you. I lived with him for four years.�
She held the platter before Rackman and he put a few slices of white turkey meat between slices of pumpernickel bread. Rebecca took a black olive, put it in her mouth, and made a face.
�She eats like a bird,� Sheila complained, taking the tray to the coffee table and sitting on the sofa.
Sam brought Rackman a big shot of bourbon and a tall glass of water, setting it on a little table next to the chair.
�That�s too much, Sam!� Sheila said.
�Calm down, Sheila,� Sam replied.
�Don�t tell me to calm down! You calm down! You don�t know what he�s like when he�s drunk!�
Rackman lifted the glass of whiskey. �This isn�t enough to get me drunk.�
�I certainly hope not!�
�What would you like, dear?� Sam asked.
�A little sherry, if you don�t mind.�
Sam returned to the bar. Sheila looked disapprovingly at Rackman as he sipped his bourbon. �I hope you�ll remember that you have your daughter with you this afternoon,� she said.
�I won�t forget.�
�I know what you�re like when you�re drunk, you know.�
She was referring to the time he got mad and slapped her twice, after she�d thrown an ashtray at him. �Let�s not have an argument, Sheila.�
�I�m not arguing. I�m just telling the truth.�
�Anything you say.� He chomped his chicken sandwich and turned to Rebecca, who looked at him worshipfully. �How�re you doing, sugarplum?�
�Okay,� she said shyly, looking down. Her voice was high-pitched and soft, reminding him of a faint breeze.
�How�s school?�
�Okay.�
�Doing better in math?�
�A little.�
�Not very talkative today, huh?�
�I don�t know.�
Sheila wagged her finger at him. �She�s shy in front of you because you�re like a stranger to her. You hardly ever come out here to see her. Put yourself in her shoes. How would you feel?�
�Come on, Sheila. This is the first day off I�ve taken in almost a month.�
�That�s no excuse and you know it. The police department won�t fall into the Hudson River if you take your regular days off. You like to think you�re indispensable�that makes you feel good. But you�re only kidding yourself, as usual. They�d get along fine without you, maybe better, who knows? My Sam runs a big dress company all by himself, and if he can take weekends off, so can you.�
�It�s not the same thing. Sam�s factory closes down on weekends, but the city doesn�t. Crimes happen all the time. In fact, people murder each other more on weekends.�
Sam handed Sheila a glass of sherry and sat beside her with his scotch on the rocks in hand. Rackman looked at Sheila as she sipped her sherry and tried to remember when she was a young college girl who shivered whenever he put his hand up her dress. He wondered why so many pretty Jewish girls grew up to be nagging bitchy wives. He looked at Rebecca and hoped she wouldn�t turn out that way. �Did you get a report card since I saw you last?�
She shook her head.
�Stop trying to change the subject,� Sheila said, setting down her sherry glass.
�What subject?�
�There�s no excuse for you not seeing your daughter more often�that subject.�
�Give me a break, Sheila.�
�Why don�t you give your daughter a break? How can you be so selfish. Can�t you see how much she loves you?�
Rackman looked at Rebecca, who looked at the floor.
�It�s okay, Daddy,� she said. �I understand.�
�She does not understand,� Sheila said, raising her voice. �You should be on your knees begging your forgiveness of her.�
Sam put his hand on his wife�s arm. �The doctor warned you about getting excited��
�Take your hands off me!� she shouted, moving away. �You always stick up for him because you�re afraid of him!�
�Why do you always argue with him whenever he comes here?�
�I wouldn�t argue with him if he came to see Rebecca more often. I�m not arguing for myself, but for her. He�s a completely irresponsible human being and I know him very well, don�t think I don�t.�
�Maybe you�d better take a Valium,� Sam said.
�Get me one.�
Sam arose and walked to the kitchen. Sheila glowered at Rackman who looked at Rebecca who looked at her hands. Rackman took the final bite of his sandwich and washed it down with bourbon. Sam returned with a yellow pill and a glass of water. Sheila popped the pill into her mouth and drank some water, then glanced sideways at Rackman. �You see the trouble you make for me when you come here?�
�I was just leaving.� He tapped Rebecca�s leg. �Let�s go, kid.�
She got up and he stood beside her, adjusting the collar of his shirt. �I think I�m going to take her for a little walk. It�s been very nice seeing the both of you again.� He held out his hand to Sam.
�Don�t keep her out too late,� Sheila said, getting up. �And don�t forget to feed her. Growing girls need food. It might be a good idea if you bought her some clothes. And don�t take her to any of those bars that you go to.�
�I�ll look out for her�don�t worry.� Rackman took Rebecca�s hand and led her to the door.
In the corridor next to the elevator, Rackman wiped his hand across his forehead. �Wow,� he said.
�Mommy is very mad at you,� Rebecca replied.
�I know.�
�I think she�s still in love with you.�
�I think you�ve been watching too much crap on television.�
They rode down the elevator, crossed the lobby, and walked toward Queens Boulevard. Rebecca chattered about school, girlfriends, boyfriends, and various interesting experiences she�d had since seeing her father last. She spoke quickly, chattering about nonsensical things that were more an outpouring of love than verbal communication.
�Didn�t your mother say you needed some clothes?� he asked in front of a dry cleaning establishment on Queens Boulevard.
�Well, there are a few things I could use.�
�Like what?�
�Jeans and tops, stuff like that. Everything�s getting too small for me.�
�The Abraham and Strauss on Queens Boulevard is open on Sundays, isn�t it?�
�All the stores out here are open on Sunday.�
�Let�s take a cab down, and if we can�t find what we want at Abraham and Strauss, we�ll go to Macy�s. You know your size?�
�Of course I know my size. Size twelve.�
Sunday afternoon traffic was congested but Rackman was able to hail an empty cab returning from Kennedy Airport. He and Rebecca got in while Rebecca confessed her latest career goal.
�I want to be an actress when I grow up,� she said proudly. �Like Cheryl Ladd and Farrah Fawcett-Majors.�
�Maybe I should enroll you in some kind of acting school.�
�Mommy said I�m too young, but Kristy McNichol is only sixteen and she�s already famous.�
�I�ll talk to your mother about it.�
�You�ll have another argument.�
�I don�t give a damn. How�re you getting along with Sam?�
�He�s okay.�
�He ever hit you or anything like that?�
�He wouldn�t dare, but Mommy does.�
�Why don�t you hit her back?�
Rebecca smiled. �Do you really think I should?�
�On second thought, I think you�d better not.�
They got out of the cab at the new Abraham and Strauss on Queens Boulevard and took the escalator up to the second floor children�s department. Rebecca was as concentrated as a fighter pilot on a strafing run as she went through a rack of silk party dresses. Rackman looked at her and thought of the whores and peepshow girls of Times Square, reflecting that they were once twelve years old too, guileless and romantic, dreaming of princes on white horses, party dresses, and lollipops. He wondered what terrible things had happened to them, and hoped Rebecca wouldn�t take a wrong turn someplace and go in that direction.
She spun around, holding before her a frilly white dress with little red flowers on it. �Do you like this one, Daddy?�
�It�s very pretty, sweetheart. Why don�t you take it to the dressing room and try it on?�

Chapter Four

It was the next night and Rackman was back on duty driving west on Fifty-seventh Street to meet with one of his informants. His police radio was on, crackling with routine messages. As he neared the Sixth Avenue intersection, the radio broadcaster�s voice became urgent, �Signal ten-fourteen� signal ten-fourteen� Possible homicide at the Polka Dot Lounge, 757 Eighth Avenue� Which car responding?�
A few seconds later a patrol car in the area reported it was on its way to the scene. Immediately thereafter another patrol car said it was proceeding there too. Rackman hooked a left on Seventh Avenue and drove in that direction. The Polka Dot Lounge was in his territory, and as duty homicide detective, he�d have to file a report if a murder had actually taken place.
As he crossed Fifty-first Street, an excited male voice came on the radio, �Signal ten-eighteen� signal ten-eighteen� Car three-four-seven reporting confirmation of homicide at 757 Eighth Avenue� Requesting backup services� over.� Rackman turned on his siren and stomped on the gas. He�d had a hunch the homicide was real. The Polka Dot Lounge was a camouflaged whorehouse on the worst block in Midtown North, and people could be expected to get killed there. When the airwaves were clear he picked up his mike and reported that he was on his way over.
Cars and taxicabs pulled out of his way as he sped down Seventh Avenue, his siren wailing. Drivers and pedestrians looked at him curiously, wondering where the action was. He thundered down the center of the avenue hunched over his wheel, a Lucky dangling from the corner of his mouth. At Forty-third Street next to the big OTB parlor he screeched a right turn, shot like a cannonball to the end of the block, and turned left. Four patrol cars were parked at different angles in front of the Polka Dot Lounge, and policemen held back a crowd. Rackman parked parallel to the curb, left his car, and pushed through the crowd. When he got near one of the policemen, he showed his shield and was let through.
Rackman entered the dark, seedy bar. A bunch of hookers and two men sat at tables nervously smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. A patrolman was a few feet away, his thumbs hooked in his gun belt.
�Where�s the body?� Rackman asked.
�In one of the back rooms.�
Rackman walked through the bar, passed the pool table, and saw a patrolman standing in the rear corridor. The patrolman knew Rackman and nodded toward an open door. Rackman went inside the tiny cubicle and saw the woman lying on the floor. Her throat was slashed, his mind clicking as he flashed on Cynthia Doyle in the alley on West Forty-fifth Street. It looked like the same kind of murder.
�Nobody touched anything I hope,� Rackman said to the patrolman.
�None of us did.�
�How about the people who work here?�
�They said they didn�t either.�
Rackman knelt beside the body. She was an old whore with bags under her eyes. The right side of her throat had gotten the worst of it, just like Cynthia Doyle. She lay on her back with her legs spread apart, one hand on her breast and the other twisted at her side. She probably had been unconscious before she hit the floor. Her eyes were wide open and glazed over. There was no murder weapon in view and the sheets on the bed were stained with blood. The killer had evidently wiped the murder weapon off on them.
Rackman stood up and looked around. There were footprints of men�s shoes in the blood. He left the cubicle and walked to the main room of the bar where the employees were sitting. They watched him and quieted down as he approached. He took out his shield and showed it to them.
�I�m Detective Rackman from Midtown North,� he said. �Did any of you see the killer?�
They nodded their heads, raised their hands, or said yes. The girls looked as hard as granite and the men would mash in your face for a dime.
�Who�s in charge here?� Rackman asked.
�I am,� said one of the men, a gorilla with thinning black hair and a bruise on his mouth.
�You saw the killer?�
�Yeah.�
�How close was he when you saw him?�
�Close enough for him to tag me.� He pointed to the bruise on his mouth.
�Come with me.�
Rackman led him to one of the booths to the rear of the pool table and told him to sit down.
�Can I smoke?� the man asked, settling himself in the chair.
�Go ahead.� Rackman sat on the bench against the wall, took out his pack of Luckies, and offered one, but the man shook his head and took out a pack of Chesterfields.
�What�s your name?� Rackman asked.
�Albert Pancaldo.�
�You�re the manager of this place?�
�Yeah.�
�Did you see the killer when he came in?�
�Yeah.�
�Where were you?�
Pancaldo pointed to the front of the bar. �Sitting at one of those tables up there.�
Rackman took out his notepad and pen. �What did he look like?�
�He was a big guy, around six feet tall. Weighed maybe 250 pounds or more. He had a big gut and big arms.�
�What color hair?�
�Black.�
�Curly or straight?�
�Straight, I�d say.�
�Not wavy?�
�Straight.�
�Eyes?�
�Regular eyes.�
�You see what color they were?�
�I didn�t notice.�
�He was a white man?�
�Yeah.�
�You ever see him before?�
�Never.�
�Did he know anybody who worked here?�
�I don�t think so.�
�What makes you think not?�
�Because nobody acted like they knew him.�
�How about the dead woman?�
�I don�t think she knew him either.�
�Did they talk?�
�Yeah.�
�Where?�
�At the bar.�
�Where was she when she came in?�
�At the bar.�
�He sat next to her?�
�Yeah.�
�Did it appear that they knew each other?�
�I told you that I didn�t think she knew him.�
�Was anyone near them while they were talking?�
�The barmaid and a couple of other girls.�
�What�s the barmaid�s name?�
�Barbara Leary.�
�What�s the victim�s name?�
�Rene LeDoux.�
Sirens howled in the distance as Rackman questioned Albert Pancaldo. Personnel arrived from the photo unit, the fingerprint unit, and the medical examiner�s office. Pancaldo didn�t appear happy to have his bar crawling with cops, as he continued answering Rackman�s questions. He told of how the killer came in, sat at the bar, and went to the back room with Rene.
�And then all of a sudden the guy came out of the room,� Pancaldo said. �I thought something was wrong right off because the girls are supposed to come out first. Mackie went back to check on Rene while I tried to hold the guy up, but he sucker-punched me and ran outside. Then Mackie came back and said that Rene was dead. I told the barmaid to call the cops.�
Rackman puffed his cigarette and ran Pancaldo�s story through his mind again. �This wasn�t some kind of rub-out, was it Pancaldo?�
�What do you mean?�
�Maybe Rene LeDoux did something wrong and maybe you guys wiped her?�
Pancaldo slitted his eyes. �If we wanted to wipe her, we wouldn�t have wiped her here.�
�Did she have any enemies that you know of?�
�I don�t know much about her personal life. She�s just been down from Montreal for about a month.�
�Where does she live?�
�I don�t know.�
�Give me the address and a phone number where you can be reached, and then tell that barmaid I want to talk to her.�
Pancaldo gave Rackman the information, then he rose and lumbered toward the tables where the girls were sitting. He said something and a pale blonde got up, looked uncertainly at Rackman, slung her bag over her shoulder, and came toward him, swinging her bony hips. Cops and lab technicians scurried back and forth through the bar, carrying equipment and pieces of paper, looking intensely for any clues.
�You wanted to see me?� the blonde asked Rackman. She had front teeth like a rabbit.
�Are you Barbara Leary?�
�Yes.�
�Have a seat.�
She sat and crossed her legs, looking surly and suspicious.
�Is Barbara Leary your real name?�
�Yes.�
�Where do you live?�
�Four twenty-nine West Twenty-eighth Street.�
�How long have you been working here?�
�Two months.�
�I understand you were working behind the bar when the suspect came in.�
�That�s right.�
�He sat next to Rene LeDoux?�
�Yes.�
�Did they know each other?�
�I don�t think so.�
�Why not?�
�Because they didn�t act like they knew each other.�
�What did they talk about?�
�The usual stuff.�
�What usual stuff?�
She shrugged. �You know.�
Rackman guessed that Rene LeDoux had propositioned the suspect and Barbara Leary didn�t want to say so because propositioning was against the law.
�What did the guy look like?�
�He was a fat guy.�
�White or black?�
�White.�
�Color of hair?�
�Black.�
�Longer than mine, or shorter?�
�Shorter.�
�Crew cut?�
�Not that short.�
�What did his face look like?�
�Ugly.�
�In what way?�
�He had little eyes and a little nose. And a mouth like a camel. You ever see a camel�s mouth?�
�What was he wearing?�
�One of those black and red shirt jackets made out of wool.�
�You spoke with him?�
�Uh huh.�
�What did you say?�
�I asked him what he wanted to drink and he ordered a beer.�
�Did he have an accent of any kind?�
�He sounded like a regular New York guy.�
�Did he argue with Rene LeDoux?�
�No, but he was a turkey.�
�What do you mean by that?�
�He was a wise guy, or thought he was. He was giving Rene a hard time about� the price of things.�
�They finally agreed on a price?�
�Something like that.�
�Then they went back to the room?�
�Right.�
�Then what happened?�
�A few minutes later he came out and went for the door. Al and Mackie tried to stop him, but he punched Al and split. Then we called the cops, I mean the police.�
Rackman looked at his notes. �You never saw him before.�
�Not that I know of.�
�Did he speak to anybody else while he was here?�
�Sally Ray.�
�What did they talk about?�
�The same thing he talked about to Rene.�
�How tall would you say he was?�
�A little shorter than you.�
�How much did he weigh?�
�A lot.�
�Two hundred and fifty pounds?�
�I don�t know exactly, but he was a big fat guy.�
�Were you friendly with Rene LeDoux?�
�I knew her but we didn�t hang out together or anything like that.�
�Do you know where she lived?�
�In a hotel on Fifty-first Street. The Albemarle.�
�Did she live alone there?�
�She had a boyfriend. A French guy from Montreal.�
�You ever meet him?�
�Once he came in here for her.�
�You know his name?�
�Pierre. I don�t know his last name.�
�What did he look like?�
�He was a dude. Wore a suit and tie, had a mustache. He was a little taller than her, and a little on the skinny side.�
�Did Rene LeDoux have any trouble with anybody that you knew about?�
�Naw, she was pretty easy to get along with. A real laid back person, if you know what I mean. She�d been through the mill. Told me once that she was in an orphanage when she was little.�
Rackman took out one of his cards. �Call me at this number if you remember anything that you think might be important, and tell Sally Ray I want to talk to her.�
�Can I go home now?�
�You�d better hang around for awhile.�
�Can I call my babysitter?�
�Sure.�
As Barbara Leary walked away, Rackman looked over at a bunch of reporters and press photographers being escorted through the bar by a police official. One of the reporters was Dave Gurowitz of the Daily News, who knew Rackman.
�Can I speak to you for a minute?� Gurowitz asked.
�Not just yet, Dave.�
�Can�t you tell me anything?�
�I don�t know anything yet.�
�Have you linked this murder with the one on West Forty-fifth Street the other night?�
�No comment.�
�I understand her throat was cut just the like the one the other night.�
�No comment.�
�Oh come on, Rackman.�
�I said no comment.�
The police official gently nudged Gurowitz toward the back room where the body was.
Rackman looked to the front of the bar. Of course he�d linked this murder to the one last night. It was the same m.o. and the same description of the killer. He�d have to find out if there was a link between Rene LeDoux and Cynthia Doyle, or if the killer was slashing whores at random. An attractive young black woman walked toward him. �You wanted to talk to me?�
�Are you Sally Ray?�
�That�s right.�
�Have a seat.�
She sat down, crossed her legs, and leaned her arm over the back of the chair. She looked like one of those pretty black girls you see in magazine ads, and here she was working in a crummy whorehouse.
�I understand you were sitting at the bar when the suspect came in,� Rackman said.
�What do you mean suspect?� she asked, raising her eyes. �If he didn�t do it, who the fuck did?�
�Just answer the questions, please. You were at the bar when he came in?�
�That�s right.�
�He sat next to you?�
�That�s right.�
�And Rene LeDoux was on the other side of him?�
�That�s right.�
�They had a conversation?�
�That�s right.�
�You heard what they spoke about?�
�Some of it.�
�What did they say?�
�You know�the usual stuff.�
�She propositioned him?�
�Well��
�And then they went back to the room together?�
�Not that fast they didn�t. They didn�t hit it off so good, so I started talking to him. I didn�t get anywhere either.�
�Would you recognize him if you ever saw him again?�
�Sure.�
�Would you recognize his voice?�
�I think so.�
�You talked about the same thing Rene LeDoux talked with him about?�
�Yes.�
�Did he say anything to you that you think might help us find him?�
�Well, he said his name was Harry, but I don�t know how much help that�ll be.�
�Harry?�
�Yes, Harry.�
Rackman wrote the name down although it probably was false.
�That�s all I can think of.�
�Then what happened?�
�He started talking to Rene again. Then they went back to the room together. After a little while the man came out alone. Al tried to stop him, but the man punched him and ran away. Mackie went back to the room and found that Rene was dead. We called the cops.�
From the corner of his eye, Rackman saw Inspector Jenkins and two detectives from Midtown North entering the bar. Rackman gave his card to Sally Ray and asked her to call him if she remembered anything important. Then he got up and walked to Jenkins, who evidently had just gotten out of bed to come to the scene of the crime.
�When�d you get here?� Jenkins asked in his raspy voice.
�A few minutes after the first patrol cars.�
�What�s the story?�
�It�s the same m.o. as the murder of the hooker the other night. Same description of the suspect too.�
�Who saw him?�
Rackman waved his hand toward the tables where the hookers were sitting. �Just about everybody who was working here.�
�Where�s the body?�
Rackman led him and the other two detectives down the corridor to the cubicle, where the photo and fingerprint units were at work.
�Got anything?� Jenkins asked one of the fingerprint technicians.
�Lots of them, all different.�
Jenkins looked down at the bloody body. �Didn�t anybody hear her holler for help?�
�Nobody heard anything,� Rackman replied. �Evidently the killer cut her down before she knew what was happening.�
Jenkins looked at the detectives around him. �Dancy, you take those bar people downtown and get a composite drawing made up of the killer. Rackman, find out where this victim lived and determine whether or not she knew Cynthia Doyle. Peterson, go see Cynthia Doyle�s boyfriend and find out whether he ever heard of this Rene LeDoux.�
The detectives dispersed on their various missions. Rackman went with Dancy to speak with Pancaldo once more. Rackman asked Pancaldo where the girls kept their street clothes and belongings, and Pancaldo led him to a small office in back of the cubicles. It had a wooden desk covered with small pieces of paper and some old metal lockers leaning against a wall. Rene LeDoux�s locker had a padlock on it, and Rackman opened it with one of his picks. Pancaldo left with Detective Dancy, and Rackman removed Rene LeDoux�s clothes and purse. He sat at the desk and emptied the contents of the purse onto it. The only identification was a Quebec driver�s license that listed her occupation as an entertainer. There were fifty-five dollars in her wallet, and her clothes were chintzy. She couldn�t have been a very successful hooker.
On his way out of the Lounge, Rackman paused to watch Inspector Jenkins give a news conference to an assembly of reporters and television cameramen in front of the bar.
�Do you believe that the same killer is responsible for the murders of Cynthia Doyle and Rene LeDoux?� an attractive lady reporter asked.
�At this time I have no reason to believe that both murders are linked together,� Jenkins replied.
�But they were killed in an identical manner.�
�That doesn�t mean they were killed by the identical person.�
A male reporter with the face of a matinee idol nearly jabbed his microphone through Jenkins� teeth. �Can you tell us what progress you�ve made so far, Inspector Jenkins?�
Jenkins smiled as he pushed the microphone back a few inches. �We are proceeding with a thorough investigation. However I�m not at liberty to reveal any details at this time.�
�Do you have a suspect yet, sir?�
�I�m afraid I can�t discuss that at this time.�
The sidewalk was crammed with onlookers held back by a small army of patrolmen. There was a massive traffic jam on Eighth Avenue that extended downtown for fifteen blocks, and two patrolmen were trying to move the cars through an open lane on the west side of the street. Rackman elbowed through the crowd to his car, got in, managed to turn it around, and drove uptown to the Albemarle Hotel on Fifty-first Street between Eighth Avenue and Broadway.
It was a seedy old building occupied by people on welfare, hookers, and lowlifes. The rusty fire escape hanging from its facade looked like it might fall to the street at any moment. Rackman entered the lobby, where denizens of the hotel sat on collapsing furniture around a black and white television set. A black man in his mid-twenties was behind the check-in desk. Rackman showed him his shield. �What room does Rene LeDoux live in?�
�Who?�
�Rene LeDoux.�
The black man shrugged. �Never heard of her.�
�Don�t you keep a record of who lives here?�
�Uh huh.�
�Check it.�
The black man reached under the counter and took out a big blue notebook stenciled with Register across the front in black ink. He leafed through the notebook while Rackman took out a Lucky and lit up.
�I don�t see no Rene LeDoux,� the black man said.
�She�s living with a guy, and maybe the room�s under his name. They�re both French Canadians.�
�Oh, you mean the Canucks.� The black man found the appropriate page. �Here they are, Mr. and Mrs. Pierre Fournier. Room 1006.�
�Do you know if Mr. Fournier is in?�
�No I don�t.�
�I�m going up to see him. You�d better not tip him off that I�m on the way.�
Rackman rode the shaky elevator to the tenth floor and knocked on the door. There was no answer. He knocked again. Still no answer. Taking out his picks, he tripped the latch and entered a small shabby room with an unmade double bed in its center. It smelled of perfume and cologne; clothing was strewn everywhere. The framed photograph of a teenage girl was on the dresser. He looked in the closet and found men�s suits and sports jackets on the hangers along with women�s clothing. It didn�t appear that Pierre Fournier had flown the coop.
Rackman returned to the lobby and approached the room clerk. �Fournier isn�t there. By the way, what�s your name?�
The room clerk took a step back. �I ain�t done anything wrong.�
�I didn�t say you did. What�s your name?�
�Percy.�
�Percy what?�
�Percy Green. Folks call me Greeny.�
�Do you have any idea where Pierre Fournier might be right now?�
�Try the First Base Cafe down the street. If he�s not there, I don�t know where he is.�
Rackman left the hotel and spotted the sign of the Cafe on the other side of the street. It was the ground floor of another broken-down hotel called the Prince Albert. He crossed over and entered. The bar was to the right and tables were in back. The jukebox played funky rhythm and blues, and the air stank of beer, whiskey, and tobacco smoke. He looked down the bar and saw black and white people dressed in cheap, flashy clothes. Near the cash register sat a guy with wavy salt and pepper hair, a mustache, and a square-shouldered suit. Rackman walked over to him and tapped him on the shoulder. The man turned around.
�Are you Pierre Fournier?� Rackman asked.
�Who wants to know?� the man asked in a French accent.
Rackman took out his shield. �I�m Detective Rackman from the New York Police Department.�
The man squinted at the shield, then looked at Rackman. �Yes, I�m Pierre Fournier. What is the problem?�
�Why don�t we go back and sit at one of those tables.�
�Are you arresting me?�
�No.�
�Why do you want to talk to me?�
�That�s what I�ll tell you about when we get back there.�
Fournier looked worried as he walked beside Rackman toward the rear of the bar. They sat in the dark corner beside the cigarette machine. Fournier took a sip of the wine that he�d carried back. Rackman took a deep drag from his cigarette.
�You live with a woman named Rene LeDoux�isn�t that right?� Rackman asked.
�Yes.�
�Is she your legal wife?�
�Yes.�
Rackman flicked an imaginary ash off his cigarette. �I�m afraid I have bad news for you, Mr. Fournier. Rene LeDoux was murdered about an hour ago at the Polka Dot Lounge.�
Fournier stared at him in disbelief. At a nearby table, two black dudes talked about the fifth race at Belmont Park.
�Murdered?� Fournier asked, bewildered and unsteady.
�I�m afraid so. We�ll want you to come to the medical examiner�s office to identify the body.�
�I� ah��
�That�s all right, Mr. Fournier. You don�t have to say anything.�
Fournier wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His world was disintegrating and he didn�t know where he was. Rackman had been through this many times. He�d seen people fall down and cry, he�d seen them get angry and try to punch him, and he�d seen them become instant vegetables unable to respond to questions. He disliked the last category most of all.
Fournier took out a Gauloise cigarette and Rackman lit it for him. Fournier looked into Rackman�s eyes as if his pain could be absorbed and ameliorated by them.
�Can you come with me now?� Rackman asked gently.
Fournier nodded. They stood and Rackman led the way out of the bar. They got into his car and drove downtown, wondering where the killer was and why he was knifing prostitutes. On lower Broadway, he figured Fournier had recovered his composure sufficiently to be of use.
�Mr. Fournier, I�d like to ask you a couple of questions, if you don�t mind.�
Fournier reflected for a few moments, as they passed dark factory buildings. �Go ahead, m�sieu.�
�Did you or your wife know a woman named Cynthia Doyle?�
�Cynthia Doyle? No.�
�Your wife was killed by a big heavyset man about my height, with short black hair. He wore a red and black wool jacket. Do you know such a person?�
�No.�
�Can you remember seeing such a person recently?�
�I do not think so.�

Chapter Five

Rackman stopped his unmarked Plymouth in front of a white east side apartment building that looked like an upended carton of a dozen eggs. It was fifteen minutes after midnight and he�d just dropped Fournier off at his hotel. Fournier had identified Rene LeDoux, alias Rene Fournier, in the morgue. It seemed certain that the same person had killed Cynthia Doyle and Rene LeDoux, but they still had no solid leads.
Rackman pulled down his Official Police Investigation sign and got out of the car. The doorman recognized him and said hello. Rackman got into the elevator, rode to the third floor, and knocked on Francie�s door.
She opened it and gave him a cross look. Wearing jeans and a white blouse, she was slim with large breasts, auburn hair, and finely chiseled Anglo-Saxon features. Rackman thought she resembled Greta Garbo a little.
�Hi baby,� he said, kissing her cheek.
She looked away. �I thought you�d forgotten all about me.�
�How could anyone ever forget about you?�
�You�re not even in the door yet and already you�re bullshitting me.�
�I�m not bullshitting you.�
�You know very well that you hardly ever think about me.�
�I think about you all the time, but I�m busy.�
�Nobody could possibly be that busy.�
She led him past the tank of tropical fish into her living room, which doubled as her bedroom. She�d been sitting on her red corduroy sofa reading a script. At the age of thirty-two she still was taking acting classes and workshops, still hoping for her big break. Across the room against the far wall, in an elaborate plastic apparatus of tubes, boxes, and treadmills, was her pet hamster, Ziggy, looking at him.
He sat on the sofa and took out a cigarette. The atmosphere was laden with frustration and repressed anger. The look in her eyes hit him like a blast of arctic air.
�Can I get you a drink?� she asked.
�Yes.�
She went to the kitchen, futzed around, returned with a bourbon and water, and placed it on the coffee table before him. Then she sat so far over on the opposite side of the sofa that if she had moved over a few more inches she�d have fallen over the armrest onto the floor.
He sipped the whiskey and puffed his cigarette. �What�s wrong with you?� he asked.
�I think it�s time that we had a talk about our relationship and where it�s going,� she said.
�That�s all we ever talk about, Francie.�
�I think you�re afraid to have a real relationship with me.�
�Here we go again.�
�I think you�ve been traumatized by the relationships you�ve had with your wives and now you�re afraid of women.�
�I�m very busy, Francie. I don�t have much time for seeing people.�
�That�s only an excuse. If people like each other they find time to get together.�
�I work fourteen hours a day. People are killing each other without letup out there. Did you read in the paper about the girl who got her throat cut in an alley on the west side the other night?�
�I don�t read those kinds of papers,� she said haughtily, for she read only Variety, Backstage, and Show Business.
�Well that�s the case I�m working on now. It�s not easy to track down a killer like that.�
�The truth is that you don�t care very much about me.�
�We�ve been over this a million times. If I didn�t care for you I wouldn�t be here.�
�You come here twice a month, and that�s it.�
�I don�t have much time.�
�Of course, because this relationship doesn�t mean very much to you.�
�It does too. It�s the only relationship I�ve got. The problem is that you�re not doing anything with your life and you expect me to come around and make everything okay for you. But I can�t make everything okay for you. You�re the only one who can do that.�
Her eyes flashed. �What do you mean I�m not doing anything with my life? I go to acting classes every day, and I go to the gym, and I go to auditions! You always say I�m not doing anything with my life, but I�m doing more than you! And I go to group every Tuesday night, and I�m writing a book on nutrition with my chiropractor!�
�If you�re so busy, why do you want me around all the time to pat your head and play kissy face?�
�Is that the way you see it? Just patting me on the head and playing kissy face? You�re a grown man, but you don�t know what love is. I feel sorry for you.�
�The kind of love you�re talking about is ridiculous. You should have grown out of it by now.�
�Maxwell says you�re afraid of a real relationship.� Maxwell was her psychiatrist.
�Fuck Maxwell.�
�Don�t you talk about Maxwell that way!�
�I think he�s an asshole, and you�re a bigger asshole because you�re paying him forty dollars a week. If you kept that money you could afford an apartment with a bedroom.�
�If I got an apartment with a bedroom, would you stay with me more often?�
�How should I know?�
She slid closer to him, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and kissed his cheek. �I love you so much, Danny. Why can�t you love me too?�
�Because I don�t believe in that crazy horseshit anymore. It�s okay for movies and television but for real life it can ruin you.�
�You�re not romantic at all.�
�You can say that again.�
�Don�t you care about me?�
�Of course I care about you.�
He turned to her, kissed her fragrant throat, and moved toward her ear. She pulled away quickly.
�All you ever come over here for is to get laid,� she said coldly.
�What�s the matter with that?�
�It makes me feel shitty.�
�Don�t you like to fuck me?�
�You�re the best sex I�ve ever had in my life,� she said, and melted in his arms.
They lay side by side on the sofa, pecking each other�s lips, tasting tongues.
�I love you, Danny,� she whispered.
�I know it.�
�Maxwell said I shouldn�t settle for relationships that aren�t what I want.�
�Why don�t you just keep on with me the way we�ve been going, and give up Maxwell.�
�I couldn�t give up Maxwell!�
�You�re a grown woman but you can�t make a move unless you talk it over first with that asshole.�
�He�s a very intelligent, aware, caring man.�
�Then why don�t you go out with him?�
�He�s married!�
�I�ll bet his wife is breaking his balls right now just like you�re breaking mine.�
�Is that what I�m doing?�
�Yes.�
�I�m sorry. I�ll stop. You just tell me what kind of relationship you want to have with me, and that�s what we�ll have.�
�Why don�t we just continue whatever it is that we have, and if you find somebody you like better than me, go ahead out with him.�
She moved her head back and looked at him as though the little wheels in her head were spinning fast. �Is that what you�re going to do, Danny?�
�I don�t know what I�m going to do, Francie. I work like a dog and when I have a chance I come over here.�
�If you meet somebody you like more than me you�ll leave me?�
�That�s what people do, isn�t it?�
She punched him in the ribs. �You son of a bitch!�
He grabbed her slim wrist before she did it again. �Your problem is that you can�t deal with the truth. People leave each other when they find somebody they like better. Isn�t that what you did with your husband?�
�Yes, but��
�And the guy after him?�
�Yes, but��
�You�ll do the same thing to me, or I�ll do it to you. Or maybe neither of us will find anybody better and we�ll keep on like this for the rest of our lives.�
�Do you really think that might happen?�
�Why not? I�m not looking for anybody. I�m too busy. I�m glad that I�ve got you so I don�t have to look for anybody else.�
She pressed her breasts against him. �I love it when you talk to me like that.�
�All you want me to do is tell you how wonderful and beautiful you are.�
�Is that so hard?�
�No, but this is.� He moved her hand down and pressed it against his erection.
�What�s this, Danny?� she asked ingenuously, squeezing it.
�You know very well what it is.�
�Can I have it?�
�Sure.�
She caressed it while kissing his lips, cheeks, nose, and chin. �Oh, you�re such a sexy man,� she sighed.
He unzipped his fly and took it out.
�It�s so big,� she said, wrapping her hand around it.
�I�ll bet you say that to all the guys.�
�I do not!�
�Sure you do.�
�It really is big, and it feels so good.�
�It�s missed you.�
�Has it really?�
�Yes, and it wants to do it to you.�
She giggled. �Do what to me?�
�You know.�
�Tell me.�
�Why is it that you always want me to talk dirty?�
�I don�t know. Tell me.�
�It wants me to fuck you.�
�Really?�
�Yes.�
�What else?�
�Guess.�
�Does it want me to suck you?� she asked.
�Yes.�
�If I suck you, will you suck me?�
�You know that I don�t like to do that so much, Francie.�
�Why not?�
�I can�t explain it.�
�Afraid it�ll bite you?�
�I�m not afraid it�ll bite me. Why don�t we take our clothes off?�
�Okay.�
�Did you put your diaphragm in?�
Embarrassed, she burrowed her face into his shoulder. �Yes.�
�Is it in right this time?�
�I think so.�
�You�re the only girl I ever met in my life who didn�t know how to put her diaphragm in right.�
�I can�t help it, Danny.�
�Why don�t you get your act together, Francie?�
�I do have my act together.�
They kissed, rubbing against each other, touching, moaning, getting dizzy. Across the room Ziggy ran on his treadmill. Somebody was yelling in the next apartment, and a car horn blew on the street below.
�Your diaphragm isn�t in right, Francie.�
�It isn�t?�
�No, it isn�t.�
�How can you tell?�
�Because it�s supposed to be in deeper than it is right now.�
�Why don�t you fix it for me?�
�I don�t know where it�s supposed to go.�
�I did it the way my gynecologist told me to do it. Of course, she was very busy at the time.�
�You wouldn�t be trying to get pregnant by any chance, would you?�
She widened her eyes. �NO!�
�It seems to me that a woman who didn�t want to get pregnant would be more careful about the way she put in her diaphragm.�
�What would I want to get pregnant for?�
�I don�t know. Maybe so that I�d have to marry you?�
�I wouldn�t do such a thing so that you�d marry me.�
�Maybe not consciously, but in your unconscious little female mind I think you might. You can�t deny that you�d like to get married to me.�
�I don�t deny it. I�m in love with you. But you�re not in love with me.�
�I told you that I don�t believe in that baloney anymore.�
�I wish I�d met you before you met your two wives. Why is it that I keep meeting men who�ve been destroyed by other women?�
�I don�t know, Francie. Why don�t you fix your diaphragm?�
�I�m embarrassed.�
�Then go to the bathroom and fix it.�
She pulled up her underpants, stood, and walked across the living room to the bathroom. Pausing at the bathroom door, she gave him a wink, then went inside.

Chapter Six

Jackie Doolan�s clothes were tattered and his bare feet could be seen through the holes in the tops of his shoes. He�d cut the holes himself with his knife because the shoes had been too tight. Now they felt real good as he shuffled along East Ninth Street in an old tenement neighborhood for the next constellation of garbage cans in front of the building straight ahead. It was ten o�clock in the evening.
Jackie Doolan was fifty-five years old and a chronic alcoholic. He�d been on the bum for twenty years and functioned quite resourcefully at that level. One of his survival strategies was the ransacking of garbage cans for leftover bits of food and other items that he could wear or sell, stuffing them into the burlap bag slung over his shoulder. His vision wasn�t too good and his brain was pickled but he could distinguish a sardine from a piece of cat shit at twenty paces.
A streetlamp shone over his shoulder as he stopped in front of the garbage cans and put down his burlap bag. His nose had been broken in a street fight many years ago and his face was streaked with filth. Perched on the back of his head was a battered old fedora that he�d found in a trashcan last week. His grimy matted hair fell down over his wolfish eyes.
He lifted the lid off the garbage can and saw a paper bag full of garbage. Opening the top of it, his face lit up at the sight of a piece of fat with some meat on it. With his greasy fingers he brushed cigarette ashes off the lump of food and popped it into his mouth, chewing with the few teeth he had left. It was tender and juicy; must have come from an expensive piece of meat. He sifted through the rest of the garbage, finding a few more pieces of fat and some bones. Taking a plastic baggie out of his pocket, he put the meat into it, then dropped the baggie into his burlap sack.
He lifted the garbage bag out of the pail and saw another bag beneath it. At its top were some cigarette butts that only had been smoked halfway down. With trembling hands he put one of the butts to his lips, took a book of matches out of his pants pocket, lit up, and took a puff, holding the butt daintily in his fingers. His head swam for a moment as the nicotine hit his blood stream, so he inhaled again deeply, savoring the feeling. If only he could find cigarettes more often, he thought, it wouldn�t be so bad.
He blinked and saw a paper bag leaning against the iron fence in back of the garbage can. He probably wouldn�t have noticed it if he hadn�t fallen down. You never know what�s going to bring you good luck, he thought with a silly grin. Reaching over, he pulled the bag toward him and opened it up. There were banana peels and tin cans inside. He pawed at the stuff gingerly, so as not to cut his fingers on the cans, and perceived that there were some rags underneath.
Standing, he emptied the tin cans and banana peels into another garbage can, then sniffed the rags at the bottom of the bag. They didn�t smell of paint or turpentine. Might be good for something. He reached into the bag, grabbed the rags, and pulled. The bag nearly slipped out of his arm and he realized it was one big piece of cloth, not little rags. Peering inside the bag, he could see that the cloth was wool with big red and black squares. Impatient to see the booty, he tore open the bag and held the cloth in the air. It was a jacket, a nice jacket like lumberjacks and dockworkers wore. But there must be something wrong with it: nobody would throw away a nice jacket like this. He held it in the light of the streetlamp. There were no tears and no holes. It didn�t smell too bad and was perfectly fine except for the stain on the left sleeve. A stain wouldn�t hurt anything.
He put on the jacket and looked at himself.
It was a little too big but that was no problem. He could wear it until the weather got warm, and then get three bucks for it at one of those used clothes places on the Bowery. For three bucks he could get a bottle of muscatel and drink himself into a stupor.
�Hey�whataya doin� down there!�
Jackie Doolan looked up the stoop and saw a big guy with blonde hair. �I�m just lookin� around.�
�Get the fuck out of here before I break your ass, you goddamn bum!�
�I ain�t hurtin� nobody,� Jackie whined.
The man on the stoop pointed his finger. �You�re makin� a mess on the sidewalk you cocksucker bastard and I�m the one who�ll have to clean it up! Get the fuck movin�!�
�Aw shit,� Jackie mumbled, because he really wanted to search through the other garbage cans in front of that building. It had been a big score so far and he just knew there were more valuable and edible things in the other cans.
The man took a step down toward him and made a fist. �I said move your fuckin� stinkin� ass.�
Jackie grimaced and slung his burlap bag over his shoulder. Some people won�t let a man live, he thought as he shuffled away. They won�t even let you have their garbage.

Chapter Seven

It was five o�clock in the afternoon four days later on Barrow Street in Greenwich Village, Patrolman Anthony Benelli and Patrolman George Shussler stood at the corner of Seventh Avenue, twirling their billy clubs and having a conversation. Benelli had black hair that covered his ears, and Shussler wore a thick brown mustache.
Walking past the street corner were pretty young girls, local businessmen dressed like hippies, and local characters. Benelli and Shussler looked at them while speculating on the terms of the contract currently under negotiation between the Patrolman�s Benevolent Association and the City.
�We oughta have a clause that guarantees no more layoffs,� Shussler said.
�Yeah,� agreed Benelli, �and they oughta restore the overtime clause we had in our other contract.�
Benelli noticed an old bum searching through trash barrels a short way down Barrow Street. He told Shussler that he thought the Civilian Review Board ought to be done away with.
The bum finished with the trash barrels and stumbled toward the two cops. Benelli�s trained eyes checked him out, noticing the red and black wool jacket too big for him, wondering where he had stolen it from. Then he saw the bloodstain on the sleeve. To an ordinary citizen the bloodstain might look like dried coffee or vomit, but Benelli had seen lots of blood in his professional career and knew what it looked like in its various forms.
�Hey, pick up on the bird in the bloody jacket,� Benelli said.
Shussler focused on the bum. �Looks like somebody must�ve busted the poor fucker in the snoot.�
Benelli wrinkled his forehead. �Wasn�t there something on an APB about a red and black wool jacket?�
The corners of his mouth turned down. �The Slasher�s jacket�But that bummo doesn�t fit the Slasher�s description.�
�The jacket does.� Benelli waited until the bum came closer, then pointed to him and said, �Hey you!�
Jackie Doolan looked at the cop through his old rheumy eyes, then looked around to see if he meant somebody else. �Me?�
�Yeah you. C�mere.�
�I ain�t done nothin� wrong.�
�Nobody said you did. C�mere.�
Jackie Doolan huddled in the collar of his jacket and crab-stepped toward the two cops. �I ain�t done nothin�,� he repeated.
�Where�d you get that jacket?� Benelli asked.
Doolan pinched the stained sleeve. �You mean this jacket here?�
�No, I mean that one up there.� Benelli pointed to the sky.
Doolan looked up and squinted. �I don�t see no jacket up there.�
�I�m talking about the one you got on. What�s your name?�
�Jackie Doolan.�
�Where�d you get that jacket, Doolan?�
�This one here?�
�That one there.�
�I didn�t steal it.�
�Then where�d you get it?�
�I don�t remember.�
�Did you buy it?�
�Yeah, I bought it. I think.�
�Where?�
�I don�t remember.�
�Where�d the blood on the sleeve come from?�
�What blood?�
Benelli pointed to the sleeve. �That blood.�
Doolan looked and wrinkled his nose. �Is that blood?�
�Yeah, that�s blood.�
�I don�t know where it came from.�
�How come you bought the jacket too big for you?�
�Huh?�
�I don�t think you bought that jacket, Doolan. I think you stole it. We�re gonna have to take you over to the precinct house.�
Doolan�s eyes darted around frantically. �I didn�t steal it�honest!�
�Then where�d you buy it?�
�I didn�t buy it. I found it.�
�Where?�
�In a garbage can someplace.�
�Whereabouts?�
�I don�t remember.� A bit of saliva oozed out the corner of Doolan�s mouth.
�East side? West side? Uptown? The Village? Where?�
�I don�t remember.�
Benelli looked at Shussler. �We�d better take him to the precinct and let the guys from Midtown North figure out what to do with him.�

Chapter Eight

Rackman drove his unmarked Plymouth into the lot behind the new Sixth Precinct building on West Tenth Street in Greenwich Village. He entered the station house and walked to the sergeant�s desk. �I�m Detective Rackman from Midtown North. I understand you�ve got a suspect for me here.�
�Upstairs in the Detective Division.�
Rackman climbed the stairs and walked down the hall. The Sixth Precinct detectives had private cubicles, and Rackman found the one he wanted. The detective inside looked up, and Rackman recognized Burt Vickers, who�d been a patrolman with him in the Twenty-first Precinct of Brooklyn. They greeted each other noisily and shook hands.
�I just got a call that you�ve got a suspect for me in the Slasher case,� Rackman said.
�He�s not a suspect exactly,� replied Vickers, who had a five o�clock shadow that usually came out around noon. �But he�s wearing a jacket like the one in the APB and it�s got blood on the sleeve. C�mon, I�ll take you to the property room.�
They went downstairs to the basement, and Rackman signed for the jacket. He held it up in the air. �This is a pretty big jacket.� He looked at the collar, and it was a size 46. �Is the guy real big?�
�Naw, he�s a scarecrow and a bum. I�ll show him to you.�
�You charge him with anything?�
�He�s just a material witness so far.�
They walked down the corridor to the cellblock, which had glazed white brick walls and smelled of antiseptic. Vickers got the key from the sergeant on duty and unlocked the cell. Jackie Doolan was lying on a cot with his arm over his eyes. He needed a drink real bad.
�Sit up,� Rackman ordered.
Doolan pushed himself erect and swung his feet onto the floor. He looked at the two detectives and thought how awful it was that a person could be picked up off the street and locked up for nothing.
�What�s your name?� Rackman asked.
�Jackie Doolan.�
Rackman held up the jacket. �Where�d you get this?�
�It�s mine.� Doolan�s lips quivered and snot ran out of his nose.
�I know it�s yours, but where did you get it?�
�I found it.�
�Where?�
�I dunno.�
�You must have some kind of idea.�
�I need a drink.�
�I need to know where you got this jacket.�
�I can�t remember.�
�You�d better think about it if you want to get out of here. I�ll be back to see you in a little while.�
Rackman and Vickers left the cellblock and went upstairs to the main room of the station house. Rackman used the desk sergeant�s phone and called Inspector Jenkins. He told Jenkins he was taking the jacket to the lab to determine whose blood was on it, and requested that someone pick up Doolan and transfer him to Midtown North.
Rackman carried the jacket with the tips of his fingers out to his car and threw it onto the back seat. He drove across town to Broadway and downtown to police headquarters. In the lab, he told a technician that he wanted to know if the blood on the jacket matched the blood of Rene LeDoux. While the tests were taking place, Rackman sat in the waiting room, smoking cigarettes and hoping the blood was Rene LeDoux�s, so he could have a clue to the Slasher�s identity.
An hour later the technician came to the waiting room. �The blood samples match,� he said.
Rackman took the technician�s report and the jacket to Midtown North, stopping first in Jenkins� office to apprise him of the lab finding.
Jenkins sat behind his desk and toyed with a ballpoint pen, his face betraying no emotion at the news. When Rackman was finished, Jenkins said, �You gotta squeeze that little scumbag until he remembers where he found the jacket.�
Rackman went down to the basement and told the guard to let him into Doolan�s cell. The guard unlocked the bars and Rackman stepped into the odor of Doolan�s clogged commode. Graffiti and garish drawings covered the walls, and Doolan lay on his cot, quivering and drooling. Rackman leaned over him and shook his shoulder. �Wake up, Doolan. Your country needs you.�
Doolan unsheathed his eyes. �Huh?�
�Get up.�
�I can�t.�
�Why not?�
�I�m sick.�
�I know what you need. A bottle of wine. Am I right or wrong?�
�You�re right.�
�Come with me and I�ll get you one.�
Doolan raised himself on one elbow. �You will?�
�Sure.�
Doolan dragged himself to his feet and ran his fingers through his greasy hair before putting on his old fedora. His breath smelled almost as bad as the commode. �My favorite is muscatel.�
�Then it�s muscatel you�ll have. Come with me.�
Rackman and Doolan walked out of Midtown North and got into Rackman�s unmarked Plymouth. Doolan furrowed his brow and tried to make sense of the weird events that had befallen him during the past few hours, as Rackman drove around the corner to a liquor store on Ninth Avenue. Rackman double-parked in front of the liquor store, helped Doolan out of his seat, and together they approached the door. Dusk was falling on Manhattan, and the store had its neon lights on.
The proprietor of the liquor store wrinkled his nose when he saw Doolan wobble into his establishment. He was about to throw him out but then realized he was in the company of Rackman.
�Where do you keep your wine?� Rackman asked the proprietor, who wore a gray cotton jacket and looked like he should be a teller in a bank.
�Over there,� the proprietor replied, pointing to a section of shelves.
Rackman dragged Doolan to the shelves and pointed to the bottles. �Which one you want, champ?�
Doolan squinted at the bottles and went weak in the knees. �Muscatel.�
�Any particular brand?�
�Just muscatel.�
Rackman took down two pints of a moderately priced domestic muscatel and carried them to the proprietor, whom he paid. Rackman and Doolan went to the car and got in, while the proprietor just watched them through the front window of his store, wondering what their story was.
Rackman stashed the two bottles under his seat and started up the engine.
�Can�t I have some now?� Doolan asked pathetically.
�Wait until we get around the corner.�
With a shudder and a growl, Doolan scrambled toward the bottles under the seat. Rackman picked him up and flung him back in place.
�Stay put over there,� Rackman ordered.
�Please��
�Just hang on a few minutes more.�
Doolan dove under the seat again. Rackman pulled him up and realized he wouldn�t be permitted to drive unless he gave the bum some wine.
�Okay, I�ll give you one of the bottles,� Rackman said, holding Doolan back, �but you�ve got to promise me something.�
�Okay I promise,� Doolan replied quickly, his ears twitching.
�I haven�t even asked you yet.�
�I promise anyways.�
�Oh fuck,� Rackman sighed, exasperated. He reached under the seat and took one of the pints out of the bag. Breaking the seal, he handed the bottle to Doolan, who clawed at it, nearly dropped it, managed to screw off the top, and then stuffed it into his mouth.
Doolan slurped and gurgled as Rackman drove around the corner and parked beside an old warehouse whose windows were boarded up and marked with white Xs. Rackman turned to Doolan, who was looking at the label of the bottle and smiling beatifically.
�How�re you feeling, sport?� Rackman asked.
�Pretty good.�
�Like the wine?�
�Yup.�
�I just did you a favor, right?�
Doolan got confused. �When?�
�By giving you the wine.�
�Oh yeah, that�s right too.�
�Now it�s time for you to do me a favor.�
�What kind of favor?�
�I need to know where you picked up that jacket, Doolan.�
�What jacket?�
Rackman pointed to the red and black wool jacket lying on the back seat. �That jacket.�
�That�s my jacket!� Doolan exclaimed, and proceeded to climb over the seat to get it.
Rackman pulled him back and sat him down again. �I know it�s your jacket, but where did you get it?�
�Are you gonna give it back to me?�
�I need it for evidence.�
�I need it too,� Doolan whined.
�Where did you get it?�
�I found it.�
�Where?�
�I don�t know where.�
Rackman snatched the bottle out of his hands. �Where?�
Doolan clawed for the bottle but Rackman pushed him back.
�Make another move for this bottle and I�ll punch you right in the mouth.�
Doolan shouldered into the corner and sulked.
�If you tell me where you got the jacket, I�ll give this back to you.� Rackman jiggled the bottle in the air.
Doolan wiped his running nose with his finger. �I don�t remember where I got it.�
�Was it someplace around the Bowery?�
�I think so.�
�Is that where you hang out?�
�Most of the time.�
�How far away from the Bowery do you get?�
�Pretty far.�
�As far as Times Square?�
�Not that far.�
�How about Thirty-fourth Street?�
�Haven�t been there in years.�
�Fourteenth Street?�
�Very seldom.�
�So you�re mostly in the Bowery vicinity.�
�That�s what I told you before. Don�t you hear too good?�
�Could you have gotten the jacket in Chinatown?�
�Them chinks never throw away nothin� good.�
�How about Little Italy.�
�I never go into Little Italy unless I have to. The dago kids like to beat up bums.�
�Then you probably got it somewhere in the Village.�
�Why can�t you gimme the jacket back?� Doolan whimpered. �I need a good jacket. It�s still cold out. If you need a jacket you can just go and buy one, but I can�t. I ain�t got no money. I ain�t got no home. I ain�t got nothin�. I�m just a poor old jakey-bum.�
Rackman scratched his nose. �You�re gonna make me cry, Doolan.�
�You oughta cry. The whole world oughta cry. Why can�t I have back my jacket?�
�I�ll tell you what I�m going to do. If I buy you a jacket just like the one in the back seat there, do you think you might remember where you found it?�
It took a few seconds for that to sink into Doolan�s alcohol-besotted brain, and then he grinned. �I might. If you was to gimme back the bottle of wine, that might help too. I think best when I got some muscatel in my blood.�
�Okay Doolan, I�m going to give you the muscatel back and I�m going to get you a brand new jacket. If you can�t tell me what I want to know then, I�m not going to throw you in jail.� Rackman took out his .38 and pointed it at Doolan�s nose. �I�m going to blow your fucking head off.�
Doolan�s eyes goggled at the hole down the barrel of the gun.
�You wouldn�t do that, would ya, chief?�
�You�re damn straight I would. If you don�t think you�ll be able to tell me where you found that jacket, you�d better let me know now.�
Doolan winked. �I think I�ll be able to tell you something then, chief.�
Rackman didn�t know whether the old bum was jerking him off, but he had no choice but to follow through. He handed Doolan the bottle and then bent over the back of the seat, got the jacket, and placed it between them. �Maybe if you have it right next to you it�ll improve your memory.�
Doolan didn�t reply; he was too busy guzzling muscatel. Rackman started up the car and drove downtown, hoping the bum would remember where he got the jacket.
�Goddamn this is good muscatel,� Doolan murmured as they passed through the garment district.
�I hope it�s clearing out your mind a little.�
�My mind�s workin� better than ever, chief. Why do you wanna know where I got the jacket?�
�Have you read in the papers about the New York Slasher?�
�The who?�
�The guy who�s cutting up the girls in Times Square.�
�A guy is doin� that?�
�He sure is.�
�How come?�
�That�s what I�m trying to figure out. He wore that jacket on two of his murders. The stain on the sleeve is some poor girl�s blood.�
�No shit.�
�I�m not shitting you.�
Doolan looked down at the jacket and started to hallucinate entrails and ghosts. �Get it away from me!� he screamed, scratching at the door beside him.
�What�s the matter with you!�
�Get it away! Get it away!�
Rackman stomped on the brakes. Doolan opened the door and jumped out of the car, which fortunately wasn�t going too fast in the heavy traffic. He fell to the pavement and rolled over outside a discount jewelry store on Broadway near Twenty-third Street. Rackman stopped the car and leapt out, almost getting sideswiped by a diaper delivery truck. He ran back to Doolan and knelt over him. A crowd formed out of nearby pedestrians.
�You stupid fuck!� Rackman yelled. �What are you trying to do!�
�Get that jacket away from me!� Doolan screamed.
Rackman was rattled and pissed off. He wanted to kick Doolan all over the street and then toss him down a sewer. �Okay, I�ll put the jacket on the floor in the back seat where you can�t see it, okay?�
�Okay.�
�Stay put right here, okay?�
�Right.�
Rackman returned to the car and threw the jacket on the floor of the back seat. Then he went back to Doolan, helped him to his feet, and put the fedora on the back of his head. A patrolman walked toward them. �What the hell�s going on here?�
Rackman showed his shield, and the patrolman backed off. �I was taking this witness downtown and he jumped out of my car.�
�I�ll help you with him.�
Rackman and the patrolman carried Doolan by his arms and deposited him back in the car. Rackman thanked the patrolman for his help, got in the car, and resumed his drive downtown.
Doolan picked the bottle off the floor and took a swig. �I didn�t know the coat belonged to a damn murderer,� he grumbled.
�That�s why I want you to remember where you found it.�
�It gives me the willies.�
�If you can remember where you found it, then I�ll be able to get the Slasher. No more girls will be killed. Wouldn�t you want to save some girls?�
�They gimme some pussy?�
�Doolan, you�re disgusting.�
�Ain�t had no pussy for a long time.�
�You wouldn�t know what to do with it if you had it.�
�I just stick in my dick and move it around. Hehheh.�
Rackman drove through the darkening streets to the Bowery while Doolan finished the first pint of wine. Crossing Fourteenth Street, they came to the area of pawnshops, saloons, and porno movie theaters that comprised the classy part of the Bowery. Rackman parked in front of a store that sold work clothes and camping equipment. Its windows were crowded with denim jeans, boots, jockey shorts, backpacks, and jackets similar to the one in the back seat. Rackman pulled Doolan into the store, which was staffed by Hasidic men in black pants, white shirts, beards, and yarmukles.
One of the Hasids, whose skin was so pale you could almost see his bones, stepped forward. He had a potbelly, skinny arms, and was in dire need of physical exercise. �Can I help you?� he asked in the guttural tones of Eastern Europe. His beard was light brown and his eyes were wary.
�Hi,� Rackman said with a big smile. �I�d like to get one of those nice red and black wool jackets for my friend here.�
The Hasid looked at Rackman and Doolan as if they�d come from another planet. �This is your friend?�
�That�s right.�
The Hasid shrugged and led them past stacks of jeans and racks of shirts, through the tent section and the boot corner, to the cluttered room where jackets of wool and down were piled on shelves.
The Hasid looked at Doolan as though he was a piece of shit. �He should be a thirty-eight.�
�We can try one on him,� Rackman replied.
�If he tries it on he�s got to buy it, because we won�t be able to sell it to anybody else.�
�Give him a forty, then.�
The Hasid climbed the ladder and muttered to himself as he looked in the collars of jackets for sizes. Rackman watched, feeling uneasy as he always did in the presence of pious Jews. He felt guilty for not being more religious, for not upholding the traditions of his people, and believed that Jews like this Hasid despised him for being assimilated, but Rackman had been born and raised in America, as were his parents, who were minimally religious. He couldn�t understand Hebrew, wouldn�t know how to behave in a synagogue, and deep down thought the Jewish religion was a museum of obsolete rituals and beliefs. What did it matter whether a particular edible substance was eaten with another edible substance? How could a person wear two feet of twined hair around his ears and believe that had religious significance?
The Hasid descended the ladder with a size forty red and black jacket of the same brand and style worn by the Slasher.
�You like it?� Rackman asked Doolan as the Hasid held it up.
�Don�t like the color,� Doolan grumbled.
�But it�s the same color as the other one,� Rackman protested. �I�m getting you this one to replace the other one I�m taking for evidence.�
�Don�t like the color.�
�Why the fuck not!�
�It reminds me of the dead girls.�
The Hasid raised an eyebrow. �What dead girls?�
�Do you have this jacket in any other colors?� Rackman asked.
�It also comes in green and black squares, but I don�t know if I got any left in his size.�
Rackman looked at Doolan. �Will you take one in green and black if he�s got any left?�
�I like green.�
�That must be because it goes with your eyes.� Rackman looked at the Hasid. �A green and black jacket for my friend, please.�
The Hasid made a face and climbed the ladder again.
�I really like green,� Doolan said drunkenly.
�You�re going to be the best-dressed man on the Bowery.�
The Hasid came down the ladder with a green and black jacket in size forty. �This what you want?�
Rackman looked at Doolan. �What do you say, champ?�
Doolan looked at it, nodded, and pursed his lips. �I like that one. Lemme put it on.�
�If he puts it on, he�s got to buy it,� the Hasid said.
�We�re going to buy it, don�t worry.�
Gingerly the Hasid helped put the jacket on Doolan who stumbled in front of a mirror and looked at himself. �It�ll do the trick,� he said, smiling at himself.
�How much is it?� Rackman asked.
�Forty-three ninety-five.�
�You take Master Charge?�
�You got some identification?�
Rackman whipped out his shield. �Will this do?�
�Better you should show me a driver�s license.�
Rackman and Doolan accompanied the Hasid to the front counter, where the transaction was made. Then they left the store, Doolan looking down at his new coat and touching it. In a few weeks when it was warm he might get five dollars for it at one of those used clothing stores.
They got in the car and Rackman drove around the corner, parking beside a vacant lot with a high chain fence around it. He reached under the seat and took out the second pint of wine. �Care for a drink?� he asked, wagging it in front of Doolan.
Doolan lunged for it, but Rackman pulled it back and pushed Doolan away. �Start talking, you motherfucker. Where�d you get the jacket?�
Doolan touched his sleeve. �You just bought it for me.�
�I mean the red and black jacket in the back seat.�
�Oh, that jacket.�
�Yeah, that jacket.�
�I�m not sure.�
�You�d better get sure, or I�ll take the one you�re wearing and keep it for myself.�
Doolan squinched shut his eyes and tried to remember where he found the jacket. No images appeared in the blackness. �I can�t remember,� he said.
�Can you remember when you got it?�
�A few days ago.�
�Where have you been for the last few days?�
�I don�t know.�
�You�re a real fuck-up�you know that, Doolan?�
�Yeah.�
�You said before that you thought you�d be able to remember where you found the jacket, didn�t you?�
�I did, but I can�t remember now.�
�Let�s take it one step at a time, Doolan. Do you think you found it in the Village around where you were picked up?�
Doolan shook his head. �I don�t think so.�
�And you already said you didn�t get it in Chinatown or Little Italy, right?�
�Right.�
�How about the Lower East Side?�
�I don�t like to go to the Lower East Side because the people like to pour gasoline on drunks and set fire to them.�
�That leaves the East Village. Did you find it in the East Village?�
Doolan thought for a few moments, then jumped as if somebody grabbed him. �Hey you know what?� he asked with a smile as the dawn of realization broke over him.
�What?�
�I think I got it around here.�
Rackman looked out the windshield. �Here?�
�I think so.�
�This street?�
�One of the streets around here, because I remember I was in one of them Ukrainian neighborhoods when I found it.�
�Would you say it was between Third and Second Avenue?�
�I�d say between Third Avenue and Avenue A.�
�That�s a lot of territory.�
�I�m doin� my best.�
�Let�s narrow it down a little more. Was it below Fourteenth Street?�
�Yeah, because there ain�t no Ukrainians above Fourteenth Street.�
�Between Fourteenth and Houston?�
�Yeah.�
�Let�s go for a little ride. Maybe we�ll see something that�ll jog your memory.�
Doolan jumped up again. �Hey wait a minute!�
�What is it?�
�There was a newsstand on the corner. I remember because when I walked by I was thinking that I needed something to eat.�
�What did that have to do with the newsstand?�
�There was a lunch counter inside. I think it was on Second Avenue�or maybe it was First Avenue. No, it was Second Avenue. One of them Ukrainian newsstands where you can�t read most the newspapers because they got different print.�
Rackman started up the car. �Let�s take a ride down Second Avenue.�
�Can I have the other pint of wine now?�
�Not yet.�
�Aw come on.�
�I said not yet, and if you try to take it I�ll beat your fucking head in.�
�Aw shit.�
They drove west to Second Avenue and then turned downtown. Old tenement buildings lined both sides of the wide thoroughfare. �Was the newsstand on the right or left side of the street?� Rackman asked.
�I think it was the left side.�
Rackman veered to the left and crept along slowly passing tenement buildings, grocery stores, Laundromats, a funeral home, a Ukrainian import store, the local Democratic club, a kosher deli, and a few head shops left over from the days when the East Village was hippie capital of the East coast. Ahead at the Ninth Street intersection he spotted newspapers stacked under a canopy.
�Is that it up there?� Rackman asked.
�I can�t see that far.�
�Hang on a moment.�
Rackman crossed the intersection and coasted to a stop in front of the newsstand outside a Ukrainian luncheonette. As Rackman got out of his car, an old man in a white mustache came running out of the luncheonette waving his hands in the air.
�You can�t park there�you can�t park there!�
Rackman took out his shield. The old man tucked his head into his collar, turned around, and walked back to the luncheonette. Rackman went to the side door of the car and helped Doolan out, walking him to the curb. �Is this the newsstand and luncheonette you were talking about?�
Doolan looked at it and nodded. �This is it.�
Rackman widened his eyes. �Are you sure?�
�I think so.�
�So you must have got the jacket on one of the blocks around here.�
�I think so.�
�You think so or you�re pretty sure?�
�Well, I remember that right after I got the jacket I landed on this corner here.�
Rackman looked down Ninth Street. Old tenement buildings were on both sides of the street, garbage cans huddled in front of each one. He�d arrange to send policemen into every apartment on the block and surrounding blocks to see if they could find somebody who resembled the composite drawing of the Slasher. He turned to Doolan. �You�d better not be sending me on a wild goose chase, you old fucker.�
�I wouldn�t do that to you, copper.�
�If I find out you�ve been fucking me around, I�m going to throw you in the East River.�
�I ain�t lyin�, because you been good to me. Better�n anybody in my whole life.� Doolan started blubbering.
Rackman patted him on the shoulder. �Okay Doolan, I believe you. You want that other pint of wine now?�
�That�d be real nice.�
Rackman walked back to the car, pulled the bottle out from beneath the front seat, returned to Doolan, and gave it to him. �Here you go, champ. Don�t drink it all in the same place.�
�I�ll drink it right over there.� He chinned toward a stoop next to the newsstand and unscrewed the cap.
Rackman reached into his pocket and took out a ten-dollar bill. �Go get yourself a hot meal.�
�Thanks copper.�
Doolan slouched toward the stoop, sat down, and started sucking the bottle like a baby at its mother�s breast. Rackman watched for a few moments, wondering what catastrophes had broken that man. Then he returned to his car and drove to Midtown North.

Chapter Nine

Patrolmen McGowan and Holland were one of the eight teams of cops in the East Village knocking on doors inquiring about the Slasher. They spoke to stoned hippies, old-country Ukrainians, and emaciated artists. After four hours of inquiries, they hadn�t found anyone who knew him.
McGowan was a black-haired Irishman who�d been with the NYPD for eighteen years; Holland was a rookie who had only recently graduated from the Police Academy. McGowan had a beer barrel belly; Holland was slim as a rail. They were referred to as Laurel and Hardy at the Ninth Precinct on East Fifth Street.
In the vestibule of 329 East Ninth Street, they looked at the mailboxes and found that the super�s name was Ihor Martienko of apartment 1-C.
�I hope this bird speaks English for a change,� McGowan muttered as he opened the inner door and entered the downstairs corridor.
They walked along looking at the numbers on doors, and at the end near the stairs was apartment 1-C. McGowan nodded to Holland, then knocked on the door. There were shuffling footsteps on the other side. A woman�s voice said something in Ukrainian.
�Anybody there speak English?� McGowan asked.
�Who you are?� the voice asked.
�Police. We want to talk to you.�
�Why for?�
�I�ve got to ask you a few questions.�
�About what?�
�Open the door.�
McGowan winked at Holland, who put his hand on his gun. You never knew who might come out of these goddamn apartments.
The door opened a crack, held back by a brass chain. �Yes?� asked a dark-haired woman in her fifties.
�You the super?� McGowan asked.
�My husband is.�
�Is he home?�
�He is at work right now. Why do you want to see him?�
McGowan took the composite picture of the Slasher out of the big manila envelope he was carrying. �Have you ever seen this man?�
�That is the face of the man in the newspaper, the man who kills women, yes?�
�That�s right. Do you know anybody who looks like this?�
The woman shrugged. �I am sure many people look like this.�
�Anybody in this building look like this?�
She smiled. �I do not want to make any trouble for anybody.�
McGowan and Holland exchanged glances.
�You�re making trouble for yourself if you don�t cooperate with the police, ma�am,� McGowan said with a hint of threat in his voice. �I asked you if anybody in this building looks like this.�
The old woman swallowed. �Well, Mr. Kowalchuk on the fifth floor looks something like this.�
�What apartment?�
�Five-A, it is in the front.�
�Do you know if he wears a red and black wool jacket?�
She pursed her lips and thought for a few moments. Then she unlatched the chain on the door and opened it wide. �Would it come down to here?� she asked, pointing to her hip.
�It would.�
�Mister Kowalchuk has a jacket like that.�
McGowan and Holland looked at each other again.
The old woman shook her head. �Mr. Kowalchuk could not be that person. He only looks like him a little bit, that is all. A lot of people must look like that I am sure.�
�How long has this Kowalchuk been living in this building?�
She looked at the ceiling and moved her lips as she counted. �Oh, twenty years at least. He lived here with his mother and father but they are dead now and he is all alone. He is a very nice man. Never makes trouble. It could not be him you are looking for.�
McGowan tipped his hat. �You�re probably right, but we have to check on these things anyway. Thanks very much for the information.�
McGowan and Holland stepped back, and the woman closed the door. The two patrolmen walked to the stairs and stopped, searching each other�s faces.
�I�m wondering if we should talk to this guy ourselves,� McGowan said, �or let the detectives handle it.�
�Come on, McGowan. Let�s do it.�
�The detectives like to do the questioning on something like this.�
�But maybe we can break the case.�
�Who do you think you are, Dick Tracy?�
�I don�t want to be a patrolman for eighteen years like you, McGowan.�
McGowan�s eyes became icebergs. �I think we�ll call the detectives and let them handle it,� he said.

Chapter Ten

At four o�clock in the morning, Rackman double-parked his green Plymouth in front of 329 East Ninth Street. Sitting beside him was Detective Olivero, and in the back seat was Inspector Jenkins, a glum look on his face. They got out of the car and walked swiftly toward the building, a little tense, their hands close to their service revolvers. Climbing the stoop, they made their way through the downstairs hall and went up the stairs, with Rackman leading the way. When they neared the fifth floor they slowed down and moved stealthily, on their tiptoes. They crowded around the door and took out their revolvers. Rackman and Olivero put their shoulders against the door and Jenkins stood back a few feet.
Jenkins nodded, and Rackman and Olivero threw themselves against the door. It crackled but didn�t break. They hit it again and it shattered, the three detectives pushing and spilling into a dark smelly room. They crouched, pointed their guns, and listened, but there was no sound except the dripping of water. Taking out flashlights, they turned them on and saw a kitchen table piled with dirty dishes, a refrigerator, a sink, and a bathtub with a porcelain cover. Olivero found the light switch and flicked it.
Rackman led the way into a living room, their pistols still out, and they entered the bedroom. The bed wasn�t made and no one was in it. Rackman turned on the light, and the white sheets on the bed were gray with filth. A dark depression was in the center of the pillow. Strewn about on the dresser and floor were porno newspapers and magazines.
Jenkins dropped his revolver into his shoulder holster. �Looks like he ain�t here.�
Rackman looked into the closet. �He�s got some clothes here.� There was a shirt that only could fit a big fat man, the description of the Slasher.
Olivero went through the dresser. �There�s stuff in here, too.�
�I wonder where the scumbag is,� Jenkins said, wiping his mouth with his hand.
They returned to the living room, and Jenkins found the light switch, flipping it on, illuminating solid, old furniture that probably was nice once, but now was soiled and worn. A big upholstered chair was in the corner, its cushion crushed low to the floor. A floor lamp was beside it, and a hassock in front. Nearby against the wall was a stack of newspapers, and Rackman bent over to look at them. On top was a copy of the New York Review of Sex, and the headline said �Panties: The Ultimate Fetish.� Underneath was another copy of the New York Review of Sex and the headline was �Nooky with Nurses.�
Jenkins walked over, his heavy footsteps making the floorboards creak. �What you got there?�
�A stack of the New York Review of Sex,� Rackman replied, continuing to look through them. �Looks like he bought it every week.�
�Sick fucker,� Jenkins spat.
Rackman looked through the newspapers to see how far back they ran, and when he got to the bottom of the pile it was nearly a year and a half. Olivero returned from the front of the apartment. �There�s another bedroom up front, but it don�t look like it�s been slept in for years.�
�He used to live here with his parents,� Rackman said. �That must have been their room.�
�Well, he ain�t here,� Jenkins said, frowning.
Rackman stood up, a copy of the New York Review of Sex in his hand. �Maybe he works nights.�
�Yeah,� said Olivero. �His clothes are still here.�
Jenkins thought for a few moments. �I�ll call for a backup and we�ll stake the place out for the rest of the night. Son of a bitch, I thought we were going to get him while he was asleep.�
Rackman shrugged. �We don�t even know if he�s our man.�
�He�s the best suspect we�ve got so far,� Jenkins replied. �And he�s the only one we�ve got.�
Jenkins went downstairs to call for the backup, and Olivero went with him to watch the street. Rackman stayed in the apartment to see what he could find. First he went to the bedroom in front that hadn�t been slept in. Olivero had left the lamp on next to the double bed, and Rackman thought the room looked inviting and cozy, even though it smelled musty. He slapped his hand on the maroon bedspread and a billow of dust rose in the air. He ran his finger over the dresser and it made a deep line in the dust. No one had been in here for a long time. There weren�t even pictures on the dresser.
He went to the kitchen and smelled the stink of old food on dirty dishes in the sink and on the table. An ashtray was full of cigarettes, and he picked up one of the butts. It was an unfiltered Camel. Food stains were on three porno magazines littering the table along with empty cans of beans and soup. Evidently hygiene was not one of Kowalchuk�s strong points.
He returned to the living room. More porno magazines and newspapers were near the sofa, and an old black and white television faced the sofa and the easy chair. The rug was worn nearly through to the floor. Rackman figured Kowalchuk sat in his chair or laid on his sofa and read porno stuff or watched television. He was a lonely, horny man and didn�t care about cleanliness; but was he demented to the point where he�d slash the throats of women?
Rackman picked up a copy of the New York Review of Sex, and the pages fell open to an article called �Teenaged Sex Freaks.� Leafing through the paper, he saw reviews of current porno films, ratings of massage parlors, and classified ads in the back, placed by people of both sexes seeking sex. There were photographs of men and women having oral and ordinary sexual intercourse, and they turned Rackman on a little, but disgusted him at the same time. Rackman wasn�t very romantic about sex, but he didn�t like it to be degraded either.
There were footsteps out in the hall, and Rackman instinctively went for his gun. Yanking it out of his belt holster, he dashed across the living room and charged into the hall. A tall, bearded hippie in a denim jacket was there, a key in his hand. He looked at the gun and his eyes bulged out.
�What�s your name!� Rackman said.
�My name?� the hippie said, a little dazed.
�That�s right.� Rackman flipped out his shield.
�Hughes.�
�What�re you doing here?�
�I live here.�
�Where?�
�That apartment over there.� Hughes pointed his key to the door next to Kowalchuk�s.
�Lemme see you open the door.�
Hughes walked over and inserted his key in the door and opened it. �See?�
Rackman holstered his revolver. �How long you been living there?�
�A little over three years.�
�You know Kowalchuk?�
�You mean the guy who lives in that apartment?�
�Yes.�
�I don�t know him personally, but I�ve seen him around. He works nights like I do. I think he�s a cabdriver.�
�What makes you think that?�
�I saw him pull up in front of this building one night in a cab that he was driving.�
Rackman�s mind started racing. All cab drivers are photographed and fingerprinted by the Taxi Commission. He was going to bust this case wide open tonight.
�Thanks for the information,� Rackman said. �Sorry to bother you.�
�Is there anything wrong?� Hughes asked.
�There�s always something wrong,� Rackman replied, going down the stairs.
In front of the tenement building, Olivero sat behind the wheel of Rackman�s car and Jenkins was beside him. Olivero rolled down the window.
�What�s up?� Olivero asked.
Rackman bent his knees so he could see Jenkins. �A guy upstairs just told me that Kowalchuk is a cabdriver. Let�s go down to the Taxi Commission and find out where he works.�
�The Taxi Commission�s closed this time of night.�
�Somebody must have a key.�
�Who?�
�I don�t know.�
�Neither do I. I�ll have somebody check it out in the morning.�
�I�ll check it out,� Rackman said.
�If you want to live without sleeping, that�s okay by me.�

Chapter Eleven

At eight o�clock the next morning, Rackman was sprawled in the front seat of his green Plymouth, double-parked in front of the Taxi Commission on Beaver Street in downtown Manhattan. He was smoking a Lucky and drinking black coffee that tasted like tar, but he wanted to break the case before he went to bed.
Kowalchuk hadn�t come home, and the super said he hadn�t seen Kowalchuk for a few days, but that he kept odd hours. Round-the-clock surveillance was placed on 329 East Ninth Street, and now Rackman was waiting for the Taxi Commission to open its doors.
His eyes were drooping and his mouth tasted stale. He needed a shave and was starting to get hungry. A truck rolled past him on the narrow street, and a few clerks walked the sidewalks on their way to work.
Rackman puffed his Lucky, sipped coffee, and thought about Kowalchuk, imagining that big fat fucker sitting in his broken-down easy chair, reading pornography and looking at pictures of girls getting screwed. Could such a person get twisted to the point where he�d actually go out and kill a couple of whores?
Rackman thought that he could, because he knew from his own experience that when he was horny, and women rejected him, he�d get angry. It was especially infuriating to know that they were screwing other guys but wouldn�t screw him. But he never got mad enough to become violent. He usually just went to the nearest bar and got drunk. He figured some awkward, unattractive men suffered rejections far more severe than he ever did, and conceivably could be moved to actually hurt women. It was possible that a fat man like Kowalchuk, with a filthy apartment filled with filthy magazines, was that kind of man.
At eight-thirty the doors to the old office building were opened, and people began to stream in. Rackman got out of his car and threw his cigarette butt in the gutter, heading toward the building. He took the elevator up to the eighth floor, where the Taxi Commission door was still locked and he had to wait a while longer. He took out another Lucky and lit up.
After a while a woman around thirty-five with short brown hair and a sprightly manner came down the hall. She looked at him with big childlike eyes, then took a key out of her handbag and inserted it in the lock of the Taxi Commission door.
�Hi,� Rackman said, taking out his shield. �I�ve got to look through your files, okay?�
She smiled in a friendly way. �How long have you been waiting?�
�A few minutes.�
�You look like you�ve been waiting a month.�
�I know.� He followed her into the office.
�Been up all night?� she said over her shoulder.
�Yes.�
�Working on a big case?�
�Not so big.�
She walked behind the counter and he followed her into three rows of desks. Windows were behind them, and private offices to the sides. The woman spun around and looked at him, a little amused. She wore blue slacks, a blouse, and a sweater.
�Well, what can I do for you?�
�I want to see what you have on a certain cabdriver.�
�What�s his name?�
�Kowalchuk. What�s your name?�
�Tiernan. How about you?�
�Danny Rackman.�
�Right this way, Detective Rackman.�
Rackman followed her to a file cabinet, and he realized that he liked this Ms. Tiernan. She was a cheerful, bright person and she didn�t look so bad either. Rackman thought that a guy who sat alone in his apartment looking at stroke magazines didn�t meet decent women like this, or maybe if he did, his mind was so poisoned by bitterness and resentment that he couldn�t see the decency in them.
�You look like you�re ready to fall asleep,� Ms. Tiernan said, pulling out a drawer in the file cabinet marked K.
�I�ve been up all night.�
�That�s not so good for your health.� She slammed the file drawer shut and pulled out the one beneath it. The door opened and a few more people came in.
Rackman looked at Ms. Tiernan�s nice round fanny and thought he should get her phone number, but he was too tired, his brain was fading out and he wasn�t up to it.
�Here we are,� Ms. Tiernan said, taking out a form and a picture. �Kowalchuk, Frank D.� She handed it to Rackman.
He looked at the picture, and a round unshaven face looked back at him. The hair was straight and unruly, the nose was pugged, and the mouth was big and sloppy.
�Mind if I sit down?� Rackman asked.
�Go ahead. I�ll be in my office down the hall if you need me for anything.�
Rackman sat on a yellow fiberglass chair against the wall and studied Kowalchuk�s face, the pinched little eyes, the scowling expression, the cruelty of the mouth, or was it a grimace of pain? This was not the sort of man that women loved.
Rackman looked at Kowalchuk�s application for a hack license, noting his address at 329 East Ninth Street. He saw the fingerprints but couldn�t find where Kowalchuk was presently employed. Getting up, he walked down the hall to Ms. Tiernan�s office.
She was behind her desk, looking at some papers. �What�s the problem?� she asked in a manner that suggested she could solve any problem in the world.
Rackman pointed to the application form. �It doesn�t say where he�s working now.�
�We don�t have that information. These cabdrivers always are switching jobs, and it�s hard to keep up with them.�
�We�ll have to check the garages, then.�
�Yes, that�s the only way.�
Rackman held the form and photograph in the air. �Can I take these with me?�
�Yes, but you�ll have to sign for them.�
�Show me the dotted line,� he said.
Rackman left the Taxi Commission and drove uptown, wondering if Kowalchuk had come home yet. He stopped at a Kentucky Fried Chicken on Fourteenth Street and got some pieces, gnawing them behind the wheel as he continued to Midtown North. His brain was starting to zonk out and he knew he had to get to bed fast, before he had an automobile accident.
He parked in his slot halfway up the block from Midtown North and made his way to Jenkins� office, but Jenkins still wasn�t in.
Detective First Grade Shannon was in the outer office reading the Daily News.
�Did they pick up Kowalchuk last night?� Rackman asked Shannon.
�No.�
Rackman dropped the photo and application form on Shannon�s desk. �This is what he looks like, and these are his fingerprints. Give them to Jenkins as soon as he comes in, will you?�
Shannon dropped the newspaper and looked at Kowalchuk. �Ugly son of a bitch, ain�t he?�
�Yes. Tell Shannon that the Taxi Commission doesn�t know which garage he works for.�
Shannon looked up. �How come?�
�Because these guys switch garages all the time�you know what cabdrivers are like. Anyway, all the garages�ll have to be checked out.�
�I�ll tell Jenkins.�
�Okay, I�m going to bed.� Rackman moved toward the door. �Good night, buddy.�
Shannon looked at his watch, and it was ten-thirty a.m. �Night?� he asked.

Chapter Twelve

Rackman woke up at eight-thirty that evening. He turned on the radio next to his bed to an all-news station and the announcer said that the Soviet Union had freed eight more dissidents. Yawning and rolling out of bed, he scratched his stomach and wondered if Kowalchuk had come home. Picking up the phone on the night table, he called Midtown North and got through to Alfred Stevens, a black detective who�d recently joined the section.
�This is Rackman. Did they pick up the Slasher last night?�
�No,� replied Stevens, �but we know where he works.�
�Where?�
�The Metropolitan Garage on West Sixty-first Street. It was one of the first garages we checked. It�s staked out now.�
�Who found it?�
�Olivero.�
�Good old Olivero.�
�You comin� in?�
�In a little while. If anybody needs me before then, I�ll be home. I put in a twenty-hour day yesterday and I�m not feeling so good.�
�Take the night off�what the fuck?�
�I might. See you, Stevens.�
�Right.�
Rackman hung up the phone and yawned again. He turned up the radio and the announcer said that a busload of civilians had been blown up in Tel Aviv. The PLO in Beirut claimed responsibility for the deed. Rackman hunkered toward the bathroom, wondering why the Israelis refused to make some kind of deal with the Palestinians. He shaved, took a shower, then put on his blue terrycloth bathrobe and went into his little kitchen to make breakfast since he didn�t feel like going out yet. He opened his refrigerator and took out three eggs and a container of cottage cheese, because he was going to prepare his specialty of the house, a cottage cheese omelet. It was the only thing he knew how to cook besides hamburgers.
He had a specially pressed steel omelet pan which he�d bought at a restaurant supply joint on the Bowery, and he used it only for omelets. Wiping it out, he placed it over the fire and dropped a big lump of butter into it, because he�d learned that the key to a good omelet was plenty of butter in the pan. He broke the eggs into a bowl and whipped them up, then poured them into the pan and watched the edges curl. He jerked the pan back and forth, feeling like a French chef.
The phone rang, and he didn�t know what to do. He decided to take the pan off the fire and take the call, although that might be harmful to the omelet. He dashed out of the kitchen and picked up the phone. �Hello?�
�Danny ?� asked a familiar female voice.
�Hi Francie. Listen, I�m busy right now. Can I call you back?�
�What are you busy doing?�
�Making breakfast.�
�At nine-thirty at night?�
�I just got up. Listen I�ll call you right back��
�I�m not home,� she interrupted. �I�m in a phone booth on the corner of your street. Can I come up?�
�Sure, but the place is a mess.�
�I�ll be there in a few minutes. Bye.�
Rackman hung up the phone and returned to the kitchen, wondering if he wanted to see Francie just then. Well, it looked like he was going to see her anyway. He put the omelet back on the fire, flipped it over like an expert, and added the cottage cheese. He folded the omelet over the cottage cheese, let it cook for a while longer, and slid it out of the pan onto a plate. Then he carried the omelet and coffee to the little table next to the window in his living room, which also doubled as his dining room. As he was sitting down, the buzzer went off, and he went to the door, pressing the button that would open the downstairs door of the building. He returned to the table and ate two mouthfuls of omelet before Francie knocked on the door.
He opened the door. �Good morning,� he said cheerily.
She peeked into the room. �Anybody else here?�
�Just me and my roaches.�
She stepped into the room, wearing a dress, heels, and coat. �What a mess.�
�I told you.� He returned to the table and continued eating his breakfast. �If you want a cup of coffee you know where everything is.�
�You�re such a good host,� she said, taking a cigarette out of her purse and lighting it. Removing her coat and dropping it over a chair, she sat at the table with Rackman, who was finishing his omelet.
He looked at her, admiring the elegant way she held her cigarette, and the regal movements of her head. Her dress, which was a color somewhere between purple and green, fastened around her throat and draped over the swell of her breasts.
�What are you doing over here?� he asked.
�I had dinner with a girlfriend of mine at Charlie�s.�
�Was it good?�
�Yes. Then I thought I�d come over and see you, because I haven�t seen you for a while and I was getting horny.�
�Oh.�
�Are you horny?�
�Not at the moment, but if you can wait until I finish my coffee, I�m sure I�ll get horny. How have you been?�
�All right. You?�
�I�m working like a dog.�
�Sure you are.�
�I am.�
She looked around the room, and her long eyelashes enchanted him. �You don�t seem to be working so hard now.�
�I just got up.�
�You could have called me.�
�You were having dinner with a girl friend of yours.�
�I�m home a lot and you don�t call.�
�I told you that I�m working a lot. You�ve heard of the Slasher, haven�t you?�
�Of course.�
�Well that�s a Midtown North case and we�re trying to get the son of a bitch.�
She looked at him and pointed her long forefinger. �I know you�re seeing somebody else.�
�I am not seeing somebody else.�
�I don�t believe you.�
�So don�t believe me.� He took a Lucky from his pack on the table and lit it up, his first one of the day, and it was delicious.
�Somebody asked me to marry him,� Francie said, blowing a column of smoke at the ceiling.
�Who?�
�You don�t know him. Do you think I should marry him?�
�How the fuck should I know?�
�Well, I�m not getting any younger,� she said.
�None of us are.�
�I wouldn�t want to spend the rest of my life waiting for you.�
�I wouldn�t expect you to.�
She looked at him angrily. �Don�t you even care!�
�About what?�
�If I married somebody else?�
Rackman thought for a few moments. �I don�t know.�
�You don�t know if you care?�
�I care, but it�s your life, Francie. I don�t know what�s right for you. I don�t even know what�s right for me. What does he do?�
�He�s a playwright.�
�Had any hits?�
�He had a big hit about ten years ago. Now he teaches at Hunter College, and gives lectures at different places. He makes around forty thousand dollars a year.�
�Marry him,� Rackman said.
�I don�t know whether I should or not.� She puffed her cigarette nervously.
�What does your shrink say?�
�He says it�s my decision to make.�
�Why don�t you get rid of that fucking asshole?�
�He�s not a fucking asshole.�
�He doesn�t sound like he�s much of a help.�
�I don�t know what I�d do without him.�
�You�d have forty more dollars a week to spend.�
�Fifty. He�s gone up.�
�What a rip-off artist.�
�He�s not a rip-off artist.�
�What�s your prospective bridegroom�s name?�
�Donald.�
�Are you in love with him?�
�I think so.�
�If you think so, what are you doing here?�
She looked perturbed. �Because I love you too.�
He smiled. �Oh come on. You don�t love me.�
�Yes I do,� she insisted.
�How could anybody possibly love me? I�m so nasty.�
�That�s true, but you�re a sexy man. At least I think so.�
�You�re about the only one.�
�Who else thinks you�re sexy?� she asked.
�How should I know?�
�Other girls don�t tell you?�
�What other girls?�
�The other girls you�re with when you�re not with me.�
�I�m not with any other girls when I�m not with you. I�m either at work or I�m here alone sleeping.�
She pouted. �I don�t believe you.�
�How can you love me when you think I�m a liar?�
�Sometimes I wonder myself.�
�But it�s all right for you to sleep with other men,� he said, leaning toward her.
�What do you mean?�
�Donald and God knows who else?�
She raised her eyebrows. �Why can�t I have other boyfriends? We�re not married.�
�Then why can�t I have other girlfriends?�
She pointed her finger at him. �I knew you had other girlfriends.�
�I don�t, but you have no right to be jealous.�
�I do too.�
�Why?�
�Because.�
He shook his head. �I don�t understand this conversation.�
She placed her hand on his. �Let�s get married, Danny.�
�I thought you were going to marry Donald.�
�I won�t marry him if you marry me.�
�I thought women didn�t want to get married anymore.�
�We don�t.�
�Then why do you want to marry me?�
�Because I want to, but we can live together if you like. I just don�t want to be alone anymore, Danny. I�m tired of going on dates. I want to have just one man.�
�I�ll think about it,� he said.
�You will?�
�Yes.�
She smiled. �You really will?�
�I told you I will. I�m getting tired of going out on dates too.�
She frowned. �Who are you going out on dates with?�
�I�m not going out on dates with anybody.�
�Then why did you say you were?�
�It�s just a way of saying that I�m getting tired of screwing around.�
�Who are you screwing around with?�
�Nobody. I�m talking about the concept of being single.�
�Oh.�
He looked at his watch. �You know, I really ought to go to work.�
�But Danny,� she protested, �I hardly ever see you. Just a few more minutes.�
�Okay.�
�I thought we were going to go to bed together,� she said unhappily. �We haven�t been to bed together for weeks.�
�Okay, let�s go now.� He stood up.
She looked at him. �Just like that?�
�What am I supposed to do�stand on my head?�
�You could be a little romantic.�
�I�ll be romantic in the bedroom.�
She got up and they went into the bedroom. He took off his bathrobe and hung it over the bedpost, while she unbuttoned her dress. She pulled it over her head and then bent over and rolled down her pantyhose. He looked at her, so lithe and graceful, such a lovely body, so utterly desirable. Moving toward her, he clasped her tightly against him, kissing her neck. He felt her hands on his back as she strained against him. Their lips fastened together and tongues intertwined. He was getting very excited. Picking her up, he laid her down on the bed, pulling down her underpants, which was all she was wearing now. He touched his hand to her fluff, and she sucked in air through her teeth, wrapping her fingers around his dong, squeezing it. They kissed again and he caressed her groove, making it hot and moist. His blood was boiling and his ears pounded with lust. He laid on top of her, got into position, and slid it in.
�Ooohhhhhh,� she whispered as it filled her up.
Suddenly he froze. �Did you put your diaphragm in?� he asked.
�I put it in before I came over,� she said,
�Good girl,� he replied, beginning to work her.

Chapter Thirteen

It was two o�clock in the morning and Rackman lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Francie was cuddled up next to him, fast asleep, and he wondered what to do with her. He didn�t think he was in love with her, but he liked her an awful lot. He certainly enjoyed screwing her once in a while, but after it was over he always felt disgusted with sex and wished he was alone. It wasn�t just Francie�he was like this with other women too. He lusted after them like a horny old billy goat, and then after he had them he was overcome with revulsion.
He�d been wondering about this for a long time, and had come to the conclusion that he wouldn�t feel such revulsion if he liked the women more as people and less as his little sex bunnies. If he could admire and respect them he thought he wouldn�t be so prone to disgust and loathing after lovemaking, but Francie could be an awful pain in the ass, and so had most women he�d ever been mixed up with. He needed a woman he could love more completely, but where was she? That airline stewardess who�d been his second wife was the absolute worst. She was screwing other guys after they�d been married only three months.
The phone rang. He rolled over and picked up the receiver. �Hello.�
�I hope I�m not disturbing anything,� said Inspector Jenkins on the other end. His voice sounded sleepy.
�You�re not disturbing anything. What�s going on?�
Francie had awakened and was trying to bring her ear closer to the receiver. Rackman made room for her so she could listen and know it wasn�t another girl.
�It�s the Slasher again,� Jenkins said. �He killed a girl on West Ninety-fifth Street. Can you meet me at the morgue?�
�Sure thing.�
�You�d better shave if you haven�t recently. The Commissioner will be there and the mayor might even try to get into the act.�
�Is she another massage parlor girl?�
�I don�t know yet. I�m home and I just got the call. I�m assuming that the detectives on the scene will determine that by the time we get downtown.�
Rackman hung up the phone and rolled out of bed, groaning.
�Where are you going?� Francie asked.
�To the morgue.�
�Now?�
�Yes.�
He lumbered to the bathroom to get cleaned up, and she followed him, tiptoeing naked over the floor.
�What happened?� she asked, her arms crossed over her breasts.
He began brushing his teeth. �The Slasher killed another girl.�
�My goodness!� She watched him for a few moments. �How come you have to go to the morgue?�
�Because I�m working on the case,� he said through the suds.
�You mean they can�t get along without you?�
�They can get along fine without me, but I ought to be there because I�m working on the case.� He rinsed out his mouth. �In fact, I blew the case wide open yesterday.�
�How�d you do that?�
�I found out who the Slasher is.�
�Who is he?�
�Some crazy cabdriver.�
�Why doesn�t somebody arrest him?�
�Because nobody knows where he is.�
�Oh shit,� she said, annoyed. �This would have to happen on the one night we were going to spend together.�
�Don�t be so sentimental. We can sleep just as well alone.�
�Maybe you can, but I can�t.�
Rackman dried his face and returned to the bedroom to get dressed. Francie took his bathrobe off the bedpost and put it on, then lit a cigarette and sat cross-legged on the bed. Rackman took his gray slacks and blue blazer combination out of the closet.
�You have to get all dressed up to go to the morgue?� Francie asked.
�Shut up, will you?� he said, pulling on the pants. �I�m trying to think.�
He saw the hurt on her face and regretted telling her to shut up. Women can drive you crazy. �I didn�t mean that,� he said.
�I�m used to remarks like that from you,� she replied.
They make you mad, then make you feel guilty for getting mad. Rackman took a fresh shirt out of the drawer and put it on.
�I really shouldn�t see you anymore,� she said.
�I don�t know what to tell you Francie.�
�You really don�t give me very much.�
�Maybe I don�t have very much to give.�
�Maybe you don�t.�
Rackman tied his necktie and looked at himself in the mirror. He looked like a nice clean-cut detective, the kind the Commissioner liked.
�I guess you�ll stay here,� he said to her reflection in the mirror.
�Do you mind?�
�No. Help yourself to anything in the refrigerator.� He put on his blue blazer and put a fresh pack of Luckies in the inner pocket. �Well, I�m sorry that I�ve got to go, but I�ve got to go.� He bent and kissed her cheek. �I�ll call you.�
��Bye Danny,� she said.

Chapter Fourteen

She was a black girl in her mid-twenties and she lay very still on the slab in the morgue, her eyes closed. Her windpipe was sliced in two and another big cut was on the side of her neck. She had a nice figure, somewhat on the heavy side, and had bruises on her face.
Rackman looked at her and felt helpless because the Slasher still was on the loose and probably would kill another woman before they caught him. He might even kill a few more. In the Forties, a killer in Buffalo had decapitated twenty-two victims and hadn�t been caught.
Rackman stood between Jenkins and Johnny Olivero. On the other side of the slab was Police Commissioner Hurley, who had a pointed nose and wavy black hair, and First Deputy Harnick, who wore a vested suit that made him look like a banker. The medical examiner had told them that the victim had been cut first from the side, and then from the front. She�d been dragged from the sidewalk down the stairs beside a brownstone to the basement entrance. The Slasher had kicked and punched her, and also urinated on her. She�d been found by a musician returning home from a gig.
So far they knew her name was Barbara Collins and that she lived with another girl in an apartment farther down the block. She worked as a performer in a live sex show establishment near Times Square and had given three performances that night. The Slasher had left his fingerprints on her pocketbook. The fingerprints matched those of Frank Kowalchuk�s on his hack license application.
Commissioner Hurley looked at Jenkins. �I want you to put everybody you�ve got on this case.�
�Yes sir,� replied Jenkins.
�The Chief of Detectives is on his way here now. I�m putting him directly in charge, and hereafter it will be the first priority of this department. This thing is going to be all over the papers tomorrow, and the people of New York will want results. We�ve got to get this guy, and that�s all there is to it.�
�We know who he is,� Jenkins said. �It�s just a matter of time before we track him down.�
�It�d better not be too much time,� Commissioner Hurley said.
�We�ll do our best, sir.�
�You�d better.�
Commissioner Hurley looked at the first deputy, and both of them walked out of the room. Jenkins, Rackman, and Olivero relaxed, shuffling their feet and putting their hands in their pockets.
�This is going to be a big thing in the press tomorrow,� Jenkins said grimly. �The shit will really hit the fan. One murder like this is an isolated incident, two are a problem, but three are a fucking epidemic.�
Rackman nodded. �When you talk to the chief of detectives, maybe you should suggest saturating the Times Square area with plainclothes cops who have Kowalchuk�s picture with them.�
�I already thought of that. Tell me something new.�
�He might be living in one of those hotels around lower Madison Avenue where a lot of cabdrivers stay. We should check them out.�
�I thought of that too. Midtown South will take care of it, and we�ll go through the hotels up our way. We�ll check cafeterias and sleazy bars, even the YMCA. The Chief of Patrol will comb the sidewalks for the fucker. If he stays in New York, we�ll get him.�
Olivero cleared his throat. �We should check every taxi garage in the city because he might change garages.�
�Don�t worry about it. From now until we catch him, cabdrivers won�t be able to move without bumping into cops.�
Rackman left the morgue and got into his car, driving uptown. He puffed a cigarette as he passed the quiet nighttime sidewalks and isolated drunks staggering along. Everything was closed for the night except for a sandwich shop or deli every several blocks. Rackman wondered where Kowalchuk was and what he was doing.
He knew that Kowalchuk was somewhere out there right now, maybe asleep or even walking the streets. He might be that drunk sprawled in the doorway over there. No, that drunk was too skinny. Kowalchuk was a big fat guy.
Rackman remembered Kowalchuk�s face on his hack license application. That face, an average face, was the face of a killer. What kind of man was he? What was driving the sick son of a bitch?
Rackman figured Kowalchuk must hate women a lot, that that must be his principal motivation. Maybe a woman had shit on him, or maybe he was sexually frustrated and that had turned to resentment, hatred, and finally murder. Certainly sexual craziness must have something to do with it, in view of all the porno stuff in his apartment and the fact that his victims were porno girls. The poor bastard couldn�t deal with women and was freaking out.
He sounds a little like me, Rackman thought, and then a chill passed over him as that insight wormed through his brain. He realized that he and Kowalchuk both had difficulties with women, and that Kowalchuk was only a more extreme version of himself. But they were brothers under the skin. If I�d been pushed a little harder, Rackman thought, maybe I would have become a Slasher and the police would be looking for me, who knows?
Rackman chewed his lower lip as he realized that in pursuing the Slasher he also was pursuing the dark side of his own nature. The part that was irrational and wild. The part that could kill if it ever was squeezed hard enough.
�I�ve got to get him,� Rackman whispered through his clenched teeth as he drove toward Midtown North.

PART TWO � THE SLASHER


Chapter One

It was eleven o�clock at night on Times Square. The gaunt-faced hawker on the street corner rustled the small leaflets in his hands. �Beautiful girls�check �em out!� he said, thrusting a leaflet toward the gut of the fat man.
The fat man took the leaflet and looked at it as crowds of pedestrians passed him by:
Private Sessions
Dozens of Lovely Girls to Choose From
Complete Satisfaction and
Complete Privacy
Only $10.00
No Tipping Allowed
Stereo Music�Open Seven
Days a Week
Crown Club
43 West Forty-fifth Street
(between Broadway and
Eighth Avenue)

The fat man had wiry black hair and tiny eyes. His nose was pugged and his mouth was large and fleshy. He wore a red and black wool shirt jacket hanging out of his baggy, olive green pants. Under his arm were three sex magazines he�d bought in a porno bookstore around the corner on Forty-second Street.
He stopped in the doorway of a store closed for the night, read the leaflet again, and looked at the photo of a naked young blonde squeezing her breasts ecstatically. He wondered if they really had girls like that in the massage parlor. He wouldn�t mind paying ten dollars for one of them if they did.
He headed uptown. For some time he�d been tempted to go to a massage parlor, but he�d never gotten around to it. Tonight he thought he�d check one out. He had a knife in his pants pocket, and if there was any trouble he knew how to take care of himself.
Beneath neon lights and movie marquees he made his way through black thugs, Puerto Rican gangs, college kids on a lark, the after-theater crowd, and frail young girls with the eyes of harlots. The fat man�s head bobbed around as he looked everywhere, catching every detail, not missing anything. He loved to come to Times Square at night. You could do just about anything, and nobody cared.
�Loose joints,� murmured a black man standing in front of a shoe store window.
The fat man kept walking. At Forty-fifth Street he turned left and crossed Broadway.
He walked erect, his haunch like shoulders rolling and his big round stomach far in front of him. He looked strong and mean, something like a bear, and not the kind of fat man a wise guy would pick on.
It was darker on Forty-fifth Street and there were fewer people. The theaters had closed for the night and old derelicts were bedding down on doorsteps. The breeze sent a newspaper flying over the sidewalk like the ghost of a giant butterfly. The fat man looked at the numbers on the buildings, then spotted the sign hanging over the sidewalk toward the end of the block. The sign said Crown Club in black on white and was lit by a single bulb. As he drew closer he saw a jive black man in a big apple hat standing in front of the door. The black man slapped his leaflets together three times and held one out.
�Beautiful girls upstairs!� he said.
The fat man stopped and looked at the open door. He saw a brightly lit flight of wooden stairs covered with an old worn rug. Rock and roll music could be heard from the second floor.
The black man sidled up to him. �Check �em out,� he said softly. �Only ten bucks.�
�What do you get for ten bucks?�
�Anything you want.�
�Anything?�
�Anything. And they�s real nice girls.�
The fat man wanted to screw a nice young girl, and ten bucks would be cheaper than a date, not that he ever went on dates. He entered the doorway and climbed the creaking stairs. The sound of rock and roll grew louder. As he neared the top of the stairs he saw two big white guys on the landing. They were leaning against the wall and talking in low tones. Evidently they were the bouncers, and they had jailhouse written all over them. As the fat man approached them, he wondered if he wanted to go into a place where they had bouncers like that.
�Step right in, sir!� said a booming voice.
The fat man looked to the left through a doorway and saw another big white guy with red hair sitting behind a small table in a squalid room. He wore a blue blazer and red striped shirt.
�Don�t be shy!� the redhead called out, motioning with his hand. �Come on in!�
The fat man didn�t like the looks of the place and didn�t feel like going in, but if he�d come that far he might as well go all the way. Squaring his massive shoulders, he walked into the room, and was dispirited further by what he saw.
A motley group of black and Latin whores were seated to the left on broken-down sofas and chairs. Most were overweight and over thirty. They smiled garishly at him, and he thought they were hideous.
�Step right this way, sir!� the redhead said, slapping his palm on the table.
The fat man looked at the redhead, then at the women again. He wanted to get out of there, but if he turned around and ran down the stairs, everyone would laugh at him, and he hated people to laugh at him.
�Can I help you, sir?� the redhead asked insistently.
The fat man thought he might as well go through with it, what the hell. He walked to the table where the redhead sat, and felt the girls� eyes burning into his back. His face and shoulders prickled with heat.
�Ten dollars, please,� the redhead said.
The fat man reached into his pocket and self-consciously took out his roll of bills. Peeling off two fives, he dropped them on the table in front of the redhead, who tore a ticket off a big coil and handed it to him.
�What do I do with this?� the fat man stammered.
�You give it to whatever girl you want, and she�ll take care of the rest.�
The fat man turned around and felt vertiginous. All the girls were looking at him, licking their lips, crossing their legs, caressing their tits, winking and wiggling; all acting very freaky. He was so nervous he didn�t know what to do. They wore brightly colored ballerina tights and were a bunch of slobs.
He wasn�t anxious to screw any one of them: his eyes roved back and forth over their painted faces. His cheeks were hot and perspiration dotted his forehead. He had to do something, but he couldn�t leave because that would be too embarrassing. A blonde head and youthful face was among the older ones. Without giving orders to his feet, he found himself walking toward her, holding the ticket out. The closer he came, the worse she looked. She had pimples, a piggy face, and her body was shapeless, but at least she was young. Stopping in front of her, he gave her the ticket.
�Here,� he said meekly.
She made a little smile of satisfaction that indicated that she was pleased to have beaten out the other girls. Taking the ticket, she tucked it into the bosom of her purple tights, stood, and looked at him scornfully.
�Follow me.� She led him down a narrow corridor lined with doors. The walls of the corridor didn�t reach the ceiling, and he could hear grunts and muttering. He wished he were down on the street heading toward the subway. This was awful and there was nothing he could do about it.
She opened a door. �In here.�
He walked into a tiny cubicle that had a padded table against the wall. Any sound he might make could be heard over the tops of the walls in the other cubicles. He�d thought that at least he�d have some privacy.
�Take all your clothes off,� she said.
�All of them?�
�Yes all of them.�
�What for?�
�Because that�s the way it works here.�
The fat man felt a rise of anger, but he�d already paid his ten dollars; he wasn�t leaving now. He started removing his jacket and she walked out of the cubicle, closing the door behind her. He looked around. Her jeans, a shirt, and a Navy pea coat hung from a peg on the wall. In the corner was a box covered with a towel, and on it were bottles and jars of cosmetics. He took off all his clothes, hung them over the back of a rickety wooden chair, and sat on the massage table, feeling chilly and sick. His pecker was shriveled up and his scrotum was hard as leather.
She returned to the cubicle and closed the door. �What do you want?� she asked.
�I� uh� I want you to blow me, and then I want to fuck you.�
She made a thin hard smile. �If you give me a ten dollar tip it�ll be better.�
�The piece of paper the guy on the street gave me said I didn�t have to give a tip.�
�Like I said, it�ll be better if you give me ten dollars.�
�How about five dollars?�
�What are you�cheap or something?�
�No, but the paper said I didn�t have to tip.�
She shook her ass and forced a smile. �C�mon, it�s only ten dollars.�
�But that makes the whole thing twenty dollars.�
�I�ll make it good for you, baby.�
There was no point in arguing. All the cards were stacked against him up there. He got off the table, picked his pants off the back of the chair, and took ten dollars out of the pocket. �Here.�
Her smile vanished as her hand covered the bill. �I�ll be right back.� She left the cubicle again.
He sat on the table, hugging himself for warmth, feeling gypped. He should have known better than to come here. The cops ought to close these places down and throw all the whores in jail. Or better yet, shoot them.
She returned with a towel and a basin half full of soapy water. �Get up.�
�What�s the water for?�
�I�ve got to wash you. Stand over here.�
He got up. She put the basin on the massage table, reached over, grabbed his penis, looked into its eye, and squeezed. �You got anything wrong with you?�
�You mean like a venereal disease?�
�What else would I mean?�
�No.�
She let his cock go, soaped up her hands, grabbed it again, and washed it. That should have made him horny, but it didn�t. He wanted to get everything over with fast and leave. She dried him with a towel, picked up the basin, and left the room again.
The fat man sat on the table. He was worried that he wouldn�t be able to get an erection. That would be humiliating. The girl was treating him like shit. She probably had a black pimp for a boyfriend. White girls liked to go out with black men because they had big dicks, so he�d been told.
The girl returned to the room and looked at him insolently. She wasn�t trying to be sexy; she didn�t give a damn about him at all. �You got a rubber?�
�No.�
�Why the hell didn�t you bring a rubber with you?�
The fat man felt a flash of anger. �What the fuck are you telling me what I should bring here!�
She backed off a little. �I think I might have one here.�
She rustled around among her cosmetics, opened a jewelry box, and took out a rubber in a foil wrapper. She had a big unshapely ass and her tits were flabby. She wasn�t worth twenty cents, never mind twenty dollars.
She tore off the foil and looked at his cock. �You ain�t hard yet.�
�I guess I�m a little nervous.�
�It ain�t even hard enough for me to put the rubber on.�
�Maybe if you do something, it might get hard.�
�Okay. Lie back.�
He stretched out on the massage table, and she unbuttoned something in her crotch. Her tights opened up and he could see the brown fuzz of her pubic hairs. Standing beside him, she gave his flaccid penis a few jerks, then bent over and put it into her mouth.
He tried to concentrate and make himself feel horny, but there was a despairing, nauseous feeling in the pit of his stomach. Reaching to her, he inserted his fingers into the crack of her ass, and wondered how many guys had stuck their cocks in there today. She sucked him vigorously and made it hurt a little.
She straightened up. �What�s the matter with you?�
�I don�t know.�
�You been drinking?�
�Not that much.�
�You ever have this trouble before?�
�I haven�t been to a whorehouse since I was in the army, and that was like twenty years ago.�
She wrinkled her nose, shrugged, bent over, and sucked him off some more. He touched her cunt, and it was cold and damp, probably filled with the cum of twenty guys. His prick hurt and he felt loathsome. This was turning out to be a horrible experience, and he�d had many horrible experiences with women already, a fat ugly man like him. Somehow he had to bring it to an end.
She stood up and smoothed back her hair. �Listen, you don�t get all night here, understand?�
He took a deep breath and sat up, swinging his legs around to the floor. �Okay, why don�t we just stop it right now.�
�Huh?�
�I�ll just put on my clothes and leave.� She narrowed her eyes. �You don�t get your money back, you know.�
�Did I ask for my money back?� �Well, I�m just telling you anyway. You ain�t getting your money back.� �I don�t want it back.� �Well you�re not getting it back anyway.� He reached for his shorts and stepped into them. She buttoned up her tights and left the cubicle. His hands trembled; his face smarted with anger and shame. He�d been cheated by that nasty little bitch who wasn�t even a good whore. Somebody ought to push her off the end of a pier. Dressing quickly, chewing his lips, he dreaded passing the girls in the front room on his way to the door. He was afraid the bitch would tell the others that he couldn�t fuck. He didn�t think he could deal with that. He put on his red and black jacket and lit a cigarette. Everything always went easier when he had a cigarette to puff on. Opening the door, he left the cubicle and walked nervously toward the front room, where the redheaded guy was sitting looking directly at him in the corridor. The redhead smiled superciliously, and the fat man looked down to the floor, puffing his cigarette. In the front room the girls giggled as he passed by them. One of the Latin girls said something in Spanish and all the others laughed. He glanced up and saw their mocking eyes as they held their tits and stomachs and bounced around in glee.
�Hey buddy,� said the blonde girl, �next time you come here we�ll put it in a splint, okay?�
The girls laughed louder. The fat man charged out of the room and ran down the stairs. He gritted his teeth and balled up his fists.
�How�d it go, stud?� asked the black man on the sidewalk.
The fat man glowered at him and walked toward the bright lights of Broadway.

Chapter Two

The fat man went to the Nathan�s on Forty-third Street and ate three hot dogs standing up at a counter because he was too angry to sit down. Once again, he�d been humiliated, and he hated to be humiliated. Once again a woman had taken advantage of him. When he was a little boy the girls used to make fun of him, and they were still doing it. Goddamn bitches.
He drank his orange soda and shifted his weight from one foot to another. The garish lights of the restaurant fell on the faces of Times Square denizens eating cheap food. The men looked like filthy derelicts and the women like witches. The world was a horrible place. Life was disgusting.
The fat man thought of the blonde in the massage parlor and rage boiled up in his chest. If she were standing in front of him right then he�d rip her face apart with his bare hands.
What a cruel bitch she�d been. She almost was as bad as Evelyn, who had taken his money and his gifts but never gave him any pussy, and finally he found out she was sleeping with a sanitation worker.
All women ever do is hurt men and try to steal from them, the fat man thought. They�re terrible hateful creatures and they lead men astray. Look at the example of Eve in the Garden of Eden. They know we need them so that gives them power over us. They like to torture us and turn us into slaves, which is what Evelyn did to me. Deep down they hate us because we�re stronger and better than they are. They�ll do anything and something should be done about them.
He put his hands in his pockets and went outside. In front of Nathan�s was a newsstand with girly magazines hanging from clothespins. The fat man saw them and closed his eyes tightly, because the sight of naked women reminded him anew of the pain he�d felt in the massage parlor.
He walked east on dark, deserted Forty-third Street to collect his thoughts. He felt jumpy and disconnected and didn�t feel like going down into the subway station yet. The blonde in the massage parlor flashed in his mind again, and he ground his teeth together. He squeezed the knife in his pocket and wanted to cut her fucking guts out.
He was getting a headache, and his heart was beating faster than usual. That blonde is probably doing the same thing to some other poor bastard right now, he thought. That�s probably the way she gets her jollies. They�re all no fucking good. And now they�re even trying to steal men�s jobs. I can�t take it anymore.
He stopped and leaned his shoulder against the wall of a building. Hey Buddy, next time you come up here we�ll put it in a splint, okay? His face broke out in a cold sweat as he remembered all those whores laughing at him. Even the redheaded guy behind the desk was laughing.
His hands were shaking. People had been shitting on him all his life, and now he was cracking under the weight of it. Nothing he�d ever tried to do had worked out. He had a lousy job, and nobody had ever loved him. He�d lived his entire life at the bottom of the barrel.
Sweat pouring from his face, he looked up into the street lamp, and his thoughts vanished for a moment in the white-hot glare that spiked through his brain. Then the blonde came back. It�ll be better if you give me ten dollars.
The fucking, lying whore. That miserable stinking cunt. I ought to break her fucking neck. I ought to kick her fucking head in. I ought to cut her fucking throat.
He saw himself stabbing his knife into her throat, and felt a rise of joy. He imagined himself punching her in the mouth, and the joy glowed warmer. Yes, that�s what I ought to do to her. That�s what she deserves.
He put his hands in his pockets and continued walking. He couldn�t cut her throat because of the police. They�d catch him and throw him in jail, probably for the rest of his life. He saw himself choking the blonde, and felt the pleasure again. Wouldn�t it be nice to have that pleasure for real? It sure would. It�d almost be worth going to jail for.
It�d almost be worth going to jail for. The fat man stopped cold on the street at the thought of that. It�d almost be worth going to jail for. He became a little scared, because all of a sudden he realized he wouldn�t have very much to lose if he killed the blonde whore. They�d just put him in jail, and so what? What was so great about his life as it was? At least he wouldn�t have to worry about earning a living if he was in jail, and they hadn�t brought back the electric chair yet in New York. The pleasure of paying that blonde back might be worth it.
And then a new thought entered his mind. They probably won�t even catch me. It was true�he�d read in the paper that many murders go unsolved. If he was careful, he probably could get away with it. And if they caught him, he didn�t care about going to jail. Life wasn�t so wonderful for him on the outside anyway. He had nothing to lose and something wonderful to gain: revenge.
He stopped on the sidewalk again, and it was as though cool rain were falling on his head. A tiny bubble burst and he felt marvelously free. I can do whatever I want, he thought. Nothing can ever harm me. He saw the blonde lying dead at his feet. Yes.

Chapter Three

Cynthia Doyle came down the stairs of the Crown Club shortly after three o�clock in the morning, when the place closed. A few of the girls� boyfriends were waiting outside, but Lorenzo wasn�t there and she became annoyed, because she�d told him again and again that she wanted him to walk her home. But Lorenzo liked to smoke grass and nod out, and often she had to walk home alone. It was embarrassing that the other girls knew her man didn�t think enough of her to walk her home, and she felt mad at Lorenzo. He wasn�t good for anything, but if she didn�t have him she�d be all alone.
She turned right and walked west on Forty-fifth Street, her pea coat open. Her bell-bottomed jeans were frayed from touching the ground. A faint breeze blew through her blonde hair and she felt glad to be out of the massage parlor. So many fucking guys.
At the corner she bought a pack of Virginia Slims from one of those little Lebanese cigarette stands, and lit one with her disposable lighter. Then she proceeded down the block between Eighth and Ninth Avenues, walking flat-footed and carefree; you might even have mistaken her for a high school girl who�d stayed out too late.
She was becoming angrier at Lorenzo, because you never knew who was walking these West Side streets at night. She figured Carmella and Demaris probably were chattering about how Cindy had to walk home alone again. She really ought to get rid of Lorenzo and find somebody else, but who? Guys talked a lot of shit but all they wanted to do was fuck you and have you support them. She�d known Lorenzo for three years and felt almost as though they were married. He was the only person she�d ever really been able to talk to in her life. If only he could get up off his ass once in a while and do something.
She looked behind her and saw a guy about half a block back. She really should have taken a cab home, but last week a cabdriver hassled her and she didn�t feel like going through that again. Anyway, she only lived a few blocks from the massage parlor.
She crossed Ninth Avenue and thought about going to the deli and getting a roast beef sandwich or something, but she didn�t feel hungry and besides Carmella had remarked today that Cindy had put on a few pounds. That bitch Carmella should talk. She looked like a fucking tank rolling around. There was some yogurt in the refrigerator and that should do.
Continuing down Forty-fifth Street between Ninth and Tenth, she told herself that she�d have to talk with Lorenzo when she got home, provided she could wake him up. Maybe if she threatened to leave him that�d do it. He might try to get tough and hit her, but he wasn�t that strong and she wasn�t that weak. She�d bop him with a frying pan if he tried anything funny. The advantage of having a boyfriend like Lorenzo was that she could handle him if it ever came down to violence. Some of the guys the other girls went out with were stone killers. Like Luke the Duke.
Then she heard the footsteps behind her. She�d been aware of them for the past twenty feet, but now they were getting close and coming fast. A little frightened, but certain it wasn�t anything to worry about, she turned around and saw a big fat guy with a face that looked familiar. He was looking at the ground and walking with his hands in his pockets as though she didn�t exist. Facing front again, she moved to the side to let him pass.
The guy came up beside her and grabbed her arm. Startled, she turned toward him and saw the knife in his hand. She couldn�t believe it was a knife.
�Remember me?� he growled.
She recognized him, and the reality of the situation hit her like a Mack truck. Her face drained of color and her jaw dropped. �What do you want?� she asked, trying to be brave.
He looked over her shoulder. �Go into that alley over there.�
She thought maybe she could talk her way out of the mounting horror. �What for?�
�I�m going to do what we didn�t finish in your whorehouse.�
�Listen,� she said, her voice quavering, �I�ll do anything you say. Just don�t hurt me, okay?�
�Okay.�
She walked in front of him into the alley and saw some garbage cans. A cat slinked along the far wall.
�Behind the garbage cans,� he said.
�Listen, you�re not going to hurt me, are you?� She was trembling and she was afraid she might start crying.
�Not if you do what you�re supposed to do.�
She got behind the garbage cans, and turned and faced him. His face was expressionless and covered with so many folds you could barely see his eyes. She had always been afraid something like this would happen someday. There were so many nuts around. But she�d do whatever he wanted and somehow she�d get through it. That goddamn Lorenzo.
�What do you want me to do?� she asked.
�You filthy fucking bitch!� he snarled, drawing the blade back.
She screamed and raised her arms, but his hand and the blade came crashing through. She felt a sharp terrible pain at the side of her throat, and that was the end of Cynthia Doyle.

Chapter Four

The fat man awoke at two o�clock in the afternoon. At first it appeared just like any other day, and then he remembered the blonde whore bleeding in the alley. He�d really done it. It hadn�t been a dream.
Lying there staring at the far wall, he felt a little giddy. He knew the police must have found the whore by now and were looking for the killer. But he didn�t think they could trace anything to him. Nobody saw him. He hadn�t left anything behind. He was safe.
The police were smart. They had special laboratories where they sifted clues. He�d have to watch his step.
It occurred to him that there should be something in today�s papers about it. He got out of bed and dressed himself quickly, eager to see the write-up. He put on dungarees and a blue bomber jacket, plus the gray visored cap he wore when he drove a cab. Leaving his apartment, he descended the murky stairs of the old tenement building and walked to the newsstand on the corner of Second Avenue.
The avenue shuddered under the weight of trucks and cabs, and the sky was covered with gray clouds. The fat man picked up a Daily News, handed some coins to the old Ukrainian guy behind the window, and looked at the front page. He saw a big picture of the whore lying in the dirt, a detective bending over her. The headline read, �Prostitute Knifed in West Side Alley.�
The fat man stood on the corner and read the story quickly. The whore�s name was Cynthia Doyle and she was from Cincinnati, the daughter of a truck driver. The police refused to comment on the case except to say they were conducting a thorough investigation. The politicians were getting into the act. That was about it.
He folded the newspaper under his arm and walked back to his apartment, feeling like a celebrity. What would the people in the building think if they knew he was the killer? It�d really shake them. Police all over the city were looking for him, and here he was walking on his block just like anybody else. If they caught him they�d probably put his picture on the front page. He�d be famous. He�d always known that someday he�d do something that would make him famous.
He entered the building and climbed the stairs to his apartment. Sitting at his kitchen table drinking coffee, with the front page of the Daily News in front of him, he thought that tomorrow the city would forget about the murder, and there�d be something else on the front page.
He didn�t want something else to be on the front page. And he was proud of what he�d done last night. If anybody deserved to die, it was that blonde whore. It was time for men to rise up against the women who were taking advantage of them, insulting them, swindling their money and stealing their jobs. Maybe he could show other men that action could be taken in defense of their rights, the only kind of action the bitches understood. He�d have the bitches quaking in their shoes.
Maybe then they�d realize that they�d gone too far.

Chapter Five

Three nights later, the fat man took the subway uptown to Times Square. He climbed the stairs and emerged beside the cigar store on the corner of Broadway and Forty-second Street. Near the subway entrance a black man was selling the Bilalian News, and a few feet away a white man held out a pamphlet whose headline declared �Without Jesus You Have No Hope.� Neon lights flashed all around and music blared from the front of a record shop.
The fat man walked west on Forty-second Street, his hands in his pockets and his shoulders so round you couldn�t see where they ended and his arms began. He passed movie theaters showing porno films, kung fu epics, and major Hollywood films on their last run through town.
�Loose joints�real Colombian,� said a black man standing with four others beside the entrance to a movie theater.
The fat man kept walking through the mass of humanity that choked the sidewalk. He wondered why so many young people were missing teeth. Must be from taking so much drugs. He looked in the window of the store that sold scuba equipment, hunting boots, and outdoor clothing. A few doors down he veered into a porno bookstore.
It was brightly lit with overhead fluorescent lamps and filled with solemn men looking through books and magazines. He passed the paperback novels in wire racks and made his way to the back where magazines were stacked on tables.
At a high counter a man with slick black hair sat smoking a cigar. In front of him was the cash register. Other employees prowled around making sure no one was trying to steal anything.
The fat man looked at the covers of magazines. He picked one up, thumbed through the pages, saw color pictures of pretty girls screwing guys and going down on them. He picked up another and looked at girls spreading their legs and smiling wantonly at the camera. A third magazine showed girls doing it to each other with their mouths, fingers, and dildos. The fat man thought it was disgusting for women to show themselves that way. Women were lazy and would do anything for money. It was easier for them to lie on their asses and spread their legs than get an honest job. They did it to mess up men�s minds just like his mind was getting messed up.
�This ain�t no library!� the man behind the cash register said loudly, �These books are for sale! Read them at home!�
The fat man put down the magazine and headed for the front door of the bookstore. Everything connected with women was a swindle. They paint themselves to hide their ugly spots. They wear nylon stockings to make their legs look nice. The only men who pose naked in magazines are fags, and fags are men who try to be like women.
On the sidewalk again, the fat man walked toward Eighth Avenue. He wondered why so many black and Puerto Rican men hung around here. What was the big attraction to standing in doorways all day long? Bunch of shitheads. Think they�re so smart. A hand shot out with a leaflet. The fat man took it. It advertised a massage parlor across the street, but the fat man was finished with massage parlors. Tonight he was going to try something else.
The corner of Forty-second Street and Eighth Avenue was thick with punks and bums. The fat man pushed through them and turned uptown on Eighth Avenue.
�I got grass, ups, and downs,� said a man as he passed.
The east block of Eighth Avenue between Forty-second and Forty-third Street had more whores and pickpockets than any other block in Manhattan. Halfway down the block was the Polka Dot Lounge, and the sign in the window said there were sixteen beautiful hostesses inside, but you couldn�t see inside because the window was painted black. The fat man stopped and looked at the open door that was blocked by a partition so you couldn�t see inside that way either. His right hand closed around the knife in his pocket. If anybody fucked with him in there they were going to get sliced from asshole to elbow. He moved toward the door, pushed it open, and went inside.
It was dark and dingy. The bar was to the left, and before it ten semi clad women sat on stools. Rock and roll music thundered out of the jukebox, and a naked black girl danced on a raised stage at the right, while toward the back a naked white girl danced on a pool table. Two big white guys sat at tables near the door, and the fat man figured they were the bouncers. Let them try and bounce him.
Approaching the bar, the fat man realized there were no men sitting there, only the whores eyeing him lasciviously. He faltered because he didn�t want to sit next to anybody just yet; he�d just wanted to look around a little. He didn�t realize he�d be the only customer in the joint.
He had no choice but to sit at the closest stool. He was too nervous and shy to look at the whores on either side of him. Behind the bar a blonde floozie with bucked teeth came toward him. There was no bar mirror and no bottles stacked around like in regular bars.
�What�ll you have?� asked the blonde.
�Gimme a beer.�
�A beer is three dollars and seventy-five cents.�
�Must be great beer.�
�You want one?�
�Yeah.�
She turned around, took a can of beer from the cooler, and set it in front of him with a glass he hoped wouldn�t give him a disease. He�d never seen the brand on the can before. Must be real shit water. Taking out a five dollar bill, he placed it on the bar. She plucked it away, rang it up, and returned with his dollar and a quarter change.
She held up the quarter in her fingers. �Mind if I keep this?�
�Go ahead.�
She said thanks without much sincerity and walked down the bar to talk with one of the whores. The fat man filled the glass with beer and took a swig. It tasted all right. Something rustled to his right.
�Hello,� said a woman�s voice.
He turned and looked at her. She had straight black hair, bangs, pouches under her eyes, and was around forty. Her dress was transparent gauze and wide open so that he could see her sagging tits and laundry bag belly.
�Hi,� he replied.
�What�s your name?� she asked in a foreign accent.
�Harry.�
�Where are you from?�
�New York. How about you?�
�Montreal.�
�No kidding?�
�I�m not kidding.� She made a long statement in French, then said, �You see?�
�Gee, you really are from Montreal, huh?�
�I told you. Are you a sailor?�
�No.�
�What do you do?�
�This and that.�
She rubbed her leg against his and smiled alluringly. �Buy me a drink?�
�What are you drinking?�
�Well, I don�t drink beer.�
�I didn�t think so.�
She pursed her lips. �How�s about a little bottle of champagne?�
�How much will it cost?�
�Thirty dollars.�
�Thirty dollars!�
�Uh huh.�
�Thirty dollars.�
�That�s not so much.�
�It is so too much.�
�You can�t afford thirty dollars?�
�Hell no.�
�How about twenty dollars? And we can take the bottle back there and be alone.� She pointed toward the rear of the bar room, and he saw a narrow corridor lined with doors, just like the massage parlor.
Now he knew what the score was. This was a whorehouse just like the massage parlor, only here they pretended to be a bar. �Twenty dollars is too much. I just came in for a drink and to look around.�
�Well, at least you�re honest. I like that.�
�I always try to be honest.�
�How about ten dollars.�
�Let me think about it.�
�For only ten dollars you�ve got to think about it?�
�Yeah.�
She shook her head as if his response was beyond comprehension, and turned away. He sipped some beer and looked at the naked white girl dancing on top of the pool table. Her legs were thick and too short for her body. Somebody grabbed his cock. He turned toward his left and saw a young, pretty black girl totally naked. Her breasts were round as grapefruits.
�Hi,� she said.
�Hi.�
�What�s your name?�
�Harry.�
�I�m Sally.�
�What do you say, Sally.�
She caressed his cock, and instead of making him horny it turned him off just like at the massage parlor. �Buy me a drink, baby.�
�I can�t afford these thirty-dollar drinks.�
She gazed soulfully into his eyes. �Oh come on.�
�I just came in to have a beer, that�s all.�
�How come you�re so cheap?�
�I ain�t cheap. I just don�t believe in buying thirty-dollar drinks.�
Sally took her hand off his cock and looked at the buck-toothed blonde behind the bar. �This guy won�t go for a spit,� she complained.
The blonde turned up a corner of her mouth. �What�s wrong with you, man? Got short arms and long pockets?�
�I just want to drink my beer in peace,� the fat man replied, taking another sip.
The barmaid walked away, and the black whore turned to her other side. These lousy whores always try to embarrass you into spending money, the fat man thought. That�s the way women operate. They�re disgusting bitches and they all should be put into prisons. If a man wanted one he could check one out, and if she misbehaved, back she�d go. It made no sense to treat women like equals when they had less honor than dogs.
The woman from Montreal poked her breast into his arm. �Still mad at me?�
�I was never mad at you.�
�But you don�t like me.�
�Who said I don�t like you?�
�If you liked me you�d buy me a drink.�
The fat man squinted at the makeup that looked like washing machine grease around her eyes. This old whore probably has been giving gonorrhea to guys for twenty-five years.
�You said I could buy you a ten-dollar drink?� he asked.
She smiled. �That�s right.�
�And then we go back to one of those little rooms and have a talk?�
�Uh huh.�
He stood, reached into his pocket, and threw a ten-dollar bill on the bar. The woman from Montreal waved to the bucked-tooth blonde.
�A ten-dollar bottle of champagne,� said the woman from Montreal.
The blonde picked the money off the bar and looked at the fat man. �You think you can afford it?�
�Yeah,� he replied, an edge on his voice.
The blonde bent over the cooler and took out a small bottle of domestic champagne, putting it on the bar along with a champagne glass. The woman from Montreal took the bottle and glass in one hand, the fat man�s hand in her other, and led him toward the rooms in back. He carried his beer can and glass, and as they passed the girl dancing on the pool table, she winked at him. They entered the corridor, the whore opened one of the doors, and they entered a small room. A cot was against the wall, its mattress covered by a sheet.
�Have a seat,� she said.
He sat on the cot and she sat beside him, crossing her veiny legs.
�Are you nervous?� she asked.
�No.�
�It�s okay, baby. You don�t have to pretend.�
�I said I�m not nervous.�
She shrugged. �What do you want me to do for you?�
�I want you to blow me, and then I want to fuck you.�
�That�ll be twenty dollars more.�
�Twenty more dollars!�
She smiled slyly. �That�s what I said.�
�What was the ten dollars for?�
�So you could have a drink with me alone.�
�I thought that included everything else.�
�If you want to get sucked and fucked you�ve got to pay extra.�
�You�re just trying to con me,� he said angrily.
�I�m just telling you what the prices are. If you don�t want to pay, we�ll just drink up and go back to the bar.� She stood, placed her hands on her hips, and looked coldly at him.
He stood beside her. �Okay, I�ll pay the twenty dollars.�
She licked her lips. �It�ll be the best twenty dollars you ever spent in your life.�
�We�ll see about that.� He looked at the wall behind her. �What�s that over there?�
She turned around. �What?�
He leapt at her, clasping his big hand over her nose and mouth. She dug her fingernails into his arm and tried to scream, but his hand muffled the noise while he reached into his pocket with his free hand and came out with his switchblade. He hit the button and it snapped open. She struggled frenziedly to get away.
�Your whoring days are over,� he said into her ear, plunging the blade into her throat at the jugular.
She had one massive convulsion, blood gushing out of her throat. Then she went limp and he let her fall to the floor, where a puddle of blood formed around her face. Wiping his knife and his hands on the sheet, he closed the blade and dropped it into his pocket. He took out his handkerchief and rubbed his fingerprints off the glass and beer can. Some blood had splashed on his arm, so he yanked the sheet off the bed and wiped it away. The stain that was left didn�t show up much on his red and black wool jacket. He looked down at her sprawled in her own blood, and his body quivered with the same erotic excitement he�d felt when he�d killed the massage parlor whore. He had to calm himself down and get out of there.
He took three deep breaths and that settled him a little. Opening the door, he stepped into the corridor and walked confidently to the front door of the bar. The girls looked at him curiously, and so did the two bouncers. The two bouncers exchanged glances, then got up from the tables and moved to block his way.
�What�s the hurry?� one of them asked.
�I�m not in any hurry,� he replied in a deadly voice.
One of the bouncers walked toward the corridor to find out why the whore hadn�t reappeared too.
�Look out!� screamed a girl at the bar.
The fat man slugged the bouncer in front of him, and the bouncer swayed on his feet. The fat man pushed him out of the way and ran to the door. On the sidewalk he melted into the crowd that swept him away.

Chapter Six

It was eleven o�clock in the morning. The fat man stood on the corner of Second Avenue and Ninth Street, looking at the front page of the Daily News. The headline read, �The Slasher Strikes Again.�
Underneath the headline were two pictures. The one on the left showed the whore lying dead in her whorehouse room. On the right was a composite drawing of the suspected killer.
�He looks a little like you, Mr. Kowalchuk.�
Kowalchuk spun around and saw Mrs. Mazepa, who lived in his building. She was a widow in her sixties who lived alone. She spoke with a thick Ukrainian accent.
�You really think it looks like me?� Kowalchuk asked.
�Just a little. Not that much.� She tilted her head and pursed her lips as she looked at the picture. �What a terrible thing to happen, but I suppose women who do that kind of work have to expect trouble.�
�That�s true.�
�If they had decent jobs, it wouldn�t happen to them.�
�Probably not. How are you doing these days, Mrs. Mazepa?�
�Pretty good, except that my back hurts me sometimes. Are you still driving a cab?�
�Once in a while.�
�Be careful, Mr. Kowalchuk. The streets are dangerous. The police arrest criminals and the judges turn them loose. Well, I�ve got to go to the butcher.�
Mrs. Mazepa crossed the street, and Kowalchuk headed back to his apartment. He was in a mild state of shock from seeing a drawing of his face on the front page of the Daily News. Even Mrs. Mazepa thought it looked like him. This was serious. He�d been foolish to let himself be seen that way by so many people last night. Now the police would be on the lookout for him. He�d have to be more careful. But that would make the game more fun.
He had two baloney sandwiches and a bottle of Coco-Cola for breakfast, reading and rereading the story in the Daily News. They�d figured out that the murder of the blonde whore and the murder of the French whore were committed by the same person, and they were calling him the Slasher. He liked that.
There was the Boston Strangles Son of Sam, the L.A. Strangler, and now he was the New York Slasher. Someday he�d be more famous than them all, and people would realize he was right to kill whores, because they�re evil and undermine the social structure.
After breakfast he lit a cigarette and wondered if he should move out of his apartment. Many people knew him; maybe one of them would tell the police that he looked like the New York Slasher. But it would look suspicious if he suddenly moved all his stuff out. Maybe the answer was to leave everything where it was and just start living in a cheap hotel someplace. He could grow a beard and that would change the way he looked. Maybe he�d let his hair grow and look like a hippie.
It�d take a few days for a beard to grow, so he�d have to stop killing whores for a while. When he started again he�d have to do it so no one would see him. He should go on a diet and try to lose some weight, because the newspaper said the Slasher was heavyset. Maybe he should start running around Tompkins Square Park with all the crazy assholes.
The old Ukrainian people in the building would think it strange if he grew a beard, because they hated the bearded hippies who�d invaded the neighborhood. It probably would be best if he left his apartment that very day. He wouldn�t take any luggage, because people would notice that. He�d just walk out the door and let the city swallow him up. They�d never be able to find him. He�d keep moving like an Indian. He�d be free as a bird.
Leaning back in his chair, he looked around the kitchen. Food stains were on the refrigerator, dirty dishes were in the sink. He hadn�t taken the garbage out for a few days and the joint smelled a little rank. The toilet bowl kept getting clogged. Roaches were crawling everywhere. I might as well get out of here right now, he thought.
He decided to take down the garbage so the place wouldn�t stink and attract the attention of neighbors while he was gone. He also wanted to get rid of his red and black jacket because it had been described to the police. Picking up the jacket from the corner of the living room where it had been lying, he stuffed it into the bottom of an A&P bag, and covered it with some garbage from another bag. Then he carried all the garbage bags downstairs, making two trips to get rid of it all. Back in his apartment, he put on his blue bomber jacket and gray cap. He had about a hundred and fifty dollars in one of his drawers, and stashed it in his pants pocket. His chauffeur�s license was in his wallet, and he tucked his hack license into his shirt.
He descended the old slate steps of his building, feeling lightheaded and loose. It was as though he wasn�t in the world anymore. Downstairs on the street he walked to Third Avenue, then headed for the Bowery.

Chapter Seven

The Metropolitan Garage was on Sixty-first Street, a half-block from the West Side Highway. It was the largest taxi garage in Manhattan, with a fleet of three hundred cabs.
It was four o�clock in the afternoon. Kowalchuk approached the garage, wearing his blue bomber jacket and gray peaked cap. He had a five-day growth of beard which effectively obscured his features. He�d been spending his nights at the Osborne Hotel in the Bowery area, and his days at various movie theaters. Now he was running low on cash and had to return to work.
The garage was two stories high and made of red bricks. Adjacent was a parking lot half full of yellow cabs. It was in a neighborhood of factories and loft buildings.
The front proscenium door of the garage was open now that it was spring, and Kowalchuk looked to make sure a cab wasn�t coming out, then slipped inside the greasy dimness of the huge downstairs room. In its center were gas pumps manned by inside workers in their filthy one-piece suits. A line of cabs returning from the day shift entered the rear of the garage and came to a stop beside the pumps. The day drivers got out and were replaced by night drivers, while inside workers filled gas tanks and checked oil. The inside workers banged on the trunks when they finished and the drivers sped their cabs out the proscenium door into the city.
Kowalchuk passed a line of cabs mangled and battered in traffic accidents, and headed for a door marked with a sign that said Ride Yellow Ride Safe, a slogan the taxi industry had employed several years back to counter the growing threat of gypsy cabs. He pushed open the door and entered the shape-up room, filled with tobacco smoke and cabbies standing elbow to elbow arguing with each other while waiting to be assigned cabs.
Hogan, the dispatcher, sat behind the metal grating of a window, a burly, bald man who seldom smiled. Kowalchuk took out his hack license and passed it under the grating.
Hogan looked at him. �Where the fuck have you been?�
�Sick.�
�You haven�t been here for almost a month.�
�It�s less than three weeks.�
�We�ve been firing guys like you who don�t come in regular. If you wanna work here, you gotta come in more regular.�
�C�mon, most of the guys here don�t come in regular.�
�That�s gonna end. We�re runnin� a fuckin� taxi garage here, not a funny farm.�
Kowalchuk decided to keep his mouth shut. He looked at his dirty fingernails while waiting for Hogan to cut out the bullshit.
Hogan put Kowalchuk�s hack license at the bottom of the pile and went back to his Playboy. Kowalchuk sidestepped through the crowds of yakking cabbies to a spot in the corner near the toilet, took out a cigarette, and lit it. Puffing the cigarette, he looked over the other cabdrivers. He wondered what they�d think if they knew he was the New York Slasher.

Chapter Eight

Kowalchuk was cruising in his cab at Kennedy Airport although cabdrivers were supposed to wait in special lots and approach the platforms in orderly lines. He didn�t like to do that, preferring to cruise the fronts of terminals illegally. He�d never been caught yet. You had to know which terminals were safe.
He was approaching one of the safe ones now, the terminal for Air Canada, Delta, and United. It was a big, white modern building and beside it was a lot filled with yellow cabs that trailed to the side of the building, where a special dispatcher from the taxi union kept everything moving in orderly fashion. It was six o�clock in the afternoon.
Kowalchuk steered to the lower road where the buses came. He drove slowly and saw the anxious faces of people standing beside their luggage waiting for the buses. Most of them were out-of-towners bewildered about being in the city. They were the easiest kinds to rip off.
Sure enough, two women raised their hands. Kowalchuk veered toward them and braked. They were business women in their forties and one knocked on his side window, which he rolled down.
�How much to go to the Hilton?� she asked.
�For just the two of you?�
�Yes.�
�Fifteen bucks apiece.�
She looked at her companion. �Why don�t we take it?�
�The bus is so much cheaper.�
�I�m tired of waiting for the damn bus. We can charge it to the company.�
The other woman shrugged. � If you say so.�
The first one looked at Kowalchuk. �Would you wait a minute while we get our luggage?�
�Sure.�
They scurried back to the sidewalk, and he drove closer to the curb, noticing that the people waiting for buses were looking at him. He checked his rearview window and could see no cops. The women and a man, all with suitcases, came toward him. He got out of the cab and unlocked the trunk.
�Can he come too?� one of the women asked.
�Fifteen more bucks,� Kowalchuk replied.
�Okay,� said the guy, a sissy in a suit.
The three of them got into the back seat. Kowalchuk slammed shut the trunk and slid behind the wheel. He shifted into gear and stepped on the gas. The cab accelerated away from the curb. He turned on the meter so he wouldn�t get a ticket on the Kennedy road complex, intending to turn it off when he hit the Van Wyck Expressway.
His passengers said nothing about the meter. If he used it like he was supposed to, the trip would cost a total of sixteen dollars, and he�d have to give half to the Metropolitan Garage. This way he�d take in forty-five dollars and only give eight to the garage.
He smiled as he sped over the cloverleaf road. At this rate he�d have a few hundred dollars by Saturday, and then he could become the Slasher again.

Chapter Nine

It was ten o�clock on Saturday night. Kowalchuk was back on Times Square for the first time since he�d killed the whore in the Polka Dot Lounge. His beard covered his features, he wore his visored cap low over his eyes, and had on the blue bomber jacket. Walking past the peep shows and porno movies on Forty-second Street, he could smell lewdness in the air. His hands were in his pockets and his right hand fingered his switchblade.
He drifted into one of the shiny new peep show establishments, gave two dollars to the guy behind the counter, and got some quarters. Clinking the coins around in his big paw, he walked past the peep show booths, looking at the pictures in front for something interesting.
He stopped cold before one that had a photo of Barbra Streisand outside. The caption underneath said the famous star had made a fuck film when she was starting out in show business, and it could be seen for only a quarter. Kowalchuk turned up a corner of his mouth. He didn�t think it could really be Barbra Streisand in the movie, but for a quarter he could find out for sure. It would be okay if he could just see someone who looked like Barbra Streisand getting a stiff cock shoved up her ass.
He went into the booth, closed the door behind him, dropped a quarter in the slot, and pressed the button for the Barbra Streisand film. He noticed there was a little puddle of something on the floor. Somebody must have shot a load down there. The screen lit up and showed a close-up of a man with a mustache going down on a woman. The woman scissored her legs and swayed her fanny while the guy slurped away, his eyes closed in ecstasy. The guy looked like a real degenerate, and was that supposed to be Barbra Streisand? Maybe they�d show her face after a while. Kowalchuk watched impatiently, and the screen went black. He dropped in another quarter. The guy still was going down on the woman and Kowalchuk thought the guy�s tongue must be made of steel. The camera pulled back. The guy rolled over and the girl got on her knees over him. She definitely wasn�t Barbra Streisand although she resembled her a little. Kowalchuk had been ripped off again.
The movie stopped. He got out of the booth and sauntered along, looking at the pictures in front of other booths. Some of them showed black guys screwing white girls, and he moved quickly past them, because he didn�t like that stuff. He stopped at a photo of an Irish Setter doing it to a girl, and that provoked his curiosity. He�d never seen a woman doing it to an animal before. Entering the booth, he latched the door behind him and placed a quarter in the slot. The screen lit up and showed a pretty girl rubbing dog food between her legs. Then the Irish Setter came out of nowhere, sniffed, and licked her. Kowalchuk shook his head. Women were so depraved it was disgusting. Was there anything they wouldn�t do? Next the girl made the dog sit on the rug, and she sucked his skinny red thing. Kowalchuk wanted to throw up. Females were perverted deep in their souls and they�d do anything for money. The screen went black. He took another quarter from his pocket and put it in the slot. The girl got onto her hands and knees, and another girl came and put the dog on top of her, inserting its pecker inside. The dog lay back his ears and screwed the girl spasmodically, and she shook her ass and smiled happily at the camera. Kowalchuk couldn�t believe his eyes. Women really must be crazy, he thought. Maybe after enough of them are killed, they�ll wake up and try to lead decent lives.
The screen went black and Kowalchuk decided he�d seen enough of that. It had made him feel queasy in his stomach. He left the booth and looked around, wondering what to do next. He decided to go to the booths where you could see live naked girls doing piggy dances, and had moved a few steps in that direction when he remembered seeing a theater marquee on Forty-second Street that advertised a live on-stage sex show. It occurred to him that it might be more fun to watch a live sex show than just live dancing girls.
He walked out of the peep show to the sidewalk and made his way through the hawkers and bums toward the marquee he�d seen. Passing a saloon with a big open door, he looked inside and saw black guys standing around the bar. They were a bunch of dirty rats and yet the whores and dancing girls gave all their money to them. The world was going nuts and somebody had to try and set it right.
He approached the marquee. It advertised a movie and a live sex show for only two dollars and a half. The front of the theater was plastered with photographs of attractive young white girls and guys having sex. Their private parts were inked out but Kowalchuk still wondered how they could show such things on a public street. America was turning into Sodom and Gomorrah, and the women were to blame. They�d do anything for money. You couldn�t really blame the guys. Why should a guy turn down free pussy?
A small bulb of pain began to glow above his left eye, the manifestation of two contradictory ideas colliding in his mind. Sexual displays were evil, but he liked them anyway. He rationalized the contradiction by telling himself that if women were crazy enough to show their cunts, why shouldn�t he look?
A young Puerto Rican guy was in the ticket booth. Kowalchuk slipped his money under the window, then walked through the turnstile and entered the lobby, which was about the size of his kitchen on East Ninth Street. He pushed through the door and found himself in a narrow theater with an aisle down the middle and chairs on both sides. On the big movie screen a woman was chained to a post, and a guy in a black leather jockstrap was clamping clothes pins on her nipples. She whinnied in pain and the guy called her a stupid dirty cunt.
Kowalchuk walked down the aisle, looking to the left and right for seats. He wanted to sit as close as possible to the stage, but all the other guys had the same idea. There happened to be only a few isolated empty seats up front, but Kowalchuk didn�t want to sit next to anybody if he could help it. He didn�t like to touch other people, and never knew what to say when strangers talked to him.
He sat in an aisle seat about fifteen rows back, left his hat on, and crossed his thick legs. No one else was sitting in the row. He looked at his watch and wondered what time the stage show would begin. He hoped it was soon.
On the movie screen, the man in the black leather jockstrap stood with his arms crossed before the cowering girl. She was young and a little on the chubby side, still tied to the post. If you saw her walking down the street in regular clothes you might take her for a secretary or a bookkeeper, but there she was bare-ass in a fuck film.
�I want to suck your cock,� she said tremulously to the man in the black leather jockstrap.
�Why you filthy disgusting cunt!�
�Can I suck it?� she begged.
�Can you suck it what!�
�Can I s\x�\t please?�
�That�s better. Say it again, goddamn you.�
�Can I suck your cock please?�
�I�ll think about it while I whip your stinking ass.�
�Please don�t!�
�Shut your fucking hole.�
The man took a riding crop from a hook on the wall and commenced whacking the girl, but his strokes lacked authority. They were making believe and not fooling anybody. The camera zoomed in for a close up, and red welts showed on the girl�s flabby ass. Evidently they�d put lipstick on the riding crop and when it hit it left a red mark. What a phony fucking thing, Kowalchuk thought. But he enjoyed seeing the girl get whipped even if it was only acting. He�d love to do something like that, but for real. He�d also like to piss on a woman�s face and watch her spit and throw up. His skin tingled whenever he thought of that.
The guy took off his black leather jockstrap and let the girl go down on him, but he didn�t

even have an erection. Kowalchuk figured it must be difficult to get one with the movie director and his technical staff looking at you. It must be embarrassing as hell. Kowalchuk shuddered as he visualized a lot of people looking at him naked.
The man on the movie screen tied the girl spread-eagled onto a bed, mounted her, and commenced screwing. Another naked man entered the room, walked to the bed, got on his knees beside her, and dropped his penis into her mouth. The camera showed the sex from various angles, then another guy in a black leather jockstrap dragged a blonde into the room, and the guys made the girls sixty-nine each other. Next the girls blew two of the guys while the third guy whipped the girls� asses. The guys came in the girls� mouths and on their faces, and the girls rubbed the sticky white juice into their hair.
The film cut to a scene outside of the house. It was night and a group of patrolmen approached the house with their guns out. They broke down the front door, arrested the guys, and freed the girls. The final scene in the movie showed the three girls happily blowing three of the cops.
The curtain closed over the screen and the lights went on. The men in the theater resettled themselves and looked around. They were a bunch of ordinary black and white guys. Some looked like they worked with their hands and others looked like clerks. At the back of the theater were two guys with their arms around their girlfriends. Everybody seemed a little embarrassed to be where they were.
Beneath the movie screen was a raised platform that had a bed on it, with the foot of the bed facing the audience. The men grumbled and rustled around, and Kowalchuk wondered when the stage show was going to start. It should start immediately after the movie ended, like at Radio City Music Hall.
Rock and roll music started up and played loudly for a few minutes. Then a black girl in red tights, carrying a shopping bag, appeared in the corridor to the right of the screen. She climbed the stairs to the stage, put her shopping bag beside the bed, turned around, and danced disco style on the platform. She was on the meaty side and her mouth was too big for her head, but other than that she was fairly attractive. She wore a wig of long straight black hair.
After disco dancing for several minutes, she stopped, faced the audience, and took off her red tights, showing the white bra and underpants she wore underneath. Then she commenced a striptease, slowly removing the bra, wiggling her bare droopy breasts with their flat half dollar nipples. Coyly, she pulled down her underpants, and Kowalchuk stared with fascination at her hairy crotch. She pranced around the stage stark naked, turned her rear end to the audience, bent over, and spread her cheeks.
Finally she lay on the bed, her lower extremities facing the audience. She kicked her legs around in time to the music, squeezed her breasts and fingered her labia. Reaching into her shopping bag, she took out a cosmetic tube. She screwed off the head, squeezed some white stuff into the palm of her hand, and rubbed it into her vagina. Reaching into the shopping bag again, she took out a big handful of swizzle sticks and held them up for the audience to see. Then she pulled one out and slowly inserted it into her hole. She selected another swizzle stick and put it in the same place. Kowalchuk watched in astonishment as the black girl inserted swizzle stick after swizzle stick inside herself. He couldn�t understand how she could fit so many in there. She must have done a lot of fucking in her life, and her cunt was like old elastic. How could she do such a thing in public?
Now she had a bunch of swizzle sticks thick as a man�s wrist in her vagina, and still she stuffed in more. The theater was silent and reminded Kowalchuk of church, except that instead of a priest performing a ritual in front, there was a whore being disgusting. Finally she had all the swizzle sticks planted inside her, and they looked weird between her legs. She raised her arms and legs in the air and the men applauded, except for Kowalchuk. He didn�t believe in clapping his hands for something like that.
A few at a time, she took the swizzle sticks out of her vagina, rubbed herself with white cr�me again, reached into her shopping bag, and took out a long chromium chain four feet long. Lying on her back, she held the chain in the air for the audience to see, pulled to show it was real, and then proceeded to stuff it, link by link, into herself as the loudspeakers played a disco tune entitled �How Deep is Your Love.�
Kowalchuk did not believe she could fit the whole chain inside. No woman�s cunt possibly could be that big. But link after link slipped in until the entire chain had disappeared. The girl humped her butt around and the audience applauded, Kowalchuk not joining in again. She pulled out the chain, put-it back in her shopping bag, and took out eight brightly colored silk handkerchiefs knotted together. Holding them up, she pulled them through her fingers and whipped them through the air. They must have been ten feet long. She squeezed some white drops of cr�me onto her black pubic hairs, rubbed them in, then spread her legs and pushed the silk handkerchiefs, knot by knot, inside. Her fingers worked daintily, as though they were kneading dough. Finally the entire length of knotted handkerchiefs were in, except for a short length of yellow silk. The audience applauded less enthusiastically this time, because the act was getting repetitious. The black girl pulled the handkerchiefs out, lifting her fanny as each knot came through. When they were out completely she waved them through the air like a long flag, then dropped them into the shopping bag.
A tall black man walked down the aisle between the rows of seats and climbed onto the stage. �He wore blue jeans, a brown tee-shirt, and appeared embarrassed. His hair was short as though he�d shaved his head two weeks ago, and he had the nose and features of an American Indian. He took off his tee-shirt, and his chest wasn�t very big, dotted with little swirls of black hair. He kicked off his sandals and pulled down his pants, showing brown briefs that matched his tee-shirt. Stepping out of his briefs, you could see his big dong. It was considerably bigger than Kowalchuk�s, who squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. And it wasn�t even hard yet.
The black man was unable to look at the audience. He moved to the bed, the black girl making room for him. He lay on his back, his scrotum drooping between his legs, and she took his flaccid penis in hand, bent over him, and sucked it vigorously while the sound system blared �Love is a Many Splendored Thing�.
So this is what a live sex show is like, Kowalchuk thought. The black guy isn�t even horny and the girl is blowing him as if she�s siphoning a gas tank. Kowalchuk crossed his arms and fidgeted in his seat. He was disappointed, for he�d expected attractive young enthusiastic people like in the pictures pasted on the front of the theater.
The girl raised her head, and the man had become half hard. She went to work on him again and the theater was so still you could hear her suck sounds and the occasional beep of a car out on Forty-second Street. The black guy rolled his hips and held one arm over his face to shield his eyes from the overhead floodlights, while his other hand caressed the girl�s breasts. She raised herself up again, and this time he was a little harder. She rolled onto her back and the guy crawled onto her, still not looking at the audience. Kowalchuk felt sorry for him. The poor bastard probably wanted to disappear into the woodwork, but the girl didn�t care at all. In fact, she probably was having fun.
The guy mounted her and she inserted him inside her the same as she�d inserted the swizzle sticks, chain, and silk handkerchiefs. She pointed her toes at the ceiling and wiggled them as the black guy screwed her awkwardly, burying his face in her shoulder as if trying to block out what was going on all around him.
Kowalchuk watched, feeling sick and uneasy. The poor black guy is so nervous he can hardly fuck, but the girl is enjoying it. The guy must be doing it for the money, but she�s having a good time, getting fucked in front of all us men. That�s a woman for you. Sick and depraved. And for that she shall die.

PART THREE � TRACKDOWN


Chapter One

It was nine o�clock at night at the Crandon Hotel on the Bowery, On the second floor, the guests were getting ready for bed. They were a raggedy bunch, most hadn�t shaved lately, and many stank of alcohol.
Jackie Doolan sat on his cot, his bare knobby feet on the linoleum. He had on his filthy brown pants and gray tee-shirt, and was looking at the front page of the Daily News. �The Slasher Claims Third Victim, Times Square Porno Queen Found in Alley.�
Two photographs were on the front page. The one on the left showed the victim lying bloody and twisted against a stone wall, and the one on the right was a head shot of a man. Doolan squinted his eyes and read that the man was Frank Kowalchuk of East Ninth Street, and that he was believed to be the Slasher. If anyone spotted him they were to notify the nearest policeman. The photograph was taken of Kowalchuk when he was a cab-driver.
�Well whataya know about that!� said Doolan.
�Whataya know about what?� said the man in the bunk behind Doolan, trying to read over his shoulder.
�They got a picture of the Slasher here,� Doolan said, turning around and pointing at the picture. �Ugly fucker, ain�t he?�
�He ain�t no uglier than you,� replied the man, who had a scar on his right cheek and no teeth in his mouth.
Doolan squared his shoulders and raised his chin a few inches. �I been workin� with the police on this case, y�know.�
�Yeah sure.�
�You don�t believe me?�
�You�re fuckin� right I don�t believe you.�
�They probably wouldn�t even know who the guy is if it wasn�t for me.�
�What�d you do?�
�I helped �em find out where the guy lived.�
�How�d you do that?� asked the man as others bent their ears toward the conversation.
�I found the Slasher�s jacket in a trashcan. �Course I didn�t know it was the Slasher�s jacket at the time, but it had blood on it and the cops must�ve been lookin� for it because when they saw it on me they picked it up. I told them where I found it, and that�s how they figgered out where he lived.�
An old bum on another bunk pshawed.
�Take that shit on down the line, buddy.�
�It�s the truth!� Doolan insisted. �You just ask any of the detectives workin� on the case. They�ll tell you.�
�Sure they will.�
�They will!�
�I think you�re fulla shit.�
�Aw, fuck you guys,� Doolan said, turning the page of the Daily News.
He brought his face close to the page, because his eyes were bad, and read about Barbara Collins, the Slasher�s third victim. Bums streamed back and forth from the communal toilet and shower stall at the end of the room, and the lights would go out in about a half-hour.
In a cot against the wall, a heavyset man in a beard glared ferociously at Jackie Doolan.

Chapter Two

Rackman sat in a chair in his darkened apartment, smoking a Lucky and sipping bourbon. He wore jeans and a tee-shirt and had the television set on, although he wasn�t watching it. It was eight o�clock in the morning and he�d just come off duty. He and Olivero had spent the night rousting people out of their beds in the cheap Times Square hotels, hoping to find Kowalchuk. They hadn�t.
Now Rackman was trying to wind down so he could go to sleep. His insomnia had worsened, and when he found time he intended to see a doctor and get a prescription for some sleeping pills. He was tense and anxious about the Slasher case, because he knew the longer the Slasher was on the loose, the more victims he�d claim.
There was a knock at the door. He got up and looked through the peephole. A man in a sport jacket was standing in the hall. Rackman opened the door.
�Yes?�
�Mr. Daniel Rackman?� the man asked.
�That�s me.�
The man took out a shield. �I�m a New York city detective and I�d like to ask you a few questions if you don�t mind.�
Rackman stared at the shield and wondered if he was dreaming.
�Sorry to wake you up,� the detective said apologetically.
�I wasn�t asleep,� Rackman said, �and by the way, I�m a detective too. I�m with Midtown North.� He took out his wallet and showed his shield.
The man looked at it, surprised. �I�m Tommy Randazzo from the Ninth Precinct.�
�Come on in.�
Rackman led Randazzo into the living room and motioned for him to have a seat. He turned off the television set and turned on a light, then sat opposite him.
�What�s the problem?� Rackman asked.
Randazzo reached into his jacket pocket and came out with a folded crumpled piece of paper. �Gee, I feel strange asking you about this because you�re a detective too,� he said with a self-conscious smile.
�Just do your job and don�t worry about me.�
Randazzo unfolded the paper. �This is a Master Charge receipt. It was found in the jacket pocket of a man who was killed in a Bowery hotel early this morning, and it�s got your name and Master Charge number on it.� He handed the receipt to Rackman. �Do you remember it?�
Rackman looked at the receipt and recognized the address of the men�s store on the Bowery. �I remember it,� he said, his voice a few octaves lower. �It�s for a wool jacket I bought for a bum named Jackie Doolan. He gave me some information in the Slasher case.�
Randazzo blinked his eyes twice and thought for a few moments. �That�s very interesting,� he said.
�Why?�
�Because the victim was found in the toilet with his throat cut just like the Slasher�s victims.�
�Did you see the victim yourself?�
�Yes I did.�
�Was he about five-four, real skinny, in his late fifties, sandy hair turning gray?�
�That�s the one.�
�Let me get dressed,� Rackman said. �I�ll go downtown with you.�

Chapter Three

Kowalchuk awoke under a bush in Central Park near the Seventy-second Street Transverse Road. His hair and beard had become quite long, effectively obscuring his features, and he�d lost thirty pounds since he�d moved out of East Ninth Street. He wore sneakers, jeans, and his blue bomber jacket, all filthy. Standing and stretching, yawning softly so as not to attract attention, he put on his gray cap and walked toward the path that led out of the park.
He took out a cigarette and lit it with a match. Passing two joggers on the Seventy-second Street road, he felt a rumble of hunger in his stomach. He headed west, toward the cheap restaurants on Broadway, where he could get the most for the four dollars he had in his pocket.
He bought a Daily News near the subway stop on Seventy-second Street and Central Park West and stopped beside an apartment building to glance through it. On page four near the bottom he found what he was looking for. �Derelict Found Stabbed in Bowery Hotel.�
He read the item and was pleased that the police hadn�t linked the killing of the bum to the Slasher, because he wanted to make his reputation for killing women, not bums. Tucking the newspaper under his arm, he whistled a tune and made his way through the early morning crowds to Broadway, and decided to have breakfast at the McDonalds on Seventy-first Street. He passed two cops on their beat but they didn�t take any special notice of him. He didn�t look like the picture of Kowalchuk that they�d put in the paper. They�d never get him now.
Entering the McDonald�s, he walked to the counter and got in line. People looked at his filthy clothes and he realized he smelled a little bad, but to hell with them. If they didn�t like it they could kiss his ass. He came to the head of the line and ordered his breakfast from a skinny little black girl, and he thought that this was a decent girl who worked for her living in a decent way, unlike the Times Square porno girls who were disgusting. He paid her three dollars and a quarter for the meal and carried his tray to an empty table, sitting down and digging in.
He had to do something about his money situation, he realized as he chewed on sausage. He didn�t even have enough for a pack of cigarettes. He couldn�t drive a cab or get any other kind of job because they had his Social Security number. This meant he�d have to steal some money, and he didn�t have a gun for a hold-up. Besides, he didn�t like the idea of a hold-up. He was the Slasher and he was at war against women. The best thing would be to kill another porno girl and take whatever money she had with her.
But what porno girl? He didn�t want to go to Times Square because it was crawling with cops looking for him, and he didn�t have any money to go in peep shows and places like that. He couldn�t even afford to buy a copy of the New York Review of Sex to find out what the whores were doing. He was in a tight spot, that was for sure. But he�d get out of it somehow. If he�d outsmarted the whole New York Police Department for as long as he had, he should be able to get together a few hundred bucks from some filthy bitch someplace.
He thought about the famous porno girls who acted in hardcore movies, but didn�t know how to go about finding where one lived. He didn�t dare to try and pick up one of the street corner whores because he was too famous for that now. His victim would have to be somebody easy to get to who deserved to be killed and robbed. Some really rotten bitch. Someone who deserved to die.
Shoveling scrambled eggs into his mouth he racked his brain but could only come up with famous porno actresses or faceless whores, all of whom were too dangerous for him to go near. He�d have to think of somebody in a different walk of life, someone completely unexpected.
And then her face materialized out of the remaining bits of food on his plate, and he wondered why he hadn�t thought of her right off. He�d given her thousands of dollars in gifts and cash, and she never gave him any pussy. He found out she was sleeping with a sanitation worker. Kowalchuk had been in love with Evelyn Ditchik and she�d taken advantage of him like all the others, only worse.
He smiled as he sipped his coffee. He thought he�d enjoy killing her more than any of the others, because of what she�d done to him. His heart beat faster and he felt lightheaded. Evelyn Ditchik, are you gonna be surprised when you see me again.

Chapter Four

Rackman walked into Jenkins� office, a newspaper folded under his arm. �Anything new?� he asked.
Jenkins glanced up from some correspondence. �Relative to what?�
�The Slasher.�
�Some bums at the Crandon Hotel told detectives that Jackie Doolan was bragging about helping the cops identify the Slasher on the night he was killed.�
Rackman sat down slowly. �Wow.�
Jenkins nodded. �Looks like the Slasher was a guest in the Crandon that night, but the Crandon had eighty-four guests and none of the ones we talked to saw anybody who looked like our picture of Kowalchuk.�
�He must have changed his appearance somehow.�
�Yeah. Downtown detectives have combed the Bowery for him but haven�t come up with anything. Looks like he got away with another one.�
Rackman pinched his lips together. �That poor fucking Jackie Doolan.�
�He should�ve kept his mouth shut.�
Rackman took the newspaper from underneath his arm and unfolded it. It was the latest copy of the New York Review of Sex and the headline read, �Balling the Blind�.
�I�ve got an idea,� he said. �You ever read one of these?�
�No.�
�I�ve been reading them lately because I know the Slasher reads them, and I��
Jenkins interrupted him. �You�ve been reading them because you want to pull your prick, you bastard.�
�Not true, and anyway, I got an idea from the damn thing. There are classified ads in the back from people who want to get laid, and I thought maybe we should put an ad in ourselves and hope to hook the Slasher with it.�
Jenkins thought for a few moments, then held out his hand. �Lemme see.�
Rackman handed over the paper and Jenkins turned to the �Puerile Personals� in the back. He put on his half-moon reading glasses and bent over the page.
Foxy Bi Female, 24, will share her lovely body with other bi�s. I�m for real, sincere, and horny.
Send photo and phone number to P.O.B. 813 Waterbury, CT 06720.
Swinging Beautician Seeks men for French, Greek, English. New York City area. Write Martha, Box 21, 219 West 42nd Street, New York, N.Y. 10036.
Smell My Nectar
I�m a sweet, hot & juicy young surfer girl with love-soaked panties. Guaranteed strong scent. Send $10 check/m.o. to: Cindy, Box 2005, Laguna Beach, CA 92021.
Nympho Chinese Girl seeks white men for fun and games.
Send $1 for my photo, name, address, phone no. Cum Ling, Box 4732, NYC, 10019.

Jenkins looked up over his half-moon reading glasses. �This is some sick shit here.�
�I know, but we�re dealing with a sick guy. He used to read this paper every week and probably still does. If we put in the right ad, he might respond to it.�
Jenkins bent over the page again.
Attractive 19-Year Old Male wants attr. W/F age 18-22 for companionship. No pros. Write: P.O.B. 321, Radio City Station, New York, N.Y. 10019.
White Male, 44, sincerely wants to meet dominant females that enjoy wearing garters, stockings and high heel shoes. P.O.B. 4379, Bklyn, N.Y. 11201.

Jenkins took off his eyeglasses and looked at Rackman. �Does anybody answer these ads?�
�They must, otherwise there wouldn�t be four full pages of them.�
�I guess it�s worth a try. Who�s gonna write the ad, you?�
�I thought I�d get one of those reporters to do it.�
�Good idea. They�re all a bunch of sex degenerates.�

Chapter Five

Kowalchuk returned to the Ukrainian neighborhood in the East Village for the first time since he had left a few weeks before. He walked straight down St. Marks Place, and at the corner of Second Avenue he picked up the receiver of a public telephone attached to the side of the Gem Spa. He dialed a number and listened to it ring a few times. It was seven-thirty in the morning and he hadn�t eaten anything since breakfast the morning before.
The phone was answered on the other end. �Hello?� said a woman�s voice.
Kowalchuk hung up and turned the corner, walking south on Second Avenue. This was his old stomping ground but he looked different now and didn�t think anybody would recognize him. He had to take the chance because he needed money badly and he was intoxicated by the thought of seeing Evelyn again. He�d just found out she was home. In the old days she used to work in an office uptown and he assumed she still did. She�d be shocked to see him.
He turned east on Seventh Street, walking along with his hands in his pockets, looking like a typical middle-aged East Village hippie. He passed the little store where his mother used to send him to buy fresh eggs from New Jersey, and looked in the window at old Mister Rabinowitz behind the counter. Crossing First Avenue, he came to the block where Evelyn lived and felt his blood grow hot with anticipation. Evelyn used to humiliate him in front of other people, but still she took his money and gifts. She used to let him kiss her when they were alone, but that was all. He couldn�t understand why he never thought of beating her ass before. It was so easy once you got into the swing of it.
Walking down the block, he wondered if the police had spoken to Evelyn yet about him. They probably had, but she couldn�t tell them anything. She hadn�t seen him for about five years, but he�d kept track of her. She�d gone out with a few guys but none had ever married her. If she was smart she would have married him, but she wasn�t smart.
He approached the door of her building. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw no one behind him, and ahead was just an old man about thirty feet away. Entering the vestibule of her building, he pressed all the buttons next to the names except hers, and waited, taking a roll of tape out of his pocket. Sure enough somebody in the building was waiting for somebody, and the buzzer in the door went off. Kowalchuk pushed it open, taped the latch, and let it close again. Then he turned and left the hallway, walking nonchalantly to First Avenue. Whoever had buzzed the door would be waiting to see who was coming up the stairs, but soon he�d give up and go back to his apartment. Then Kowalchuk could enter the building and move about pretty much at will.
He walked to First Avenue, turned around, and went back. It was possible that somebody might come downstairs right now, see the tape on the door, and remove it, and he hoped that wouldn�t happen because then he�d have to do the whole thing over again, and that might make people suspicious. He wondered what Evelyn was doing right now. Probably sitting in her slip drinking that black Cuban coffee she used to like. What a day this was going to be for her.
A young hippie guy came out of her building and walked the other way. Kowalchuk ground his back teeth together and cursed, because he hoped the hippie didn�t notice the tape. Kowalchuk entered the hallway and pushed the door. It opened up for him, and he smiled as he entered the downstairs corridor. Those damned hippies are so spaced out they don�t know what the hell�s going on. If the door was off the hinges they wouldn�t notice.
Kowalchuk stealthily climbed the stairs. This was the tricky part, and he�d have to be careful. He�d also have to be lucky. But he wanted to see Evelyn�s dirty blood and take her money, and he was hungry as hell. His stomach had been growling all night and he had a headache. But it was good to miss meals because that would make him lose weight so he could fool the police.
Up the stairs he went. Evelyn lived on the top floor in back, and he passed her floor, climbing the section of stairs that led to the roof. Halfway up, he stopped and sat down. He�d sit down there and wait until she came out of her apartment, then go down and have a little chat with her.
A door opened several floors down, and someone descended the stairs, but it was too many floors down to be Evelyn. He hoped nobody would come up to where he was, but if someone did he�d pretend to be a drunk asleep on the stairs. It was common in the East Village to find bums asleep on the section of stairs between the roof and the top floor of apartments. On East Ninth Street he�d heard that a bum had once spent an entire winter on that section of stairs in the building next door. The building had been full of hippies and none of them had the heart to throw the bum out, but if Kowalchuk had been living in that building he would have thrown the son of a bitch off the roof. He�d never liked bums, and after his weeks on the Bowery, hated them even more, especially since one of them had tipped off the cops to his identity. But that old buzzard had paid for it. Kowalchuk had followed him to the toilet and cut his throat while he was taking a piss. The fucking bum didn�t know what hit him.
Kowalchuk heard doors opening and closing inside the building. He peeked through the railing and saw hands going down the banisters on their way to work or maybe one of the neighborhood bars. He looked at his watch and it was nearing eight o�clock in the morning, the time Evelyn used to leave for work. He knew the time because he used to walk her to the subway when the neighborhood was crawling with junkies.
A door opened at the front on the floor beneath him, and Kowalchuk held his breath. The door closed, he heard the locks click, and then the person moved toward the stairs. Kowalchuk looked through the railing and saw a man�s black pants going down the stairs. Did she have a guy staying all night with her?? he wondered, angry and jealous. No, she wouldn�t dare do that in a building where many people knew her. The guy probably was from the other apartment at the front of the building.
Ten minutes later he heard another door open at the front on the floor beneath him. He heard a jangling of keys and was sure that was Evelyn because she always used to jangle her keys while looking for the right one to lock the door. She�d always carried a lot of keys around, to closets and trunks and things. Evelyn was a little bit of a nut when it came to locking things up.
Footsteps moved toward the stairs, and Kowalchuk looked through the railing. He saw a woman�s tan raincoat and a hand on the banister that looked like Evelyn�s. It was now or never. He got up and moved down the stairs. He descended to the landing of Evelyn�s floor and hopped down the next flight, going fast enough to catch up with her but not enough to alarm her. He heard her quicken her pace, she probably wondered who was coming down the stairs. People in the East Village could get awfully paranoid.
He turned the corner of the stairs between the fourth and third floors, and saw her on the third floor landing. Nervously, she glanced over her shoulder at him. She was a dumpy woman with short black hair, and her eyes widened with fear at the sight of the bearded stranger. She hesitated and opened her mouth. He came at her quickly, taking out his switchblade and hitting the button.
�Don�t make a sound, Evelyn,� he murmured, descending the last few stairs to the landing.
Her face went pale. �You!�
�If you scream I�ll kill you where you stand,� he said softly. �Turn around and go back to your apartment.�
Her lips quivered and her feet became frozen to the floor. �What do you want?�
He pushed her gently. �Get moving.�
She tried to intimidate him like in the old days. �Now put that knife away and stop being silly!�
He looked around nervously, sweat forming on his forehead. �Get moving Evelyn, or I�ll cut you down, so help me God.� He brought the point of his knife to her throat.
Evelyn looked fearfully at him, blinked, and began climbing the stairs. She�d read the papers and knew he was the Slasher. When she�d found out, it had nearly floored her, but she never dreamed that he�d come to see her. She thought he�d forgotten all about her.
Kowalchuk walked beside her, the knife hidden beneath his denim jacket, feeling a tremendous surge of power and confidence. He�d let her push him around for years, while this was all he�d had to do.
They returned to her floor and she took her ring of keys out of her pocketbook. Her hands trembling, she selected the two that opened her door, inserting them in the locks and twisting. She looked up at him. �You�re not going to hurt me, are you Frank?� she asked in a quavering voice.
�Not if you do what I say.� She opened the door and they entered her spick-and-span kitchen. It smelled fresh, and all the fixtures were gleaming. For Kowalchuk, it brought back memories of the times she used to let him inside her apartment. He used to love to come here, even though she�d been so mean to him. And it was here that she�d brought that sanitation worker to fuck and suck, instead of him.
He bolted the door behind them and she looked at his knife, terror in her eyes. It appeared that she might faint at any moment. �What do you want, Frank?�
�How much money have you got with you?�
She placed her purse on the table and opened it, taking out a wallet. � �About eighty dollars.�
�Give it here.�
She withdrew the money from the wallet and handed it to him; he put it in his jeans pocket.
�I know you always keep money around for emergencies, Evelyn. Where is it?�
�In my bedroom.�
�Get it for me.�
They walked through the living room to the bedroom, the room where he�d always wanted her to take him, and she took the sanitation guy there instead. It was neat and clean like the kitchen, with white lace doilies covering the dressers and the fragrance of her perfume in the air.
�I�m afraid of you,� she whimpered.
�You should be, after all you did to me. Now get me the money.�
She opened a dresser drawer and took out a white envelope, which she handed to him. He looked inside and saw a sheaf of bills. Taking them out, he counted two hundred dollars in tens.
�That�s all I�ve got here, Frank,� she said.
�How much you got in the bank, Evelyn?�
�The bank?�
�Yeah, the bank.�
�Around three thousand dollars.�
�Where�s the bank book.�
�In here.� She took the bank book out of the same drawer where she�d kept the envelope of money.
He opened the bank book and saw that she had $3,443.26 saved up. �How much of this is mine?�
�What do you mean?�
�You always were borrowing a hundred dollars here and a hundred dollars there, and never paying it back. How much do you think you squeezed out of me over the years?�
A tear rolled down her cheek. �I meant to pay you back, Frank.�
�Sure you did. How much did you give that sanitation guy?�
�What sanitation guy?�
�The one you were screwing.�
�I wasn�t screwing him,� she said.
�Don�t you fuckin� lie to me!�
�Please put the knife away, Frank. You�re scaring me.�
He smiled. �Good.�
She wrung her hands nervously. �Frank, I don�t know what you�re thinking, but I never meant to hurt you, honest. I can�t help it if things didn�t turn out the way you wanted.�
�Yeah, you couldn�t help it if you�re a fuckin� cunt.� He looked down at the bank book. �I want my money back, Evelyn.�
She swallowed hard. �Okay.�
�We�re going to go to the bank right now together, you and me. You�re going to withdraw three thousand dollars in tens and twenties, and then we�re going to return here and you�re going to give it to me. Then we�ll be even, okay?�
�Sure, Frank.�
�And if you try to call the cops or anything like that, I�ll cut your throat just like I did with all the other women. You know I�m capable of doing it. Let�s go, Evelyn. It�s time to pay back your debts.�
They left the apartment and went down the stairs. They walked to her savings bank on the corner of Second Avenue and Eighth Street and went inside together. He waited for her at one of the tables while she got in line with her bank book, and her face was white as a sheet. He was far enough away so that no one would know they were together, but close enough to cut her down if he had to. His hand was in his pocket, closed around his knife. He was ready for anything.
Finally she came to the head of the line and presented her bank book and withdrawal form to the teller, a bespectacled spidery young woman, who inserted the bank book into a machine, pressed buttons, made written notations, and finally handed Evelyn the money inside her bank book. Evelyn dropped the money and bank book into her purse and walked out of the bank. Kowalchuk followed her.
They walked back to her apartment together, not saying anything. He thought about the many times he�d walked her home and left her at her door, having to be content to peck her cheek once and then leave. After he had gone the sanitation worker went upstairs, according to a friend of Kowalchuk�s who�d lived in the building. The sanitation guy had all the fun and Kowalchuk had paid for it, but today things were going to be different.
They went up the stairs and entered her apartment again. He bolted the door and she took the money and her bank book out of her purse, handing him the money. He counted it, smiled with satisfaction, and folded it into his jeans pocket. That money would keep him going for a long time. The cops would never catch him now.
�Well,� she said, brushing the backs of her fingers against her hair, �I did what you said, Frank. Can I go to work now?� There was a desperate tone in her voice, as if she couldn�t wait to get away from him.
He�d heard that tone before, only before it had been mixed with irritation, whereas now it had fear in it. �No, there�s something else I want you to do, Evelyn. You always used to play cockteaser with me, but now you�re going to suck my cock just like you sucked that sanitation guy�s cock, or else.� He took his switchblade out of his pocket and hit the button. It snapped open in his hand.
Her eyes goggled at the knife. �I never did anything like that with Albert,� she whined.
�Was that his name, Albert?�
She nodded.
�You mean he used to stay here all night and you didn�t fuck him?�
Her eyes were like those of a frightened dog. �He never stayed here all night, Frank.�
�You�re lying to me again, Evelyn. I know he used to stay here all night because I used to wait down in the street to see what time he�d come down. I used to sit on those stoops all night just to see if you were making a fool of me, and I found out that you were, and now you�re trying it all over again.�
�No I�m not, Frank. Honest.�
He bared his teeth. �You�re such a fuckin� liar, Evelyn.�
�You�re scaring me, Frank,� she blubbered.
He looked at her, then the knife. He didn�t want her to cry, at least not yet. �I�m not going to hurt you,� he said soothingly.
She wiped away the tear. �You�re not?�
�No. We�re just going to go to the bedroom together and fool around a little, and then I�m going to leave.�
�You promise you won�t hurt me?�
�I promise.�
�What do you want me to do?�
�Go to the bedroom and take off all your clothes.�
�All right, Frank. All right.�
He followed her to the bedroom, an erection growing in his pants. She�d always excited him sexually; there was something warm and soft about her that�d appealed to him. Now he was going to have her at last.
They entered the bedroom and she faced him, strain showing around her mouth.
�You want me to do it right here, Frank?�
�Right there�s fine.�
He stood with his legs far apart and his knife in his hand, watching as she removed her raincoat and lay it over the bottom of the bed. Underneath she wore a blouse and a skirt, and she began unbuttoning her blouse with unsteady hands.
�Relax, Evelyn,� he said. �I�m just going to get what you should have given me before, and then I�m going away.�
She took off the blouse, revealing a white slip that covered a brassiere and her large motherly breasts. Embarrassed and frightened, she unbuttoned her skirt and let it fall to the floor. Picking it up, she folded it and lay it at the foot of the bed. Then she took the bottom of her slip in her fingers and pulled the garment over her head.
Kowalchuk�s erection throbbed as he gazed upon her in her brassiere, underpants, garter belt, nylon stockings, and high-heeled shoes.
He thought she was much sexier than the young girls in the Times Square porno movies, because he often saw young girls naked and in erotic poses, while Evelyn was a grown woman, full breasted and big-assed, and you never saw women like her in those porno movies.
She reached behind her back and unhooked her brassiere, then took it off her round low-hanging breasts. Kowalchuk had masturbated many times over thoughts of those voluptuous breasts, and now he was seeing them for the first time.
Avoiding his eyes, she sat on the bed and took off her shoes. She unhooked her nylons and rolled them down. Standing again, she pushed down her underpants and garter belt together, laying them atop the other clothes at the foot of her bed. Her skin was smooth as vanilla pudding and he stared at her black pubic hair.
�Do you want me to get onto the bed, Frank?�
�Come over here, Evelyn, and get on your knees.�
She hesitated a moment, then bit her lip and stepped toward him, dropping to her knees as he unzipped his fly and took out his erection.
�Suck it, Evelyn,� he said, �and if I feel any teeth I�ll smack you.�

Chapter Six

�I didn�t know he had a girl friend,� Jenkins said, sitting at his desk looking at the photos of Evelyn Ditchik lying naked on her bed with her throat slashed.
Detectives Olivero and Dancy sat on the chairs in front of him. Olivero wore a fedora on the back of his head and Dancy smoked a pipe.
�She wasn�t exactly his girl friend,� Olivero said. �They just used to go together a couple of years ago.�
�It�s too bad nobody told us about her, or that she never stepped forward herself.�
�Those Ukrainians are awfully close-mouthed,� Olivero replied, �or at least they were. Now everybody who ever knew the son of a bitch is calling for police protection.�
�Her boyfriend,� said Dancy, �wants to move into the Ninth Precinct until they catch Kowalchuk. He thinks Kowalchuk might want to kill him.�
Jenkins shrugged. �He might. There�s no telling where he�ll turn up next. Does Rackman know about this yet?�
�Yeah,� said Olivero. �I called him as soon I found out about it myself.�
�What�d he say?�
�He didn�t say anything.�
�He didn�t say anything?�
�No. He was quiet for a few moments, then he said thanks for telling him and hung up the phone.�
Jenkins scratched his eyebrow. �He�s counting on the stakeout to get the Slasher. The ad will be in the paper next Wednesday?�
Dancy removed his pipe from his mouth. �Next Thursday.�
Jenkins sighed. �Let�s hope the Slasher doesn�t get anybody else before then.�

Chapter Seven

It was night and Kowalchuk was walking down a street in South Brooklyn. Three-story buildings with long stoops lined the sidewalks and on the corner at Wykoff Avenue a bunch of Italian kids were horsing around in front of a candy store. Kowalchuk passed them by, his hand on his switchblade, and kept walking, looking at the numbers on the buildings, most of which were identical to each other. After a few more blocks the sidewalks were deserted of pedestrians, and an occasional moving automobile was the only sign of life. Kowalchuk remembered a movie he�d seen about a city that was deserted because all its people had died of atomic radiation. It had looked something like this.
Finally he saw the number he was looking for. It was on the other side of the street and he looked both ways before crossing over. The building was like most of the others, three stories with a long stoop leading up to the second floor. Kowalchuk went to the side of the building and saw an Anchor fence with a car behind it. Attached to the building beside the fence was a sign that said: Please ring bell twice. If there is no answer, please go away and come back later. Please do not hang around in front of this house. Thank you. Kowalchuk pressed the button twice and put his hands in his pockets, waiting. He�d called first to make the appointment, and the fucker had better be here. A door opened at the side of the building and a stout man with black hair came out wearing overalls and a shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.
�Joe?� asked the man.
�Yes,� said Kowalchuk. �Are you Tony?�
�Yeah. You�re a little late, aren�t you?�
�I got a little tied up.�
�There are a few people in front of you. You�ll have to wait.�
�That�s okay.�
Kowalchuk followed Tony into the building and down a flight of stairs. They passed through a dark corridor and finally came to a small room.
�Make yourself comfortable,� Tony said.
Four young guys and one young girl were standing around in the room, smoking cigarettes and looking suspiciously at Kowalchuk. On the walls were tattoo designs: ships at sea, pirate ladies, skulls, and hawks. In the adjoining small room a girl straddled a chair, her arms crossed over its back and her face cradled in her arms. Tony sat behind her and lifted one of his tattooing machines off the table. He wiped the half-finished tattoo on her shoulder with a paper towel and went to work on it again.
Kowalchuk watched through the glass window that separated the rooms, and was fascinated by the needle zigging into her skin, spitting out blue ink that mixed with her red blood. The girl had her fists balled up as though it hurt. Kowalchuk wondered why such a pretty young girl would want to get a tattoo on her back. Tony wiped it off again and Kowalchuk could see that it was a butterfly.
Tony looked up at Kowalchuk. �You know what you want?�
Kowalchuk pointed to his forearm. �I want a knife here.�
�I got some knives on the wall in the corner. Pick one out.�
Kowalchuk went to the corner and found the drawings of knives. There were long ones and short ones and some said �Death Before Dishonor� underneath them.
�Gonna get a knife?� asked one of the young guys, who was wearing tight jeans and had slick black hair.
�Yeah,� said Kowalchuk.
�I got a knife right here.� The young guy rolled up his sleeve and showed a three inch knife on his bicep. It was made to look as though it pierced his skin, and drops of blood were tattooed around the wound.
�That�s a nice one,� Kowalchuk said. �You get it here?�
�Naw, I got it in Hoboken. Don Kelly done it� ever heard of him?�
�No.�
�He�s pretty good, but I don�t think he�s good as Tony here. How many tattoos you got?�
�I don�t have none,� Kowalchuk said.
�No?�
�Uh-uh.�
�This�ll be your first one?�
�Yuh.�
�Shit,� the kid said, smiling. �I got one here,� he rolled up his other sleeve, �and here,� he unbuttoned his shirt and showed an eagle on his chest, �and here,� he pulled up a pant leg. �I�m going to get another one here.� He pointed to his other bicep.
�Gee, you got a lot of tattoos,� Kowalchuk said.
�Yeah, I like �em.�
A blond guy with a tooth missing rolled up his sleeve and showed Kowalchuk a skull with a Nazi helmet on it. �I just got this one two weeks ago and now I�m going to get a panther on my other arm.�
�Panthers are nice,� Kowalchuk said. He turned to the drawings again and tried to figure out what knife to get. The black-haired kid and the blond huddled around him.
�I like that one,� said the black-haired kid, pointing to a seven-inch dagger. �Maybe I�ll put one on my leg.�
�It�s too big,� Kowalchuk said. �I think I�ll get this one.� He pointed to a four-inch dagger with red and green jewels in the handle.
�Which one�s that?� called out Tony from the other room.
�Four-twenty-nine,� replied Kowalchuk, reading the number underneath the knife.
�Oh that�s a good one,� Tony said.
�Hey Tony,� yelled the blond guy, �you should get an assistant in here.�
�I need an assistant like a rabbi needs a pig,� replied Tony.
Kowalchuk sat on a chair and twiddled his thumbs. The young girl sitting opposite him had straight black hair and an Irish pug nose. Couldn�t be more than sixteen years old. Above her was a drawing of a little boy peeing. Kowalchuk wondered what kind of an idiot would want that on his arm.
Tony finished with the blonde girl, and she stood up, looking at her butterfly in the mirror. �How much?� she said.
�Twenty-five dollars.�
One of the dark-haired Italian guys paid the money, and the girl came into the room where Kowalchuk was. The other girl got up and looked at the butterfly.
�It�s nice,� she said.
�Why don�t you get one?�
�My mother would kill me.�
One of the young guys went into the room with Tony, and Kowalchuk got up to watch from the doorway. The guy rolled up his pant leg and pointed to the side of his calf.
�I want it right here.�
�Which one was that?�
�Number three-fourteen. The dancin� girl.�
�That�s a nice one.�
Tony left the room and came back with a sheet of plastic with the outline of the dancing girl on it. Tony�s shirt was open now and Kowalchuk could see part of a big blue tattoo, but couldn�t make out what it was. The lines were faded; it must be very old.
First Tony shaved the young guy�s leg with a straight razor. Wiping it off with a paper towel, he took the plastic sheet in his left hand and poured black powder into it. He wiped off the excess until only black powder was in the grooves that made the outline of the dancing girl. �Where do you want it?�
The young guy pointed to a section of his calf. �Right here.�
�You�re sure?�
�Yeah.�
Tony slapped the plastic sheet against the young guy�s calf, and when he pulled it away, the lines of black powder had transferred to his skin. He cleaned off the plastic sheet and left the room with it. Kowalchuk figured Tony kept the plastic sheets in another room because he was afraid somebody would steal them. Tony came back, sat in front of the young guy, and took up one of his electric needles. Wiping its tip, he dipped it in black ink, then bent over the young man�s calf and hit the button.
The machine began to buzz. The young man had his leg propped up on another chair, and the muscles in his jaw worked as the needle cut into him. Kowalchuk was fascinated by the way the blood oozed out and mixed with the puddle of black ink on his skin. Tony sketched in the outline of the dancing girl, and Kowalchuk remembered how the blood had gushed out of Evelyn�s throat. She was lying on her back on the bed and he was fucking her when he did it. The blood gushed out and he kept fucking her through her death throes. She hadn�t seen the knife coming; one moment she was alive and the next moment she was dead. She�d bled like a stuck pig, and Kowalchuk kept fucking her, getting smeared with her warm blood. He�d had a huge orgasm at the end.
Kowalchuk sat back down in one of the chairs and lit a cigarette. The young guys were showing each other their tattoos. Kowalchuk liked them, happy to be with them. He admired their young strong bodies and recalled how fat he was when he�d been their age, but he couldn�t stop eating in those days. He loved food and still did, but now he had to keep his weight down to fool the police.
Tony finished with the dancing girl and charged the young guy sixty dollars for it. Kowalchuk looked at his watch. He�d only been there a half hour and Tony had already made eighty-five dollars. That was some business he had. The young guy came out and showed his new dancing girl to the others, and whenever he moved his calf muscle the dancing girl wiggled her hips. They all were delighted by it.
Another young guy went in to get the ship put on his arm, then Kowalchuk would be next. Kowalchuk stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and closed his eyes, dozing a little. He�d spent last night in Central Park but it had started raining so he had to ride the subways to stay dry and get some sleep. But he hadn�t gotten much. Now that he had money he ought to check into a good hotel, but he couldn�t until he had some decent clothes. And he couldn�t try on decent clothes in a store unless he cleaned up first someplace. He hadn�t figured out yet how to solve this problem.
Tony finished the young guy�s ship and charged him fifty dollars. The young guy came out and showed it to his friends, who thought it was pretty nice.
�Next,� said Tony.
Kowalchuk went into the other little room and sat in the chair. He rolled up his sleeve and pointed to his forearm. �I want four-twenty-nine right here.�
Tony touched his forefinger to Kowalchuk�s forearm. �You got nice skin for tattoos. Who told you about me?�
�I heard some guys talking. I don�t remember where the hell it was.� Actually he�d heard them in the Metropolitan Garage, but he didn�t want to let on that he�d been a cabbie, because all the newspapers said that the Slasher was a cabbie.
The young guys and girls said goodbye to Tony and told him they�d be back for more tattoos. They left and Tony went for the plastic sheet of the knife tattoo, bringing it back with him to the little room where Kowalchuk was staring into the pot of red ink, reminding him of the blood of the whores.
Tony sat opposite Kowalchuk and stropped his straight razor. He pressed the button on a can of shaving cream and smeared some onto Kowalchuk�s arm. With a few strokes he shaved away the hair.
�I want you to write a word under the knife,� Kowalchuk said.
Tony wiped Kowalchuk�s arm with a paper towel. �What word?�
�Revenge.�
�Capital letters or small letters?�
�Capital.�
�Sure thing,� Tony said, reaching for the plastic sheet with the outline of the knife on it.

Chapter Eight

Detective Dorothy Owens walked into the detective division at Midtown North and saw three men sitting at desks. They all turned and looked at her.
�Can I help you?� asked one of them, who was sort of good-looking.
�I�m looking for Inspector Jenkins,� she said.
�Are you Detective Owens?�
�Yes, I am.�
The man stood and smiled; he was over six feet tall. �Hi, I�m Detective Danny Rackman.� He held out his hand. �We�ve been expecting you.�
She shook his hand. �Hello.� She was wearing green slacks and a brown sweater, her hair was honey-blonde.
�This is Detective Johnny Olivero and Detective Ed Dancy.�
�How do you do,� she said, shaking hands with both of the other detectives.
�Inspector Jenkins is right this way,� said Rackman.
He led her to the small adjoining office; the two other detectives following them in. Jenkins was seated behind his desk, talking on the telephone. Rackman motioned for Dorothy to sit down, then he and the other detectives sat on the other chairs. They all looked at Jenkins, who was talking so softly you couldn�t make out what he was saying. His desk was piled with correspondence, newspapers, photographs, and fingerprint cards. Finally he hung up the phone and looked at Dorothy.
�You must be the decoy from downtown,� he said.
�Yes,� she replied. �I�m Detective Dorothy Owens.�
Jenkins looked her up and down. �Do you know what we want you for?�
�To help catch the Slasher,� she said.
�He�s a pretty big guy, and I�m wondering if you�re strong enough to deal with him if he gets out of hand.�
�I�ve got a brown belt in karate.�
�But he�s got a knife, and he�s extremely strong.�
�Well I�m not going to be all alone, am I?�
�No, but if he pulls that knife of his you�re going to be alone for a few seconds until somebody can get to you.�
�I think I could handle anybody for a few seconds.�
Jenkins shrugged. �I don�t know.� He looked at Rackman. �What do you think?�
�It�s up to her,� Rackman replied. �If she wants to do it, we�ll let her do it. If she doesn�t, we�ll get somebody else.�
Dorothy was getting annoyed; as usual the experienced men were treating her like a second class cop.
�I�ll do it,� she said pleasantly.
�You�re sure?� Jenkins asked, narrowing his eyes.
�I�m sure.�
�Okay.� Jenkins picked up a copy of the New York Review of Sex that would hit the stands tomorrow. He opened it to the back pages and handed it to her. �Read the ad that�s marked in red.�
Dorothy took the paper and looked at the ad.
W/F, 25, Seeks Big Stout Man for any sexual pleasures you enjoy. I like anything and everything, I am clean, and big heavy guys really turn me on. Call Kim at 757-9424 after 6 p.m.
She handed back the paper. �There must be a million guys in this city who fit that description,� she said.
Jenkins frowned as he folded the paper on the pile of junk on his desk. �You got a better idea to catch the Slasher?�
�No, but you�re going to get a lot of phone calls from that ad.�
�Correction,� Jenkins said. �You�re the one who�s gonna get a lot of phone calls from that ad.� He pointed to a phone on his desk. �And that�s the phone.� He explained how she�d take the calls and arrange to meet the men in various outdoor public places. Detectives would be close by to take the suspects into custody as soon as they approached her.
�Got it?� Jenkins asked.
�What if he wants to meet me in a bar?�
�Insist on some outdoor public place. Tell him you don�t drink. We don�t want to start any hassles in some poor bastard�s bar. This Slasher is a pretty violent guy, you know.�
�I know,� Dorothy said.
�Okay,� Jenkins said. �You can go now, but I want you to report for work here at five o�clock tomorrow. And maybe you�d better bring your gun along in your pocketbook just in case.�

Chapter Nine

Rackman knocked on Francie�s door, and when she opened it he handed her the twelve red roses.
She stared at them dumbfounded. �Are they for me?�
�No, they�re for the girl down the hall.,,
�They�re really for me?�
�I told you they�re for the girl down the hall.�
�But�� She looked at him, then at the roses again. �How come?�
�I thought you might like them. Can I come in?�
�Sure.�
He stepped over her threshold and smiled, seeing how rattled she was. He�d never brought her flowers before and doubted whether many other guys had either.
She closed the door and bolted it. �I�ll get a vase. There must be a vase around here someplace.�
�An empty milk container might do.�
�I think there�s a vase someplace.�
She went to her kitchen and rattled around in the cupboards. A box of corn flakes fell out and a glass went crashing to the floor.
He stood in the doorway and watched her. �Are you all right or are you going to have to call your psychiatrist?�
She put her hands on her hips and wrinkled her nose, the shards of glass lying around her feet. �What�s this all about, Danny Rackman!� she demanded.
�You mean the flowers?� he asked.
�First you call me and say you want to take me to dinner, and then you bring me flowers. This isn�t the Danny Rackman I�m used to. What are you up to?�
�Who me?�
�Yes you.�
�I�m not up to anything.�
�You must be up to something.�
�Be careful with your feet there.�
He took the broom and dustpan from their hooks on the wall and began to sweep up the glass around her feet. She stepped back and looked down at him.
�This is a new trick,� she said.
�What�s a new trick?�
�All this.�
He emptied the glass into the garbage and hung up the broom and dustpan. �You were looking for a vase, I believe.�
�That�s right too.�
She went into the cupboards again and this time knocked down four bottles of vitamin pills but they were made of plastic and didn�t break. He picked them up and set them on the counter. Finally she found the vase, jade green. She filled it with water, put the roses in, and carried them into the living room, placing them on the coffee table.
�They look very nice there,� he said.
�What are you up to, Danny Rackman?�
�I�m not up to anything, I told you. You haven�t even thanked me for the roses.�
�How can I thank you for the roses if I know you�ve got something up your sleeve.�
He unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves, showing his forearms. �See?�
She pinched her lips together. �I think we�d better sit down and talk about this,� she said. �Can I get you a drink?�
�I thought we were going out.�
�We�re not going out until we settle this.�
�Settle what?�
�Are you drinking bourbon?�
�Yes ma�am.�
�Sit down and don�t try anything funny while I�m in the kitchen.�
He sat on the sofa and looked at the roses as she went into the kitchen again. Across the room, Ziggy ran on his treadmill. Ziggy lived in his own little world, just like most people. Only most people didn�t realize how small their worlds were.
Francie returned with two drinks. She placed one before Rackman and then sat in a chair on the other side of the room instead of on the sofa beside him. Rackman raised the glass to his lips and took a sip of bourbon. It was eight years old and went down like velvet.
�Now let me get this straight,� Francie said, crossing her legs. She was wearing a long brown dress and brown boots, looking very Bloomingdales. �You call to ask me to dinner, which you haven�t done for years, and then you bring me a dozen roses, which you�ve never done in your life. Now people don�t do things without reasons. Sometimes they may not be aware of the reason, but there is always a reason nonetheless. Are you aware of why you�re being so nice all of a sudden, or are you unconscious as usual?�
�Well,� he replied, passing the glass from hand to hand, �starting tomorrow I�m going to be working every night for awhile, so I thought I�d have a little fun with you tonight before all the work starts.�
�That explains why you�re here, but it doesn�t explain the dinner and the flowers.�
He lit a cigarette and blew smoke out the corner of his mouth. �I�ve decided that I haven�t been very nice to you in the past, and that maybe I should change a little.�
A pucker appeared between her eyebrows. �What made you decide that?�
�Oh, I don�t know. This and that.�
�This and what?�
He looked at her, getting annoyed. �Do we have to talk about this? Why can�t we just go out?�
�Because we have to talk about this.�
�Why?�
�So that we know what�s going on. So that we won�t be in the dark about things.�
�You mean so that you won�t be in the dark about things.�
�I wouldn�t be surprised if you were more in the dark than I am. You do everything you can so you won�t have to think about things.�
�I think about things.�
�Evidently you have been lately. Tell me what�s going on, Danny. I don�t mind being unhappy, but I don�t like to be confused. What�s the big miracle?�
�It�s no miracle. I was just thinking that I shouldn�t be so rotten to you.�
�It�s finally occurred to you that you�ve been rotten to me?�
�Yes.�
�You admit that?�
�Yes.�
�You do?�
�Yes.�
�My goodness,� she said. �It must be the second coming of Christ.�
�It couldn�t be,� Rackman replied, �because I�m Jewish.�

Chapter Ten

The phone rang for the first time at five o�clock in the afternoon.
�Should I answer it?� asked Dorothy Owens.
�No,� said Jenkins, looking at her over his half-moon reading glasses. �The ad said after six o�clock and I think we should stick to that.�
Rackman came running into the office. �Is that the phone?�
�Yeah,� said Jenkins, �but she�s not answering it until six o�clock like the ad said.�
�What if it�s the Slasher?�
�What if it ain�t? Suppose she answers it and makes a date to meet some other pervert? While she�s out, the Slasher might call. I think we should stick to the six o�clock schedule, because that way at least we won�t miss him if he calls.�
Rackman looked at his watch. �Mind if I hang out in here.�
�I don�t give a shit,� Jenkins said, �as long as you keep your mouth shut.�
Rackman sat on one of the chairs near Dorothy Owens, who was wearing tan slacks and a dark brown jacket. Rackman had on his gray slacks and blue blazer combination with a white shirt and no necktie. He had the copy of the New York Review of Sex that had the ad in it, and read the review of a hot movie playing on Forty-ninth Street. Dorothy craned her neck to see over his shoulder, so he angled the page toward her. It showed a photograph of two women going down on a guy, and she made a face. Rackman laughed.
Jenkins looked up. �What are you laughing at?�
�Nothing.�
�I think you like that paper.�
�It really isn�t that bad.�
The phone rang again. The three of them looked at it. Olivero and Dancy came to the door of the office, curiosity and anticipation on their faces.
�It�s ten minutes to six,� Rackman said.
�Oh what the hell,� Jenkins replied. �Answer it.�
Dorothy picked up the phone. �Hello?�
�Is this Kim?� asked the deep voice of a man. They all could hear him through an amplifier in the base of the phone.
�Yes, it is.�
�I�m calling about the ad in the paper.�
�Oh?�
�I weigh almost two hundred and fifty pounds�is that enough?�
�How tall are you?� she asked.
�Five foot eight.�
�Sounds fine to me,� she said cheerily, crossing her eyes and making a weird face at Rackman.
The caller breathed deeply a few times; he obviously was a little nervous. �Would you like to get together?�
�Sure.�
�My place or yours?�
�Why don�t we meet outdoors first, so we can kind of get to know each other a little first.�
�Outdoors?� he asked.
�Yes. You won�t mind, would you?�
�I thought you wanted to have sex.�
�I do�I really do, but I�d like to relax with you a little bit first. I just couldn�t take off my clothes and start doing it.�
�Why not?�
�Because I�d have to feel comfortable with you first, and the only way to do that is to meet someplace and talk for fifteen minutes or so. We should feel sure that we like each other.�
�I feel sure that I like you already,� the man said.
�Well you seem nice too, but I�d like to meet you first.�
�Where do you want to meet?�
�I live near Lincoln Center. Could you meet me at the fountain there at seven-thirty?�
�Okay. How will I know you?�
�I�ll be wearing tan slacks and a brown jacket.�
�What color hair you got?�
�I�m a light brunette. How will I know you?�
�I�ll be wearing a black raincoat and one of those big apple caps�you know those big apple caps?�
�Yes. What color is it?�
�Black and white checks.�
�What�s your name?�
�What�cha wanna know my name for?�
�You mean we�re going to have sex together and you won�t even tell me your name?�
�Carl.�
�Okay Carl. See you at seven-thirty.�
�I�m real clean,� Carl said.
�Good for you.�
�The ad said that you�re clean.�
�I am.�
�I hope so.�
�I�ll see you at seven-thirty, Carl. Okay?�
�Okay Kim.�
The caller hung up, and so did Dorothy. �I can�t believe that phone call,� she said.
Jenkins scratched his head. �It takes all kinds to make a world.�
Rackman chortled. �But only one kind to make a phone call like that.�
�You�re a helluva one to talk. You�ve had your nose in those sex magazines all week.�
The phone rang again. Dorothy picked it up. �Hello?�
�Kim please,� said a man.
�This is Kim speaking.�
�Are you the Kim who put the ad in the New York Review of Sex?�
�Yes, I am.�
�You ought to be ashamed of yourself, young lady,� the man said in a strident voice. �You�re going to burn in hell for the terrible things you do if you don�t accept the teachings of our Lord Jesus. It�s still not too late, you still can��
Dorothy interrupted him. �I guess you don�t want to meet me.�
�Meet you?� the man asked, taken aback.
�Yes, meet me.�
�You dirty Jezebel!� he cried. �You cruel sinner! How can you suggest such a thing to a man like me!�
Dorothy hung up the phone and shook her head.
�The weirdoes are coming out of the woodwork,� she said. �Anybody got a cigarette?�
Rackman held out his pack of Luckies. �Hang in there, kid.�
Jenkins grunted. �You should�ve tried to make a date with that last joker.�
�Are you serious?� Dorothy asked.
�He�s just the type of sick son of a bitch who might kill somebody.�
�I did try, didn�t I?�
�I don�t think you tried hard enough. Don�t get salty with these guys. Just make dates with them.�
�Sorry,� Dorothy said.
The phone rang again. She puffed the Lucky and picked it up.
�Hello?� she said.
�Are you Kim?� asked a man.
�Uh huh.�
�Well listen, I read your ad in the New York Review of Sex, and I�m not a fat guy but I got an eight-inch cock and I know I could show you a good time.�
Dorothy looked at the ceiling. �I�m sorry, but I specified fat guys and that�s what I want.�
�Aw, come on, baby. I�ll even go down on you.�
�Sorry,� she sang.
�Aw shit,� the man grumbled.
Dorothy hung up, and almost immediately the phone rang again. She brought it to her face.
�Hello?�
�Larry please?� said a man.
�Larry?� she said.
�I think I got the wrong number.� The man hung up.
Dorothy returned the phone to the cradle. �What time is it?�
�Five after six,� said Rackman. �The calls really should start coming in now.�
The phone rang, and Dorothy picked it up. �Hello?�
�Kim?� asked a man.
�Speaking.�
�Is your ad for real?�
�Yep.�
�You can�t be very pretty if you�re advertising in the paper.�
�You might be surprised if you saw me.�
�Pleasantly surprised?�
�Uh huh. How much do you weigh, honey?�
�Three hundred and five.�
�Oh, you sound like a nice one.�
�How much do you weigh?� he asked.
�A hundred and ten.�
�I�ll crush your bones, kid.�
�Oh no you won�t.�
�Where are you now?�
�Home.�
�Where�s that?�
�I live near Central Park on the West Side. You want to meet me?�
�Why not?�
�How about in front of the Coliseum. We can have a cup of coffee in one of the little restaurants in the neighborhood.�
�Why don�t you just come over to my place? I got tons of coffee over here.�
�I�d rather get to know you in neutral territory first.�
�I can dig that. What time?�
�How about seven-thirty tonight?�
�You�re on. By the way, my name�s Walter.�
�Hi Walter. What�ll you be wearing?� �A blue business suit. I�ll go to the Coliseum directly from my office.� �See you then, Walter.� �Bye-bye, baby.�

Chapter Eleven

Dorothy left Midtown North at seven o�clock, accompanied by Rackman, Olivero, and Dancy. They got into Rackman�s car and headed for Lincoln Center, where the first meeting would take place. Thereafter there�d be meetings at every half hour until ten o�clock, when they�d return to Midtown North and Dorothy would take some more calls.
Rackman parked the car in a lot a few blocks from Lincoln Center, and they split up. Dorothy would go directly to the fountain and wait for the first guy, while Rackman and the other detectives would cover the plaza from different angles. When a fat man in a black raincoat approached Dorothy, they�d swoop in on him and take him into custody.
Rackman�s route took him to Tenth Avenue, and he entered the Lincoln Center complex through the entrance near the Vivian Beaumont Theater on Sixty-seventh Street. He stopped next to the pool in front of the theater and looked at the Henry Moore sculpture in the water, trying to figure out what it was supposed to represent. A kid with a beard was taking a picture of it, and Rackman looked at his watch. It was only seven-fifteen and there was plenty of time, but the first fat man might show up early, and if he was Kowalchuk, Rackman wanted to be ready for him.
He lit a cigarette and walked beside Avery Fisher Hall to the plaza, weaving among the benches and the bushes planted in concrete. He reached the plaza and looked at the fountain in its center. It was thirty yards away and he could see Dorothy sitting at the rim with her legs crossed. Johnny Olivero leaned against a pillar in front of the State Theater in his special barrio outfit of jeans, sneakers, a red nylon jacket, and a denim cap turned around backwards. In the corner at the other end of Avery Fisher Hall, Dancy was looking at posters of upcoming concerts while smoking his pipe. He looked like the type of person who attended concerts at Lincoln Center, which in fact he was. Rackman thought Dancy looked least like a cop than any cop he knew.
The square was covered, and Rackman looked at a poster advertising an upcoming performance of Aida. Turning to the plaza, he scanned quickly for a fat man in a black raincoat, but couldn�t spot him yet. It probably was too early. A uniformed member of the Lincoln Center security force zipped by on his three-wheeled scooter, making sure local kids didn�t pick the pockets of the tourists. Jenkins hadn�t notified the security force that there might be a little excitement near the fountain at seven o�clock, because he knew they�d start behaving suspiciously, and that might tip off the Slasher.
Rackman meandered around the plaza, looking at the buildings and hoping he appeared like the other people wandering around. It was a warm sunny day and a lot of people were here, just hanging around or waiting to go into one of the theaters. Rackman touched his blazer jacket where it covered his service revolver. It was loaded and ready to go. He hoped this first guy would be the Slasher, but knew the odds were against it. Maybe the Slasher was too cautious to answer an ad in the New York Review of Sex. But maybe he wasn�t. Maybe he was a sucker, and anyway, they had to do something to get him. Nothing else had worked, and this wasn�t the sort of case that was solved by an informant. The Slasher was a loner and somehow they had to draw him out. Rackman remembered the Buffalo Butcher, who�d gotten away with twenty-one murders. The Slasher already had five, and they couldn�t let him get anymore. He�d broken his pattern by killing Doolan and his old girl friend. His next victim could be anybody.
Rackman walked to the fountain and looked at the water gushing into the air. He glanced at Dorothy, their eyes met for a split second, then they looked away again. To Rackman�s left were three Puerto Rican kids listening to a portable radio, and to his right was a scruffy couple in their mid-twenties smooching. He thought of Francie. Oh Lord, what am I going to do about Francie?
He saw the fat man in the black raincoat coming up the steps next to the State Theater.
Olivero had spotted him but Dancy and Dorothy were looking in other directions. The fat man reminded Rackman of Jackie Gleason as he walked toward the fountain, his hands in the pockets of his raincoat and his head hunched down in his collar. His black and white checkered cap was worn with the visor high on his forehead. He didn�t look like he could harm a flea but Jack the Ripper probably looked harmless too.
Olivero was following the fat man across the Plaza, and Dancy had seen him now and was moving toward the fountain too. Dorothy looked directly at the fat man.
Rackman decided that there was no point in letting this guy get too close to Dorothy. He pushed away from the fountain, flicked his cigarette into the air, and walked toward the fat man. He sauntered, with his hands in his pockets and his head toward the ground, heading a few feet to the right of the fat man who was halfway across the plaza now. Olivero and Dancy saw what Rackman was up to and were converging on the fat man too. Rackman glanced up at the fat man and saw that he was looking at the fountain eagerly, unmindful of the NYPD closing in on him.
When Rackman got close to the fat man, he side-stepped in front of him, drew his revolver, and said loudly: �Freeze!�
The fat man blinked in disbelief at the Smith & Wesson .38 pointed at his gut.
Rackman whipped out his shield. �Police! Don�t move a muscle!�
Olivero came at him from the right. �Put your hands in front of you�quick!�
The fat man blanched as he held out his hands, and Olivero snapped the cuffs on him. Dancy felt for hidden weapons and Rackman looked at his face, but he didn�t look anything like the photo of Kowalchuk.
A crowd was forming around them, and Dorothy joined them.
�What�s going on here?� the fat man asked in a hesitant, high-pitched voice.
�Just do what you�re told and you�ll be all right.�
They marched him across the plaza and into the lobby of the State Theater, where they showed their shields to the security man on duty, an elderly black man.
�We need a room,� Rackman said.
�Right this way.�
The security man led them to the elevator and took them down to the basement, where the security office for the building was. A beefy white man in uniform looked up from his desk as the strange m�lange came in.
Rackman showed his shield again. �Police�we want to be alone with this man.�
The beefy man pointed to the door. They entered a small office and made the fat man lean against the wall while they searched him. Olivero took his wallet from his inside suit jacket pocket, then they sat the fat man down. Dancy pulled off the fat man�s cap.
�He don�t look like Kowalchuk to me,� Olivero said.
�Me neither,� agreed Dancy.
�Hey�I haven�t done anything wrong!� bleated the fat man.
�Shut up,� said Rackman, looking into his wallet.
�I wanna call my lawyer!�
�I said shut up.�
Rackman looked through his wallet. A card said his name was Vincent LaGozzi and he lived on East Thirty-third Street. �What do you do for a living, LaGozzi?�
�I work in an office.�
�What office?�
�You�re not gonna get me fired are you?�
�If you�re clean you won�t get fired.�
�What have I done?�
�I asked what office you worked in.�
�An insurance company.�
�Which one?�
�Lincoln Mutual.�
�Where is it?�
�Four twenty-three Lexington Avenue.�
�How long you been working there?�
�Six years.�
�You�d better not be lying, because we�re going to check it out.�
�I�m not lying. Hey�what�s going on here, anyway? It�s not against the law to meet a girl.�
Rackman looked at Dancy. �Call Jenkins and have him send in the backup to get this guy and check out his story.�
Dancy went for the telephone, and LaGozzi looked horrified.
�Are you arresting me?� LaGozzi asked.
�No, we�re just taking you in for questioning.�
�Questioning about what?�
�The Slasher murder case.�
LaGozzi stared at Rackman for a few seconds. �The Slasher murder case?�

Chapter Twelve

A few blocks away, Kowalchuk walked into the West Side YMCA, carrying a shopping bag full of new clothes. He made his way to the office and stood at the counter until a young black man got up from his desk and came over to him.
�Can I help you?� the black man asked. He wore a yellow tee-shirt with West Side Y on it, and his name was Charles Garvin.
�How much to use the facilities for a day?� Kowalchuk asked.
Garvin peered at his face for a few seconds. �Five dollars.�
Kowalchuk reached into his pocket and took out five dollars. Garvin wrote him a receipt.
�You know where to go?� Garvin asked.
�No.�
Garvin pointed to the door. �Just go out there and turn right. Follow the signs to the locker room.�
�Thanks.�
Kowalchuk walked out of the office and turned right. Garvin watched him go, and wondered if his imagination was running away with him. The cops from Midtown North had been through the West Side Y twice looking for the Slasher, and they�d shown Garvin his picture. That man looked something like the Slasher except for his beard. He was heavyset and dressed like a bum; that fit the description too. Nah, it couldn�t be him, Garvin thought, returning to his desk.
He resumed going through the tickler file to see which memberships would expire next month. Whistling a tune, he took out the cards and looked through them to make certain the dates were correct. The bearded man�s face floated before him. If I call the cops and it isn�t him I�ll look like an asshole. The guy�ll probably sue me. But the cops said to call if anybody resembling the guy showed up. Garvin was plagued with indecision. He didn�t want to call and have the guy turn out not to be the Slasher, but on the other hand, what if he was the Slasher?
Garvin didn�t know what to do. Oh what the hell, he thought. I might as well call. He picked up his phone and dialed nine-one-one.
�Police Emergency,� said a woman�s voice.
�Hello,� Garvin told her. �I work in the West Side Y and a guy just came in here who looks a little like the Slasher. I don�t know if it�s really him or not, but I thought I�d better call anyway.�
�We�ll check it out,� the woman said. �What�s the address?�

Chapter Thirteen

Patrolmen Arthur Spelling and Jimmie Holmes were cruising down Columbus Avenue when the call came over the radio. �Signal six-eighteen� six-eighteen� A man answering the description of the Slasher has just entered the West Side YMCA on Five West Sixty-third Street. A one-three is requested. Which car responding?�
�I�ll take it,� said Holmes, sitting in the passenger seat. He�d been with the NYPD for fifteen years and had long black sideburns. Picking up the microphone, he said, �Car two eighty-one responding to the one-three.�
�Thank you, car two eighty-one.�
�Do you think I should put on the siren?� Patrolman Spelling asked Holmes. He wore his brown hair over his ears and had it cut every two weeks by a hair stylist on Lexington Avenue.
�Naw, we don�t want to scare him, but it probably isn�t the Slasher anyway.�
Spelling pressed down on the accelerator, and the patrol car gathered speed. As they were crossing Sixty-fifth Street, another voice came on the radio, �Car six-sixteen responding to the one-three.�
Holmes looked at Spelling. �That�s Baker, ain�t it?�
�Yeah, Baker and Fitzpatrick I think.� On the second floor of Midtown North, Jenkins sat in his office, drumming his fingers on his desk. He�d just heard the radio call and was wondering whether to drive over to the West Side Y. It was only twelve blocks uptown. What the hell, he thought he�d check it out. He looked at the schedule on his clipboard and saw that Rackman and his bunch would be in front of the Coliseum right now, waiting for another fat guy to hit on Dorothy Owens. The Coliseum was on the way to the Y; he could stop and pick Rackman up, because Rackman had been on this case since the beginning and would want to be in on the action.
Jenkins stood behind his desk and straightened his tie. He tapped his .38 in his belt holster and walked into the outer office, where Detective Donaldson was reading a copy of Penthouse magazine.
�I�m going to check out that situation in the Y,� Jenkins told him. �Watch the store until I get back.�

Chapter Fourteen

Kowalchuk stood under the hot jets of water in the shower room of the Y. It was a public shower room and a few other guys were with him.
�Nice tattoo you�ve got there,� said one of the guys, who sounded gay. �Looks like you just got it.�
�I did.�
�The scab�s still on it.�
�I know.�
�Where�d you get it?�
Kowalchuk looked at the guy through the steam and mist. He was young and well-muscled with a horse tattooed on his bicep.
�Someplace in Brooklyn,� Kowalchuk said evasively.
�Coney Island?�
�Yeah, but I don�t remember what place. I was a little drunk at the time.�
Kowalchuk turned away from the guy and put his face under the nozzle. He�d trimmed his beard with scissors and a razor before coming into the shower, and he wanted to make sure all the little hairs were out, otherwise they�d be itchy.
He stepped back and let the water run onto his stomach; it felt good to take a nice hot shower. He�d like to stay for another half-hour, but he had to get moving. It wasn�t smart for the Slasher to stay in one place for too long.
He turned off the knobs and stepped out of the shower stall. His big YMCA towel was on the hook, and he lifted it off, plunging his wet beard into it. He walked into the locker room and stopped at the locker he�d taken, twirling the dial on the combination lock. The lock snapped open and he unlatched the door. Inside was the suit he�d bought at Macy�s.
First he put on his new underwear, and then the pants of the suit. He transferred the stuff in his jeans pockets to the pockets of the suit pants, looking surreptitiously around before dropping in the knife. Then he sat on the bench and put on his new stockings and shoes. He�d look like a businessman once he had the whole outfit on. Even the salesman at Macy�s had remarked how distinguished he�d looked. Kowalchuk�s plan was to check into a nice midtown hotel and call one of the whores who advertised in The New York Review of Sex that they�d come to your apartment or hotel for fifty dollars. He�d kill her and then move on.
Standing, he put on his new white shirt as other men dressed or undressed around him in the locker room. A man in his sixties who looked more dead than alive sat and wheezed on the bench a few feet down. Various conversations were taking place, and many of the voices sounded gay. Kowalchuk didn�t like gay men. He couldn�t understand why a man would want to act like a woman.
�You check the lockers, and PU check the shower room,� a man said.
Kowalchuk�s ears perked up. What the hell was that? He figured it couldn�t be anything important. He must be getting too jumpy. He put on his tie and walked between the row of lockers to the mirror near the shower room, so he could see what he was doing when he tied it.
As he turned the corner at the end of the lockers, he saw a cop looking into the shower stall! Kowalchuk froze and swallowed hard. Are they looking for me or is something else going on? I�d better get out of here. He stepped back to his locker, his brain tumultuous with alternate modes of action. Should I pick up my stuff or leave without it?
Another cop appeared between the two rows of lockers and his eyes connected with Kowalchuk�s. The cop hesitated for a moment, then stepped toward Kowalchuk, scrutinizing his face.
�Do you have any identification with you, sir?� the cop asked.
�Me?� asked Kowalchuk, looking around.
�Yes.�
The cop was abreast of him now, and Kowalchuk�s heart beat a mile a minute.
�Is there any problem, officer?�
�I don�t think so, but could I see your identification please?�
�Sure, just a moment.�
Kowalchuk reached into his locker, and noticed the cop leaning closer to see what he was doing. Kowalchuk hissed and swung out his elbow with all his strength. He caught the cop on the chin, and the cop went sprawling backward. The naked old man screamed, and in an instant Kowalchuk had his knife out. He hit the button and lunged at the falling cop, catching him on the neck. The cop�s neck yawned open and blood rushed out as he crashed against the lockers. Before he hit the floor, Kowalchuk had taken away his gun.
The other cop jumped into view, saw Kowalchuk with the gun, and darted back behind a locker.
�Drop that gun!� the cop yelled, taking out his own revolver.
Kowalchuk fired at him, and his bullet passed easily through the sheet metal lockers into the chest of the cop. The cop went flying backward and landed against one of the white tile walls. Kowalchuk shot him again, and the men in the locker room were hollering for help and running in all directions. Kowalchuk licked his lips, alone with the dead cops. He realized he shouldn�t have come here, and that there was no safe place for him in New York anymore. Swarms of cops would be here any moment, and somehow he had to get away, There must be a back entrance to the building. It was his only chance.
He ran down the corridor toward the main hallway of the Y. Ahead he heard a terrific commotion, but Kowalchuk was ready for anything now. He�d known that sooner or later it would come to this, and now he was prepared to take things as far as they�d go.
He came to the main hallway. One end led to the street and the other to the rear of the building. The hallway was deserted in both directions, but he heard loud voices and banging in the distance.
�Drop that gun and put your hands up!�
Kowalchuk squinted and saw a cop partially hidden in a doorway, his pistol in the air. Kowalchuk hadn�t noticed him before, nor the cop in the other doorway farther down the hall. Firing a wild shot at the first cop, Kowalchuk turned and ran back to the shower room. He heard footsteps coming after him, and he entered the shower room, deserted now except for the two dead cops. Running through the first opening he saw, he sped down a corridor and found himself in the swimming pool room, which was also deserted. Towels and bathing caps were lying around, and he realized that someone must have passed the word to evacuate the Y. He had to get the hell out of there before the cops surrounded it.
He continued moving toward the rear of the building. There was a door toward the end of the swimming pool, and he opened it, seeing a flight of stairs. Listening for a few moments, he heard nothing. He climbed the stairs and found himself in another locker room that had women�s apparel on the benches and hanging in the open lockers.
He heard footsteps coming from the direction of the stairs he�d just climbed. He ran out of the locker room and down a corridor lined with doors.
�I heard him!� somebody shouted.
Breathing through his teeth, Kowalchuk threw open one of the doors and entered a small classroom. He closed the door and dashed to the windows, smiling when he saw an alley and the rear of the buildings on the next street. Laughing triumphantly, he picked up a chair and smashed out the window panes. When they were clear of glass, he crawled through to the ledge and jumped. He fell one story to the graveled alleyway, rolled over to absorb the shock, and got to his feet. Like a huge crazed animal, he ran down the alley to freedom.

Chapter Fifteen

Sirens were blaring all over the West Side as Jenkins stopped his unmarked car beside the Coliseum. Rackman had a fat guy against the wall and Olivero was slapping him down for weapons. Dancy and Dorothy Owens stood by, and there was a crowd of onlookers. Jenkins hit his horn and they looked toward him. He pointed at Rackman and called his name. Rackman said a few words to Olivero and then ran over to Jenkins� car, bending down to the side window.
�What�s going on?� Rackman asked.
�They�ve got Kowalchuk cornered in the West Side Y! Get in!�
Rackman ran around the front of the car and dropped into the front seat. Before he closed the door Jenkins already was zooming out into the traffic. He turned on his siren and joined the throng of police cars going up Broadway.
�When�d this happen?� Rackman asked.
�Just a few minutes ago. He killed two cops already.�
�Damn!�
Rackman took out his revolver and spun the chamber around. It was loaded and ready to go. He chewed his lower lip and Jenkins weaved through the cars and crowds on Broadway. When they reached Sixty-third Street they saw it was filled with police cars and ambulances. Jenkins started to turn onto the street.
�Go around to Sixty-fourth,� Rackman said. �He�ll never come out this way.�
Jenkins straightened out the wheel and drove one more block, turning right onto Sixty-fourth. It too was filled with police cars parked at the rear of the Y.
�I wonder if there are any side entrances to the building,� Rackman said as Jenkins coasted to the rear of the Y.
�I don�t know.�
Jenkins stopped behind a green and white patrol car, and Rackman got out before Jenkins had turned the engine off. Rackman walked up to a gold-braided captain looking at the building.
�We got him yet?� Rackman asked.
The captain looked at him. �Not yet. We�re going through the building from bottom to top. If he�s in there, we�ll get him.�
Jenkins joined them. �What�s going on?�
Rackman turned around. �They haven�t got him yet.�
�Let�s go in the building.�
Rackman happened to glance over Jenkins� shoulder, and saw a big man in a white shirt and beard come running out the driveway of the new apartment building they�d passed on the way up the block. The man looked at the police cars behind the Y, then turned and ran the other way.
Rackman pointed down the block to the big man in the white shirt. �I think I just saw him!�
The captain squinted. �He�s got a beard and a white shirt!� he said excitedly. �That might be him!�
The captain raised his whistle to his lips and blew hard. Rackman bent over and started running after the man in the white shirt.
�Halt!Police!� Rackman yelled.
The man in the white shirt looked over his shoulder at Rackman and kept on running. Rackman pulled out his revolver and tried to increase his speed. The world filled with the sound of police whistles.
Kowalchuk cursed, turned, and fired a wild shot at Rackman, who dropped to his belly on the sidewalk. Kowalchuk fired again, and people were screaming, fleeing out of the way. Kowalchuk aimed at one of the uniformed cops running down the block, and the pistol went click. Empty. Kowalchuk snarled as he threw the pistol away and went running into the big intersection in front of Lincoln Center. On the other side of the street he saw a sign that said: IRT Subway, with an arrow pointing down. The light was against him, but he had to get into that subway. It was the only chance he had.
Rackman, lying on his stomach, held his revolver in both hands and drew a bead on Kowalchuk. He thought he could bring him down, but there were too many people and cars out there. He might hit somebody by mistake. Bolting to his feet, he took off after Kowalchuk.
Kowalchuk ran into the street, holding his hand out to traffic. Spittle flecked his lips; his eyes were wild and crazy. A yellow cab bearing down on him screeched its brakes but Kowalchuk kept going. He dodged a bus and waited for a Volkswagen Rabbit to pass. He ran in front of another yellow cab, made it past a Chevrolet, and leapt onto the island in the middle of the intersection. Two little old ladies were sitting on the bench in the island looking disapprovingly at him. If he could just make it into that subway station he was sure he could get away. Wiping perspiration from his brow, he glanced back and saw cops running down Sixty-fourth Street after him. A plainclothes cop in a blue blazer was in front.
Kowalchuk gritted his teeth and held up his hand again as he charged into the traffic. Horns blew and brakes screeched, but he looked straight ahead at the subway station and kept going. He was frightened now; he saw the game coming to an end. A fender grazed his leg, but he kept going. Another car actually hit him as it came to a stop, but its momentum was gone and it only knocked Kowalchuk to the side a few feet. He kept going to the far sidewalk and his heart erupted with joy as his foot fell upon it.
He ran down the steps to the subway station and hoped a train would be coming, but when he reached the station no train was waiting for him. He jumped over the turnstiles and everybody turned to look at him.
�Hey where you goin�!� shouted the woman in the change booth.
Kowalchuk ran to the subway platform, and the people waiting there backed away from him. He sniffed nervously and looked both ways. He�d have to get down into the tunnel and try to make it to the Fifty-ninth Street station. If he could, they�d never catch him in the maze of lines going into and out of that hub station.
He jumped off the platform and landed between the tracks. Looking at the electrified third rail, he reminded himself to stay clear of it. His white shirt soaking with sweat, he gnawed at his beard nervously and ran toward the dark tunnel.
On the street level, Rackman was making his way across the intersection. He waved his shield and service revolver in the air, but that wasn�t enough for New York City drivers. They jammed on their brakes at the last moment and cursed him, and he dodged around them, stopping when a car refused to give way. He vaulted past the ladies in the island and stepped into the downtown side of the street. Uniformed police poured into the intersection blowing their whistles, and cars stopped to see what was going on. Rackman made it to the sidewalk and went down the subway stairs four at a time.
He charged into the subway station and jumped over the turnstiles. Commuters were leaning over the platform, looking downtown. He checked them over quickly and didn�t see a white shirt and beard.
He held up his shield. �Anybody see a man in a white shirt and beard come into this station just now?�
An old woman with a shopping bag pointed downtown. �He went that way!�
Rackman jumped off the platform and looked downtown into the tunnel. All he could see was blackness and some widely-spaced lights on steel pillars. A hundred Kowalchuks could be down there right now and you couldn�t see them from here. He trotted over the tracks and into the tunnel, dropping the shield into his pocket but keeping his revolver out. He knew the Fifty-ninth Street station was only seven blocks away and if Kowalchuk ever got that far he�d be awfully hard to find.
He ran down the middle of the tracks, smelling the dank, rotten odor of the tunnel. Looking ahead, peering into every shadow, he tried to spot Kowalchuk�s white shirt. He stumbled over a cross plank, then swerved into the express lane. He could see the distant glow of the Fifty-ninth Street station but no man�s figure was silhouetted against it. Jumping into the next express lane, he heard something skitter at his feet, and looked down in alarm.
A big black rat had been hiding there, and ran squeaking toward the wall. Rackman�s heart pounded, and then he heard it. A subway train was coming from somewhere. He looked around and sure enough the tiny white dots of a subway train�s headlights glowed from uptown. It looked like the downtown express and Rackman knew if he was Kowalchuk he�d try to jump on the motherfucker. It�d probably be the last train through, because soon somebody would notify the Transit Authority to stop all the trains in the vicinity.
Rackman passed between the steel pillars and got on the uptown express track again. He looked back and saw the train speed into the Sixty-sixth Street station, which wasn�t an express stop. Crouching, he peered downtown from that angle, hoping it would show him something new, but it didn�t. He wondered where Kowalchuk was hiding. Surely he couldn�t have made it all the way to Fifty-ninth Street by now.
Kowalchuk was only twenty yards away, hiding in an indentation in the wall beside the downtown local track. Sweat and soot streaked his face and his switchblade was in his fist, the blade pointed straight up. He�d ducked in here when he realized a cop was chasing him, because he thought the cop would be able to see him if he kept moving. It was dark, but not that dark. If only he had a gun. When the cop came closer, Kowalchuk would attack him and try to get his. With a gun, there�d be no stopping him.
Then Kowalchuk heard the train coming. He saw it enter the Sixty-sixth Street station, and a new plan formed in his mind. He�d hop that train and ride it to Fifty-ninth Street. It�d be dangerous�he might slip and fall�but it was his last chance and he knew it.
Police swarmed into the station as the train zoomed through. Rackman saw it gather speed. He looked around and decided he was safe in the lane he was in. The train came abreast of him and roared by. Sparks flew from the wheels and lights flashed inside the cars. Rackman held his hands over his ears and looked at the commuters hanging onto straps inside the cars. The train was almost past him, and he got ready. The last car zoomed by and he leapt over onto the uptown track. He got down on one knee, held his revolver in both hands, and got ready. He hoped Kowalchuk would make his play.
The train receded. Rackman�s breath came in little gasps as he held the pistol steady. He�s not going to do it, Rackman thought, and then he saw the white shirt move onto the track. It was coming from the right and it was moving fast. It crossed the local track in a flash and then it was in the air. Rackman caught him in his sight and pulled the trigger.
The bullet ricocheted off the metal wall of the train and splintered into Kowalchuk�s face. He screamed and let go, dropping onto the track, where he lay still for a few moments, trying to figure out how badly he was hurt. He blinked his eyes and saw a figure stalking toward him from uptown. It was the cop who�d shot at him; Kowalchuk could make out the revolver in his hands.
Maybe I can get his gun, Kowalchuk thought. His face stung and felt wet; he didn�t know if it was blood or sweat. Probably it was both. He seemed okay everyplace else except where he landed on his hip. He looked at the cop advancing toward him. It was the one in the blue blazer jacket he�d seen coming after him on the street. Just a little closer, you fuck, Kowalchuk thought, closing his eyes and making his breathing shallow.
Rackman crept closer to Kowalchuk, his gun pointed at him. Kowalchuk wasn�t moving and Rackman figured he�d either hit him fatally, or Kowalchuk had hurt himself in the fall from the train. Rackman stopped a few feet away from Kowalchuk and heard a commotion in the tunnel behind him. The other cops were coming now, and he glanced around to look. Even as he was doing it, he knew he was making a mistake.
Kowalchuk saw his chance and leapt for Rackman�s gun. Rackman spun around at the last moment but Kowalchuk grabbed his wrist. Startled, Rackman pulled back, but Kowalchuk had him in a vise grip.
�Give� me� your� gun,� Kowalchuk growled, holding Rackman�s wrist with one massive hand and reaching for the gun with his other. Their sweating faces were inches apart and Rackman could smell Kowalchuk�s fetid breath.
Rackman tried to kick Kowalchuk in the groin, but Kowalchuk pivoted out of the way and spun Rackman around, slamming him against a steel pillar. Rackman was knocked cold for a split second, and dropped the gun. Kowalchuk bent over to pick it up and Rackman kicked him in the head. The force of the blow straightened Kowalchuk up and sent him falling backward. Rackman went after him and threw a hard left to Kowalchuk�s face. Kowalchuk grunted as it landed and shot a punch of his own at Rackman�s stomach, but Rackman stepped back out of range.
Kowalchuk reached into his pocket and pulled out his switchblade. He hit the button and the blade glowed dully in the dim light. �Get away from me, cop,� he said.
�Drop that knife and give yourself up, Kowalchuk,� Rackman replied. �You haven�t got a chance.�
Kowalchuk licked his lips and glanced uptown. Policemen with flashlights were entering the tunnel.
�Just let me get the gun,� Kowalchuk said.
�I won�t hurt you if you let me get the gun.�
Rackman moved between Kowalchuk and the gun. �Not today.�
�Then you die!� Kowalchuk yelled, lunging at Rackman, but Rackman darted back out of the way. The gun was only a few feet from Rackman now, and he knew he�d have to stand his ground or try to get the gun himself. He decided to try and get the gun. He stepped backward, his eyes on Kowalchuk�s knife, trying to locate the gun with his feet. His face was covered with perspiration and he stared at Kowalchuk�s knife.
�No you don�t!� Kowalchuk said, realizing Rackman was trying to get the gun.
Kowalchuk jumped forward and tried to rip Rackman�s stomach, but Rackman caught Kowalchuk�s wrist in both his hands, lifted it in the air, pivoted, and brought Kowalchuk�s elbow down on his shoulder. Kowalchuk screamed and dropped the knife. Rackman side-stepped karate style and jabbed his elbow into Kowalchuk�s gut, but Kowalchuk had a lot of cushioning there and barely felt it. Kowalchuk slugged Rackman in the ear, and then hit him again, watching him go sprawling down the track. Rackman fell on his knees and knew there was an electric rail somewhere around here. He turned around and saw Kowalchuk bending over the revolver.
Rackman gritted his teeth and dived at Kowalchuk. The force of his body hit Kowalchuk waist-high and knocked him over.
Rackman pounded Kowalchuk in the head but Kowalchuk shook off the blows, pushing Rackman away with all his might. Rackman stumbled backward, and Kowalchuk went for the gun again.
Rackman saw the knife gleaming on a wooden trestle between him and Kowalchuk. Charging forward, he scooped up the knife and went for Kowalchuk�s back. Kowalchuk didn�t see him; he was reaching for the gun, certain he�d get it this time. Rackman rushed him and raised the knife, hesitating for a split second at the awareness of what he was about to do, and then plunged it into Kowalchuk�s back.
Kowalchuk had the gun three inches off the ground when the knife went in. He bellowed and arched his back, firing the pistol wildly in the air. Rackman pulled the knife out and stabbed it in higher this time. Blood spurted everywhere, and Kowalchuk turned around. Blood dripped from his nose and the corner of his mouth as he tripped over the trestle and tried to gain his footing. He glowered at Rackman and unsteadily raised the revolver. Rackman attacked, smashing the gun out of the way and burying the knife up to its hilt in Kowalchuk�s heart.
Kowalchuk�s knees wobbled as blood gushed out of the wound. He dropped the gun and staggered backward, trying to pull the knife out. Then his eyes glazed over and he pitched forward onto his face.
Huffing and puffing, Rackman looked down at him. Rackman was bleeding from a cut on his arm, and the lights were spinning around him.
Leaning against a steel pillar, he gazed at Kowalchuk lying in a pool of spreading blood.
The police came out of the gloom with their flashlights and guns.
�Are you all right?� a sergeant asked.
�Yeah,� Rackman said, turning his head and spitting out a wad of blood. He looked at Kowalchuk again, then picked his revolver out of the gravel and put it in his shoulder holster.
�Good work,� the sergeant said, patting Rackman on the back.
The other policemen kept their distance, looking respectfully at Rackman. He frowned, wiped the blood off his mouth with the back of his hand, and sat on a steel rail, burying his face in his hands.
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My So-Called Literary Career
by Len Levinson

As I look back at my so-called literary career, which consisted of 83 paperback novels by 22 pseudonyms, I�ve concluded that it all began in 1946 when I was 11, Fifth Grade, John Hannigan Grammar School, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
A teacher named Miss Ribeiro asked students to write essays of our choosing. Some kids wrote about baking cookies with mommy, fishing excursions to Cuttyhunk with dad, or bus to Boston to watch the Red Sox play the Yankees at Fenway Park, etc.
But my mommy died when I was four, and dear old Dad never took me anywhere. So Little Lenny Levinson penned a science fiction epic about an imaginary trip to the planet Pluto, probably influenced by Buck Rogers, perhaps expressing subliminal desires to escape my somewhat Dickensian childhood.
As I wrote, the classroom seemed to vanish. I sat at the control panel of a sleek, silver space ship hurtling past suns, moons, asteroids and blazing constellations. While writing, I experienced something I can only describe today as an out-of-body, ecstatic hallucination, evidently the pure joy of self-expression.
I returned to earth, handed in the essay, and expected the usual decent grade. A few days later Miss Ribeiro praised me in front of the class and read the essay aloud, first time I�d been singled out for excellence. Maybe I�ll be a writer when I grow up, I thought.
As time passed, it seemed an impractical choice. Everyone said I�d starve to death. I decided to prepare for a realistic career, but couldn�t determine exactly what it was.
In 1954, age 19, I joined the Army for the GI Bill, assuming a Bachelor�s degree somehow would elevate me to the Middle Class. After mustering out in 1957, I enrolled at Michigan State University, East Lansing, majored in Social Science, graduated in 1961, and travelled to New York City to seek my fortune.
Drifting with the tides, in 1970 I was employed as a press agent at Solters and Sabinson, a show biz publicity agency near Times Square. Our clients included Frank Sinatra, Barbra Streisand, Bob Hope, the Beatles, Flip Wilson, Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus, Holiday on Ice, Playboy, Caesar�s Palace, numerous Broadway shows, and countless movies, among others. It was at Solters and Sabinson that certain life-transforming events occurred, ultimately convincing me to become a full-time novelist.
The wheels of the cataclysm were set in motion innocuously enough by press agent Jerry Augburn, whose desk jammed beside mine in a large, open office packed with approximately 20 hustling press agents and secretaries.
Unusual in that raucous atmosphere, Jerry was a well-mannered WASP from Muncie, Indiana with B.A. in English from Ball State U and Ph.D. from Columbia. Through some trick of fate, instead of becoming a professor, he landed in entertainment publicity. Together we represented the New York Playboy Club, and individually worked for other clients.
One day Jerry complained he wasn�t feeling well. Soon afterwards he was diagnosed with leukaemia, stopped coming to the office, and left word he didn�t want calls. A few months later he died around age 35. Intelligent, capable, good guy, husband and father�suddenly gone. Wow.
I never thought much about death until Jerry�s passing. According to Hinduism which I studied at the time, death is a normal stage through which all sentient beings pass on journeys to next incarnations. Perhaps I�d return as a chimpanzee, fish or possibly a cockroach someone would stomp.
Weeks passed; the office seemed to forget Jerry, like he never existed. Jerry�s desk was taken over by Jay Russell, press agent in his 50s, who spent his days writing column items.
One night approximately three months after Jerry�s demise, Jay and I worked late. I went home around 9pm, leaving him behind. Next morning, I learned that he died of a heart attack that night sitting on his home toilet, writing column items. I�m not making this up. That�s the story I was told. Perhaps he wrote one so funny, his heart burst with glee.
After Jay�s funeral, I reflected upon Death striking twice at the chair beside mine. Was I next on the hit parade? Meanwhile, the office returned to its usual pressure cooker atmosphere. After a few weeks Jay was forgotten like Jerry.
I was 35, looking down the road at 40. If I died at my desk or on the toilet, unquestionably I too would soon be forgotten by co-workers and clients. What was the point of busting my chops if it meant nothing in the end?
I�m not exaggerating about busting my chops. Competition for clients was ferocious. A press agent was only as good as his last media break. If it didn�t break�it never happened. If you didn�t produce steady breaks�you were on the street.
In pursuit of my paycheck, I spent substantial time on the phone asking editors and reporters to run my press releases, interview clients, and cover events. All too often they rejected my pleading, because they only had so much space, and their phones never stopped ringing from press agents� calls, their mailboxes stuffed daily with press releases.
Gradually it dawned upon me that I was in the wrong job for my personality type. But what on earth was the right job for my personality type?
Since the fifth grade my grandest ambition remained: novelist. In light of Jerry�s and Jay�s passing, I slowly came to the life-altering realization that I didn�t want to kick the bucket without at least attempting to fulfil my highest career aspiration.
I�d already tried writing at home evenings, after working in the office, but my mind was too tired. If I wanted to be a novelist, I needed to approach it like a job, first thing in the morning, four hours on the typewriter, no distractions. That meant I�d need to quit my regular job. My savings would support me for around a year. Surely I�d appear on the bestseller list by them.
But I wasn�t totally delusional. I knew that substantial risk including possible homelessness accompanied the novelist�s life. I had no family to provide financial assistance if I hit the skids.
On the other hand, if I played it safe and remained in PR, suppressing unhappiness, I�d probably evolve into a well-pensioned, gray bearded, ex-PR semi-alcoholic residing comfortably in a West Side co-op, or gated community in Boca Raton, happily married to a former Playboy Bunny.
BUT the day inevitably would arrive when I�d be flat on my back in a hospital bed, tubes up my nose and jabbing into my arms, on the cusp of Death Itself. And knowing how my mind tends to function, I�d reproach myself viciously for not at least attempting to live my dream, since I was going to die regardless. Why not go for the gold ring of the novelist�s life, instead of getting put down daily by journalists?
After much meditation on death, heaven, hell, destiny, mendacity and art, I resigned my press agent career and threw my heart and brain cells completely into writing novels. It was the bravest, most consequential and possibly most foolish decision of my life.
You can call me shallow, immature, irresponsible and/or insane. But I never betrayed my ideal. Against the odds, I went on to write those 83 paperback novels, mostly in the high adventure category, about cops, cowboys, soldiers, spies, cab drivers, race car drivers, ordinary individuals seeking justice in an unjust world, and other lunatics, but never rose above bottom rungs of the literary ladder, and probably was considered a hack. Sometimes even I suspected myself of hackery.
One of my novels, The Bar Studs by Leonard Jordan (Fawcett) sold 95,000 copies, and I was on my way to the big time, or so I�d thought at the time. Publishers Weekly judged it: �Tough as they come, but surprisingly well done.� My next sold around 20,000.
My favorite, The Last Buffoon by Leonard Jordan (Belmont-Tower), was possibly most vulgar and disgusting novel in the history of the world. A photo of me adorned the cover, standing in a trash can in Greenwich Village, true metaphor for my so-called literary career. Amazingly, The Last Buffoon got optioned for the movies, but like most such deals, no movie was made.
Walter Zacharius, President of Kensington Publishing Corporation, took me to dinner at the Palm restaurant near the UN and said he expected my The Sergeant series by Gordon Davis, nine novels (Zebra and Bantam), to make a million dollars. But Lady Luck had other plans.
Then came The Rat Bastards by John Mackie (Jove), 16 novels about a platoon of American soldiers fighting the Japanese Imperial Army in the South Pacific during World War II. This unquestionably was one of the most freaked-out, violent literary projects ever devised by a sick mind. Soldiers constantly were stabbing each other with bayonets, or blowing up each other with hand grenades, or machine-gunning each other to smithereens. Blood, guts, profanity and occasional heads flew through the air. How could such novels, spiced with gallows humor, possibly fail in the gutbucket action-adventure marketplace? They didn�t exactly fail, but didn�t set sales records either.
I felt certain that my Western series The Pecos Kid, six novels by Jack Bodine (Harper), would soar to the top of the Western market, becoming worthy successors to Louis L�Amour, Zane Grey and Max Brand. Pecos contained huge dollops of all possible melodramatic elements such as gunfights, fistfights, knife fights, romance, intrigue, suspense, treachery, deeply researched Apache lore, gags, quips, paradoxes, puns, even a cynical horse named Nestor providing his own unique viewpoint. But the Western market wasn�t very impressed.
My final series, The Apache Wars Saga, six novels by Frank Burleson (Signet), achieved the status of �important historical fiction� in my estimation, comparable to War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy or Gone with the Wind by Margaret Mitchell. Again the market didn�t agree.
My so-called literary career crashed totally in 1997. My last editor, Todd Keithley at Signet, said: �They don�t want little profits. They want BIG profits.�
I didn�t take it personally. Many action-adventure writers got dumped during the 1990s, due to hot new policies implemented by rapidly conglomerating publishing houses. Advances usually paid to low profit writers like us got redirected to possibly profitable new authors, especially in the bestselling category, women�s romances.
Between 1997 and now, four of my manuscripts failed to find publishers. Obviously, based on cold, cruel reality, my big gamble ultimately flopped. Not everyone�s dream comes true forever, evidently. Just because you place your offerings on the altar of pulp fiction, doesn�t mean every one will be accepted.
But my so-called literary career wasn�t 100% mistaken, I don�t think. At least I needn�t torment myself on my deathbed for not attempting to become a novelist.
Moreover, I must confess that I enjoyed writing those 83 nutty novels. They allowed me to explore my bottomless imagination, always best destination for an introvert, instead of daily brush-offs by journalists, plus insults from temperamental clients.
Sometimes when you lose�you also might win. Perhaps the novelist�s life is its own reward. And punishment.
My so-called literary career isn�t over yet. Every morning I look forward to sitting at my computer. I�m working on a new novel which I consider my best achievement ever, based on the greatest love affair of my life, played for laughs. It probably won�t be published because I�ve relocated to rural Illinois and lost contact with the NYC literary scene. But even that doesn�t stop me.
In the words of Janis Joplin, as written by Kris Kristoffersen: �Freedom�s just another word�for nothin� left to lose.�
Since the above, I�ve discovered that bloggers have been writing about me. Joe Kenney in his blog GLORIOUS TRASH referred to me as a �trash genius�. People are buying and selling my old books. Can it be�is it possible�is it conceivable that my new e-books suddenly will go viral, and I�ll become a zillionaire, appear on the Jay Leno Show, relocate to Paris, and marry a dancer from the Follies Bergere? Like I said, my so-called literary career isn�t over yet.

THE AUTHOR

Hailed as a �trash genius�, Len Levinson was born in New Bedford, Massachusetts, served on active duty in the U.S. Army from 1954-1957, and graduated from Michigan State University with a BA in Social Science. He relocated to NYC that year and worked as an advertising copywriter and public relations executive before becoming a full-time novelist. Len created and wrote a number of series, including The Apache Wars Saga, The Pecos Kid and The Rat Bastards. He has had over eighty titles published, and PP is delighted to have the opportunity to issue his exceptional WWII series, The Sergeant in digital form. After many years in NYC, Len moved to a small town (pop. 3100) in rural Illinois, where he is now surrounded by corn and soybean fields� a peaceful, ideal location for a writer.
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Once there was a petite young blonde .
Of whom a strange man wasn' fond. o
When she laughed and passed him by
He tracked her down and made her die..
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